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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Explaining what I was about to do would be difficult if I got caught, but there was no way around it. It had to be done. That didn’t change the fact that I felt like a creep for doing it. Looking more out of place than me at the Grammys, my rusted truck rattled and bumped down a quaint street. Sunlight glinted off the hood and burst through the windshield as I parked in an inconspicuous spot. Sweat gathered at my temples and I swiped it away with a curse.

      I never thought I’d get tired of living in paradise, but, tada! Squinting through endless days of perfect weather in the Florida Keys had officially exhausted me after only a few months. My cold, dead heart yearned for…well, not much really.

      Hence it being cold.

      And dead.

      My boots—black, like my soul—thumped onto sizzling pavement as I hopped out of my truck and surveyed the area. Older homes. Gorgeous architecture. A few of them sagged under the heat just like me while the rest had been meticulously cared for over the years. I slipped a pair of sunglasses in place and ambled toward my mark.

      601 Swaying Palm Way—the most decrepit house on the street.

      A woman sat in a car parked a few houses away with a phone pressed to her ear. Long hair the color of an old penny cascaded down her back. Her jaw was almost too square. Her nose a little upturned. Her lips, full and painted a vivid red. She rolled down the windows as heat shimmered around her.

      Her gaze passed over mine. It felt significant enough to almost send me skedaddling back to my truck, until she returned her attention to whoever was on the phone with a roll of her eyes and a pouty frown.

      “Get it together, Channing,” I muttered under my breath. My nerves had me imagining importance where it didn’t belong. Whoever she was, the less attention I paid her, the better it would be for both of us.

      Summoning nonchalance, I resumed my stroll down the sidewalk and took stock of the home I’d come to see. The front door was in bad shape. One swift kick would take it off the hinges, no doubt about that. The windows lining the porch weren’t set in the frames properly and I’d eat my boots if the locks worked. Which spoke volumes. I loved my boots. They’d carried me around the world without complaint. Each scuff in the leather told a wild story.

      “Maxine’s not home.”

      I jumped and whirled. How the hell had anyone been able to sneak up on me, let alone someone encased in a velour track suit three sizes too small? If the friction between those thighs wasn’t enough to sound an alarm, the powder blue fabric’s cries for help should have done the trick.

      In a perfect world, no one would have seen me near this house.

      Too bad we didn’t live in a perfect world—something I knew better than anyone. Life had found every opportunity to teach me that lesson, beating me over the head with it whenever I got too comfortable.

      Shrewd black eyes met mine as a nest of crow’s feet wrinkled into a smile. “She’s meeting Carl for lunch, but I’m sure she’ll be back in a couple hours.” A friendly pat on the hand brought images of hand-knit sweaters and toilet paper rolls hidden under crocheted dolls.

      Perfect. Casing the joint would take ten minutes, tops. Knowing the old woman who lived there was out for the afternoon meant I didn’t need to be as inconspicuous as I originally thought.

      “Thank you, missus…” I lifted a questioning brow, quirking my head like the friendliest puppy on the block.

      Nothing to be suspicious of here.

      Nothing at all.

      Definitely no reason to tell Maxine about the strange man lurking in front of her house.

      “Never been a missus, and never will be.” The woman threw her head back and barked laughter. “Though for you, I’d be willing to change my mind. I always did have a thing for dark hair, blue eyes, and tight tushies.”

      This earned me another pat on the hand that had me imagining running for my life.

      “I’m Delores, by the way.” With a swish of tortured velour and the faintest pinch on my rear end, she ambled down the sidewalk and disappeared around the corner.

      Glancing over my shoulder to ensure the woman in the parked car wasn’t watching, I followed the walk to Maxine’s front porch. The steps may have been painted white, though they were so chipped and peeling it was impossible to tell. The third one from the bottom squealed so loudly under my weight I was afraid I’d sink up to my thigh in jagged lumber and rusty nails if I lingered too long.

      “No sneaking up on this place,” I muttered as I hopped onto the porch and glared at the offending wood. After a quick inspection of the front of the house, I hurried around the back before another neighbor stuck her nose—and fingers—where they didn’t belong.

      Life had a way, didn’t it? If I traveled back in time and told me from a year ago I’d be scurrying around a stranger’s house like a common criminal, I’d have laughed in my face and shot myself the bird.

      I’d partied all night in Paris.

      Watched the sun rise in Milan.

      Hung out with stars who shined so bright, I was still blinking through the afterimage.

      I had enough money to keep me comfortable for a long time, but I didn’t have what mattered. Purpose. Not one that belonged to me, anyway. My entire life had been devoted to protecting a friend so close I considered him a brother, and here I was at 31 with nothing of my own.

      It was time to remedy that situation. Hence, my reason for casing an old lady’s house before agreeing to take the job she’d posted on Craig’s List.

      Maxine Monroe needed someone to move in and fix up the place, for the super exciting pay of…drumroll, please…the pleasure of living in her guesthouse. I needed to build my resume and brush up on my contracting skills before I opened my business and charged for my services.

      Sounded like a match made in heaven to me.

      Or Hell.

      I’d be clearer on that after my meeting tomorrow.

      A squeal of rotting wood and a surprised gasp froze me in place as I came around the corner. The woman from the parked car stared in annoyance at the step, her hands on her hips and judgement in her eyes. “Why do I fall for that every freaking time?”

      While the Tushy Tickler might not have found anything wrong about a strange man standing on the sidewalk in front of Maxine’s house, me sneaking out of the backyard after a scouting expedition was a different look.

      I didn’t wear it well.

      And if that woman was here often enough to know about the step, then she’d also know I didn’t belong anywhere near the place.

      Swallowing a string of curse words, I tried to slip back around the house, but a tree of birds took flight in a squawking huff and the woman’s attention snapped my way. Her jaw dropped as she threaded her fingers through her dirty penny hair. Her fuck-me lips pulled into a thin line and her eyes narrowed.

      Well, shit.

      “I thought I saw you sneaking around the place.” She lifted her chin as her eyes raked over my body. “Who are you and why are you here?”

      The look on her face and the frostbite in her voice told me I’d been convicted without a trial. I could have explained, but where was the fun in that?

      So, I did what I did best. I went on the attack. “The more important questions is, who are you and why are you here?”

      “Me?” she asked with a hand to her heart. “I’m someone who carries pepper spray in her purse and has her finger on the emergency call button. And it’s none of your business why I’m here.” A delicate eyebrow lifted, daring me to take even one step closer.

      Always eager to exceed expectations, I ambled her way. “I’m not doing anything wrong here.”

      “Said every criminal ever.” With fire in her eyes, she brandished her phone with the confidence of a wolverine.

      A smarter man would have explained himself. Or shut up and walked away. I couldn’t bring myself to do either of those things. The conversation was stimulating. The spark in her eyes was interesting. While her judgement annoyed me, I felt compelled to get closer.

      And so I did.

      She was prettier up close. Too bad her personality didn’t match.

      “Spoken like a truly open-minded individual,” I said with a smirk. “Your compassion knows no bounds.”

      Her lips parted, the corners tugging up ever so slightly as she aimed her parting shot. The glint in her eyes said it would be a doozy. I braced, but it never came. Instead, she made a show of unlocking her phone and stabbing at the screen, while her gaze held mine in a vice.

      Fantastic. I may have finally found a worthy adversary, I thought.

      “You’ll feel like an idiot if you make that call.” My feet were in motion, boots thumping across the dead grass in the front yard. “At least take a look around the place before you make a fool of yourself with the police. Nothing’s missing.”

      “Yet.” Nevertheless, she lowered the phone and took a tentative step off the porch, right onto the squealing step of doom. It delivered its line with enthusiasm and Penny Dreadful shrieked her surprise. Again.

      A low chuckle escaped my lips as my feet hit the sidewalk.

      “I better not see you around here again!” she shouted at my back.

      “You’re in for a surprise then,” I muttered, as I lifted my middle finger over my shoulder and sauntered away.
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      Kennedy

      

      The would-be burglar lurking in my grandma’s backyard had the audacity to shoot me the bird. Like any intelligent almost-victim, I snapped a picture as he climbed into his train wreck of a truck. If I did decide to call the cops, I would need to do better than, “He looked like sex on a stick, but in villainous kind of way.”

      Who wore black jeans and a black leather jacket in the Keys, anyway? In July? Someone with criminal intent. Or a low IQ. Either way, his emo rock star attire told me everything I needed to know. What a shame to waste such a gorgeous face on a man like that.

      After Captain Asshole scurried away, I perused the grounds as if I, Dr. Kennedy Monroe, had an inkling of what to look for after stumbling on a strange man in my Nan’s backyard. I hemmed and I hawed, pulling at the scruffy ferns out front as if the answers might be hiding under a half-dead plant. After finding nothing out of the ordinary despite my perfect impersonation of a detective, I made my way back to the porch, shrieking for the third time that day as the rotted step squealed under my weight.

      Maybe the stair had a point. Maybe I’d been eating too much fast food.

      I laughed. There was no maybe about it. My hectic schedule left little time for exotic things. You know, like trips to the grocery. And cooking.

      “Maxine’s not home.”

      “Shit!” My heart stopped and I spun to find Delores McIntire standing directly behind me, proudly sporting her favorite outfit. She swore the light blue brought out the highlights in her hair while I couldn’t hear over the velour’s screams for mercy. How in the world had she made it up the stairs without sounding the alarm? Maybe the step was right to question my eating habits. My hand went to my belly as I sucked in air.

      “Sorry, honey. Seems I’m stealthy today.” Delores pursed her lips and wiggled from head to toe. She reminded me of a Labrador, if Labs came in powder blue and had a history of being overly friendly with much younger men. No one was safe from her wandering fingers. Not delivery men. Baggers at the checkout lanes. Or random strangers who caught her eye. Anyone else would have a sexual harassment rap sheet longer than her arm, but something about her personality kept her safe. Even if the men around her weren’t.

      “Maxine’s out to lunch with you-know-who.” Delores lifted her eyebrows and gave them a wiggle, too.

      I nodded like I was in on the secret. I didn’t know who, but I didn’t have time to admit it. Asking for info would lead to a three-hour dissertation on the comings and goings of everyone in a four-block radius. “I thought I’d surprise her on my lunchbreak, but I’ll check in again tomorrow.”

      I considered asking Delores if she’d seen Captain Asshole on his backyard expedition, because if anyone had the dirt on someone who looked like him, she’d be the one. A check of my phone confirmed I definitely didn’t have time for that conversation. I said my goodbyes and headed for my car, squealing one last time as I stepped off that blasted stair.
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        * * *

      

      Five hours and fifty patients later, I dropped into my car and pressed my head to the steering wheel. The name of the game at Key West Pediatrics seemed to be Get ‘Em In, Get ‘Em Out, preferably with as many prescriptions as I could write. Not exactly what I had in mind when I signed my life away to NYU’s med program, but hey. At least I was helping people.

      With exhaustion curling the hair at my temples, I queued up my favorite playlist of Collin West’s greatest hits. His music never failed to lift my mood. Anticipating the catchy beat, I was already smiling as I closed the door, just in time for an incoming call to interrupt the first song.

      “Sorry, Collin. We’ll have to pick this up later.” I grinned as I saw the caller ID, then stabbed a finger at the accept button. “Hey there, Mama. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Do I need a reason to call my only daughter?” Mom sounded like the voice of God coming over the car speakers. Where Collin West deserved to test the limits of the sound system in a five-year-old Honda, she did not. I turned down the volume and put the car in gear.

      “Usually.”

      “Kennedy.” The heavy accent on that first syllable dripped with mock disappointment. “Why would you say such a thing after I sacrificed everything to raise you?”

      “I think that might be a record. Five-seconds in and the guilt-knife is already firmly lodged in my stomach. Have you considered going pro?”

      Her laughter filled the vehicle and sent a rush of familiarity to release the tension in my shoulders. It reminded me of long nights tucked under her arm, the two of us stealing popcorn from the bowl on her lap as we watched movies I was too young to understand. Of her perched on the edge of my bed, giving me terrible advice on relationships like a wizened sage. My mom had been my best friend for a long time. Maybe that made me weird, but I was pretty sure the rest of the world could do with a little more weird in their life.

      “How was work today?” she asked. “Any better?”

      “On a scale of one to exhausted, I’m too tired to pick a number and finish the joke.”

      Fast food signs beckoned as I passed, but, remembering the accusations Nan’s stairs squealed that morning, I locked my gaze on the road ahead. The last thing I needed was another cheap hamburger. Even if they were delicious.

      Mom let loose a hearty sigh. She hated how much time I dedicated to my job, probably because it was the one personality trait I got from my dad. “What you need is a house husband,” she said. “Someone waiting for you with a glass of wine and a bubble bath after a long day of saving the world. Shirtless, of course. With just the right amount of chest hair. Bonus points if he’s independently wealthy and skilled in the art of therapeutic massage. Oooh! And low-slung gray sweats that accent all the right places…”

      With each addition to the description, I chuckled a little more. If I knew my mother, that particular daydream had more to do with her than me. “Why do I get the feeling you’ve spent more than the last ten seconds fantasizing about that list?”

      “Can’t blame a woman for dreaming. Right?”

      “I hate to burst your bubble, but that’s not how it works. Men are too selfish to be house husbands. Well, selfishness doesn’t honor gender lines, but you get my point.” I passed my favorite burger joint with the restraint of a saint. “I have no desire to let someone devour my life only for him to leave when things get real.”

      Mom made a sound like she was coughing up a hairball. I tweaked the volume down another notch. “Just because it happened to me…”

      “Not just you. Grandma Rosey, too. In fact, the only woman in our family it didn’t happen to is Nana Maxine, and that’s because Grandpa died when they still liked each other.”

      That and she belonged to Dad’s side of the family so whatever curse Mom and I had hanging over our heads didn’t affect her.

      The image of Captain Asshole staking out Nan’s place danced through my mind and my lady parts reacted with an inappropriate amount of glee. Who would have thought tall, dark, and creepy would do it for me? Not this strong, independent woman, capable of making healthy relationship choices. That was for sure.

      Apparently, I’d been celibate too long. Not by choice. Not necessarily. Doctoring kept me busy, the state of the world kept me cynical, and the curse of my mom and grandma’s failed marriages hung over my head.

      “Hey, Kiki…?” Mom’s voice was as soft as her hand brushing back my hair for a goodnight kiss. “I’m proud of you every day.”

      I must have been more tired than I realized because I swallowed down a lump the size of my student loans.

      “I take back everything I said about house husbands. You don’t need one. You’re strong and beautiful and totally rockin’ the socks off life.”

      “Wow, Mom. You should have stopped with the pride statement. You’re laying it on so thick, I’m definitely sniffing out an ulterior motive here.”

      “Shows what you know. Sometimes a mother can just call her daughter to shower her with praise and not expect anything in return.” Mom waited a beat. “Though, if you wanted to swing by The Twin Dragons and grab some takeout, I wouldn’t mind your company. We could open a bottle of wine and watch movies. I’m no house husband, but I am great company.”

      Spending another night alone sounded about as exciting as my last patient’s battle with foot fungus. “I’m pretty pooped. Doubt I’d be much fun.”

      “What if I told you I was less interested in the company and more interested in Chinese takeout?”

      “We’re a match made in heaven, aren’t we?”

      As Mom chortled her agreement, I tried not to cringe. So I was thirty years old and hanging out with my mother on a Tuesday night…

      So maybe that was a little weird…

      A touch boring…

      Embracing the things that made me unusual also made me interesting. Besides, I was too tired to do more than drool in front of the television. If anyone was equipped to deal with that, it was the woman who’d wiped my bottom for the first two and a half years of my life.
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      Joe

      

      As I pulled up to a red light, I slipped my phone from my pocket and called Lucas Hutton—the Joey to my Chandler, if Joey was sarcastic, intense, and a combat vet.

      “If it isn’t Captain Conscience,” he said as he answered. “How was your scouting expedition?”

      “That’s a good one. Me. With a conscience.” The average person didn’t stand a chance against my disdain for the drama of human existence. Need advice about your bad day? No problem. I knew just the thing to say. Suck it up, buttercup.

      Lucas scoffed. “Going out of your way to make sure you don’t take advantage of someone sounds like the definition of conscience to me.”

      “Whatever, man. Maxine Monroe put her ad on a classified page on the internet, for fuck’s sake.” The light turned green and I gunned the engine. My dinosaur of a truck rattled forward at a snail’s pace. “Does she know how many serial killers stalk those kinds of websites? Is she aware how many con-artists would gladly move into that guesthouse and drain her cookie-baking soul of all it had left? I do. And it isn’t looking good for humanity as a whole. I might be an asshole, but I draw the line at taking advantage of an old woman lost in the modern world, trying to make it on her own.”

      “I wonder what would happen if you saw yourself the way the rest of us do.”

      Not interested in a self-esteem boosting pep talk from a grumpy Marine, I changed the topic. “I definitely think I can take the job, by the way. The backyard is a jungle and the place is a shithole, but man does it have potential. If all goes well tomorrow, I’ll be out of your hair by the end of the week.” I’d been staying at The Hutton Hotel—Lucas’ family business—for the last couple months while I figured out what to do with my life.

      “Everyone said it’s hard to see your children grow up…” The fucker pretended to choke on emotion and sniffed loudly. “I just wasn’t prepared for the reality of it all.”

      The renovations would test my knowledge of construction—rusty at best, though I was pretty good about a decade ago—but I could do the work. Which was exactly what I needed to know before I sat in front of a little old lady in need of protection from the vast criminal network of would-be internet killers.

      The last thing I wanted was to stare into a pair of teddy bear eyes surrounded by a puff of white hair and find a way to say I couldn’t do the work. Because the chances were that I, with my one soft spot naked and vulnerable, would take the job even though I didn’t have the skill. That would suck for both of us. A major lose-lose.

      As Lucas continued talking, Penny Dreadful stole my attention. She wasn’t my type, though considering my long string of strikeouts with women, maybe that was a good thing. Once you got past the fact that she thought I was a common criminal, of course. Too many people made snap judgements and I was tired of landing on the wrong side of that line.

      For as much spark as she had, standing on that porch and threatening me like she meant it, she also proved herself to be completely typical. So I was dressed in black from head to toe and sneaking through a stranger’s yard—

      “EARTH TO JOE.” Lucas used his Marine voice, inflicting permanent damage on my eardrum.

      “You can’t see me right now, but I’m flipping you the bird.” I held the phone away from my face, gleefully grinning at my friend’s photo as I lifted my favorite finger.
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        * * *

      

      The second time I came to Maxine Monroe’s house, I pulled into the driveway like a normal person. The Tushy Tickler watered flowers next door, catching my eyes and making an oddly sensual gesture with the hose.

      Or maybe that was my imagination.

      Please tell me it was my imagination.

      I lifted a cautious hand and skedaddled up the stairs, hopping over the squeaky one. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice? I guess you’d have to call me Penny Dreadful, then, seeing how she’d stepped on that stair twice in five minutes.

      Last night, I’d laughed over the way she shrieked at the step more times than any decent human should. I’d even told Lucas about it over drinks. “She just stared and said ‘every time’ like she knew she was an idiot for stepping on it. Did I tell you her hair was the color of an old penny?”

      He hadn’t been quite as amused as I’d been. I guess you had to be there.

      I rapped my fist against the door. It rattled in a series of aftershocks that had me stepping back in case the whole structure collapsed. Maybe I’d been a tad too confident in my abilities, after all. The deadbolt ka-thunked out of place and the door ground open.

      I’d drawn a picture of Maxine Monroe in my head. Helpless old lady. Voluminous floral mumu skating over her feet. A tuft of white curls. Kind eyes. Paper-thin skin and house slippers hissing along the floor.

      The woman standing in front of me was not that.

      At all.

      She wore carpenter jeans rolled up at the ankle to show off trendy boots. Shoulder length gray hair sported a streak of purple sticking out behind her ear. Tortoise shell glasses perched on her nose, accenting warm brown eyes that skimmed over my face and body.

      “That’s the one, Maxine!” Tushy Tickler called from her yard. “I was right, wasn’t I? He’s too tasty for a life of crime!”

      In any other situation, I’d tell that woman exactly where she could go, but she had me by the balls. For one, she fell squarely into my soft spot zone, even if she was a horndog. And for two, I was already reeling from misjudging my future employer so completely. I held out my hand. “Tasty Joe Channing, at your service.”

      “Maxine Monroe.” Her grip was firm and her smile genuine. “I’m sorry about Delores. She should come with a warning label. Come in and we can get down to business.” Maxine closed the door behind me, ramming it with her shoulder as she wrestled with the deadbolt. “If I don’t lock it up, the damn thing just swings open whenever it feels like.” She gave one last heave, then stepped back with a decisive nod.

      For as non-helpless as its occupant appeared, the house was in surprisingly bad shape. My brain kept adding one plus one and coming up with fourteen. How could someone with full use of her faculties and the fashion sense of a twenty-something let her house fall down around her?

      “Cookie?” Maxine held out a plate of baked goods burned into submission. The chocolate chips…? Raisins…? The brown bits looked like they’d crack a tooth.

      I shoved my hands in my back pockets. “I had a big breakfast.”

      “Wise choice. I thought they’d help me fit into the ‘sweet old lady’ category and play on your sympathies.” She put the plate down on a coffee table. One of the cookies slipped off the plate and clonked to the floor. It didn’t bounce. It didn’t roll. It didn’t so much as lose a crumb.

      Maxine glanced from the cookie to me, quirking her head. “It’s not working, is it?”

      “Not for a second.”

      I already liked the woman. A lot.

      “I’m assuming you were here yesterday to see what you’re getting yourself into, but just in case everything they say about strangers from the internet is true, you should know that I’m dating my Judo instructor. If I don’t put up a good enough fight, he’ll find you and finish you off.”

      “Carl?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “How’d you know that?”

      “Your neighbor is—” I pictured the gleam in the Tushy Tickler’s eyes as she pretended to spray herself with the hose, tossing her hair and wiggling her shoulders as beads of water dripped onto her chest “—friendly.”

      “Is that what you kids are calling it these days?”

      Maxine took me on a tour of the house, and I fell in love. At least that’s what I assumed the strange fluttering in my heart might be. That, or breakfast wasn’t agreeing with me.

      The place was falling apart. The hardwood floors needed replacing. The cabinets in the kitchen begged for updates. The stairs leading to the second floor were locked in an epic battle with the porch step over who delivered their lines with more gusto.

      After a valiant skirmish with the front door, Maxine finally gave up without locking the deadbolt. “It’ll be wide open when we come back, but it’s not worth the fight.”

      “That’ll be the first thing I fix, then.”

      “If I hire you.” She tried to look fierce, but I was growing on her.

      “Right, right. If you hire me,” I replied with as much deference as I could manage and we started on our trek through the jungle in the backyard.

      “The guesthouse was my husband’s studio before he passed. He was always getting these crazy ideas. Never could sit still. He got it in his head that he needed to learn to paint. He was a terrible artist, but amazing with a hammer and nails, as you can see.” She pushed open the door to the guesthouse, a squat one-story building that proved Maxine’s point.

      “He built this for our son, who spends a lot of time overseas and needed a place to stay when he’s stateside, which is pretty much never, hence it becoming George’s studio. There’s a bathroom and kitchenette hiding behind those boxes.” She waved her hand from the doorway, her feet firmly planted outside. “I couldn’t bear to throw his things away, so I just tossed it all in here.”

      As we finished our tour, she grilled me on the basics.

      Age? Thirty-one.

      Experience? I apprenticed with a contractor a few years after high school.

      Current employer? None.

      Why did I want to move into a stranger’s house and work for free? It’s complicated.

      My answers earned me a scathing look and I fully expected Maxine to show me the door…once she’d finished wrestling it open, anyway. She led me back to the front of the house, where said door had swung wide. “You know I’m going to need more than ‘it’s complicated’ before I feel comfortable letting you move into my home.”

      “I hoped my charm and charisma would make up for the holes in my resume.” The blank years in my employment would be hard to explain, because A.) the story was unbelievable and B.) telling it put my brother’s privacy at risk.

      “Where you convicted?”

      I shook my head. “My record’s clean as a whistle.”

      “I never did understand that saying.” Maxine grimaced. “Seems to me, there’s nothing clean about a whistle.”

      She was onto something there, but before I could agree, she hurried on.

      “Know this, Joe Channing. I adore this house. I raised my children in this house. I had a wonderful life with my husband in this house. Sometimes, when I close my eyes, I can still hear him laughing and no matter how much fun I have with Carl, I will never stop missing my George. I’m ashamed I let our home fall to pieces the way I have because every memory of our time together lives here with me. I’m opinionated. I’m hard to please. I don’t like to spend money and will fight you over every cent but if you can overlook all that, then I can overlook a complicated past.”

      “When you put it that way, I think I’d rather eat one of your cookies than take the job.”

      Maxine snorted a laugh and folded her arms over her chest.

      I held up a hand. “Kidding. I’m kidding. I’m the last person to judge anyone for being hard-headed. I’d be honored to restore your house to its former glory.”

      Maxine cocked her head, those sharp brown eyes narrowing as she peered into my soul. After an awkward minute, she gave a decisive nod. “Come on in, then. We’ll draw up a contract and hammer out the details.”

      “Are you really dating your Judo instructor?” I asked as we stepped into the house.

      “Why?” Maxine shut the door and moved toward the kitchen. “You want me to show you some of my moves?”
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      Kennedy

      

      A strange truck hunkered in Nan’s driveway. My heart wrung its hands as my brain flipped through a camera roll of all trucks seen in the recent past, then held up a picture of Captain Asshole climbing into a suspiciously similar vehicle after I scared him off the day before.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I pulled in behind him, effectively blocking his escape. Anxiety hummed a warning as I scanned the yard, then sounded a level ten alarm as my attention climbed up the stairs to the front porch.

      Nan’s door hung open, revealing a gaping maw of the darkened interior.

      With my phone in my hand and my heart in my throat, I killed the engine and barreled toward the house. A melodic bong, bong, bong coming from inside the Honda scolded me for not shutting the door.

      Delores lifted a hand from her station on the porch. “He’s worth the rush! I promise!”

      Ignoring her, I cleared the stairs leading up to the porch in one large step, congratulating myself on missing the screecher, then burst through the open entry.

      Sounds of a struggle emanated from deeper in the house.

      A masculine voice murmured something dark and sinister, and Nan loosed a breathy grunt.

      “Not the throat.”

      Her words were low.

      Tight.

      I imagined that asshole with his hands around her neck, squeezing the life out of my poor, defenseless grandmother. The kitchen table grated against tile. Something crashed to the floor.

      “Nan!” I sprinted toward the ruckus.

      Rounding the corner into the kitchen, my worst fears came true. Captain Asshole had her in a headlock, his thick forearm wrapped around her delicate throat. “Is this where you want it?” he rasped, breathless from effort. My Nan was a tough old bird, bless her heart. She’d put up quite a fight, but he was bigger. Stronger. Younger.

      His eyes caught mine and he stilled, releasing his grip on Nana Maxine, whose hands flew to his wrist and yanked his arm back into place.

      Lack of oxygen had taken its toll. Poor thing was confused.

      I barreled toward them, cocked back a fist, and clocked the asshole in the mouth. Pain exploded across my knuckles and I cursed louder than he did as I grabbed Nan and pulled her to safety.

      “It’s okay.” I grimaced, shaking my hand as her attacker groaned and covered his lips. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”

      I staggered as she pushed out of my arms.

      “Kennedy Reagan Monroe!” Nan put her hands on her hips and dropped her jaw. “What on earth has gotten into you?” She turned to Captain Asshole and crossed the kitchen, gingerly inspecting his mouth as if he was her favorite grandchild.

      “I thought—”

      “You thought what? That you’d barge in here and attack my guest?”

      The man stuck his tongue in his lip. His eyes hit mine and sparks shot forth. “You.” The word was part realization, part accusation, and one-hundred percent loathing.

      He was even better looking up close, if you went for luscious dark hair, glittering blue eyes, and criminal intent. His personality stole the air from the room, and he’d only said one word. Which apparently my vagina found compelling. News to me, but, oh well.

      Nan ping-ponged her attention between us. “I take it you two know each other?”

      “If you consider her threatening to pepper spray me then following it up with a righteous right hook knowing each other, then yes. We’re well acquainted.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t loiter around old women’s houses like a walking criminal enterprise.”

      “Kennedy! That is enough. Apologize to Joe this instant.”

      Joe.

      I expected something more along the lines of Damion.

      Or Malachi.

      Or Satan.

      Captain Asshole didn’t look like a Joe. Not at all. Though I wasn’t exactly sure what I thought a Joe should look like.

      An apology was warranted, I just couldn’t bring myself to give it. I winced at his swelling lip, then reached into the freezer for a bag of peas and tossed them his way. He caught them with a crinkle of plastic, smirked, then pressed the bag to his face. I’d taken an oath to heal people, not hurt them, though there had to be a clause in there for assholes who deserved to get clocked in the mouth.

      Nan gave me a withering look. “My granddaughter is very sorry for punching you.”

      “I saw him skulking around here yesterday. Then when I pulled up today and saw his truck in the driveway and your front door hanging open…I thought he was here to hurt you—especially after I found him with his arm around your throat. I’m sorry.”

      It wasn’t my fault Joe gave off the “I’m an asshole who wants to kill you” vibe.

      “Speaking of the door.” Joe pulled the bag of peas off his face and pointedly ignored me. “If you have any tools around here, I might be able to get that fixed before I head out.”

      “You’re welcome to sort through what I have. George’s stuff is in the guesthouse.”

      Careful to give me a wide berth, Joe left the room, muttering something about dirty pennies on his way. As soon as he was out of earshot, I whirled on Nan. “What in the world is going on here?” I hissed at the same time she said, “Did you really threaten to pepper spray him?”

      I explained what happened yesterday. “He’s the reason I’m back.” I jabbed my thumb over my shoulder. “I thought he was gonna rob you.”

      Nan’s lips quirked. “Instead, you show up and find him with me in a headlock.” Laughter shook her shoulders.

      “I’m glad you find it funny, because I’m still wondering if I should stop by work for an EKG.” Only half-joking, I put a hand to my heart. “Why is he here, anyway?”

      Through the window over the sink, I watched Joe amble toward the guesthouse. He’d ditched yesterday’s leather jacket in favor of a fitted V-neck tee. Ripped, black jeans hugged his trim frame. He ran his hands through his hair, then disappeared from view.

      “He’s going to help me fix up the place.”

      “Where’d you find him? Some random website online?” I smirked at my joke. Everyone knew not to hire strangers off the internet. My smile died on the vine as Nan nodded her agreement.

      “He’s quite the find, isn’t he?” Her eyes sparkled as she rubbed her hands together. “And Delores assures me his tuchus is as ripe as it looks.”

      I slow-blinked as that statement landed, opening my mouth to object as Nan strolled into the living room.

      “You have time to stay?” she asked over her shoulder. “I made cookies.”
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      Joe

      

      Penny Dreadful had a name. And a fucking bell-ringer for a right hook.

      Kennedy Reagan Monroe.

      Two presidents and a blonde bombshell with a drug problem. Nothing to worry about there. Nope. Nothing to unpack at all. Definitely not a set of parents who beat success and leadership into her from a young age. Surely, those names were just a massive coincidence and gave no insight into why the woman had such a bitchy chip on her shoulder.

      Sure. Let’s go with that.

      Ignoring my throbbing face, I raked a hand through my hair and stormed into Maxine’s storage unit for her late husband’s things…also known as the guesthouse. Considering the place would be my home for the foreseeable future, the amount of stuff she’d crammed in there had me wondering where my things would go. A healthy coat of dust clung to everything, and the stale air tickled my lungs. I slid open a few windows in search of a deep breath.

      The mountain of boxes loomed, daring me to dive into someone else’s past in search of power tools. I peered into a few, pinching the cardboard and pulling back the lid just enough to reveal the contents. Sneaking around the house the day before had barely registered on my creep scale, but digging through George Monroe’s stuff buried the needle. I pushed those thoughts to the side with a handful of his paintings.

      Maxine was right. Her husband had been a terrible artist, but my respect for the man surged when I found his tools. Expensive. Well-organized. Clearly used, but cared for. I grabbed what I needed and Jumanji’d my way through the backyard.

      The Monroes had made their way to the living room. Kennedy perched on the couch, a travesty Maxine called a cookie in hand. I grinned as she brought it to her mouth and bit down, gnawing her teeth together until a resounding crunch rewarded her efforts. I didn’t know if it was the cookie or a tooth, but my grin widened.

      Now we both had mouth injuries to nurse.

      Ease up, Channing, I thought to myself then inwardly recoiled in shock.

      When had I ever taken it easy on someone until they proved themselves worthy? Obviously, I needed a distraction, so I went to work sizing up the doorway. The repair didn’t look like it’d need much of my time, as long as I didn’t get too distracted. My gaze slipped to the duo in the living room. I reveled in the scowl on Penny Dreadful’s face as she pretended not to notice me.

      Damn it. Focus man! Grabbing the hammer, I zeroed in on the project in front of me.

      Kennedy wrinkled her nose as her jaws imitated tectonic plates, then audibly swallowed. “These are your best ones yet, Nan.”

      Without taking my eyes off the door, I covered my mouth and coughed something that sounded strangely like, “Suck up.”

      Maxine met my eyes and dropped me a wink as she patted her granddaughter’s hand. “Why, thank you, dear.”

      Kennedy ignored me and crunched off another bite. “I know you hate it when I say this,” she said around a mouthful of gravel, “but are you even sure this house is worth fixing up?”

      Hello?

      Record fucking scratch, right there.

      After less than an hour with Maxine, I knew the place was imprinted on her soul.

      Me.

      An internet killer with a heart of stone.

      I scoffed, earning a scathing glance from Penny Dreadful. She popped the rest of the cookie into her mouth and went to work grinding it into submission. “I mean, think of all the time and energy you would save if you moved into an apartment. Or a retirement village.”

      Maxine’s brow twitched. She held eye contact with Kennedy long enough to make her granddaughter visibly nervous, then rolled her hand. “Go on. You were talking about moving me three steps closer to the morgue?”

      Penny Dreadful ran a hand into her hair and I did everything I could to ignore the urge to walk over there and do the same. I’d never paid so much attention to a woman’s tresses before, but there was something about the color that fascinated me.

      “A retirement village is not three steps closer to the morgue. But you don’t have to move into one of those. What about an apartment? I love mine.”

      Maxine glanced my way and I pretended to be lost in my work. No one wanted a nosey handyman obsessed with their granddaughter’s hair. They were almost as bad as nosey neighbors who sexually violated their hoses.

      “I’m not interested in paying for an apartment, Kennedy.”

      There you go! Let her have it! Stand up for yourself!

      “I could pay for it.”

      “I’m not interested in your charity, either.”

      “I just can’t stand the thought of you staying here. With shady individuals.” Kennedy turned a sly smile my way. “You might get hurt.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was threatening me or insinuating I had malicious intent toward her grandmother, but my jaw throbbed as if to say, “Too late.”

      I leaned against the door and met her eyes, such a light blue they seemed silver from a distance. “That's why Maxine hired me.”

      Kennedy’s eyebrows launched into orbit. “Oh, you're on a first name basis now?”

      “I think I earned it after being attacked by her overly aggressive granddaughter.”

      “The man has a point.” Maxine held out the plate of baked goods. “Cookie?”

      I swallowed a smirk as Kennedy dutifully took one. “I'll take care of your grandma.”

      The cookie paused on its way to violently red lips. “If by ‘taking care of her’ you mean swindling her so you have a place to stay, then yeah. I totally feel better.”

      “At least I’m not talking her into selling the house she raised her family in just when she found someone willing to fix it up.”

      Kennedy scoffed and turned to Maxine who flared her hands. “The man continues to have a point.”

      The cookie lowered to a pair of slender legs crossed primly at the ankles. “Whose team are you on, here?”

      Maxine threw an arm over the back of the sofa. “Team Me. I love my house and don’t want to move.”

      The conversation moved on and I entertained myself by hammering loudly every time Her Highness, Kennedy Reagan Monroe tried to make a point. Her glare burning holes in my temple felt like victory.

      I couldn’t help myself. I gave her my full attention, gently cocking my head in good-natured confusion. “I’m sorry. Is there a problem?”

      “Nothing a little patience won’t solve.” Her smile was sickly sweet and her eyes shot lasers. “I’m sure with enough time you’ll prove who you really are. Problem. Solved.”

      “That’s enough, you two.” Maxine’s eyes went wide. “What are you? Six-years-old? Bickering isn’t going to change anything. Joe is still moving into the guesthouse and Kennedy is still my favorite granddaughter.”

      “Into the guesthouse?” Kennedy squeaked. “Nan…no!”

      I tried to tune out the arguments she presented. Hearing an alphabetized list of why Penny Dreadful thought I was skeezy didn’t rate high on my action items for the day. Most of her objections were as flimsy as the Tushy Tickler next door’s morals, but I did have to laugh when she called my wardrobe into question. She had a point. It took a special kind of man to parade around the Florida Keys in black boots. I tried to imagine myself in a floral print shirt, cargo shorts, and flipflops.

      Nope.

      Wasn’t gonna happen.

      As Kennedy sighed in what I knew better than to believe was resignation, I swore to myself I’d turn the house into a masterpiece just to spite her. I took the job hoping to cut my teeth, but I’d finish the job to protect Maxine from apartments, retirement villages, and a granddaughter who showed love by making everything about herself.

      Kennedy probably had a reason for wanting her Nan out of the house.

      Maybe she was on the deed and would get a cut of the sales. Maybe she needed a roommate with questionable baking skills. I didn’t know what her motive was, but the more I thought about it, the more certain I became that she had one.

      How did those two women share genes anyway?

      Where Maxine was thoughtful and understanding, Kennedy was judgmental.

      Pretentious.

      Rude.

      Witty.

      Intelligent.

      Beautiful.

      Woah…

      When did I start listing positive traits, while ranting about her? Penny Dreadful was a hateful witch without a good quality in sight.

      Except maybe those lips.

      Those lips were pretty fucking fantastic.
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      Kennedy

      

      I had never hated anyone as much as I hated Joe Channing. He'd been in Nana Maxine’s life all of five minutes. Somehow that qualified him to know what she needed better than she did. One look at her house reaffirmed what I’d known for years. It was falling down around her. Fond memories of Dad, Grandpa, and Aunt Nadia or not, Nan deserved to live somewhere safe.

      Joe was putting his needs above hers. I couldn’t put my finger on why, maybe it was the shitty truck and shittier attitude, but something told me he made a habit of leeching off others. If she sold the place, he’d probably be homeless.

      The door clicked shut with Joe standing on the porch. I hoped he’d stay out there, but the knob twisted and the door swung right back open without even a whisper of sound. A brilliant day sparkled over his shoulder, casting him in shadow. For half a second, I appreciated the breadth of his shoulders and fuck-the-world stance…

      …then I realized I was ogling the asshole and fought the urge to make the sign of the cross to protect myself from evil.

      Nan stood, her hands clasped in front of her chest as the villain stepped into her home and closed the door.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked me.

      “I didn’t hear a thing.”

      “Exactly.” Crossing the room like she was afraid to wake herself from a dream, Nan stopped in front of the door and gave it a shove.

      Nothing.

      She rammed her shoulder into it and grunted in surprise.

      With a flourish, Joe flipped the deadbolt into place and Nan slipped into his arms like he was her long-lost son. “I can close my door.” His chest muffled her voice.

      What would it be like to have a cheek pressed against those pecs? Did he smell good? Manly? Like musk and mahogany? Would the muscles twitch as he threaded his fingers in my hair and tilted my face to his?

      What the actual fuck?

      Would he smell good? Not a chance. Obviously, he’d stink of sulfur and ash, like any loyal denizen of Hell.

      Would the muscles twitch as he threaded his fingers in my hair? Sure. Right before he wrapped them around my throat.

      Joe gave Nan an awkward pat on her back and stepped out of her embrace. “You can close your door.”

      “See, Kiki? He’s a good find. I have such a good feeling about this.” Her eyes sparkled as she patted his bicep. Once out of affection, three more times because it surely felt as amazing as it looked.

      “I’m glad your door works, Nan. I really am.” That didn’t sound too hateful, did it?

      Joe beamed and I came to the conclusion he’d be handsome if he wasn’t so angry all the time. “As I’m a firm believer of leave ‘em wanting more, I’m gonna skedaddle. See ya Friday?”

      Nan gave one last, lingering pat. “Friday it is.”

      His smile slipped from his face as he caught me staring. I swore he would have flipped me the bird again if he didn’t like my grandma so much. I waited for the squeal of that blasted step so I could laugh at his misfortune—did that make me a bad person? The question gave me pause. Did wishing harm on the man who might be swindling a helpless old woman mean I needed to cleanse myself of toxic energy? My subconscious heaved its shoulders. The thought was too deep and he didn’t deserve the time I’d need to follow it to conclusion.

      “I am sorry I punched him in the face.” That much I could say with certainty. My hand hurt. I was sure his jaw did, too. As a doctor, it wasn’t my finest moment. As a person? That was still up for debate.

      Nan chuckled. “It’ll make for a great story, won’t it? I can’t wait to tell Carl.”

      We gossiped for a bit about her new, totally frivolous and fun relationship. I filled her in on the latest episode at work.

      “You’re kidding me,” she said when I finished. “You’re being punished for caring too much? You’re a doctor for goodness sake!”

      Which was pretty much my entire argument when my boss explained I was letting the practice down by spending too much time with my patients. Mira Dixon, the office manager who lived in pantsuits and pearls, had nodded in that understanding way of hers, but somehow my justification seemed to have fallen on deaf ears.

      “They assigned me the bitchiest nurse whose last job was probably something like prison guard. Or drill sergeant. He’s this wall of a man named Emmanuel who doesn’t have a soft bone in his body.” Unless his belly counted. Then he was nothing but soft. “He scares the kids. Their parents, too. Who works in pediatrics and doesn’t make an effort to put people at ease? He sets a timer when I enter a room. A timer. The pay is good, but I like my days at the clinic way more and they don’t pay me anything.”

      The mention of my second job had me checking the clock.

      “Time for you to go?”

      I nodded and considered apologizing for losing so much of our time to Captain Asshole. Nan seemed thrilled to know him, though, so I left it alone.

      “Your grandpa would be proud of you for volunteering.” She gave me a soggy smile, nostalgia misting her eyes. “Too many people lose sight of the job in search of the dollars.”

      “I’m young still. There’s plenty of time for the work to corrupt me.”

      We said our goodbyes and I headed to the clinic, bopping in my seat to Collin West’s “Cruel Princess.”

      “Time is a cruel mistress!” I bellowed with the significantly more talented singer. “An ice princess! Keeping me away from you! Cruel seconds slash my soul! Deeply, darkly, down I roll! Until, sweet girl, your love! Proves! True!” I punctuated the end of the hook with a solid fist to the air, earning me a strange look from the driver next to me.

      I shrugged and smiled. He did the same, adding a head nod of solidarity as he turned up his own music and thrashed around until the light turned green. Encouraged, I howled and danced away the rest of the drive. A few songs later, I pulled into The Community Health Clinic. Thanks to the support of grants and individual donors—and medical doctors donating their time—anyone could get the quality care they deserved, regardless of insurance or income. And, because of government funding, that care extended to dental cleanings, obstetrics, x-rays, and other such goodies. We were a one-stop shop for anything and everything.

      The clinic was little more than a squat rectangle with a gravel-littered parking lot plonked onto the side of the road. Flowers hunkered in pots beside the entrance. I pressed through the door where Dorothy, the receptionist, greeted me from behind her desk.

      Her smile was so big, her eyes crinkled closed. “What’s up, Doc?”

      “Hey, Dorothy. Where’s Toto?”

      “Awww, shucks. I left him at home today.” We’d shared a similar joke a hundred times, but she still laughed like we deserved a Netflix special. Dorothy quirked her head, her straight, black hair grazing her shoulders. “Did you know Toto was actually a girl? And she suffered from anxiety?” She shrugged as if to say, “who knew?”

      “I had no idea.” I dropped a hand on her desk before heading back to stow my things. “Hey, Tony.” I waved to an elderly gentleman with the jowls of a bullfrog stuffed into a chair in the waiting room. “Sandra. Mateo. Arianna.”

      “Hey there, Doc Monroe,” Tony ribbited while the others lifted a hand in return. “Good to see your pretty face.”

      “We’ll see how you feel after we go over those test results.” As the self-proclaimed King of Junk Food, Tony had eaten himself into a pre-diabetic state. I had a list of dietary suggestions that would remove the crown from his head and the gleam from his eyes.

      The evening flew by, as all work done with passion should. The end of my shift came and went, but walk-ins still filled the chairs in the waiting room. I’d go home after they did.

      As I said goodbye to a gentle young woman with a toothy grin, Dorothy cornered me in the hallway. She gave a friendly wave as my patient turned the corner, then whipped to me with worried eyes. “There’s this little kid out there,” she whispered. “Shane Samuels. He’s cut his finger, but his mom isn’t here.”

      I leaned against the wall. “How’d he get here?”

      “He walked.”

      “He walked?”

      “He said his mom is gone. No idea what that means. He’s got his finger wrapped in a tissue, but there’s a lot of blood, Doc.” Concern merged Dorothy’s eyebrows.

      “Do we have a consent form on file?”

      She shook her head, her fingers worrying the hem of her scrubs. “He’s not in our records at all.”

      I peeked into the waiting room and my heart cracked in half. Shane couldn’t have been more than six. His skinny legs tick-tocked under his chair, one of the laces grungy, untied, and dragging across the floor. A tuft of dark hair covered his eyes and ears, curling at his collar. He clutched his finger like his life depended on it, gnawing his lip as blood peeked out the bottom of the tissue.

      “What do we do? Do we have to turn him away?” Dorothy stuck both thumbs into her teeth and chewed on the nails.

      Treating a minor without a parent or guardian present was bad news, but asking a bleeding child to leave the clinic without help would put me on par with the devil himself. “I’ll see him. Just…misplace his intake info?”

      Dorothy nodded, patted my arm, and lumbered away.

      As I stepped into the waiting room, my heart rattled in my chest like Nan ramming her shoulder against the door. “Shane?”

      The little guy looked up.

      “Come on, buddy. Let’s take a look.” An alphabetized list of all the reasons this was a bad idea ran through my mind.

      He squeaked off the chair and quietly followed me into a room at the end of the hall. The less people saw us together, the better. Just in case someone without a soul decided to make trouble. I cleaned the wound, then went ahead and cleaned the rest of his hand and under his fingernails, too. “Where’s your mom?” I asked as I grabbed my stitch kit.

      “She’s out.”

      I nodded like that made sense. “How’d you cut yourself?”

      “I was tryna open a bag of hot dogs. The knife slipped.” His brown eyes met mine and my heart stopped calling me an idiot for helping him. If I was breaking a law, then that law was dumb. Not me.

      Shane flinched as I started stitching, but watched with interest. “Did you ever need stitches?”

      “Once.”

      “Were you openin’ hot dogs?”

      “I fell off the slide and cracked my head on the way down.” I traced a faint line on my temple. “Got me pretty good.”

      “Betcha you were glad to find someone to help, too.” Shane’s smile was like the hummingbird that often flitted past my bedroom window. There. And then gone.

      My heart sputtered and died on the spot.

      “You better believe it.” Fighting the urge to ruffle his hair—or at least brush it out of his face—I put the finishing touches on his finger, considered giving him something for the pain, but drew the line there. It was one thing to stitch up a cut without consent, but without allergy information, medication was dangerous. I did, however, do my best to explain how to care for the injury in the simplest terms possible. Something told me he’d be the one doing the work.

      Shane hopped off the table and stared at his shoes. “I don’t have money. But I brought this.” He dug in his pocket and pulled out a plastic ring from one of those vending machines outside grocery stores.

      Caught between telling him to keep the bauble and honoring his desire to give instead of take, I crouched to meet his eyes. “I have good news for you. This clinic is made for people who don’t have any money. You can keep your ring, buddy.”

      “You swear you’re not just being nice?”

      “Pinky promise.” I held out the digit in question. “Tell you what,” I continued, as he wrapped his little finger around mine, “you have any problems, any at all, you know where to find me, right? Maybe next time, Mom will bring you so I can meet her, too. But, even if she can’t, you remember how to get here if you need help, right?”

      “Yep.” He gave a decisive nod and another brief smile.

      And that was that.

      I walked Shane to the door and stood beside Dorothy as he disappeared down the road. “He comes back without his mom and I’m not here? Text me. We won’t be turning Shane Samuels away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Maxine’s guesthouse was haunted by the ghost of George Monroe. There was a sense of time standing still in his old space. As if the man might walk through the door any minute, assume I was trespassing, and threaten to pepper spray me. The boxes weren’t organized. At all. From the look of it, Maxine went out of her way to spend as little time in the place as possible.

      I got that.

      His pictures still hung on the walls. Some of him with his arm around his wife, both of them grinning with the abandon reserved for youth, idiots, and fools in love. A few with him in military uniform that hung beside a display box of medals. I saw the man holding babies and fixing cars, welcoming his grandchildren into the world and constructing the very building in which I stood. There were a few of George with Kennedy as a kid. Back then she’d been buck-toothed and freckled. Her hair had been more red than copper, but completely unmistakable as she grinned at her grandpa like he was the patron saint of awesome.

      The Monroe life story unfolded before me and it was a good one.

      I didn’t fault Maxine for wanting to stay in the house they’d shared.

      I moved in on Friday evening, took some of his pictures down, and hung a few of my own. The ones I put on the wall were happy enough, mostly of me and my brother as we traveled the world. The rest were crammed into a box and told a very different story. One that started out dark and took a wild turn somewhere in the middle. The jury was out on how it would end, but I wasn’t crossing my fingers for a happily ever after.

      I slid the box of pictures under the bed, changed the bedsheets, and claimed a closet, carefully folding George’s clothes before setting them with the rest of his stuff.

      And that was the extent of my nesting.

      What I wanted to do was organize the place so I could stop feeling like an intruder.

      What I needed to do was repair the porch steps so they stopped squealing every time someone came to the door.

      Saturday morning, I stumbled out of bed and knocked over a box of knickknacks on my way to the bathroom, jamming my big toe into the corner of the wall. As I hopped around like a deranged kangaroo, spewing curse words and dodging trinkets, any semblance of a good mood died on the spot. Its ghost would spend the day with George’s while I wrestled wood and paint in the scorching July heat.

      Though, as always, the work itself had something else to say about that.

      Cut by cut and nail by nail, my bad mood slipped away. I lost myself in the scent of fresh pine. The rhythm of the hammer. The stroke of a pencil marking angles. Sweat slipped down my spine as my saw whirred to life. As the pile of old wood grew and the new stairs took shape, I felt the presence of George standing behind me, his arms crossed the way I’d seen in his pictures, his face lifted with approval.

      Or, maybe I was having a heat stroke.

      I pulled off my T-shirt and used it to swipe my forehead before tucking the end into my back pocket. A whistle sounded from across the yard. I glanced up to find Delores twiddling her fingers in a girly hello.

      I lifted a hand. “Hey there, Miss McIntire.”

      “Hey yourself, Hot Stuff.” With a sultry wink and the swish of velour, she ambled into her backyard.

      Laughing to myself, I surveyed the work. Just a few nails away from a job well done on step number two. I grabbed my hammer.

      One nail sank into wood.

      Then another.

      Then…

      “Wow! This looks—”

      The hammer smacked into my favorite finger, twisting the nail out of place. Clamping my jaw down kept me from launching a stream of expletives at whoever stood behind me, but didn’t stop the guttural groan growling up my throat.

      First my face. Then my toe. Now my finger.

      I was starting to believe the Monroe house was cursed.

      “Oh my God. I am so sorry.” Fucking Penny Dreadful crouched beside me, genuine concern flashing in her eyes, and I officially knew the house was cursed. “Here. Let me see.” She reached for my finger, which I had clamped in my uninjured hand.

      I jerked away and stood, pacing to outrun the pain. “Thanks, but the swelling just went down from our last interaction.”

      Kennedy sucked in her lips. “I feel terrible. I really do.” Ignoring the wisdom of not approaching a wounded animal, she put a gentle hand on my arm.

      A spark shot through me at her touch.

      Assuming it was the feeling of evil entering my body, I yanked out of reach. “I don’t need a mother.”

      “You might need a doctor.”

      “Don’t need one of those, either. Charge me two hundred dollars to put on a bandage.” Releasing the grip on my finger, I assessed the damage as Kennedy murmured, “The man continues to have a point.”

      “What did you just say?” Thrilled to have a target for my anger, I hit her with a death stare. “After causing me serious bodily harm for the second time, are you actually making fun of me?”

      She huffed a sigh and mashed her lips into a grim line. “Never mind. Ignore me. Just a momentary lapse of judgement. Do you want me to take a look at your finger or not?”

      “Not.”

      “Suit yourself.” Kennedy stalked up the stairs, cursing as the third one shrieked under her weight. “Missed a spot,” she hissed, and I swore by the set of her jaw that she doubled down on her plan to talk Maxine into selling the house.

      “I haven’t gotten to that one yet.”

      “Whatever.” She shut the door behind her—it closed gloriously, might I add—and I lifted my middle finger, flinching as the nail throbbed in protest.

      More determined than ever, I took my frustration out on that squeaky stair.

      Wrenching away the rotten wood felt fucking magnificent.

      Tossing it onto the pile proved every point I’d ever made.

      Cutting the new step and fitting it into place was a triumph.

      With every bang of the hammer, I imagined Kennedy flinching as she tried to talk over the racket. If I had any doubt I was an asshole—I didn’t, but let’s just say I did—the smile on my face settled things once and for all.

      When I finished, I marched up and down the steps several times, bouncing on the third one, enjoying the solid silence, then slathered them with paint. Those damn stairs wouldn’t spend any time exposed to the elements. They’d squeak and squeal over my dead body.

      An hour later, I wiped my brow and admired my work. The pristine white paint stood out like a beacon against the faded handrails and broken balustrade. I had supplies in my truck and the fire to keep going, but the front door whispered open and Kennedy and Maxine tumbled out in a cloud of giggles and conversation.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I held up my hands as the duo approached the still-wet steps.

      Maxine glanced down and her face lit up. “Are my stairs quiet now, too?” She made a move to test the squeaker but I raced forward.

      “They are, and the paint is still very much wet.” Relief sagged my shoulders as she gripped the handrail and stopped herself from stepping down. The thought of a footprint ruining my first day’s work after taking a hammer to the finger just about did me in. “I’m really sorry, but you might want to exit and enter through the back for the rest of the day.”

      Maxine quirked her head. “I guess this means I forgot to show you the back door.”

      I furrowed my brow. What delight waited for me back there? “I guess you did.”

      She tossed Kennedy a grin over her shoulder. “Looks like we’re making a jump for it.”

      Maxine was in great shape for her age. She took Judo. Stayed active. And yet, judging from the pictures I saw in the guesthouse, she was somewhere between sixty-five and seventy. Jumping off her porch seemed risky. “Let me help.” Bracing myself on the rail, I extended my hands as if reaching for a child. Fearlessly, Maxine jumped into my arms and I placed her safely on the ground.

      Her grin grew even bigger as she waggled her eyebrows at Kennedy, who scoffed.

      For Maxine’s benefit, I reached for Kennedy and I really wanted to hate the idea of touching her. I even conjured images of her sneering at me as she punched me in the face. The haughty lift of her eyebrow as she stepped off the creaky stair just hours ago. My finger throbbed in protest, but the more I stared at those lips, that hair, those eyes crackling with intensity as they glared down at me, the more something else throbbed. In my pants.

      To cover my reaction, I shifted my weight and smiled as sweetly as possible and wiggled my fingers in a “Gimme” gesture. “Your turn, sunshine.”

      Kennedy rolled her eyes, then heaved herself off the porch. She landed with a grunt, and the two of them sauntered away.

      I doubled down on the asshole factor by admiring the curve of Penny Dreadful’s butt.

      Now I had two reasons to love watching her leave.

      Her personality and the cut of her jeans.
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      Kennedy

      

      I felt Joe’s eyes on me as I headed to my car with Nan. They burned a hole in my back like two pinpricks of hellfire skating down my spine. With that in mind, I let my hips swivel more than I normally would. A little sexy. A little sassy. A whole lot out of his league. Take that, Joe Channing.

      Do not turn around, Kennedy. Do not give him the pleasure of seeing he got to you. You’re strong. You know what you like and it’s not him.

      Despite my inner warrior mantra of Joe-lessness, I turned around anyway.

      Our gazes locked and while he forced a frown, the glint to his eye didn’t look upset in the least. In fact, he seemed delighted as he lifted one eyebrow, turned his back on me, and strutted away. Those jeans hugging those thighs and butt cheeks had my body rebelling. Such a shame to waste a good looking exterior like that on a man with a rotten core.

      Nan chattered away as we drove out of her neighborhood. She talked about Carl and Delores. Judo and house repairs. Purposefully driving my attention away from Joe, I nodded and mmm-hmmm’d my way through the conversation. She was content, which warmed my heart, but I couldn’t understand why she was so resistant to putting her house on the market.

      Moving into an apartment couldn’t erase Grandpa’s memories. It just wasn’t possible. They didn’t live in the house. They lived in her heart. Her soul. Her mind. As an added bonus, selling the place might even give her closure. She’d be forced to go through his things and come to terms with his passing in a way I wasn’t sure she had, even after twenty years.

      Plus, if she decided to sell, Joe would be forced out of our lives.

      Hot bod or not, that seemed like a very good thing indeed.

      Or it should have. For some reason, the thought landed with less gusto than I expected.

      With that in mind, I made a decision on the fly and detoured from our lunch destination. Ambushing my nan might have been a dick move, but if something happened to her, all alone in that house, I’d never forgive myself if I hadn’t done everything in my power to help her see my point of view.

      “Okay, Kiki. Spill. What’s going on with you?”

      I glanced at Nan, who wore her serious face like she’d earned her master’s in parenting. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t you ‘whadaya mean’ me. You’ve been quiet since we left the house.”

      “I’m just a little preoccupied.”

      “You don’t say.” A smile transformed her face. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain scowling and shirtless handyman, would it?”

      “What? Nan. No.” I shivered like I’d swallowed a handful of circus peanuts. Those violent orange candies weren’t fit for human consumption and I’d fistfight anyone who told me otherwise. That man…my subconscious flared its hands and shook its head without finishing the thought. I didn’t have a clue how to put him into context.

      Never in my life had someone made me feel so…

      …so…

      …so everything.

      He made me want to shake my fists, then grab him by the collar and shake him. He made me want to scream. To get up in his face and demand he explain what the hell was wrong with him.

      Even with all that true, when I imagined grabbing him by the collar, sometimes I shook him, but other times I found myself wondering what color his eyes were up close. And my libido celebrated the idea of Joe making me scream…not because I was mad.

      Oh, no.

      My lady parts fancied his dangly bits, which I found almost as annoying as the man himself.

      Talking to Nana Maxine about Joe wouldn’t help matters. For whatever reason, they enjoyed each other’s company and her eyes lit up whenever his name entered a conversation. She would never understand why that wasn’t true for everyone. So, much like the detour I’d taken in my car, I answered her question with the other topic my mind couldn’t put down.

      “There was this kid at the clinic the other day.” I sucked in my lips, then gave her the highpoints of the situation. “He’s just stuck with me. He was so big and so little all at the same time. Why was he alone? Why was he trying to feed himself hot dogs? How did he even know how to get himself to the clinic in the first place?”

      Nan frowned, the lines between her brows standing proud. “Is there anything you can do for him?”

      “Hope the next time he comes back he has his mom with him.” I flicked on my turn indicator with a shrug. “Or, better yet, hope he doesn’t need to come back at all.”

      The conversation moved on and I pushed my worries away so I could be more present with my grandma. We joked about my mom and her takeout addiction and she asked me about Prison Guard Emmanuel and his Timer of Doom.

      I rolled my eyes as I turned onto the street that led to my apartment. “You don’t wanna know.”

      The manicured mini-lawns outside my building came into view and guilt hollowed my stomach. I should have gone straight to the restaurant instead of ambushing her with my side-quest, but it was too late to undo that mistake. I was committed, for better or worse. Something told me to expect the worst.

      Nan peered out the window and narrowed her eyes. “I thought we were going to lunch.”

      “We are.” My smile, cranked to one billion watts, blinded even me. I dialed it back, aiming for sweet and caring instead of crazed but loving kidnapper.

      “Then why are we at your apartment?” Her eyes narrowed even more, her head cocking.

      I’d been busted in a big way.

      “I…uhh…” Panic erased any viable explanation, reducing my mind to a buzz of “oh shit oh shit oh shit.” “…just thought I’d show you around.”

      With a slow nod, she pursed her lips. “I have been here before, you know.”

      “But not recently. I got some new things.”

      It was a low-quality dodge and Nana Maxine had a high-quality brain.

      She flared her hands and said nothing.

      Never a good sign.

      We parked and I chattered about anything that came to mind as I led my grandmother to the concrete steps in front of my apartment. Beside us, my neighbors—a young couple I barely spoke to—grunted and groaned up the walk, hauling a giant box toward their door. They rested the edge of the monstrous package on their front step and the guy…I thought his name was Jake. And her name was…Pauline? Paulette? Pollyanna? It started with a P, I was sure…

      Anyway, he lifted a hand, eyes glinting. “Hey, neighbor!”

      “Hey, yourself!” For my grandmother’s benefit, I waved like he was my best friend. See? the gesture said. Apartment living means you’re never alone!

      Nan smiled as we entered my home. “They seem nice enough.”

      I bobbed my head. “As far as neighbors go, I really lucked out. Those two always sound like they’re having so much fun.” Read: they had raucous parties and loud sex. “And I never see the guy beside me. Like, ever.”

      Like, ever ever.

      If it wasn’t for the fact that sometimes his car wasn’t in his space, I’d wonder if he was dead.

      I extended my arms in my spacious living room, doing my best not to look like I was selling her on the glories of apartment living, even though I was totally selling her on the glories of apartment living.

      “And there’s a pool, which I love.”

      That wasn’t a complete fib. While I didn’t have time to lounge in front of the water, I’d love it if I did.

      “And the workout facility is great.”

      Or so I assumed. I’d never been there. Though, given my fast food addiction, I probably needed to consider a visit.

      “But the best part is that I’m surrounded by people. Come on. Let me show you the kitchen!” I waved her toward the room in question with a used car salesman grin.

      Nan rooted her feet in place, her arms crossed over her stomach, her face informing me I didn’t have a future in subterfuge. “What are you doing?”

      With the most innocent look I could manage, I shrugged. “What do you mean? I’m showing off my apartment to one of my favorite people before taking her to lunch.”

      “You’re a terrible liar. You need to know this about yourself. You’d fail in sales, politics, and espionage.”

      My gaze wandered the walls, the floor, the ceiling…studying anything that wasn’t Nan. What was the appropriate response when called out on deception? My instinct was to drop to my knees and beg forgiveness, but when stepping out of one’s comfort zone, sometimes what felt right was actually wrong. So, what was I supposed to do instead? Double down?

      Thankfully, Nan put me out of my misery.

      “Oh, come on Kiki. You brought me here because you want me to move out of my house and into an apartment.”

      I drooped as dramatically as the ferns in front of her porch. “I just worry…”

      With a smile, she crossed the room and put her hands on my shoulders. “And you don’t need to. This is a great place, though I’d be nervous about a neighbor I shared walls with and never heard.” She gave said wall a suspicious glance. “You have every right to be proud of living here, just like I have every right to be proud of living at my house.”

      “But it’s in such bad shape…” Relief flooded through me, hand-in-hand with regret. Speaking my mind felt right, but having this argument with Nan, for the hundredth time, felt not-so-right.

      “Which is why I have Joe.”

      His name had my hackles up so fast, Nan half-laughed, half-sighed, and took my hand. “I can’t understand what you have against him.”

      “He’s rude.”

      “So are you.”

      “Only to him.”

      She conceded the point, but not the discussion. The set of her gaze told me we were in a battle to the death on the topic. “He's a sweet man who wants to open up a contracting business, but not before he proves he’s capable of the work by restoring my home. Which he’s doing for free, might I add. And he’s done a damn fine job so far.”

      “For free? Nan…that doesn’t seem right…”

      “Dear, sweet Kennedy.” She squished my cheeks between her hands so my lips puckered out. “What doesn’t seem right is your assessment of the man. Now, if you don’t take me to lunch soon, I’m going to call Prison Guard Emmanuel and tell him to take a minute off your timer.”

      I leveled a finger her way. “That’s cruel.”

      Casting a curious glance to my silent neighbor on the way out, we piled into the Honda and I took the scenic route, past the pool—which did look pretty inviting—and the workout facility—which was larger than I thought.

      Nan gave me the side-eye.

      I grinned. “Can’t fault me for trying.”

      She shrugged. “You wouldn’t be a Monroe if you gave up without a fight.”
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      Kennedy

      

      Nan fought dirty. She must have made good on her promise to call Emmanuel. That was the only explanation for the hell I’d been experiencing at work. He glared at me as I stepped out of exam room four—just like he’d been doing for the last three hours. “You’re three minutes over.” He tapped the face of his Apple Watch and arched a brow.

      “And you’re mean,” I muttered under my breath as I placed my laptop on the nurse’s station and finished typing in notes on my last patient.

      Doctor Ramsey Middleton arrived beside me in a cloud of confidence and cologne. “Running behind?”

      “Just a little.”

      Emmanuel beamed and danced in his seat like a cultist in the presence of his leader. “Good afternoon, Doctor Middleton. Having a good day?”

      “The best. As usual.” Ramsey leaned in, obliterating my view of Emmanuel and giving me ample opportunity to appreciate his bone structure—which was exquisite, by the way. “Why don’t we meet for drinks after work.” His dark eyes glittered. “I’ll give you some tips on time management.”

      It wasn’t the first time he’d asked me out—always under professional pretense. Between volunteering at the clinic and my general disdain for dating, I’d yet to accept.

      Today wouldn’t be any different.

      “I have plans with my mom.” Twin Dragons takeout and a Netflix original featuring many, many shirtless shots of men with bone structure that put even Ramsey to shame.

      The power of Emmanuel’s eye roll hit me in the back. If the fact that I cared for my patients wasn’t enough gasoline to fuel his hatred of me, the fact that I consistently turned Doctor Dreamboat down sealed the deal. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn he’d date Ramsey in a heartbeat, despite the picture of his wife and kids on his homescreen.

      Doctor Middleton tapped the end of my nose.

      I slow-blinked. Since when did co-workers boop each other in casual conversation?

      “One of these days, Monroe. You’ll take me up on my offer and this guy and his timer will thank me for the fabulous advice I give you.”

      I bristled, then smoothed my hackles as Ramsey gathered his laptop and swept into exam room two with a bright “Hello!” Exhaustion had me imagining condescension where it didn’t exist.

      The rest of the day slogged by in a series of patients who genuinely needed my attention. A little boy with autism who struggled to adapt to changes in school. A toddler with a cough that broke his mother’s heart. A teenager with troubling symptoms of cardiovascular issues. These children, their parents, they deserved my sympathy. My time. They deserved to have me sit in there with them until they had the tools to move forward with knowledge instead of fear.

      With each patient, the frown lines in Emmanuel’s face deepened until I feared his lips would disappear altogether. I fought the urge to gift him with Joe’s favorite gesture. The man was just doing his job, even if he did approach ruining my day with too much glee. I made it out of the office with a friendly wave from Ramsey and a sweet drawing from my last patient clutched in my hand. Three beaming stick figures with scribbled hair and too many fingers held hands under a yellow circle sun. “Thank you 4 macking me fell beter” scrawled in crayon across the top. It would go on my fridge and I would smile every time I saw it.

      I drove home without music—Imagine! Too tired for Collin West!—and parked in front of my apartment, unable to process the scene in front of me. Jake and Paul/ette/ine/yana’s door hung open. Water streamed off their steps. My door was open, too. As was the one that belonged to my favorite quiet neighbor. Maintenance workers swarmed the area, glancing at me with a mixture of irritation and pity as I cautiously entered my home. The carpet squelched under my feet and something skittered up the wall. I squeaked, catching the attention of the apartment manager who stood in the middle of my living room with her hands covering her face.

      “Doctor Monroe!” She rocketed my way, shooing me toward the door, as she glanced at another darting wall-skitterer. “It’s better if we talk outside,” she said with a shiver.

      I listened in disbelief as she outlined the problem. My oh-so-fun neighbors had installed an inflatable hot tub in their living room and filled it using a hose attached to their kitchen sink. While they were at work, something had pierced the tub…presumably the cat they weren’t supposed to have, or quite possibly Fate herself—as retribution for being so stupid.

      All two hundred and ten gallons of water had flooded their apartment.

      And mine.

      And Captain Quiet beside me, because…wouldn’t you know, the Chaos Twins left the water running on their way out the door

      “So…now what?”

      “Well. Unfortunately, Mr. Barnhart—” she jerked her thumb toward my other neighbor with a shudder “—had a bit of a bug problem. The water spurred them to find dryer ground, so now you do, too.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “So I live in a wet, bug-infested apartment?”

      “I wouldn’t live in there if I were you.” Her wide eyes and panicked expression had me wondering about the extent of the damage.

      “How long do you expect this to be a problem?”

      “Only for the next few days.” She grinned hopefully. Turned out, she was as good a liar as I was.

      They planned to call an exterminator to deal with the bugs and a contractor to replace anything with water damage. The ruined furniture would be covered by my renter’s insurance. “But, you’ll probably want to find somewhere else to stay for a few weeks.”

      Still half-convinced I’d fallen asleep at the office, I nodded. “I thought you said a few days.”

      She grimaced. “Until everything’s fixed, which could maybe take a month. Or two. If everything goes well.”

      I nodded again. Then glanced up as Mr. Barnhart lumbered out of his apartment. No wonder the woman had shivered at the thought of him. And double no wonder he had a bug problem. I would never look at a too-quiet neighbor the same.

      Squishing through my apartment, I packed several bags of clothes, toiletries, and other necessities, then perched on the hood of my car and called Mom.

      “I was just starting to worry about you,” she said. “Did you have another long day?”

      “You could say that.” I filled her in.

      “I just can’t…how…I…I don’t have words, Kennedy.” Mom let out a long breath. “You’re welcome to stay here. We could share a bed. Or I’ll sleep on the couch and you can have my room. It’ll be like when you were a little girl again.”

      “I’m not putting you out of your room and I’m sorry, I love you, you know I do. But you snore like an obese bulldog. I think I’m better off at Nana Maxine’s, as long as the ceiling doesn’t fall and kill me.”

      Mom snorted. “Her house can’t be that bad…”

      “Maybe I’m exaggerating. A little.”

      We said our goodbyes and I called Nan to explain what happened.

      When I finished telling her about my too-quiet neighbor, she tsked. “That’s the first thing you learn raising kids, silence means something very bad is about to happen. It’s the calm before the wet, roach infested apartment.”

      I bobbed my head as the hot tub duo ambled out of their apartment, looking jazzed by the experience. “Hey, neighbor! Can you believe it?” Paul-whatever tossed her hair and giggled. “I mean who would have thought, you know?”

      “Right.” I tried not to growl. “Who would have thought?”

      They climbed into the car next to mine and exchanged a high-five.

      Nan cleared her throat. “Funny thing. My neighbors can flood their house without ruining my day.”

      “Go ahead. Laugh it up. You’ve earned it.”

      “I assume you’d like a room in my deathtrap?”

      “I could just stay in the guesthouse so I won’t be in your way.”

      “That would be awkward, since Joe’s staying there and you two can’t stand each other.”

      My eyes widened and I dropped my head in my hand. How could I forget my arch nemesis? For that matter, how could I be in a situation where I’d almost be living with him?

      I waved the proverbial white flag. If this was my punishment for trying to pull a fast one on Nan the other day, I promised I’d never try to lie again.

      “You’re welcome to stay in the spare room upstairs for as long as you need. It’ll be good to have you around.”

      “Thanks,” I began, at the same time she said, “And Joe has been spending more time without a shirt, so, you know, bonus points.”

      “Nan. No. Too far.” Even as I protested, my libido gave the image of shirtless Joe an enthusiastic two thumbs up. Maybe I needed to take Ramsey up on his offer of drinks next time, just to give myself someone else to fawn over. “You’re almost as bad as Delores.”

      “No one’s as bad as Delores,” Nan said with a sigh.

      I had to admit she had a point. “I promised Mom I’d bring her dinner, but are you good if I come by after? It’ll be late-ish. Like nine, or so?”

      “Remind me. Which one of us is the old woman?” Nan laughed. “Nine o’clock isn’t late, roomie. See ya then!”
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      Joe

      

      “I still can’t believe that stupid disguise works.” I shook my head at my brother, who had his arm around his wife’s shoulders and a grin the size of the Pyramid of Giza.

      Collin tugged at his ballcap and adjusted the brown wig covering his red hair. “Harlow was right,” he said, giving her a squeeze. “People are too caught up in themselves to pay much attention to anyone else.”

      My brother was one of the most famous singer-songwriters of the decade—Collin West. The two of us traveled the world while he toured, and I had his back through some rough shit until he met Harlow Hutton, who he promptly fell in love with and married. They’d just returned from their honeymoon, glowing from weeks of sight-seeing and sex.

      All around us, a raucous crowd laughed and celebrated the end of another weekday at The Pact, a bar owned by one of Lucas and Harlow’s brothers. Everyone in the place went about their evening, oblivious to the superstars in their midst.

      It boggled the mind.

      Harlow pulled a pair of dark-rimmed glasses down her nose and peered at me. “People know I’m from around here. They know my brother owns the bar. But a messy bun and some Clark Kent glasses keep me safe.” She shook her head. “Maybe it’d be different if they got their noses out of their phones.”

      Lucas slid in beside me, a beer clutched in each hand. “Leave it to my sister and her deep thoughts.” He hefted his drink and slid the other my way. “How’s working life? You seem like you’re in a foul mood, so I assume you’re more fulfilled than ever.”

      Collin chuckled. “It’s crazy how well you understand him. He only lived at The Hutton Hotel for a month or two, right? I didn’t fall into a time warp while Harlow and I were gone and you two had years to bond?”

      “Lucas doesn’t need to work that hard to understand Joe.” Harlow tossed a wicked grin toward her brother. “They’re both grumpy on the outside and sweet as candy in the middle.” She gave the two of us a look that said, “fight me.”

      Lucas smirked, then offered me a high-five. “Team grump for the win.”

      Never one to leave a friend hanging, I slapped his hand, then grinned at the couple across the table. “For the record, I am loving this job. I’ve got the front porch fully restored and it turned out really well, if I do say so myself. I hope I can do the rest of the place justice because under all that neglect is a gorgeous house.”

      Penny Dreadful’s not-so-dreadful curves popped into my mind. The fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about the woman drove me crazier than she did.

      Harlow leaned forward and met my eyes. I could have sworn the woman saw right into the dirty thoughts strutting through my mind. “Why do I sense a but coming?”

      “Why do you always think you know everything about everything, Princess?”

      “Because I do.” She gave me the sweetest smile that ever was.

      I couldn’t fight her on that one. Harlow could cut through bullshit faster than anyone I knew. “Fine. There’s a but. And it’s a big one.” Or a fabulous one, depending on the view. “The woman who owns the house is a real peach. Her granddaughter? Not so much. She’s working an angle. I don’t know what it is, yet, but I feel it in my bones.”

      Collin leveled me with a look that meant trouble. “You thought that about Harlow when you first met her.”

      “Yeah, but this woman’s different. It’s like she wants me to hate her. She threatened to call the cops on me. Punched me in the face. Made me hammer off the nail on my middle finger.” I proudly held up the wounded digit and grinned as my friends flinched. “I can’t fucking stand her and the feeling is definitely mutual.”

      “Does she live at the house, too?” Lucas sipped his beer, exchanging a glance I couldn’t decipher with his sister.

      “Nope.” I raised my eyes to the heavens with a silent “thank you.” “I might have to quit if that was the case. And then I’d be screwed. I wouldn’t be able to open my business…”

      Collin rolled his eyes. “What? Did the Huttons charge you for staying at the hotel? Did that ancient truck cost more than it should? You have a gambling addiction I’m not aware of? You have plenty of money to start your business without having to earn it. I know because my accountant had a lot to say about the significant chunk of payroll with your name on it.” He raised his eyebrows in exasperation.

      The feeling was mutual.

      Thanks to my brother’s generosity, I had an obscene amount of money in an account with my name on it. Since I hadn’t done anything to actually earn the fortune, spending it made me feel like the biggest mooch of all time. I’d used it for food, to buy the cheapest truck I could find, and that was about it. Every swipe of the card was another pebble in the pile labeled “Why Joe Channing is an Asshole.”

      After years of living off Collin’s success, I needed to create my own. To find purpose and meaning the way he had. Building myself from the ground up on his dime felt like cheating.

      “I didn’t earn that money, brother.” I glared, hoping to warn him off the topic, but he’d never been good at taking my advice.

      Lucas lifted his beer and smirked at Harlow. “Here we go again.”

      Collin rolled his eyes. “You gave up your job. Your life. You ditched your dreams to help me realize mine, stopped me from making terrible mistakes, fought off people who wanted to use me, and generally kept me sane. I’d say you fucking earned more than I paid you.”

      “When you put it that way…” I quirked my head and took a drink. “You didn’t make things easy. But that doesn’t mean I earned the money. I followed you because that’s what you do for people who matter. You take care of them. You don’t earn an income caring for family.”

      “Everyone who went on tour with me earned a salary. Yours is just bigger than you expected.”

      He did have a point. Of sorts. Anyone else would have earned a salary for what I did. Maybe not quite as much as what he gave me. But they would have been paid.

      “Collin…” I looked to Lucas for help, but he appeared lost in the intricate art of arranging salt and pepper shakers. “You made your way off of your grit and talent. It’s time for me to do that, too.”

      “I didn’t do it without your help, and you shouldn’t do it without mine.”

      The statement touched me, but I couldn’t let him see he’d made a point or else he’d moved in for the kill while I was vulnerable. “I’ve considered donating the money to charity, if you don’t mind.”

      Collin sat back in the booth with a sigh. “You’ll never be able to open a business if you don’t have capital. Besides, you need to eat. To buy yourself a new pair of boots. You stood up for me all those years, let me return the favor.”

      “Maybe I can use some of the money on the renovations?” I hated how uncertain I sounded as much as I hated living off my brother’s success.

      “Look, Joe. The money is yours. Do whatever the fuck you want with it. But I’d be happiest if you used it to set yourself up.” He wrapped an arm around a giggling Harlow and pulled her close.

      “You two are something, else,” she said as she nuzzled into his side.

      Collin pressed a kiss into her hair. “I don’t know why I’m surprised when he’s this stubborn.”

      I gave them my most winning smile. “You know you’d be disappointed in me if I gave in without a fight.”

      Collin rolled his eyes, but didn’t take the bait and conversation moved on.

      The night finished with me in a much better mood than it began, as tended to happen when spending time with my brother and his new family. I drove home, mulling over what to do about the money. I still wasn’t convinced I should spend it on myself, but using some to surprise Maxine had a certain allure. Her study had two beautiful bump-out windows with a wall begging for bookshelves between them. The idea had fascinated her when I brought it up, but she shut the project down because she’d rather spend money on structural upgrades than cosmetic ones.

      But…

      …I could install them as a gift.

      As I drove, my imagination went to work designing the shelves, evaluating wood grain, structure, and stain colors until I knew exactly how they should look. My mind cheered at the idea of adding a reading nook to one of the windows, then suggested I put some of her husband’s pictures in a place of honor…

      I pulled to a stop in front of the house and my good mood clutched its heart, sputtered at the sky, and died on the spot. A certain Honda lurked in the driveway, the trunk open as Kennedy Reagan Monroe yanked not one, but two suitcases out of the back. The slam of my truck door caught her attention and she whirled, then went immediately back to her task when her gaze landed on mine.

      I stopped out of range of her right hook. “You weren’t content with ruining my life every other day? Needed to find a way to injure me on a more consistent basis?” A smile stretched my face, but when she met my eyes it fell to the ground beside my good mood. I couldn’t take joy in jabbing at someone who looked so sad.

      Even if that someone was Penny Dreadful.

      “How cute that you think this is about you.” Fatigue hunched her back and her words lacked the fire I’d come to anticipate.

      “I just know someone who hates this house so much wouldn’t deign to move in.” Putting a hand to my heart, I gasped with as much drama as I could muster, but even then she didn’t take the bait.

      Interesting.

      And…concerning, too.

      Without another word, she trundled up the walk. I reached for one of her bags, but she yanked it away. “Thanks, but I’ve got it.”

      “That doesn’t mean you should turn down help when it’s offered.”

      “It does when it’s from you.” She yanked the suitcase out of my hands again and strode away, pausing at the base of the stairs. “Look. It’s been a very long day. If I’m being rude, I’m sorry.”

      “If you’re being rude?” I gave her my most charming grin. “You’ve taken unpleasantness to an entirely new level.”

      “Fine,” she said with a smile that looked heavy. “How about, I’m being rude and I’m sorry. And there are a few more things in my trunk, if you’re still willing to help.”

      She stared for a few lingering seconds, her smile lightening, then turned away. I braced for the thud of suitcase wheels thumping up the new steps, but she carefully lifted each bag to the porch like they didn’t weigh at least fifty pounds each.

      A closer inspection of her trunk made it obvious Penny Dreadful was moving in. “Great,” I muttered. “Guess that’s what I get for saying I’d have to quit the job if she lived here.”

      I hefted her things into my arms and followed her inside, trying to grumble the whole way.

      Surprisingly enough, I wasn’t nearly as put out by her moving in as I pretended to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      Thump. Thump! THUMP! Frickity-bang-bong-THUMP!

      As if the fear of a ceiling collapsing on me wasn’t enough to question staying at Nan’s, the incessant hammering, wood clattering to the ground, and scream of Joe’s saw had my nerves teetering over the edge. I actually missed Jake, Paul-whatever, and the quiet guy…

      The thought of black things skittering through sopping wet carpet ended that statement before I could finish it. Joe was bad, but staying at my apartment was worse.

      With medical journals and blogs open on multiple tabs of my browser, I’d started Saturday morning in search of knowledge. How did I show empathy for my patients and still get out of exam rooms without the buzz of Emmanuel’s timer announcing defeat? The jury was decidedly out, but I’d find the answer without the help of Nose Boop Ramsey, thank you very much.

      Thwunk!

      I flinched.

      Bonk!

      I scowled.

      Brrrrraaappp!

      I clapped my laptop closed, shoved my phone in my pocket, and stalked down a set of stairs that shrieked under my weight, putting the now silent squeaker outside to shame.

      It’ll be a miracle when Joe finally starts working on the interior of the house…

      I squashed that thought like one of Barnhart’s bugs.

      Joe belonged to the dark side, rendering him incapable of miracles by default.

      With my hands on my hips and my rage cranked to righteous, I stormed into the backyard and pulled up short to find Joe with his shirt off. His lean body glistened in the sun, sweat forging sensuous trails down his abdomen. He hefted a massive piece of lumber onto a table with a circle-shaped saw and a frisson of pleasure zinged through my body.

      Hello, lumbersexual lust.

      Shirtless Joe definitely made the day a little brighter.

      I’d have to concede a point to Nan.

      He glanced up and caught me staring and his smirk tore through my admiration. “Can I help you?”

      Dialing my indignation back up where it belonged, I shifted my weight to my heels. “Can you be any louder?”

      “I’m sorry.” Joe placed a hand over his heart. “I forgot to bring my padded hammer. I could try ramming the nails into the wood with the palm of my hand, if that would make things better for you.”

      Obviously, I was being ridiculous, but what did he expect? It was like the man made a point of getting under my skin.

      An apology tried to slip out, but I clamped my mouth shut. After his reaction to the hammer-meet-finger disaster, where I genuinely felt bad and wanted to help, I wouldn’t make the mistake of being decent again.

      I shifted my attention to his project. “I thought Nan said she couldn’t afford bookshelves.”

      With the sigh to end all sighs, Joe stared at his feet for a long time. “She was also disappointed to nix them as they’re exactly what her study needs.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that she can’t afford them.”

      Why did I need to explain something so basic?

      Oh wait.

      Because I was chatting with the devil himself.

      Joe’s tongue went into his lip. His hands into his pockets. If ever there was a posture that screamed “I’m on the defensive and don’t want to talk about this!” his scowling face would be linked beside the Wikipedia entry. “It doesn’t matter. It’s fine.”

      “It does matter and it’s not fine.”

      He met my gaze, pleading me to drop the topic. “It’s really nothing to worry about.”

      “Spending my grandmother’s money without her permission is definitely something to worry about.”

      “Why?” And just like that, the fire lit in his eyes again. “Worried about your inheritance?”

      “For shit’s sake, Joe…” It was the first time I’d said his name to his face and it hung in the air like a helium balloon of surprise.

      Neither of us spoke.

      Or knew what to do.

      Or how to move forward with it between us.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, popping the moment. Thankful for anywhere else to spend my energy, I whipped it out and froze.

      
        
        Dorothy: We have a code Toto. Repeat, code Toto.

      

      

      While I didn’t quite follow her logic code-wise, I understood what she wanted to convey. Shane Samuels was at the clinic again.

      “Shit.”

      Joe looked oddly concerned as he stepped closer. “Everything okay?”

      I waved him off. “It’s fine. I’m sorry I was a bitch about the noise. Hammer away.” I sprinted for my car, and hopped in, paying zero attention to the posted speed or the music coming over my speakers as I sped across town.

      When I arrived at the clinic, Dorothy skipped our customary greeting and waved me over. “I have Toto stashed in room one. Doctor Fitzgerald doesn’t even know he’s here.”

      “Toto?” I whispered in return, still trying to connect the dots on her choice of code words.

      Dorothy leaned even closer. “Shane Samuels,” she hissed dramatically.

      I laughed. “I got that far. I don’t get how…” I waved the rest of my statement away. “Never mind. We’ll talk about it later.”

      Hurrying back to room one, I realized that like it or not, good at it or not, I’d dropped myself into a life of subterfuge. Wouldn’t Nan be surprised to find I was pulling it off? Though, maybe it was too early to congratulate myself on success. After all, I’d thought I could drag her through my apartment without tipping her off that I was up to something. What obvious pitfalls was I missing with Shane?

      I knocked quietly on the door, then stepped inside. “Hey there, buddy.”

      “Where’s your white coat?”

      I stared down at my yoga pants and oversized tee. “I forgot it at home. When I heard you were waiting for me, I got here as fast as I could.”

      My words earned me one of those hummingbird smiles.

      I perched on my stool, assessing the kid from head to toe. The bandage was off on his finger. The wound looked like it was healing. His eyes seemed bright. Coloring good. Hands clean. Shoes tied. Shane seemed healthy and whole. “What brought you here today?”

      “You said to find you if I have a problem.”

      His hesitance had me reassessing my conclusion. What wasn’t I seeing?

      “I sure did say that. What can I help you with?”

      He picked at the hem of his shirt, hunching in on himself so much he reminded me of a hedgehog. “Mom’s at work and I’m real hungry.”

      I slow-blinked, more confused by his statement than a nose boop from a coworker. “Don’t you have any food at your house?”

      He shook his head. “Mom gets paid tomorrow.”

      I slow-blinked again. My instinct was to take the kid to the store and stock his cupboards, but I didn’t have enough information about his mother. Would he get in trouble if she came home to a full kitchen? Would that keep him from showing up if he needed help again? Two bone-jarring thoughts interrupted my concern for the boy in front of me.

      What if this wasn’t a Shane-specific problem?

      What if more of my patients ignored rumbling bellies until payday?

      Promising I’d think more on that later, I pondered the ramifications of taking Shane out to eat. Was it kidnapping if I had good intentions? For that matter, did I even care what they called it? There wasn’t a chance I would let the kid walk around hungry.

      “Tell you what.” I slapped my thighs. “I just realized I’m starved. You like hamburgers?”
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        * * *

      

      I took Shane through a drive-thru and loaded him up on cheap calories. Hamburgers. French fries. Milkshakes. Notice the plurals. Bags of food filled my passenger seat.

      “Remember to put those in the fridge when you get home so you and Mom can have some dinner. Next time you come see me, she should come with you. I’d love to meet her.”

      Shane nodded, but didn’t look convinced.

      Following his directions, I drove him home. He guided me with the confidence of someone much older, which only sent my mind hurtling down more uncomfortable paths.

      After watching Shane let himself into a dilapidated duplex, I headed to the grocery and filled my cart with fresh fruit, vegetables, bottled water, potato chips, cookies. Whatever I found that looked moderately interesting made the cut. Balancing a foldup table on top of it all, I earned a strange look from the cashier as I waddled to the register.

      “Having a party?”

      I shook my head and shrugged. “Just taking care of some friends.”

      On the way back to the clinic, I belted out a Collin West ballad, then burst into the squat building like Robin Hood with his hands full. Doctor Fitzgerald looked up as I entered. The older woman’s gray hair hung in a sensible braid down her back. A pair of reading glasses perched on her nose and intelligence sparked in her eyes. She sized me up. “What’s all this?”

      “Sometimes I take too long with patients. I thought I’d make the waiting room more hospitable.” The lie rolled easily off my tongue. I was getting better.

      Dorothy’s frown informed me I wasn’t quite as better as I thought. Nevertheless, she helped me squeeze the table into a corner, then schlepped bags of food in from my car. We arranged everything as artfully as we could and I stood back, admiring the bounty before us. “Make sure everyone knows to take as much as they want,” I said. “I’ll keep this baby stocked.”

      Dorothy shifted her weight from foot to foot, obviously trying to figure out how to ask about Shane and my sudden desire to feed half the Keys without Fitzgerald overhearing.

      I gave her a pointed look. “Did you know Toto didn’t always have enough to eat before he landed the Oz gig?”

      Her hand covered her mouth, then dropped to her heart. “You’re kidding me. That is so sad.”

      “After I found that out, I ended up wondering how many…uhhh…acting animals…had that problem. Which spurred this idea.” I wiggled jazz hands in the direction of the table.

      Fitzgerald peered at me over her glasses, her shrewd eyes chewing up the lie and spitting it out at my feet. She cocked her head and I braced for the whole thing to collapse around me.

      “I also heard he was a she and is buried under some freeway in Los Angeles.” Fitzgerald shrugged. “Don’t ask me why I know that. The age of the internet is weird.”

      By the time I returned home, Joe’s truck was missing from its spot on the street. A strange spasm accompanied the realization that he might be out on a date. Since when did I care about his dating life? I put a hand to my forehead and found it cool. No reason to think the spasm was because of a fever.

      Maybe lunch wasn’t agreeing with me.

      I ambled up the steps, running my hand along the smooth bannister. I even paused on the third stair and bounced, thrilled to find it sturdy and quiet, then pushed through the door with a cheerful, “Honey! I’m home!”

      Nan’s voice bubbled over laughter coming from the study. “We’re in here, Kiki! Come see!”

      My grandmother sat with Delores and two women I didn’t recognize. Gorgeous bookshelves graced the back wall. The workmanship paled only in comparison to the smile on Nan’s face. “Just look what Joe did for me!”

      She ran a finger over the rich wood as I drew close enough to inspect. Books I didn’t know she owned graced most of the shelves, but the focal point was the pictures of Grandpa and our family arranged next to the medals he earned in Vietnam.

      Tears gleamed in Nan’s eyes. “I haven’t seen these in so long.” She placed a hand to her heart. “Joe made these shelves as a gift, and as beautiful as they are, the true gift is right here.” She patted a hand in front of the pictures. “He was so worried to show me. Afraid he’d made a mistake, putting them there…”

      Nan pressed a finger to a smiling image of a young, strapping Grandpa George.

      Joe’s reticence to talk about the shelves smacked me in the face. He hadn’t been up-charging Nana Maxine. He’d been trying to surprise her.

      My stomach churned and my brow knit.

      If I’d been wrong about that, where else had I missed the mark when it came to Joe Channing?

      “They’re beautiful, Nan.” I took in the pictures one by one. “It’s so good to see Grandpa again.”

      The swish of velour and the scent of baby powder stole my attention. Delores stood about six inches too close, a large smile devouring her face. “You were right about Joe.”

      “Considering I’ve actually called him the devil, I’d say I was more wrong than right.”

      “Look at you, playing innocent.” She waggled her eyebrows and gave a little shimmy of her hips. “Anyone can see what’s between you two.”

      Recoiling, I barked laughter. “Hatred and loathing?”

      “Chemistry, Kennedy.” Delores fanned her face. “Lots and lots of chemistry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      If I’d known how the day would end up, I’d have holed up in the guesthouse, hung garlic over the door, and armed myself with silver bullets, mala beads, rosaries, quartz crystals…you name a way to keep evil at bay and I’d have strapped it on.

      The bookshelves had gone over better than I’d hoped, but they put me behind schedule on the things that actually needed done around the Monroe house. Which meant I was rushing. So I wasn’t paying as much attention as one should while climbing ladders with full hands.

      First my hammer slipped.

      Stupid me tried to catch it.

      So my foot slipped.

      There was a second of oh shit I’m falling…

      And my shoulder hit the ground with a bone-jarring crunch.

      Stunned, I lay still for a few numb seconds while having a full-on conversation with myself.

      “Okay. You just fell off a ladder. It hurt. But not that bad. You’re fine. Totally fine.” I tried to shift into a sitting position. Pain ground through me and I saw stars. My left arm refused to move and hung at an awkward angle. “Maybe fine is too strong a word.”

      As if I wasn’t already convinced the house was cursed, Kennedy rushed in and crouched beside me. “Don’t move yet.”

      The authority in her voice rolled my eyes so hard I got dizzy.

      Who did she think she was? A doctor?

      “I’m fine.” The words grit past clenched teeth as I willed myself off the ground.

      “You really aren’t.” Gentle hands poked and prodded my arm and I grunted a curse. “It looks like you’ve dislocated your shoulder. Come on, big guy. Put down your pride and let me help.”

      I must have hit the ground harder than I thought because I didn’t even try to fight her. She helped me to my feet and led me to her car, then carefully assisted while I struggled with the seatbelt. When she brought the engine to life, one of Collin’s songs came over the speakers. I chuckled at the irony. What would she say if she knew he was my brother?

      “Sorry.” She turned off the radio with an embarrassed smirk. “He’s my absolute favorite, but I’m sure he’s too mainstream for you.”

      That little nugget went right into the memory banks for use at a later date. I didn’t know how, and I didn’t know why, but someday that knowledge would come in handy in my battle against Penny Dreadful.

      I expected her to take me to the hospital. Instead, she pulled into the lot of a grimy free clinic. “Why am I not surprised I don’t even rate a trip to the ER?”

      She arched an eyebrow in a look I’d learned meant she was moving in for the kill. “I volunteer here, Joe.”

      My name coming in contact with those lips had the same effect on me as it did when she fought me over the bookshelves. A surge of lust danced through my belly, then settled in my crotch.

      With effort, I refocused. “You’re actually a doctor?”

      “And you’re very perceptive.” She killed the engine. “After the finger and the face, I owe it to you to fix you up as best I can. This way, you won’t have to deal with insurance or waiting rooms.”

      With a shrug, she leaned over and unclicked my seatbelt. Her low-cut shirt gaped, affording me a perfect view of pert breasts spilling out of white lace. Her hand brushed my thigh as she struggled with the clasp and I fought another surge of lust sending blood to my dick.

      Get a grip, Channing. You can’t stand her, remember?

      As a curtain of hair fell across her face, I caught the scent of lilacs. It immediately became my favorite smell—which I took as a sign I had a concussion, because surely it didn’t have anything to do with her.

      We pushed through the doors and a dark-haired receptionist lit the room with her smile. “Hey! What’s up, Doc?” When her gaze met mine, her lips parted and her eyes widened. “And friend. Doc, and friend.” She gave Kennedy a look I’d learned was girl-code for “Sweet Jesus, who is that?”

      Penny Dreadful grinned. “Hey, Dorothy. How’s Toto?”

      The receptionist placed her hands on the desk, slowly shrugged, and made intense eye contact. “Don’t know,” she said, so over-the-top casual my ears perked up. “Haven’t seen him in a while.”

      Kennedy nodded like they weren’t engaged in the strangest conversation she’d had in a decade, then indicated me with a jerk of her thumb. “This is my Nan’s asshole handyman. He fell off a ladder and I owe him. I’m gonna need Todd if he’s available. Room number one open?”

      “It’s all yours. I’ll let Todd know.”

      Patients munching on snacks filled the waiting room. A large man with quivering jowls chomped into an apple, then lifted a hand. “Looking good, Doc Monroe!”

      “Tony. Hi. Did we have an appointment today?” She paused. “You’re not having more problems, are you?”

      He brandished the apple with glee. “Just taking advantage of your buffet. If I have to eat food that kills my soul, I might as well do it on your dime instead of mine.” The man loosed a cackle that had those jowls wobbling and his eyes lighting.

      “As long as we get that bloodwork looking better, I’ll fill that table twice a day.”

      Kennedy turned to Dorothy. “I have more food in the car, by the way. Feel like helping me put it out once I’m done with this guy?” She indicated me with a jerk of her chin.

      Dorothy nodded. Tony offered to help. As did three other patients. What freaking universe had I fallen into? Not only was Kennedy a doctor, but she volunteered at a free clinic where everyone worshipped her as a saint? How was she the same woman who’d been plotting to force her grandmother out of her beloved home?

      I followed her down a poorly lit hallway. Linoleum floor instead of tile. Flicker to the florescent lights. Crumbling drywall. All of it medical quality clean. The sway of Kennedy’s hips caught my attention. As I followed the hypnotizing rhythm, the scene from the waiting room replayed in my head. Tony’s welcoming smile. The admiration in Dorothy’s eyes…

      “You’re staring.”

      “Am not.”

      “I can feel your eyes burning holes in my back.” We came to the end of the hallway and she pushed open a door, gesturing for me to enter.

      I leaned in the doorway, awash in the scent of lilacs. “Be patient with me. I just had my worldview blown to bits and I think I have a concussion. I’m trying to adjust to a timeline where you might not be universally hated.”

      She licked her lips and laughed, her eyes taking in every feature of my face, drinking me in like I was the last drop of her new favorite wine. “Come on.” She nodded toward the room. “Let’s get you fixed up. You’re gonna like me even less than you already do in a few minutes.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible.” Though the fire that usually lit those words had dimmed. How hard did I hit the ground?

      “You’re gonna need me to do a closed reduction on that shoulder, which means I need to put the ball of your upper arm back in the socket—”

      Raising my hand, I cut her off. “Pardon me while I tell you your business, but don’t we need an X-ray first?”

      A large man tattooed from head to toe in freckles appeared at my side. He and Kennedy shared a smirk. “Joe?” She arched an eyebrow. “I’d like you to meet Todd. The X-ray tech here at Community Health Center.”

      The man gave her an obvious mental high five, then turned to me with a saccharine smile. “Follow me and let’s find out what we’re dealing with,” he said, then muttered something that sound a hell of a lot like, “other than asshole-itis.”
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        * * *

      

      The X-ray proved Kennedy’s diagnosis on point, as did the closed reduction. As she fixed my shoulder, I cursed her name. Many times. And in four languages. (I only spoke one.) Then thanked her when the pain subsided almost instantly.

      She feigned surprise. “A thank you from Joe Channing. Maybe you’re right about the concussion. Or the change in timeline.”

      We shared a laugh and an awkward stretch of silence before she slapped her thighs and stood.

      “I’m gonna fit you with a sling. It’s important that you actually wear it because we need to keep your shoulder immobilized and rested. Ice will help with the swelling and aid the healing process in general. I have some mobility exercises printed up for you. You should start with those as soon as you can move without pain.”

      Her eyes were everywhere but on me and the mask of professionalism hid the real her from view. It should have made me more comfortable, her slipping out of warmth and back into frigidity.

      It didn’t.

      I’d caught a glimpse of something I didn’t expect, and I wanted more of it.

      After the sling was on and I gripped a swath of fluttering papers in my hand, we moved back into the waiting room. She fidgeted with the snack-laden table. A strange thing to find in the waiting room at a doctor’s office. Didn’t that violate some kind of health code?

      “She set that up herself.” The receptionist appeared beside me, smiling so wide her eyes disappeared. It was the kind of smile you couldn’t see without grinning in return. “Keeps it stocked. Pays for it, too. Doctor Monroe is one of a kind.”

      “I’ve…had similar thoughts myself.” True enough. Misleading, but true.

      Clasping her hands in front of her heart, Dorothy lumbered over to Kennedy. They chatted in hushed whispers dressed in furtive glances, congratulated Tony on his improved snacking habits, then Kennedy gestured for me when it was time to leave. The drive home was quiet, though my mind was anything but.

      “Is that why you had to move in with Maxine?” I finally asked, trying to make sense of a broke doctor. “Because you donate your time to a free clinic?”

      Talk about shattering world views.

      Light laughter lifted her brows. “I work for Key West Pediatrics during the day, which pays the bills. The clinic is…I don’t know. A way to make up for what I see at the day job.” She shrugged the statement away. “My apartment had a simultaneous flooding and bug infestation that needs addressed. That’s why I’m living with Nan.”

      I bobbed my head, my focus locked on the road in front of us. “Makes sense.”

      It didn’t.

      Nothing about the day made sense.

      Not a kind Kennedy. Not the lack of fire choking my heart when I looked at her. Not the way she interacted with everyone in that clinic. And certainly not a simultaneous flooding and bug infestation kicking her out of her apartment.

      “Why’d you think I moved in with Nan? To keep an eye on you?” She turned to me with laughter that died in her throat. “You actually thought that, didn’t you?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe a little.”

      She shook her head and refocused on the road. “It’s not always about you, Joe Channing.”

      I turned to watch the buildings rushing past the window, hiding a smile I didn’t want her to see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      Blue. Joe’s eyes were so blue they put a cloudless sky to shame. I’d wondered, and finally I knew. They mesmerized me. Eddies of light and dark swirled around the iris, hinting at depth and intelligence. I couldn’t stop staring, so I decided not to look at him at all. If Delores had misunderstood our bickering for chemistry, what would Joe think if I swooned over his beautiful blues every time our eyes met.

      I pulled into my spot in Nan’s driveway and killed the engine. Wordlessly, we climbed out of the car and I followed him to the guesthouse, the lost puppy to his swaggering Bernese Mountain Dog. Injury-wise, I’d done everything I could, but my compulsion to do more kicked into overdrive as he absently rubbed the arm in the sling. Everything about my original opinions of the man had proved wrong.

      The first time I saw him, I thought he was gonna rob the place. Wrong. He planned to fix it up for free.

      The second time I saw him, I thought he was attacking Nan. Wrong. She wanted to show him her super cool Judo moves and despite his misgivings, he’d agreed.

      My outrage over the bookshelves had been misplaced. He wasn’t swindling her. He was spoiling her.

      I’d punched him. I’d almost pepper-sprayed him. I’d called him names. Wrong. Wrong. Wrong. Was there ever a time in my life I’d been so wrong? A quick perusal of my past said no.

      I had a lot to make up for.

      “I was thinking,” I said, as he pushed open the door and stepped inside, “it’s gonna be hard for you to work for the next couple days.”

      “That’s very observant, Doctor Monroe.”

      I followed him in, taken aback by all the boxes. “You have a lot of stuff.”

      He pointed at the stack. “That would be all your grandpa’s stuff.” He waved his good hand toward a few pictures on the wall near his bed. “Those are mine. Not that much really.” He grimaced as I wandered over to stare at the photographs.

      “Anyway, I was thinking…” I leaned in to study an image of him with his arm around a man in a ballcap. They were backlit, but the boots and jacket pegged Joe as Joe. The landmark reaching for the sky behind them was unmistakable. “You were in Paris?”

      He nodded. “I was.”

      Forgetting my plan, I went back to studying the pictures. He’d been all over the world, posing in front of historic monuments with some guy wearing a ballcap so low it cloaked his face in shadow.

      I felt Joe’s presence behind me. His warmth blossomed along my spine. For the first time, my lady bits celebrated and I didn’t disagree.

      “That’s my brother.”

      “You guys have been everywhere.”

      “Almost.”

      “Did you have a falling out?” I turned, surprised to find myself face to face with a man I’d called my nemesis just a few days ago.

      A man who infuriated me more than anyone.

      A man who knew just what to say to get under my skin.

      A man whose blue eyes narrowed as he recoiled.

      “Why would you ask that? I mean, for one, who says ‘falling out’ anymore? And for two, why would you think we had one?”

      “You two were close enough to travel the world together, and now here you are, doing pro bono work for strangers, while living in what might as well be a storage shed. It doesn’t add up.”

      “The same could be said for you. You’re a working medical doctor donating her time to a free clinic.”

      “I want to do something real.”

      He pointed a finger my way, a smile ghosting his lips. “There you go.”

      “No, no, no. You’re not getting off that easy. That’s my reason. What’s yours?”

      “It’s the same.” Joe shrugged and flared his hands. “I’ve lived his life. Now I want to live mine.”

      I studied the man in front of me, then the pictures, then the man again, suddenly overwhelmed to be so close to him. To be in his space. Breathing his air.

      The incredibly charged air.

      Maybe Delores hadn’t been so wrong to mention chemistry.

      I stepped toward the door, toward freedom, toward the ability to think in a straight line. “Anyway.” I cleared my throat and brought myself back to reality. “I thought, since you’re not going to be able to do a whole lot on your own, you could use an assistant.” After several awkward moments of silence, Joe grumbled something I couldn’t make out. I raised my hand. “That’s me. I’ll be the assistant.”

      “Oh, no.” He gave the first real laugh I’d heard from him and it sent shivers rushing across my skin. “You’ve done enough when it comes to me, don’t you think?”

      “I’ve done enough damage, that’s for sure. I know I’ve been a pain and I want to make that up to you. Look, I’m good at following directions. We don’t have to be friends. We don’t even have to talk beyond basic instructions. I’ll be your arms and hands while you heal and that’s it.” I did everything but wag my tail to look as friendly as possible.

      Joe shook his head, fighting a grin. “You’ll be in the way.”

      “I’ll prove you wrong. You think you have me all figured out, but you don’t.”

      The same was true in reverse. I knew it as clearly as I knew his shoulder had dislocated the second he hit the ground.

      I thought I had Joe Channing figured out.

      Look at me.

      Wrong again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Something had changed in the way Kennedy looked at me and I didn’t hate it.

      In fact, I liked it.

      A lot.

      Her eyes hit mine with heat—and not the kind spurred by hate. The kind that sent my blood rushing away from my brain in the most uncomfortably pleasant way possible, considering the woman in question was staring directly at me.

      I leaned against the wall and crossed my legs at the ankle, absently running a hand along the straps of my sling. “You can be my assistant, but only if you promise to do everything I say without question.”

      My brain offered several not-so-helpful, X-rated suggestions as to what I might tell her to do. Most of them involved her lips. All of them had some part of her body coming into contact with mine. Another rush of blood from my brain to my pants had me shifting my position as covertly as possible. I definitely hit the ground harder than I thought when I fell off that ladder. Or maybe seeing Penny Dreadful be nice to her adoring patients broke my brain.

      Who would have thought she was actually a doctor?

      Maybe one of those unquestionable orders I give her should include her white coat and stethoscope…

      Kennedy blushed enough to make me wonder if her inner horndog was causing her the same kind of trouble mine was, then broke eye contact. “Why do I get the feeling I shouldn’t agree to that stipulation?” she asked with a cautious smile. “I’m not very good at taking orders without asking questions.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t agree.” I bobbed my head back and forth. “If I’m gonna be cool with this nonsense, I need to know I can trust you to do things properly. A lot can go wrong at a construction site if you’re not paying attention or don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “Like falling off a ladder and dislocating your shoulder?”

      She had me with that one and the quirk to her lips said she knew it.

      “Just like falling off a ladder.” Considering most of me wanted to jump her bones while the rest of me couldn’t figure out what the hell was going on, I made the concession as graciously as possible.

      “I’m not sure how many free visits to the clinic I can swing before my boss gets suspicious. So, unquestioning obedience it is.” Kennedy held out her hand, but yanked it away just as I moved to take it. “But only when it comes to the job site,” she said with an arch to her eyebrow. “If we’re not working, I’m not obeying.”

      “Fair enough.” I extended my hand and we shook on it. The feeling of her soft skin against my calloused palms sent another round of impure thoughts through my head, most of them featuring Penny Dreadful in a white coat, high heels, and not much else. I released her as quickly as I could and she scurried out of my personal space like she could read my mind.

      Please don’t tell me she’s psychic, I thought as we navigated an awkward round of goodbyes and the door to the guesthouse closed behind her.

      With nothing to distract me, the throbbing in my shoulder notched up a level…as did the concern that Collin’s face was more visible in those pictures than I thought. Arguing with my anxiety, I wandered over to the wall to study them. Of all the shots of the two of us together, I’d chosen to hang those because I was sure his face was hidden.

      But if that was true, why did Kennedy stare so hard at the images? Did she recognize her favorite singer-songwriter? Or was she staring at me?

      I looked happy in all of them. Did she see that? Or was the only thing she noticed the asshole in black?

      “Why do you care what she saw?” I grumbled, then headed to the bed and plopped onto the mattress. Not hating Penny Dreadful confused me more with each pulse of pain in my shoulder. The good mood that bloomed over the afternoon faded. Quickly.

      I knew what came next and hated myself for it. Just like I did every time someone new started to pay attention to me, I slid out the box of pictures I kept hidden under my bed. It sat in my lap like a leopard seal, cute and unassuming on the outside but dangerous and deadly on the inside.

      I lifted off the lid and a lifetime of shitty memories hit me in the face. Picture after picture came out of the box, each one slashing another reminder into my skin.

      Don’t let people in. This is what happens when you do.

      Don’t trust anyone. They trade you for something better as soon as they get the chance.

      Like a masochist with a blade, I held up each item as proof that life was only good at letting me down. That people pretended to care long enough to get what they needed before they left.

      “Except Collin,” I muttered as I dropped a particularly bad memory back onto the pile. From the very first day he’d come into my life, he’d had my back. Just like I had his. “And that’s why his pictures don’t live in this box.”

      Blinking, I stared at the wall for a few seconds before I rolled my eyes and raked my good hand through my hair. “You’re also talking to yourself, weirdo.”

      So much had happened in the last couple hours.

      Falling off a ladder.

      Dislocating my shoulder.

      Realizing Penny Dreadful might not be so dreadful after all—especially not the version of her my dirty fantasies kept spotlighting.

      And finally, talking to myself while going through the reminders of why I was better on my own with my not-so-favorite box of memories.

      “Today’s been one for the books.” I sighed as I put the lid back on my box and shoved it as far under the bed as it would go. “And…you’re still talking to yourself.”

      Apparently, the day had been strange enough to loosen my grip on sanity.

      After popping a few Tylenol and icing down my shoulder, I heated some leftovers for dinner and got ready for bed. I braced myself for the bad dreams that inevitably kept me awake half the night after opening that box of nightmares.

      Instead, copper hair, fuck-me lips, and an obscenely short, white coat paraded through my mind. By the time I woke up the next morning, I had a long list of fantasies that required Kennedy’s unquestionable obedience—and an impressive case of morning wood.

      I was in serious trouble.

      If I couldn’t handle being in the same room with her without my body rioting, what would happen when our sweaty bodies came together on a project? She’d be bending and twisting, and I’d be trying not to gawk at her hips, her ass, her pert breasts…

      With a groan, I flopped back onto my bed and threw my good arm over my eyes.

      “Nothing good can come from this,” I murmured, with the biggest, shit-eating-est grin that ever was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      A week passed and Kennedy approved the removal of my sling on one stipulation. I had to swear to rest my shoulder until she could help with my projects around the house. Considering she worked two jobs, I had a lot of downtime.

      Never a good thing for me.

      Desperate to keep myself from going crazy, I latched on to the first good idea that came to mind—another gift for Maxine.

      She had been so appreciative of the bookshelves, surely a bigger surprise would make her even happier. Small surprise, good. Giant surprise, gooder. The logic seemed solid.

      During my copious downtime, I realized the overgrowth in the backyard obscured a potential oasis of relaxation. Once I noticed the serenity hiding in the jungle of weeds, I couldn’t get the idea to transform it out of my head. I sent pictures of the area to Harlow, along with my vision for the finished product, and she spent a few days coming up with ideas for the landscaping.

      Her artistic eye didn’t let me down. The sketches she sent back had me bobbing my head and cranking the excitement. I bought the supplies and scheduled the delivery for early Tuesday morning, when Maxine would be out all day for Carl, Judo, and book club with Delores and the girls. Kennedy would go from one job to the next, so the Monroe house was mine.

      For labor, I called in favors I wasn’t owed with Collin, Lucas, his brothers, and their wives. They arrived bright and early, coffee in hand and sarcasm flying. Part of me wondered what would happen if Kennedy came home early and found Collin and Harlow West in her grandma’s backyard. I even considered calling her home on some made up emergency, but refrained. Finishing the work in time to surprise Maxine was more important than seeing Kennedy’s face light up over meeting her favorite international superstar.

      Funny how many times I had to remind myself of that throughout the day.

      The Huttons and Wests sweated through the work, but finished with smiles on their faces as they packed up.

      “I owe you big time,” I said to Lucas as he leaned on a shovel, surveying the transformation.

      “You really, really do.” He wiped his forehead, streaking dirt into his hair. “Looks good though, doesn’t it?”

      Where once overgrown ferns and yucca plants ruled, bougainvillea bloomed in tidy mulched beds. A rock garden surrounded a new pond, ready for koi if Maxine gave the go-ahead. I wasn’t going to throw something living into her backyard without her permission. A hammock stretched under palm trees and cushion laden chairs surrounded a fire pit.

      “I can just see Maxine and Kennedy out here after a long day.” I shoved my hands into my back pockets. “Winding down with a glass of wine.”

      Lucas gave me a look. “I thought you hated the granddaughter.”

      “Maxine loves her.” I shrugged. “Plus, she’s not as bad as I thought.”

      “Right.” Luc gave a low laugh and a shake of his head. “Let’s go with that.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I followed him as he gathered his things and started loading them into vehicles.

      “It means I think you’re full of shit. ”

      I scoffed. “How can you say that? She’s not as bad as I thought she was. The end.”

      Collin paused on his way to his car. “Who’s he trying to bullshit? You? Or himself?”

      “Time will tell,” Lucas said with a laugh. “Either way…” He leveled a finger at me. “You owe us big for what happened back there today.” The gathering clan voiced their agreements.

      “I know, man. Believe me, I know.” I thanked the Huttons and Wests for their help, then stood in the driveway and waved as the caravan drove off. Not ten seconds after the last vehicle disappeared around the corner, Kennedy’s Honda careened onto the street. She jerked to a stop in front of me and hopped out, a greasy fast food bag clutched in her hand.

      “I am so sorry I’m late.” She frowned, taking in my sweat covered face. “Did you start without me? It’s too soon for you to go back to doing things yourself. How many times have I told you that?”

      “I didn’t do them myself. I had help.” Unable to contain my glee, I waved her toward the backyard. “Come see. It’s another surprise for Maxine.”

      Kennedy followed me around the corner. When she came face to face with the transformation, she dropped her bag to the ground with a heavy thwack. “This had to cost a fortune.”

      “It cost less than you think.” I retrieved her dinner, shaking my head at her choice. The woman lived on fast food. I’d have to cook her a real meal sometime…

      The thought had me laughing to myself. If Collin and Lucas heard me say anything like that when it came to her, I’d never live it down.

      “Why do you keep doing these things for my Nan? Not that I’m complaining, but you’re going above and beyond what you agreed to, and on your own dime, too. I used to think you were working some kind of angle.” Her eyes bounced to mine, then shame dropped them to her feet. “Now I’m not so sure.”

      “I have a giant gap in my employment that’s difficult to explain. Maxine could have assumed I was a criminal like some other people I know.” I arched an eyebrow to punctuate the point. “She didn’t. She took a chance on me anyway. True kindness is rare. I want to repay that.”

      Kennedy nodded like she was agreeing with part of the conversation I couldn’t hear. “She’s gonna love it. I wish I’d been there to help.”

      “You mean keep an eye on me.” I bumped my good shoulder against hers.

      Over the last week, she had proved true to her word, pouring herself into assisting me while I healed. She was attentive and worked hard, even though her two jobs demanded more energy than she had to give. She was also a task master when it came to any movement that involved both my arms. Seeing as I was a terrible patient who thought I could ignore the injury back to health, Kennedy basically barked at me all day every day.

      She hit me with a look that said we were thinking similar thoughts. “You need me to keep an eye on you, thank you very much. You push that shoulder too hard and you’re gonna tear something.”

      “You told me pain is the sign to stop, right?”

      Kennedy slowly nodded her agreement, sensing the trap I’d laid for her but unable to see where it was. “I did.”

      “Then you’re gonna need to stop pestering me about my shoulder because you’re being a pain in my ass.”

      Her jaw dropped with a rush of laughter. “Very funny, Channing. Very funny.” Dark circles stood out under her eyes, while the setting sun caught the copper highlights in her hair.

      I averted my gaze so she wouldn’t catch me staring. “When was the last time you slept?”

      “Last night.” Kennedy sat back on her heel, studying me like she thought I’d laid another trap.

      I hadn’t. She pushed too hard and I was worried, though I’d lie through my teeth if she called me on it.

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      Her eyebrows hit her hairline. “I actually did sleep last night, thank you very much.”

      “Okay, fine. But for how long?”

      Her gaze skated away from mine. “Long enough.”

      “When was the last time you ate something that wasn’t fast food?”

      She blinked, then narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on here?”

      “I don’t want you to kill yourself out of guilt for treating me so very badly for so very long.” I placed a hand over my heart and painted on a wounded look while she let out a rush of laughter.

      “Very subtle. You should be proud of yourself.” Lifting the greasy bag, she gestured toward the house. “You hungry? I brought enough for both of us.”
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        * * *

      

      With Maxine out for dinner with Carl, we had the house to ourselves. Kennedy pulled burgers and fries out of the bag, plonking one of each in front of me. We ate in companionable silence, which left an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. Nothing about Kennedy came easily.

      My gaze wandered the kitchen, taking in the personal details I’d overlooked every other time I’d been in the house. Lace curtains framed a row of herbs sunbathing on the windowsill. A deceptively welcoming cookie jar sat in a place of honor on the counter. Magnets clipped photos and a child’s crayon drawing to the fridge.

      “Do you have kids?” I asked, pointing with a fry to the image of three happy people smiling under the sun.

      “Me? No kids.” Kennedy pivoted to follow my gaze, then huffed a laugh. “I helped a patient with his asthma and now he thinks I’m imbued with the power to heal the world.”

      A soft smile lit her face. Her eyes softened. So gentle they didn’t look like hers anymore…at least not the version of her I knew.

      But if this was how everyone else saw her, no wonder they loved her so much.

      Desperate to give my attention to anything else, I turned back to the fridge. “Who’s that?” I pointed to an image of a man in a white overcoat. Stethoscope around his neck. Deep lines etched around a tanned smile as he crouched between two children in outdated clothes and mismatched shoes.

      Kennedy plucked a fry from her plate and chomped off the end. “That would be my dad.”

      “He looks like a good guy.”

      “He is. A chronically good guy.” She attacked another bite. “He’s a doctor without borders. My mom was a journalist. They met in Zimbabwe and had a whirlwind affair where they accidentally made me.” She lifted her eyebrows as if to say “whoops!”

      “I take it things didn’t work out?”

      “I mean, Dad’s happy doing his thing. Mom says she’s happy, so I guess they worked out in that sense, though I swear she got the raw end of the deal. They moved back to the States. Tried to do the whole nuclear family thing. They barely made it through my first year before Dad went back to saving the world. Mom gave up her job and did the single mom thing. He sent money while I was young with pictures and letters outlining his multitude of good deeds.” She shrugged. “Mom freelances now.”

      “And you’re a doctor. Sounds like a success story if I’ve ever heard one.”

      She shrugged again. “I wonder what my mom would have been if I hadn’t come along. Dad’s life? He’s gone back to doing what he loves and I’m just another wonderful achievement for him to brag about. Mom, though? Nothing about her life looks the same as it did before she met him. She gets this fire in her eyes when she talks about what she was like pre-motherhood.” Kennedy dropped her burger onto the wrapping and pushed it away. “Sorry. Definite overshare there.” Humiliation swam through her silver-blue eyes.

      Under normal circumstances, I would have been ready for her story to end before it started, but it looked like we’d stepped out of normal circumstances.

      Her overshare opened the door and showed me another glimpse of who she really was.

      And I was really starting to like what I saw—despite my best efforts otherwise.

      I pushed her food back her way. “Make it up to me by finishing your dinner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      My phone buzzed like an angry hornet, saving me from having to deal with the fact that I’d poured out my life story to Joe of all people. Thankful to break eye contact, I shifted on my hip to retrieve it from my pocket.

      
        
        Dorothy: I found Toto. He came for a visit.

      

      

      I cursed, then picked up my half-finished meal and smashed the wrapping back around the burger. “I’m sorry, I have to go. There’s an emergency at work.”

      “You haven’t finished eating.”

      “I’ll finish later.” I shoved my food in the fridge, grabbed my keys, and hit the road.

      What now? What’s happened to Shane now?

      My stomach clenched around what little I did eat as I prepared myself for every possible scenario. Illness. Concussion. Broken bones. More stitches. Hell, if Shane’s mom wasn’t able to keep food in the kitchen, maybe the power had been turned off, and he had heatstroke without air conditioning. For all the potential situations I concocted, none of them prepared me for what I found when I burst through the doors.

      Shane, dirty, but smiling, perched on a chair with his legs swinging, shoelace ticking across the linoleum. He shoved a grubby hand into an open bag of chips and rammed them in his mouth, his grin expanding when he saw me. “Hi,” he chirped, then wiped bits of potato off his lips with the back of his hand.

      “Hey, buddy.” Confused, I forced a smile and approached Dorothy. “Why is he here?” I hissed.

      Her grin disintegrated. “You asked about him when you came in with that hottie with the body. When he showed up for a snack, I thought you’d like to know he was okay.” Her lips formed an O and her eyes opened wide. “You thought he was hurt again.”

      I patted Dorothy’s hand.  “We really need to work on your code system.”

      While she giggled around an apology, I perched beside Shane, who polished off the chips, then crunched into an apple, grinning as he chewed. “We don’t get these kind at home. Mom says they cost too much. When I grow up, I’m only gonna get the juicy kind.” With a smack of his lips, he went in for another bite.

      “Where is your mom today?”

      “Work. She said thank you for the hamburgers. She wanted me to say that if I saw you.”

      “When will she be home?”

      His eyebrows pinched together. “After I go to bed, prolly.”

      “You guys good on food?”

      He nodded, his eyes glued to the snack in his hand. He didn’t look like a kid who was good on food. “How’s your finger? Did Mom ever say anything about the stitches?”

      “I hid my hand so she never saw ‘em. I didn’t want to scare her, even though I think the scar looks cool.” He held up the proof of his assessment. The skin was red and raised, but the sutures had dissolved and he was healing well despite questionable hygiene. We chatted about dinosaurs, superheroes, and how excited he was to start school in a couple weeks. I left with deep thoughts weighing on my heart.

      When I pulled into Nan’s driveway, I headed immediately to the guesthouse, though I wasn’t sure why. A couple days ago, I would have said I felt compelled to fight with Joe to burst the bubble of concern growing around Shane, but that wasn’t true anymore. I thought, maybe, I just wanted to talk. I found Joe stretched out on one of the new chairs near the firepit with Nan. He leaned back, beer in hand, smile in place, long legs extended and crossed at the ankles, while she nursed a gin and tonic.

      “Did you see what he did for me?” Nan waved a hand to indicate the backyard. “This man is a miracle worker.”

      The smile on her face found its way to mine. “He’s something, that’s for sure.”

      “Careful there. That could almost be mistaken for a compliment.” Joe quirked his head, then indicated a third seat and brandished an unopened beer. “I grabbed this for me, but it’s yours if you want it.”

      “I’d love it. Thanks.” His fingers brushed mine as I accepted the bottle, refreshing the smile on my face.

      “Everything okay? You ran out of here awful quick earlier.”

      Why did everything about the man crank my reactions to eleven? Why was one touch of his skin enough to make me forget anything not related to Joe Channing? Why did one question about my day have my heart glowing like a sunrise after a stormy night? I popped the top and took a long swig as I curled into a chair. The snap and pop of the fire soothed my frazzled nerves and I took another drink.

      After watching me for few silent seconds, Joe leaned closer to my grandmother. “Has anyone ever told her it’s strange to let questions hang in the air unanswered?”

      “Sometimes,” Nan replied in a voice worthy of a nature show narrator, “when she’s working on something that really bothers her, she has to sit quietly for the thought to come together.”

      “And you’ve told her how uncomfortable it is when she doesn’t explain what she’s doing to those of us who don’t understand?”

      I laughed and took another drink while Nan giggled through her answer. “Yes, but it hasn’t helped yet.”

      “Okay, you two. I get it. Awkward silence makes for poor conversation.” I leaned my elbows on my knees and stared at the ground between my feet as I gave them the high points about Shane—carefully treading around doctor patient confidentiality. “I’m starting to wonder if I need to call the Department of Children and Families.”

      Joe’s sky-blue eyes reminded me of a lake freezing over. “That could land this kid in foster care.”

      “Which would be a good thing, if he’s not being taken care of at home…”

      His jaw set. His lips tightened. He’d already decided he knew everything he needed to know about the situation and was digging his heels in as we spoke. “Putting this kid in the system could be the worst thing for him.”

      I sat back and took a long pull of my beer to buy some time not to lash out, reminding myself he’d been very sweet to my Nan. “Do you fight me just to be obstinate?”

      “Not everything is roses and glitter, Kennedy.” His gaze gave me frostbite.

      “And sometimes things have a happy ending, Joe.”

      “What if you say something and the kid ends up in a worse situation? What if he spends the rest of his life wondering? What if there’s more to the story? What if...” He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “You just don't know, Kennedy. You'll never know.”

      There had to be a reason the story bothered him so much. I wanted to ask what he wasn’t telling me. I also lacked the energy to fight it out of him, so I swallowed back the desire with another swig of beer.

      Nan sipped her gin and tonic. “Joe does have a point. You don’t have enough information to know what’s really going on, yet.”

      I bobbed my head in agreement.

      “And,” Nan continued, focusing on Joe, “Kennedy has a point, too. If this child continues to show signs of neglect, she has an obligation to get him the care he deserves.”

      “I know.” Joe threw back the rest of his beer. “I do. It’s just, people want to see perfect solutions that don’t exist.” He stared at the sky as he took in a long breath and let it out slowly.

      Nan nodded. “Well, I’m late for book club. You kids enjoy the evening.” She stood and offered us both a hug, then hummed her way back into the house, leaving me with a very quiet Joe.

      The fire cracked and a shower of sparks leapt toward the sky as he stood. My heart let out a definite whomp whomp, assuming he intended to call it a night and leave me alone with my thoughts.

      “I’m gonna grab another beer.” He jerked his thumb toward the guesthouse. “You want one, or you good?”

      “I’m typically a one and done kind of gal, but what the heck.” I threw back the rest of my drink, handed him my empty, then watched him swagger away. When he came back a few seconds later with two beers in hand, I took mine and clinked my bottle with his. “Thank you for taking such good care of my grandma. You’ve been wonderful to her.”

      “She’s a wonderful lady.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve made things so difficult for you. I’m not sure you deserved it.”

      Joe’s eyebrows lifted as a laugh shot out his mouth. “You’re still just ‘not sure,’ huh? And here I thought I was on the way to winning you over.”

      “You keep throwing beers at me and we’ll see where the night ends.” As the words unfurled, I wished I could roll them right back in and swallow them whole.

      I heard the innuendo. No doubt in my mind, Joe did, too.

      His eyes lit up like I’d handed him his favorite toy. “You just realized what you said, didn’t you? And you’re wondering how I’m taking it and if I’ll let you live it down.”

      “Close. I definitely wish I’d phrased that differently, so, one point for you. But I know you won’t let me live it down, so no points on that last one.”

      “Fifty percent isn’t bad.”

      “It’s not good either.”

      “You got me there.” His eyes met mine, the heat of the fire reflecting in his gaze. “Do you work tomorrow?”

      “The better question is when don’t I work.” I shifted. “I have a full day of patients crammed in so close I won’t have enough time to give them the care they need followed by an hour or two at the clinic to make up for it. I thought medicine would be about helping people. Turns out it’s just a business, after all.” Even I heard the frustration in my voice. “Sorry. Don’t mean to let my bitterness show.”

      “Life has a way of disappointing us all. I mean this fire pit?” He indicated the thing with the neck of his beer. “It’s extremely disappointing.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, ready to fight him to the death over the fire pit’s honor, but the gleam in his eyes alerted me to the presence of a joke.

      “The scent of those new flowers coming to us on the breeze?” He inhaled and shook his head. “The worst.”

      His routine began to make sense.

      “This beer?” I drank, frowning as I swallowed. “So disappointing.”

      He nodded like I’d made a fabulous point. “The stars? I’ve never been so disappointed in my life. I mean, what? Aren’t there supposed to be more?”

      With a shake of my head, I let out a long sigh. “And this company?” I carefully met his eyes. “It’s the worst.”

      A smile tugged at his lips. “The absolute worst.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      The first week of August came and went. My shoulder healed enough that Kennedy didn’t need to help me around the house any longer. I’d say I missed her company, but she never gave me the chance.

      For some reason, she continued to hang around.

      And, for maybe the same reason, I was glad.

      Enough time had passed since my fall that I could no longer blame my feelings on a concussion. I was gonna have to come to terms with the fact that I liked Penny Dreadful.

      She was smart. Funny. A tad cynical, but still kind. And fuck, was she beautiful. Those lips captivated me, whether they were smiling, pouting, or lashing me with a vicious comeback. Her hair, long and flowing, begged me to clench a fistful and take control of the situation. Her body was a playground for my eyes. I lost myself to her curves like a car speeding through mountain roads. The soft spot under her throat. Down her neck. Lingering over the swell of her breasts, then zooming around the taper of her waist.

      “Joe?” Maxine bumped me with her shoulder. “Are you listening?”

      Blinking, I refocused on the house in front of me. The porch fully restored. The door set nicely in place, still closing with barely a whisper of effort.

      Concrete things like structure. Form. Exertion.

      Not her beauty, the reasons for her smile, and chemistry so explosive I wished I’d focused more in science class. “Yep. I’m here. Just…lost in thought.”

      The scent of lilacs arrived before she did, eliciting a smile that Maxine didn’t miss. “I couldn’t imagine why,” she murmured.

      Kennedy stopped beside me, bobbing her head as she stared at the front of Maxine’s home. “What are we looking at here?”

      I made a sweeping gesture. “This is what they call a house. Or home. Or domicile would work, if you’re feeling fancy.”

      “So funny I forgot to laugh. Just what, exactly, are we appraising in regard to this abode?” She arched an eyebrow with the last word.

      “The lady and I were discussing possible colors for the exterior of her residence.”

      “I believe this dwelling place would look lovely dressed in a crisp, clean white.”

      Maxine popped a hand on her hip. “You two are something else, you know that? Not everything is a competition.”

      Funny. It didn’t feel like we were competing. It felt like we were playing. Relating. Flirting.

      Meeting Kennedy’s gaze, I gave a light shrug of concession. She shook her head as if to say, “I have no clue what she’s talking about.”

      “I was thinking I’d paint it purple,” Maxine said with a decisive nod. “I like purple. It’s distinctive. Bold.”

      “Don’t you think you should consider something more mainstream? In case you want to sell one day?”

      Maxine’s gaze skated over Kennedy’s face, leaving frosty judgment in its wake. “That old chestnut.”

      She held up her hands. “I don’t mean now. Obviously. I’m talking long-term.”

      “Speaking of long-term, how’s the work on your apartment coming?”

      Kennedy rolled her eyes. “Don’t think I can’t see what you’re doing here. Yes, they ran into issues repairing the water damage because yes, turns out cheap building materials and poor maintenance has caused some big issues.” She shook her head. “I’m not even talking about apartments right now anyway. I’m talking about purple being a bad idea for the exterior of a house. No one wants a purple house.”

      “I’m someone. And I want a purple house.” Maxine patted her granddaughter’s arm. “Now. I have to get going. You two enjoy the day.” She gave us a wicked look that had my thoughts doing somersaults to be the first one to the top.

      Just what did Maxine think happened when she left?

      Delores met her on the walk. They linked arms, tittered like little girls, and climbed into Ms. McIntire’s land yacht in search of who knew what.

      Kennedy frowned as the vehicle lumbered out of the driveway, then careened down the street. “That was weird.”

      Not knowing if she meant the interaction about the color purple, the strange look Maxine gave us, or both, I simply nodded. “Have a good day?”

      “I had a typical day. Lots of people I want to help, not enough time or energy to do it to the level I’d like.” She put a hand on my shoulder and I flinched.

      Not because it still hurt from the fall.

      And not because I didn’t like her touching me.

      Because as soon as she did, I wanted to yank her into my arms and crush my mouth to hers. Because my dick had devious ideas of its own. Because if she caught one hint of my physical reaction to her, she’d be reaching for that pepper spray in no time flat.

      Catching my response, she pulled away like I’d burned her and raked her hand through her hair. As I’d recently grown obsessed with her luscious locks, she wasn’t helping matters. “You ready to get to work?” she asked, her eyes bouncing off mine.

      “I’d remind you that you don’t have to do this…”

      “But you’ve figured out that fighting me on something only makes me want to do it more?”

      “Nope. It has nothing to do with that at all.”

      I didn’t want to remind her she didn’t have to help me because I wanted her to spend the day with me. If ever there was proof I was an asshole, it was how selfish I’d become with her time. I wanted it all and did everything I could to get more of it.

      I dropped her a wink, which she was free to interpret anyway she wanted, and strolled through the oasis of a backyard to the guesthouse, where Kennedy had suggested we go through her grandfather’s things to make more space for me.

      “Nan says we can donate everything,” she said as she paused in front of my door. “According to her, she hasn’t seen it in twenty years, so there’s no point in keeping any of it.”

      “Did you see her reaction to the pictures on the bookshelf, though?” My heart still clenched at the thought of her finger caressing those photographs, her eyes softening, her breath deepening. If love had a look, it was Maxine Monroe reconnecting with her husband.

      Kennedy nodded as I opened the door for her. She stepped into my space with hesitance, like she was afraid to be alone with me. Maybe I hadn’t been covering up my physical reaction to her as well as I thought.

      I closed the door then leaned on the wall, arms crossed as I studied the tips of my boots.

      See? my posture lied. I couldn’t be less interested in you.

      “We could keep an eye out for gems like those pictures. Donate most of the stuff, but keep the things that look like good memories.” I shrugged. “Maybe come up with a good way to give them back to Maxine later.”

      Kennedy’s lips pulled into a smile while I did my best not to obsess over how they’d look wrapped around my dick. “You have a kind heart for an asshole.”

      “Aww, gee. You’re so good to me.”

      We got to work, opening box after box and separating everything into piles we labeled Trash, Treasure, and Who the Fuck Knows. We sat cross-legged on the floor, sometimes chatting, sometimes quiet, but always, my body was aware of hers.

      Time and again, her gaze wandered to the pictures of Collin and me on the wall. She studied them like she planned to dissect them, and I wondered if she’d figured out who my brother was. Finally, she put down a handful of her grandpa’s things and wandered over.

      “I can’t tell if you guys look alike. His face is always covered.” She shook her head as she leaned close. “It’s almost like you did it on purpose.”

      Ding, ding, ding! Ten points for the perceptive lady with the sexy mouth!

      “We don’t look alike. At all.”

      She bobbed her head, her focus so trained on the images I got the feeling she wasn’t willing to take my word on the matter. “Do you have any pictures of him with his face visible?”

      I did. Tons of them. Pics of him onstage that I took from the wings, the stage lights careening around him as he sang. Images I snapped at his wedding, when he smiled at Harlow the way Maxine smiled for George. A rare photo or two of us as kids, when neither of us could bear to smile at all.

      “I do.” I heaved a nonchalant shrug. “But it’s more fun watching you unravel a mystery. Where would the fun be if I handed you the answer?”

      “It’s almost like you know me or something.” She quirked her head. “Now when did that happen?”

      I could tell her I paid attention to the things that mattered and that somewhere along the way, she started to fit that description. I could explain that once I cared about someone, I went out of my way to understand what made them tick. I could tell her those things, but that would spell disaster for both of us.

      I returned my attention to the pile in front of me. “Who’s to say it did?”

      We finished the day, side by side, sharing treasures as we discovered them. For Kennedy, it seemed like getting to know her grandfather all over again. For me, it was getting to know more about her. What she valued. How she looked when love lit her face. What mattered to her. The day was a primer in intimacy and my head spun with it all.

      Being intimate wasn’t my cup of tea.

      It led to vulnerability and that never ended well.

      “Are you adopted?”

      The question sent the air out of my lungs like a right hook to the face. Or a shoulder slamming the ground. Or Kennedy’s tongue darting out to lick her lips. “Why would you ask that?”

      Her eyes searched mine. “Just had a bunch of things click into place. And I know this is super personal, but I spewed my story about my dad to you, so you owe me a story in return.”

      “That’s not how it works. You can’t accidentally share a thing and then come to collect something in return. Imagine if banks worked that way. Here, have a dollar, now give me your retirement.”

      She laughed, her cheeks pinking, her eyes flashing, her lips begging me to touch them. “I’m right, though. You’re adopted.” Her voice was soft. Gentle to the point of breaking me.

      My jaw literally clenched to prevent words from escaping. I mentally pried it apart. “I was raised in foster care.”

      “And it wasn’t a good experience?”

      It was the worst experience. It was growing up on a battlefield where I questioned everything. While foster care was a miracle for lots of kids, the people raising me weren’t doing it because they loved me. They took me because they had a hole in their heart they thought I might fill. (Spoiler: I didn’t.) Or because they needed the money. (Spoiler: money can’t buy love.)

      I shook my head as I tried to sum up my childhood. “I’m stronger for it.”

      “Is that why you’re against me calling the Department of Children and Families about Shane?”

      “I’m only against it while you don’t have the full story. I was safer in foster care than I was on my own. But only marginally.”

      “Your brother….” She jerked her head toward the pictures.

      “He’s not my biological brother. Not even my adoptive brother. We landed in the same foster family. We grew up together and our bond is forged through shared experience. I’ve protected him since we were kids. Spent most of my twenties protecting him. He’s safe now.”

      I literally squeezed my eyes shut, my lips pressed together as I rubbed a hand over my mouth. I didn’t talk about my past. Those stories didn’t deserve more time in the world than they’d already been given. If I could, I’d rip them out of my head and swallow them whole so I could shit them out and be done with them once and for all.

      Kennedy patted my hand. “It’s okay. You don’t have to talk to me.” She scooted closer, our shoulders kissing, then leaned her head against mine. “But I’m a good listener. If you ever decide you want to.”

      The scent of lilacs surrounded me, heady, strong, her. Dizzy with it, I breathed even deeper, welcoming the rush of lust that burned through the ache in my heart. She stilled, as if she could sense me struggling, a rabbit frozen in fear as the wolf stalked into view. Embarrassed, I pulled away.

      She straightened, her blue eyes locked on mine and damn it, I didn’t see fear.

      I saw excitement.

      She was no rabbit and I was no wolf. We were man and woman, and our combative chemistry would be the end of us.

      Her hand came to my cheek. Her thumb grazed the stubble along my jaw. If our lips came together—and at that point, there was no doubt they would—I’d kiss her until she couldn’t breathe. I’d memorize her taste and the rhythm of her heart, my tongue dipping out to meet hers as my body throbbed with want.

      “Knock, knock!” The front door cracked open.

      Kennedy dropped her hand, lurched out of my reach, and leapt to her feet as Maxine came into view. “Hey, Nan!”

      Her voice was too high. Bright spots stood out on her cheeks. Her eyes flashed and crackled with enough energy to burn the place down.

      I lifted a hand, my pants too tight to stand. Maxine either didn’t notice, or played it off with so much grace, my respect for her climbed even higher.

      As the women chatted, I collected myself.

      I almost kissed Penny Dreadful. Or, maybe, she almost kissed me. Or, more like it, we almost kissed each other. We were caught up in the moment and I was desperate to keep her from asking more questions about my childhood. What better way to shut her up than by occupying her mouth in other ways?

      That made sense. I was sure of it.

      Sense-making or not, it was bullshit. We’d almost kissed because we wanted to.

      “You guys are making good progress in here.” Maxine’s feet were firmly planted outside the guesthouse, her eyes roaming the dwindling pile of boxes as she leaned against the doorframe.

      “We’ve certainly been busy,” Kennedy responded in that squeaky voice of hers.

      I added my smile to the mix. “You can say that again.”

      If they awarded a world record for awkward, we’d just shattered it. Go, us.

      Maxine regarded us in that world-wise way of hers that said she could read us easier than a children’s book. “Whatever you’re doing, keep it up.” Her eyes glimmered with a million things she saw but didn’t mention. “Looks like it’s working.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      “Ten seconds to spare.” Emmanuel held up his stopwatch with an excited shimmy. When he was happy, he looked less like a prison guard and more like…well…a pediatric nurse.

      I jabbed my fist into the air. “And I pretty much feel like I gave that family the attention they deserved. So, win-almost-win.”

      The visit had been a yearly appointment for a healthy kid. No curveballs. No need to explain confusing options or medications. In any other situation, my ten spare seconds would have evaporated while I answered questions, but I’d take the wins—and Emmanuel’s smiles—where I could get them.

      Ramsey strolled around the corner. “What’s this I hear? Celebrating?”

      Emmanuel bobbed his head. “Our girl is getting better at this.”

      Not only was I not sure when I’d become their girl, but I felt like I’d have to get worse at giving care in order to be better at their game. I let both slide. “That’s right. Ten seconds to spare on a well visit. Go me.”

      Ramsey cocked his head. “Oh, ouch. This is only a well visit celebration? You still have a long way to go, grasshopper.” He leaned on the counter, consuming my field of vision. “I’m telling you. One night out with me and you’ll have a real reason to celebrate.”

      The innuendo was so thick, even Emmanuel flinched—and I was certain he’d French kiss the man if the opportunity arose.

      “I’m sorry, Ramsey. I’m not in a place where I’m interested in dating. I have too much on my plate.”

      I couldn’t say what came over me. Maybe it was the confidence ten measly seconds gave me. Maybe it was the almost kiss with Joe that had been playing on repeat in my fantasies. Or maybe it was just me being sick and tired of having to swat away advances from a colleague at my place of business.

      Whatever it was, I was thankful for it. Speaking up felt so much better than being quiet.

      Ramsey’s jaw dropped. He huffed a laugh. “I’m not asking you on a date, Dr. Monroe.” He exchanged a look with Emmanuel that said, “can you believe this?” “When I’ve suggested drinks, it came from a purely professional place. I merely want to help.” He placed a hand on his heart and shook his head while Emmanuel looked as confused as I felt.

      “Then what about the nose boops?” I asked while Emmanuel nodded his agreement that casually bouncing a finger off someone’s nose was highly suspect.

      “An occupational hazard. I work with children.” He booped me as if to prove a point. “Habits are hard to break.”

      I nodded slowly, oscillating between embarrassed and not buying his excuse. When it came to me, everything Ramsey did seemed like an advance.

      Though, I’d been very wrong about Joe when we first met.

      And when we second met.

      And third met.

      Maybe my people reading skills weren’t as strong as I wanted them to be.

      “Now you basically have to go out with me so I can prove I wasn’t coming on to a colleague.” Ramsey turned to Emmanuel. “Am I right or am I right?”

      Somehow, maybe out of guilt or just the powers of confusion at work, I left with plans to meet Ramsey for drinks later that week—on a purely professional basis, of course.
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        * * *

      

      I dragged myself up Nan’s pristine white steps to the porch, my mind adding the squeak that had been missing on number three for weeks, and pushed through a silent front door. The rich aroma of something delicious sent my mouth into watering overdrive. It didn’t smell like takeout and Nan didn’t cook. Maybe Carl had hidden talents as a chef?

      Desperate for a peek at the elusive man who’d captured my grandma’s attention, I poked my head into the kitchen. “Hey!”

      My smile died, then relit with ferocity when Joe grinned over his shoulder. “Hey, yourself.” He stabbed a sizzling steak out of a pan and put it on a plate, then repeated the process with another. “I hope you brought your appetite.”

      “Always. But, uh, not to be rude or anything, did we make plans I forgot?”

      Joe sagged. His smile dissolved. His shoulders slumped. “I can’t believe you forgot…” His frown was so overblown I started laughing. “So that’s how this is gonna work.” He gazed at me with puppy eyes. “I get my hopes up and you laugh in my face?”

      “Probably. But maybe you should tell me what this is. So I can be sure.”

      He grabbed a bowl of salad out of the fridge and set it on the table, then plopped baked potatoes next to the steaks and set a plate on the table with a flourish. “You’ve been so burned out from work, I thought I’d surprise you.” He pulled my seat out with a bow. “My lady…”

      The whole thing came scarily close to house husband territory.

      Not that I’d been looking for a house husband. Or that I wanted anything like it from Joe, of all people. Either way, my mother would be pleased by the confusing turn of events.

      I stared at the chair. Then the plate. Then at him. “This is so completely unnecessary.”

      “That’s the thing about kindness. It works best when it comes as a surprise. Now, please. Sit and eat before I remember I’m an asshole.”

      I did as requested and he scooted my chair back in. “It smells delicious.”

      “I have adult beverage options, but I don’t know what you like. Occupational hazard of being nice to someone you don’t really know all that well.”

      “I am, by and large, a froufrou drinker. You mix fruit juice with alcohol and sugar, and I’m good to go. Bonus points if you stick an umbrella in the glass with hunks of pineapple.”

      Joe wrinkled his nose, then reached into the fridge. “One Wicked Ale it is, then. Though I’m sad to report I whiffed on the umbrellas and pineapple.” He cracked open the can, gathered his plate, and set the drink in front of me. “Maxine is out with Carl, by the way.”

      “I see.” I plucked my fork off the napkin, but hesitated to dive in.

      “And I cleared this whole idea with her, so you can ease back on the urge to pepper spray. I didn’t break into her kitchen to surprise you with dinner and drinks.” Joe took a seat, the scrape of the chair echoing in the silent house. “Also, feel free to say anything at any time, because I’m getting nervous and I’m making stupid jokes to hide how awkward I feel right now.”

      I laughed. “This is very thoughtful of you. And completely unexpected.”

      As we ate, I found myself unable to think around the hum of “oh my goodness his eyes are so freaking blue!” and “how could a jaw be so sexy?” and “I wonder if he’ll try to kiss me again” buzzing through my brain.

      “You’re quiet tonight.” Joe offered a nervous smile. “Did me surprising you with dinner make it weird?”

      “Not at all.” I tapped the side of my head. “My thoughts are loud.” And completely centered around him.

      His gaze hit mine, a knowing smile transforming his face. “You’re a terrible liar. I don’t know why you keep trying.”

      “Okay, fine. You didn’t make it weird. I’m making it weird.” I put down my fork and took a breath. It felt so good to speak up with Ramsey. Maybe it would feel just as good to be honest with Joe. “I find you very attractive and I don’t know what to do about that.”

      He choked on his steak, then swallowed hard, sitting back in his chair and blinking rapidly.

      I rushed on. “Up until now, I’ve been ignoring it because I didn’t think you liked me all that much. But, now that you’re being nice to me, I can’t exactly use that excuse, can I?”

      “Are you always this blunt?”

      “Like you said, I’m a terrible liar. I thought maybe honesty would work better.” My heart hopped around in my chest like a deranged bunny. “When we first met, I pegged you as a class-A asshole.”

      “Maybe you should work on becoming a better liar.”

      “And maybe you should let me finish my sentences before you jump down my throat. I was gonna say, I thought you were an asshole…but I was wrong.”

      “You weren’t wrong. I’m definitely an asshole.”

      “What kind of asshole would make a surprise dinner for someone?”

      “The kind of asshole who finds that someone very beautiful. And smart. And funny.”

      I lifted a hand to brush my hair out of my eyes and Joe flinched.

      “And dangerous,” he added. “You have a hell of a right hook, Penny.”

      My jaw dropped and a surprising amount of disappointment soured my stomach. While I thought something was growing between us, Joe thought I was someone else. “My name’s Kennedy.”

      A red-hot blush raced up his neck and flared across his face. “I started calling you Penny Dreadful the day we met. Penny because of the color of your hair.”

      “And Dreadful because I’ve been terrible to you.”

      “Hey, it takes two to tango. I lived up to my reputation.” His knife dropped through the meat and he chomped it from the fork. “Bonus points if you know what penny dreadful actually means.”

      I quirked my head. “No points for me, then.”

      “They were books popular in the nineteenth century in the United Kingdom about famous criminals and detectives in the seedier parts of London. Adventure stories. Supernatural beings. Murder. All that stuff. They only cost a penny and the hoity toity types thought the books were beneath them and started calling them penny dreadfuls.”

      “Look at you, with the random knowledge. Maybe I should I call you Wiki.”

      He tapped his temple. “Strange facts lodge themselves up there and don’t let go.” His blues seared mine.

      Desperate for somewhere else to look, I picked up my fork and cut into my steak. “So what now?”

      He leaned back, arm thrown over the back of his chair, legs spread, chin lifted as his gaze skated my face. My libido twirled to life and I took a mental snapshot of the moment. “First, we finish dinner.”

      “Okay. That’ll be easy because it’s delicious.” I sipped at the Wicked Ale. “Then what?”

      Joe cut into his steak. “Then you come out for drinks with me.”

      Knowing full well I’d just told Ramsey I wasn’t interested in dating or drinks, I hesitated, but only for a second. I’d be a hypocrite to accept Joe’s offer, but I really didn’t care. I wanted to get drinks with him. I wanted to give in to the chemistry between us. To see where things could go if we gave it a chance.

      Joe gave me his best smile. And my God, was it a good one. “Don’t turn me down, Kennedy.”

      I met his gaze. “I’m not going to.”

      “Good.” His smile was like honey, rich and slow. “I’m going to take you to meet my brother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      “Your brother?” The confusion on Kennedy’s face was adorable.

      I crammed a bite of steak into my mouth, grinning as I chewed. “Yep. You never solved the mystery of who he is, so I decided to show you mercy. When you meet him, you’ll understand why you can’t make out his face in my pictures.”

      “Wow. Our first date will consist of you taking me to meet your family?” She arched an eyebrow and moved in for the kill. “Moving quickly, aren’t we?”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa now.” I held up my hands. “Who said this is a date?”

      “Looks like I did.” Her smile dripped with promise.

      Color me intrigued.

      “Why don’t we call it ‘Kennedy and Joe figuring out if they actually like each other or if they should ignore the chemistry between them?’”

      “Call it whatever you want to make yourself feel better. But I think you just described a first date, Wiki.” She dropped me a wink and I flipped her the bird and all felt right with the world.

      We finished dinner. Kennedy showered while I cleaned up the mess in the kitchen. Afterwards, I stepped outside to call Collin and inform him of our plans for the evening.

      “Hey, stranger. How goes things?” He sounded happy. Perpetually. There wasn’t a person on the planet who deserved it more.

      “Things are going swimmingly, especially since you’re about to grab Harlow and Lucas and meet me at The Pact—after I call Luc to fill him in on the plan.”

      “Nice of you to let us all know.”

      I grinned. “That’s me. Your classic Mr. Nice Guy. Just ask anyone.”

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to this than hanging out with friends and family?”

      Eyeing the clear, blue sky, I sat down on the front step and tapped the tips of my boots together. “Now why would you think that?”

      “Joe. This is me you’re talking about. Don’t bullshit the one person in this world that knows you better than anyone.”

      The man had a point, but I’d be letting him down if I admitted as much. “You know Maxine’s granddaughter?”

      “The one you hate?”

      “I never said I hated her.”

      “I think your exact words were ‘I can’t fucking stand her.’”

      “See? Not one mention of hate.”

      “Whatever, dude.” Collin chuckled. “Am I to understand that you guys are getting along now?”

      “You could say that.” Delores wandered onto her porch and waved her hello. I returned the gesture. “I want to take her out tonight, and it turns out she’s a huge fan.”

      “And you thought ‘what better way to get into this woman’s pants than to introduce her to your famous brother?’”

      I frowned. “Cut me some slack, here. I thought it’d make her night to meet you.”

      “So she could turn around and make yours.”

      His tone was lighthearted.

      Joking.

      Just two guys shooting the shit.

      I bristled anyway. “Jesus, man. This has nothing to do with me wanting to sleep with her.”

      Liar, liar, fucking pants on fire. I’d fantasized about getting Penny Dreadful into bed for weeks.

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself.”

      Huh. That was almost exactly what Kennedy said to me about asking her out. Was I really lying to myself so much? I didn’t think so.

      “Just do me a favor,” Collin continued. “Tell her who I am before she figures it out in front of me. It’ll make the night easier on all of us.”

      We said our goodbyes and planned to meet at the bar in an hour. I called Lucas and had an almost identical conversation. “I knew you were full of shit,” he crowed.

      “Anyone could tell you that was true, so don’t count yourself a winner quite yet.” I raked a hand through my hair as I stood and paced into the driveway. “But what, exactly, are you calling bullshit on this time?”

      “I knew you were getting caught up in this woman right around the time you called in the cavalry to redo her backyard.”

      “It’s not her backyard, genius. It’s her grandma’s.”

      As Lucas laughed, I leaned against my truck, studying the exterior of the house. The door swung open and the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen stepped out. Kennedy wore a simple dress. Short but flowy. Thin straps. Her hair billowed around her shoulders and those lips were a scorching red.

      Hot damn.

      A woman like that did not deserve to be going out with a certified asshole like me.

      “Hey, look, I gotta go. See ya soon,” I said to Luc, then hung up the phone.

      “You’re grinning awfully big,” Kennedy said as she ambled my way.

      Who wouldn’t smile, with you, looking like that, coming his way?

      “I think you’re gonna like what I have planned for the night.” I pushed off the hood of the truck and met her at the passenger door, prepared to open it for her.

      Instead, I grabbed her wrist and pulled her into my arms. I swept her hair off her face, threading my fingers through those luscious locks, then pressed my lips to hers.

      The kiss wasn’t planned.

      It was as necessary as my next heartbeat.

      She gasped—a feminine sound in the back of her throat that sent my pulse racing. Her hand slid up my back and landed at my neck, toying with the ends of my hair.

      The moment was like a lightning bolt. Electric. Awe-inspiring. And over before I could fully appreciate it.

      “If that was one of the things you had planned, I definitely liked it.” Her chest heaved as her blues met mine.

      “I just needed to get that out of the way.”

      She blinked, lips parted, eyes sparkling as a smile crinkled their corners. “Afraid you wouldn’t want to after a night out with me?”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about. I needed to know how much you really liked me before you met my brother.” I yanked open the door to the truck and helped her inside.

      “What does that even mean? It’s not like he’s Collin West or anything.”

      “About that…” I closed the door and wandered over to the driver’s side, giddy with anticipation.

      She eyed me like I’d gone crazy as I climbed into the cab. “I’m afraid you lose points for impersonating the brother of a celebrity.”

      “How many points do I win for actually being the brother of a celebrity?”

      Kennedy frowned. “Just when I thought I’d pegged your sense of humor, you throw a curveball like this my way.”

      “All joking aside…I’m not actually joking, Penny. My foster brother is Collin West. He made me promise to tell you before you met him so you wouldn’t freak the fuck out and draw too much attention to us at the bar. His wife and my friend will be there. If you’re a true fan, you’ll recognize her, too.”

      Kennedy narrowed her eyes. “I’m finding this really hard to believe.”

      “You have about twenty minutes to come to terms with it, so you don’t embarrass us both.” I put the truck in gear and pulled out of the driveway.

      She eyed me as I calmly navigated the streets. “You’re serious?”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Is that why his face is hidden in all his pictures?”

      I nodded. “I didn’t want to advertise who he is. Because, you know, privacy.”

      “So, you’re taking me to meet Collin and Harlow West right now?” Her voice climbed an octave.

      “That I am.”

      “Our first date includes a superstar.” She settled into her seat with a satisfied smile. “How are you ever going to top this, Wiki?”

      “Shows what little faith you have in me.” I pulled into The Pact’s parking lot and claimed a space next to Lucas’ wife’s Jeep. “You ready for this?” I asked as I killed the engine.

      Kennedy pursed her lips and widened her eyes. “As I’ll ever be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Kennedy and I climbed out of the truck and I guided her through the crowded bar to our customary table in the back. Collin and Harlow sat across from Lucas and Cat. I lifted a hand and began introductions.

      “Kennedy, I’d like you to meet my brother and his wife, Collin and Harlow West. And her brother and his wife, Lucas and Cat Hutton.”

      She lifted a hand to the chorus of hellos. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.”

      I gave her credit. Her eyes were bright and wide. Her chest heaved, her nostrils flared, and two bright points of color stood out on her cheeks. But, she managed to sound like she was meeting a normal person and not the guy she played on repeat in her car.

      Collin gave her the onceover and lifted a playful brow. “So this is the woman who threatened to call the police on my brother.”

      “I mean, look at him.” Kennedy gestured my way. “If this guy came stalking out of your grandmother’s backyard, you’d jump to terrible conclusions, too.”

      Lucas hooted. “She has a point.”

      “Wait?” Cat folded her arms on the table. “How have I not heard this story?”

      I pulled out Kennedy’s chair. “I was doing the right thing, trying not to take advantage of a little old woman advertising on Craig’s List…”

      “First of all, my Nan isn’t your typical little old woman. Second of all, you were dressed in black from head to toe, and come stalking out of her backyard…”

      “You keep using that word. I don’t ‘stalk.’ This is just how I walk, thank you very much.”

      The entire story came out in fits and starts as we interrupted each other with one-ups and clarifications.

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Lucas held up a hand as we finished the tale. “You’re telling me, you saw him coming out of the backyard, assumed he was a thief, and threatened to pepper spray him. Then, the very next day, you thought he was hurting your grandma and punched him in the face. Fast forward a month and you’re going out for drinks?” He doubled over. “My sides hurt!”

      Cat flipped her long, red hair over one shoulder. “It says a lot about you both that you’re out on a date at all after that.”

      “Careful.” Kennedy waved her hands. “Joe has been adamant that we aren’t on a date. Tonight is about the two of us figuring out if we even like each other, or if we just have a boat load of chemistry we need to ignore.”

      Collin frowned. “Sounds like a fancy way of saying ‘date’ to me.”

      “Exactly!” Kennedy danced in her seat and I groaned.

      “You two think too much alike. Is it safe to admit how uncomfortable that makes me?”

      The conversation moved on. Lucas talked about how he met Cat. Harlow spilled the beans on what a dick I was to her when we first met. (I didn’t argue.) Collin told stories about life on tour while Kennedy asked insightful questions.

      “You know I owe this guy my life?” Collin gestured to me with the tip of his beer.

      I shifted, uncomfortable to have the spotlight on me while the rest of the table nodded their agreement with the statement.

      Kennedy’s gaze skated along my face. “How so?”

      “He told you about how we grew up?” Collin lifted a question mark of an eyebrow and I could have killed him.

      As Kennedy nodded, I leaned forward. “You’re terrible at secrets, man. What if I hadn’t said anything?”

      He waved my fears away. “Secrets eat you up from the inside out. It’s better not to have that many.” He turned to Kennedy. “When Joe and I were twelve, we were placed in the same family. At first it was great, but these people, they collected foster kids like some people collect memories. I was this weird little kid, obsessed with music. Joe fit in immediately. He’s an ass now, but back then he was a chameleon. Whatever you wanted? That’s what he’d be. Me? I couldn’t seem to be anything anyone wanted.”

      “That’s not true.” The words grated past a tight throat. “You were my best friend from the start.”

      “Awww.” Lucas took a long drink. “You guys are too cute.”

      “Joe did his best to protect me,” Collin continued. “He bought me my first guitar and the rest is history. He dropped his life to go on tour with me, then made sure I didn’t lose myself to fame. He even tried to protect me from Harlow, but that turned out to be impossible.” He turned to his smiling wife.

      Somewhere along the way, I stopped listening. The only thing that mattered was Kennedy’s smile. Her laughter. The way those fuck-me lips wrapped around her straw as she twirled a tiny paper umbrella between her fingers. The jolt of electricity when her gaze burned into mine. The lingering touch of her fingers against my arm.

      I imagined those thin straps slipping off her shoulders, revealing the perky breasts I hadn’t gotten out of my mind since the day I dislocated my shoulder. My mouth would worship the curve of her throat, trailing along her collarbones, and capturing a pert nipple between my teeth. She’d gasp the way she did when I kissed her, throaty, feral, hot as hell.

      If the point of the evening was to discover whether or not we liked each other, we could count that problem solved. I liked her. And so did the people who mattered to me most.

      As the table erupted in laughter over a joke she cracked at my expense, I knew one thing for certain.

      I was done for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      The six of us stumbled out of The Pact in a cloud of laughter. The night air clung to the pavement and I inhaled the fresh scent of the nearby ocean. Drunk on an evening packed with details no one would believe—I just hung out with Collin and Harlow West for goodness sakes!—I stayed close to Joe. He wrapped his arm around my waist, and I leaned my head against his shoulder.

      I liked the guy. A lot.

      And I was attracted to him. A lotter.

      “For fuck’s sake, Joe,” Collin said as we came to a stop in the parking lot. “You’re still driving that monstrosity around?”

      “I happen to like that monstrosity. Underneath that glaring exterior is a reliable heart that will never let me down. Kinda like me.” Joe placed a hand to his chest and made googly eyes at the vehicle.

      “Never, huh?” I bumped my shoulder against his and fell into his gaze. “That’s an awfully big promise.”

      He cupped a hand to my cheek, his eyes strong and certain. “It’s one I don’t take lightly. I’m super loyal to whoever makes it to the inner sanctum.”

      “The inner sanctum?” Lucas barked laughter. “Oh, boy. Sounds like we need to get out of here and let these two follow their not-first-date to its natural conclusion.

      “Just what are you insinuating, Hutton? That my intentions with this woman aren’t pure?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m insinuating.” He threw an arm around Cat’s shoulders and led her to the red Jeep next to Joe’s truck. “Come on, KatyCat. My intentions aren’t all that pure, either.” He nuzzled into her neck while she giggled and lifted a hand to say goodbye.

      “It was nice meeting you, Kennedy!” she called out as they climbed into the Jeep. “You be nice to that one, Mr. Channing. She’s special.”

      I put a hand on his chest before he could comment on my specialness. “Don’t take the bait, Wiki. You’re better than that.”

      Joe said his goodbyes to Collin and Harlow, and just like that, we were alone.

      “What do you think?” he asked as he hauled open the passenger door for me. “Now that you’ve met a superstar?”

      “I think I deserve a medal for the restraint I showed.”

      “That’s what you call restraint? Wow, Penny. Just wow.” He shut the door with a wicked grin and crossed in front of the truck.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked as he climbed in and started the engine. “I couldn’t have been more natural in there.”

      “Oh, gee Collin!” Joe fluttered his eyes as he spoke in a sticky sweet voice. “That’s so interesting! Tell me more about your fascinating life!”

      “Am I sensing jealousy here? Can’t handle your brother getting all the attention?”

      “Sweetheart, if that were true, I’d have lost it a long time ago.” He gave me a look that was pure sin.

      “Well, you see, as it turns out, learning about Collin’s fascinating life was really learning about you. The man who put everything on hold to keep his brother safe.”

      “You’re making it sound like a bigger deal than it was.”

      “I don’t know. Seems to me Collin would disagree with you.”

      “He does that just to get under my skin.”

      “You’re not good at taking compliments, are you?”

      The more I thought about the way Joe treated Collin, the more I felt like I was standing at a precipice, toes over the edge, arms wide as I leaned into the mysteries of this man I’d misunderstood from the start.

      I turned to find Joe staring at me, one hand on the wheel, his gaze bouncing between my face and the road. A smile teased his lips. “You’re very beautiful.”

      “Me and my dirty penny hair.”

      “Don’t you knock your hair. I fucking love your hair. I daydream about running my hands through it.”

      “You daydream about me?” The news sent a confusing blend of excitement, lust, and celebration through me.

      “Oh, Kennedy Reagan Monroe. If you knew what I’d done to you up here—” he tapped his temple “—you never would have gotten in this truck with me.”

      “That’s funny. The same could be said in reverse.”

      I watched as that revelation sank in. First, the slight frown of confusion. Followed by the head tilt of understanding. Then desire darkened his eyes right before he gave his attention back to the road.

      Moments later, we bumped to a stop in front of Nan’s house. Wordlessly, we climbed out of the truck and met at the sidewalk. “I had a really nice time.”

      I gripped my hands behind my back so they wouldn’t grip him—though my self-control was slipping. I was seconds away from leaping into his arms. In an effort not to embarrass myself, I started for the house, but Joe gently took my hand, stopping me in my tracks. Heat surged through me as he pulled me back. We stood toe to toe, so close I could feel the warmth of his body against mine.

      “As far as first dates go, that was a pretty good one.” He slipped a hand around my waist and drew me into his embrace.

      “We’re upgrading it to a date now, are we?”

      “Definitely a date.” He brushed my hair off my face then ran his hand through it. “God, your hair. I think I have a new obsession.”

      I studied him, drunk on his scent. On the electricity sizzling between us. On the perfect night out with a man I thought I couldn’t stand, filling myself with tacky drinks and good company and the hopes of something really freaking amazing growing between us.

      “I’m going to kiss you again,” he said. “I’m going to kiss you again and I don’t think I’m going to be able to stop once I start.”

      “Good.” I tilted my head toward his. “I won’t want you to stop.”

      A breeze blew, lifting my hair as Joe’s eyes zeroed in on my lips. His hand came to my cheek.

      “Look at you two!”

      We jumped like we’d been caught cheating on a test in elementary school.

      Delores had abandoned her ceremonial velour track suit for one circa 1990—made with swishy material that announced a person’s comings and goings with enough friction to start a fire. Either the woman moved like a panther or we were way too caught up in each other.

      “I just knew you guys were hiding something.” She grinned. “How long have you been doing the deed? The horizontal hula? The ole bedroom rodeo?”

      My mouth dropped and I made a sound that was supposed to be a laugh. “We’re not.”

      Yet.

      Delores shook her head. “You know who’s gonna believe that? Nobody, that’s who. You guys have been walking around in a cloud of hormones for the last month, at least.” And with that, she took off in a flurry of swishy fabric. “Have fun, you two!” she called over her shoulder as she rounded the corner.

      I glanced at Joe, mortified. Whatever mood had been brewing just burst in a bubble of blunt older neighbors. “Have we really been walking around in a cloud of hormones? And does that woman ever sleep?”

      “Definitely not. On both counts, I think.” He gestured towards the backyard. “Have a drink with me?”

      I’d had enough alcohol, but not enough Joe, so I agreed and followed him to the guesthouse. We made it two steps over the threshold before he whirled, drawing me close and pressing his lips to mine. His hands were in my hair and mine were on his ass.

      “It’s as magnificent as I thought,” I murmured as I gave it a squeeze.

      Joe laughed against my mouth. “I do aim to please.”

      He shut the door with a fumbling swipe of his arm and drew me further into the room, his lips exploring mine as his hands danced along my curves. Desperate to feel him, I slipped my fingers under his shirt. His skin blazed against mine and he trailed his lips along my jaw, nipping at the soft spot just under my ear as he slid one strap of my dress off my shoulder.

      He breathed deeply, nuzzling my neck. “Fucking lilacs. Why do you always smell like lilacs?”

      The fact that he knew the scent of my shampoo had my libido shimmying a happy dance.

      We took two more fumbling steps, still locked in a make out session to rival anything from my teenage years. I’d passed the point of no return and I couldn’t care less. In fact, if the clench and throb of my lower muscles had anything to say about it, I wanted Joe more than I let myself realize. My body celebrated my brain finally getting on board.

      We kissed, petted, and laughed our way through the room. Shirts and shoes fell to the floor in a haphazard trail to the bed. When the back of my knees bumped his mattress, I collapsed to a sitting position, staring up at the man I’d misunderstood from the start.

      With me barefoot and his glorious chest on display, we drank each other in for all of two seconds before our lips clashed again. His hand cupped my cheek, fingers threading into my hair. We tumbled back onto the bed and he ground his erection against me. My hips rolled, reveling in friction, as I explored the muscled planes of his back and shoulders.

      “If you hadn’t just met my brother, would you still be here with me tonight?”

      Drawing my fingers up his arms and into his hair, I gave the only answer a question that ridiculous deserved. “No.”

      Joe pulled back, looking so stricken I had to laugh.

      “I’m just kidding, Wiki. Yes, I’d be here tonight. Like I said at dinner, I’ve been ignoring my attraction to you for a long time.” I took his hand and guided it between my thighs, letting him feel the dampness gathering there. “That’s because of you. Only you, Joe.”

      He growled his approval, a grin lighting his face as he slipped a finger past my underwear. It skated past my folds and slid across my clit, eliciting a shiver of anticipation. I arched my back and closed my eyes as he lowered my panties past my hips, then hiked my skirt up to my waist. His tongue dipped and darted, stroking bursts of starlight to life behind my eyes.

      One finger slipped inside me, hooking to massage my inner walls, and I groaned—if you could use such a polite word to describe the animal sound emanating from my throat. Joe chuckled as I writhed.

      “Don’t stop.” I lifted my head in time to see his face lower, that tuft of dark hair tickling my thighs. My orgasm wasn’t delicate or polite. Nor did it give me any warning of its arrival. It blazed through my body, shattering me, my muscles quivering and clenching as I moaned and shook.

      As my gyrations died down, Joe sat up, grinning as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You sure know how to make a guy feel like he knows what he’s doing.”

      “Stop being humble. You definitely know what you’re doing.” Pushing up on my elbows, I had the distinct pleasure of watching his body shift and flex as he stood, then crawled over me, caging me with his arms as he lowered his lips to mine.

      He drank me in. The kiss as luscious as fine wine. Heady. Lingering. Intoxicating.

      My hands flew to his pants, tugging the metal button free from the fabric, then slipping inside to stroke his velvety length. I swirled my thumb along the tip, spreading the precum gathering there in sensuous circles. Joe’s cock pulsed in my hand and his teeth captured my bottom lip.

      I freed him of his jeans, shimmying them off his hips along with his boxer briefs. He kicked them off his feet, then reached into the bedside table for a condom as I yanked off my skirt and unhooked my bra. He took himself in his fist and lined up with my entrance. I cupped his face as he slid into me, then let my arms fall to my sides as my back arched.

      His thrusts were slow, controlled. Long caresses of his cock that set my nerve-endings ablaze. As he picked up speed, something deep inside me quickened. Not just the fluttering of a second orgasm, but a surrendering.

      Joe Channing wasn’t a criminal. Nor was he an asshole. He wasn’t sent from Hell to ruin my life. Nor did he have dinner parties with Satan and his legions of demons.

      He was kinder than I gave him credit for.

      Generous even.

      And the slow, tortuous pulse of his hips proved my point as his giving nature afforded me yet another orgasm. I squealed and grunted, fisting his sheets in my hands as my body erupted in sparks of pleasure.

      The louder I got, the faster he moved. Our skin clapped like thunder every time his hips crashed into me. I panted and moaned.

      His cock.

      His scent.

      His breath in my hair.

      His hands on my body.

      I would be forever changed.

      He left pieces of himself in his wake, as if whatever it was that made him him was combining with whatever it was that made me me.

      Or maybe the sex was so good I was losing my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      At some point during the night, Kennedy claimed half the bed and all the pillows, stretching out like a queen staking claim on a new territory. Thanks to her invasion, I found myself awake at five o’clock in the morning. Her chest rose and fell and her sex kitten hair fanned out around her in a copper cloud.

      I stared like a peasant in the presence of royalty. Rapt. Overcome. Amazed that someone like her existed in the same world I did. Knowing she had to work, I slipped out of bed, pulled on my jeans, and ambled into the kitchenette to start a pot of coffee.

      Last night, I called Kennedy’s hair my new obsession.

      What a fool I’d been to think things would stop there.

      Her body, the sounds she made when I was inside her, the way she looked at me when she came…

      After just one hit, I was an addict. I’d never recover.

      As the aroma of coffee tickled my sleep-fogged brain, an idea popped into existence. What Kennedy needed after a night of sexing was a delicious breakfast to fuel her body for work, so she’d be ready for more sexing when she got home. I congratulated myself on a fucking solid plan and got to work.

      Carefully, quietly, I pulled out a pan and tossed in some bacon, sipping on coffee as it sizzled away. The scent brought up a sliver of a memory from when I was five, maybe six. My foster mom at the time was wonderful. A beautiful woman whose caring heart had room for the entire world. She cooked three meals a day for me. Supported me as I worked through the baggage left by my bio-mom. My poor, unsuspecting soul let down its guard, deemed her Perfect Mom, and then boom. She and her husband decided they didn’t have the energy to be the kind of parents they wanted to be. No adoption for me. Back into the system I went.

      I drowned those bittersweet memories with a searing swig of coffee and pulled a carton of eggs out of the fridge. The rustle of skin on sheets sounded behind me and I straightened to find Kennedy blinking awake. Clutching the comforter to her chest, she pressed up on her elbow and rewarded me with a smile.

      “Morning, your majesty.” I set the eggs down and leaned on the counter, drinking her in.

      “Morning yourself.” Her hair fell over her shoulder as she swung her legs off the bed and pulled on some clothes. “What’re you doing?”

      I placed a hand over my heart. “I am making a solid breakfast to reward you for the pleasure you provided last night, in the hopes that you will be interested in continued pleasure this evening.”

      She frowned. “But Joe. I’m a vegetarian. And a doctor. I took an oath to do no harm and I take that very seriously. I can’t eat that.”

      Silly, lust-struck me took the bait hook, line, and sinker. I stared at the sizzling meat in the pan and stammered an apology as she laughed.

      “I’m kidding. I mean, come on, you’ve seen me eat at least seven hamburgers and even cooked me a steak that I downed quite enthusiastically, as I remember.” Her smile lit the room. I had no choice but to return it.

      “I don’t operate at full capacity for at least two hours in the morning. Imagine my brain like the Scottish moors. Beautiful and worth exploring, but obstructed by thick fog.”

      She perched on a stool at the counter and folded her hands under her chin. “Are the Scottish moors foggy?”

      “They were when I was there. But San Francisco was worse.” Using a fork, I pulled the bacon out of the pan and cracked in the eggs. They hit the heat with a satisfying hiss and I stuck a couple slices of bread in the toaster.

      “You’ve been everywhere.”

      “I’ve seen a lot more of the world than I thought I would when I was a kid. But, there are still some places I’d like to visit.” I plated her breakfast and handed it to her with a dramatic bow. “How does her majesty prefer her coffee?”

      She giggled, thanking me as she accepted the plate. “Her majesty prefers her coffee as mostly cream and sugar.”

      “You and the sweet stuff.”

      “I guess I’m just that sweet.”

      “Ha!” I hunted down a carton of cream and pulled a bag of sugar out of the cabinet and set them in front of her.

      She stirred in a ridiculous amount of both. “What’s with the new nickname?”

      “You colonized my bed last night. Claiming not only the land as your own, but also the resources, i.e. the blankets and pillows.”

      She looked as mortified as I felt when I fell for her vegetarian joke, so I made up for it by moving behind her, slipping her hair off her neck, and nuzzling the soft spot below her jaw as she chewed. Goose bumps flared across her arms as I trailed my fingers along her shoulders.

      “You keep doing that and I won’t be able to finish my breakfast.”

      “Does that mean you want me to stop?”

      “Whatever you do, don’t stop.” She turned her head, affording me the real estate to continue my travels. “You’re taking such good care of me, I’m going to have to come up with ways to spoil you.”

      “I can think of a few things, but it’s my duty to warn you that most of them involve your lips. And my cock.”

      “Very subtle, Wiki. Very subtle.” She arched a brow. “And in case you can’t catch the sarcasm through that brain fog, I’m hilariously remarking that you were, in fact, not subtle at all.”

      My erection pressed into her back and she put down her fork to reach around and stroke me. I pulled away, adjusting myself. “Oh no, your majesty. First, you must finish your breakfast.”

      Reluctantly she swiped up her fork and cut into her egg. “What’s your favorite birthday memory?” she asked after a few more bites.

      “Talk about a hard right turn.” I frowned as I perched on the stool next to her. “Did you do a search for awkward conversation starters or something?”

      “Maybe,” she said with a shrug and a quirk of those lips. “But, you’re required to answer.”

      “Required? This sounds like once again, you’re confused on the way human interaction works.”

      “I’m not sure I’m the one confused here. Think about the really uncomfortable message you’ll send if you chose not to answer a question that basic after what we did last night.”

      Maybe birthdays were a basic topic for someone with a normal childhood. My upbringing was a different story. She did have a point, though, so I swallowed down my fear of vulnerability and answered the damn question.

      “Birthday’s weren’t really a thing for me, growing up. They happened. I mean, I got older each year. But…” I searched my brain for any positive birthday memories and found one featuring Perfect Mom. “Once, I had a foster mom who threw me this really elaborate party. She made me a cake. Decorated my bedroom door with balloons and crepe paper, then invited people from school over. I was like six or seven.”

      And not one month later, she decided she didn’t want to be my mom anymore. For a long time, I wondered if I did something at that party to embarrass her. I’ve since decided she was one of those people who push too hard to be the best at everything. She just couldn’t be the best at yoga and work and whatever else she was into—and being my mom, too.

      Kennedy put down her fork. “What about after that?”

      “Birthdays really weren’t a big deal.” That was all I wanted to say about that.

      My past sucked. My present didn’t. Why bring it all back up again?

      “When is yours?” she asked.

      “Do I get to ask questions?”

      “In a minute.”

      She looked so cute, how could I let her down? “It’s a month from today, actually. September fifteenth.”

      Kennedy’s eyes lit up as she polished off the last of her coffee, then pushed off her stool. “Stand up for me.”

      Her command earned another strange look. “You’re weird in the morning.”

      “Says the guy who compared his brain to a Scottish moor.”

      As there was no fighting her logic, I complied with her request, tantalized by the look in her eyes.

      She sank to her knees in front of me, shaking her head as she pried at the button at my waist. “He even wears jeans in the morning.”

      With a giggle, she slipped my pants down and freed my enthusiastic dick from his denim prison, then slowly, deliberately, drew her tongue along the shaft and circled the crown. I fucking shivered from head to toe as I met her gaze, then lust burned that shit away as she wrapped those lips around my cock and sucked.

      It was weeks of fantasy coming to fruition and reality blew my daydreams to smithereens. I gripped the counter. Ogled her bobbing head, those copper locks streaming over her shoulders, and stored the image in the old memory banks for future use.

      The smell of bacon would never remind me of Perfect Mom ever again. It would always be Her Royal Majesty Penny fucking Dreadful on her knees in front of me on a Wednesday morning. I grabbed a fistful of that gorgeous hair. My balls clenched. She cupped them, slowly swirled her fingers around them, and I came with a force that threatened to drop me to the ground beside her.

      She swallowed, drawing the back of her hand across those lips and I lifted my hands in the air, turning my face to the ceiling. “A-fucking-men!”

      A blast of laughter escaped her as she stood. “Did you really just bless your orgasm?”

      I drew her to me. “I did, and if you could see the way you looked, and feel the way you felt, you wouldn’t be so judgey.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but a jangling alarm sounded from her purse on the floor near the door. Her eyes went wide. “Oh no! I am so gonna be late for work. I still need to shower and change.”

      She shoved a few more bites of breakfast into her mouth and took a swig of my coffee with a grimace—presumably because she could actually taste coffee. Grabbing her shoes and her purse, she rushed toward the door, then paused, turning to me.

      A smile lifted her lips and her eyes skated across my face. Unable to stop myself, I strode across the floor, drew her into my arms, and kissed her, inhaling the scent of lilacs like I could download her into my brain and not have to spend the entire day without her.

      Her hands came to my face, scraping against the stubble I desperately needed to shave. “I’ll see you when I get home?”

      “You better.”

      Slowly, sadly, she withdrew from my arms, then pulled open the front door, stopping abruptly when she came face to face with Maxine, enjoying her coffee just like I’d envisioned she would when I redid the backyard.

      With her shoes clutched in her arms and the strap from yesterday’s dress slipping off her shoulder, Kennedy burst into laughter. “Don’t say a thing,” she said to her grandma.

      Maxine grinned and deliberately took a drink of coffee as Kennedy scurried past her on her way to the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      Wednesday was perfect. Thursday was sublime. Friday was halfway over and it was shaping up to be just as good, if not better. On my way to the clinic, I called Mom. Her voice blasted through my speakers and I jumped out of my skin before I turned her down. Why did I never remember to adjust the volume for her?

      “Heya, lady,” I said as I navigated the sun-bleached streets from Key West Pediatrics to The Community Health Clinic. “How’re you?”

      “Better now that I’m talking to my favorite daughter.”

      As if I was still sixteen and mortified by parental affection, I rolled my eyes, then laughed quietly at my reaction. She’d said that kind of stuff for years and I loved it even if I was embarrassed to admit it.

      “I’m your only daughter.” I delivered my line with gusto.

      “Doesn’t change the fact that you’re my favorite.” She waited a beat, probably to add a mental rimshot. Ba-bum-ching! “I’ve been missing our dinner and movie nights.”

      I’d never been good at splitting my attention. With Joe dominating my time, my weekly visits with Mom had all but disappeared. “I have, too. But what if I said I had a consolation prize?”

      “You know how much I love consolation prizes.” The cheeriness in her voice ratcheted up, undoubtedly to hide her disappointment.

      “You’ll be happy to hear that I seem to have found a house husband, as per your advice.”

      “What?! You’re engaged? I didn’t even know you were dating someone!”

      I tweaked the volume again and checked to see if my ears were bleeding. “I’m not engaged and we’re barely dating.” I explained who Joe was and how we met. “We were still pretty sure we hated each other, and he surprised me with dinner one night when I came home from work just because he knew how tired I’d been. Then, a few days ago, he made me breakfast before work—”

      “Breakfast before work?” Insinuation sing-songed over my speakers. “I take it things are progressing quickly?”

      Well, shit.

      I wasn’t exactly ready to enter into a conversation about my sex-life with my mother, but there we were. “I’m comfortable with the speed.” I hurried on, eager to shift the topic before she started screaming questions about orgasms and dicks. “He has this really gruff exterior, but underneath it, he’s super sweet and generous. Plus, he’s hilarious. Intelligent. Well-traveled. He told me his morning brain was as foggy as the Scottish moors. Isn’t that funny? And he’s so good-looking.”

      As proof of his good-looking status, my brain supplied images of his face, staring down at me while I sucked him off Wednesday morning. I shut up before I brought us right back to orgasms and dicks.

      Mom sighed dreamily. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you gush about someone like this. Like ever.”

      “I’m not gushing.” I was, however, blushing. Furiously.

      “You’re totally gushing.”

      “Fine. I’m gushing. But he deserves it. He’s…I don’t know, Mom. He feels special.”

      “Your dad was like that at first, too. Oh, how I swooned every time he came into a room! This smart, sexy doctor was interested in little old me? And he was such a diligent lover.” Her voice said she was reliving some of those moments.

      Over the phone.

      With me.

      I cringed. “Too far, Mom.”

      “I know, I know. Please strike that last comment from the records.”

      “Believe me,” I said as I flipped on a turn indicator. “I’m trying.”

      “Some men just aren’t meant for relationships.”

      Did Mom know she stepped right onto the landmine of fear her failed relationship with Dad had planted in me?

      Did she know I considered our family line cursed when it came to love?

      I didn’t think so, or else she’d have been more tactful, but that didn’t stop my heart from gallomphing around in my chest as I thought about Joe’s prickly exterior.

      With a grimace and a shake of my head, I pushed those thoughts away. “That’s just what I wanted to hear as I’m entering into what might be my first relationship in a decade.”

      My inner narrator pulled back in shock.

      Was that right? Was Joe the closest I’d come to a relationship in ten years?

      I did a quick calculation. Between college, med school, and interning, there really hadn’t been much time for anything but sleep. And sometimes not even that. My love life had definitely fizzled. I’d been fine with it, until very recently. Love was too consuming for someone as busy as me.

      Mom groaned. “I wasn’t talking about you and your miracle man. I was talking about your dad. He tried, bless his heart. He really did. But, well, you know the end to our story.”

      “I don’t even know if Joe and I have a story yet. We’re just enjoying each other’s company for right now.”

      And boy were we enjoying it. In his bed. In mine. In the kitchen. The bathroom. There weren’t all that many places in the guesthouse we hadn’t enjoyed.

      And there we were.

      Orgasms and dicks.

      Again.

      “Well,” Mom began in that way of hers that meant she had no idea she was about to offend me. “I’m just glad you have something in your life that isn’t work. It’s nice to see you expanding your horizons.”

      I recoiled from the statement. Not offended, just…surprised. “I have plenty in my life that isn’t work. I have you. And Nan. And now I have Joe…”

      Huh. And that was it.

      Mom let the subject drop. We chatted away the rest of the drive and said our goodbyes as I pulled into the lot in front of the clinic. Her comment about work danced with her comment about my dad and made me a little seasick. I pushed them away as I stepped inside.

      “What’s up, Doc?” Dorothy’s bright grin deepened as I sidled up to her desk. “No, but seriously. What’s up? You’re practically glowing. Did you try a new moisturizer? Or finally land that hottie with the body?”

      I lifted my eyebrows in what I hoped looked cute and coy and not overly enthusiastic and attached. “About that…”

      “You did!” Dorothy slapped her hand on the desk, emphasizing her too-loud voice and drawing the attention of Dr. Fitzgerald as she stepped into the waiting room.

      She peered over the rim of her glasses. “Who did what?”

      “Uh…I tried eating nothing but fast food for a week to see what effects it had on my health.” The lie rolled smoothly off my tongue and I congratulated myself on my quick thinking. Seeing as I primarily lived off fast food, I’d have an easy time giving her the greasy details if she asked.

      Dr. Fitzgerald gave me the slow-blink to end all slow-blinks. “Uh-huh…” Her head bob and sideways glance alerted me to the fact that I still had not mastered the art of dishonesty. As she slipped out of the waiting room, Dorothy waved me in.

      “That was a close one,” she whispered. “I don’t even know where you came up with that fast food thing, but she totally bought it.”

      I wasn’t so sure that was true, but didn’t want to burst Dorothy’s bubble, so I nodded, smiled, then looked up as the door swung open. A young woman in a well-cared for but ancient blouse and skirt came through with Shane trailing behind. He had her hair and eyes, and gave me a sheepish wave. The woman caught the gesture and zeroed in.

      “Are you the doctor who stitched up my son?”

      “That’s me.” I waved at Shane and counted my lucky stars that Dr. Fitzgerald had left the room. The less she knew about whatever was about to happen, the better.

      I sized up the situation as quickly as I could. The kiddo looked cleaner than I’d ever seen him. And embarrassed. Very embarrassed.

      When I turned my attention to his mother, I realized I’d already tried and convicted her as a villain. Somewhere along the way, I’d started imagining her as the kind of monster who abandons children to fend for themselves in this big, bad world. Stringy hair. Bloodshot eyes. Selfish, fuck-the-human-race attitude fully on display.

      The woman in front of me reminded me never to judge someone before I understood the situation. Her skin was clear. Her bright eyes sparked with determination and humility. This was no monster. This was a woman bathed in ferocity and love for her child.

      “I want to thank you for taking care of my son. I still can’t believe he cut himself so bad and didn’t tell me.” A reproachful look had the boy’s gaze on his feet again.

      “Aunt Nadine said not to tell you ‘cause it’d make you sad and then you wouldn’t be able to work anymore.” Shane picked at the hem of his shirt.

      A river of emotions coursed through his mother’s eyes and she pulled him close, rustling his hair. “I know, buddy. You did what you thought was right. Can’t fault that, now can I?”

      He buried himself into her side. Eyes closed.

      “Shane?” She smiled into his upturned face. “Why don’t you get some snacks from that table over there so I can talk to the doctor alone.”

      The boy dislodged from his mother and darted to the table. After a quick inspection of the apples, he selected one and chomped down, chewing happily as he surveyed the chip selection.

      His mother wrapped her arms around her stomach. “I’m workin’ two jobs while putting myself through school. Shane…he deserves better’n we got now. My sister was supposed to take care of him for me. She’s…well, she’s had problems in the past, but she swore that was all behind her.” The grim set of her jaw spoiled the end of the story. Her sister’s past had snuck into the present.

      I nodded, gently encouraging her to continue.

      “Come to find out, it wasn’t behind her. Not even a little. From what I hear from Shane, she’s been passed out in front of the TV while my little boy ran the town. When he cut himself, she didn’t even bother to bring him here. She gave a six-year-old directions to a free clinic then made him swear not to tell me because then I’d have to quit my job to take care of him and that would make me sad. All because she’d been evicted from her place and needed somewhere to stay.” Heat blazed in her eyes and I decided right then and there that I believed her.

      Maybe I wasn’t that great of a liar, but I knew the truth when I saw it.

      Shane’s mother promised she’d found more reliable, but more expensive, childcare. “Thankfully, he’s in school now, so I only need to figure out something for the afternoon and evening.” She shook her head and rubbed a hand over her mouth. “Is there any way I can pay you for working on him? And for the hamburgers you sent home. He told me that was my sister, too.”

      “Like I said to him the day I stitched him up, the beauty of this clinic is that the payment structure is based on the income of the person receiving care. Last I checked, a kindergartner doesn’t exactly have an income,”  I said, using my best hint, hint, nudge, nudge face. “If he needs any more care, we can get him set up with your income and information and take it from there.”

      Shane’s mom looked so relieved, I thought she’d cry. She thanked me again, then left with her apple-chomping son and a promise to be the one to bring him in if he found himself in need of treatment. I watched them joke their way to a beat-up hatchback.

      Dorothy appeared at my side, her gaze following mine. “Is his mom as evil as I thought she was?”

      “Not at all. In fact, it sounds like she’s killing herself trying to make a better life for her son.” I briefly outlined the story as it was told to me. “I was seriously considering reporting her for neglect, and here she is, doing everything she can to improve her situation, then being taken advantage of by her sister.”

      What if I hadn’t talked to Nan and Joe about my concerns? What if I hadn’t listened to Joe’s advice to learn more about the situation before I plunged headfirst into a solution? What if I’d hard-charged based on what I thought I knew and wrecked their little family?

      As I wrestled with those questions, my phone pinged with a call that I sent to voicemail. When the transcript came in, I laughed as I read.

      My apartment was ready for me to move back in.

      The universe was showering me with good news.

      Though, I hadn’t exactly had time to replace my ruined furniture. And leaving Nan’s house meant I’d have less time to spend with Joe. Maybe I wasn’t in as big a rush to move home as I thought I’d be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Replacing the stairs leading from the first floor to the second had been glaring at me from my To Do list for weeks.

      It needed done. I’d feel better once it was…but I kept putting it off.

      And I had good reason.

      With the bathroom and the bedrooms upstairs, taking out access to the second floor would be a major inconvenience for Kennedy and Maxine. If I waited too long to get things fixed, the bathroom in the guesthouse would quickly become a high traffic area. Not that I cared about the intrusions…

      …okay, scratch that. I cared about the intrusions. My privacy was important to me and the thought of two extra people traipsing through my space set my teeth on edge.

      Once I took out that first step, the clock would start ticking and I did not work well under pressure. Deadlines were my mortal enemy, guaranteeing a bad mood and questionable decisions to get the job done in time.

      When you added the fact that I knew surprises surely lurked under that squeaking wood, just waiting to set me back a week or two, it was easy to see why I postponed the project day after day.

      After day.

      For some copper-haired reason, I’d been feeling invincible lately, so Friday morning after Kennedy left for work and Maxine left for who knew what, I got busy.

      Earbuds in. Old wood out.

      The hiss and thump of the nail gun.

      The promise of a great fucking night ahead. Of course, you could rearrange that sentence and it’d still be true. There was also a promise of a great night fucking ahead.

      I grinned. “Man, of course I come up with something like that without Lucas or Collin around to hear it.”

      And so, I laughed to myself, imagining their groans of reluctant appreciation.

      If I’d known it was possible to be in such a good mood, I’d have stopped following Collin on his tours sooner. Stopped living my life as an extension of his and started living for me. Although, I couldn’t have separated from him any earlier than I did because he needed me…right up until he didn’t anymore.

      The thought felt cumbersome in comparison to everything else. I pushed it away and focused on the stairs, pleased not to find any surprises waiting for me underneath. As I got to work on the last step, the front door burst open in an explosion of sunlight and Kennedy.

      “Honey! I’m home!” She closed the door and I smiled at the lack of shoulder ramming and cursing it required. “Wow! Look at this! Are you telling me I can sneak out of my bedroom without Nan knowing?”

      “That’s right, Penny,” I said in my best gameshow announcer voice. “You’re free to have all the impromptu midnight snacks you want. And the best part? No one will know!”

      She hit me with a dirty look. “I wasn’t talking about food.”

      I returned her smoldering gaze. “Neither was I.”

      Wiping my hands on my jeans, I met her at the bottom of the stairs, then slid my arms around her waist, flexed my fingers against her lower back, and drew her in for a kiss. That feminine gasp in the back of her throat was all the reward I needed.

      Hot.

      Tortured.

      Needy.

      My dick saluted his agreement with my assessment, then sagged in disappointment when she stepped out of my arms.

      “You won’t believe what happened today.” She leaned against the banister, absently running her hands along the untreated wood in a way that sent my imagination off to the filthiest of places.

      I wrenched my focus away from her hypnotic movement and squinted, tilting my head as if I could read the answer right off her face. “You won the lotto.”

      “No.” She rewarded my joke with a giggle.

      “Aliens landed outside the clinic.”

      “Here I am, eager to share some great news.” She twisted those fuck-me lips into a pout. “And you’re being ridiculous. I have to admit, I didn’t see this coming, Wiki.”

      “You told me I wouldn’t believe what happened. Seeing as I’m a firm believer that nothing is impossible, what choice did I have but to go big?”

      Kennedy gave me the sweetest smile, her eyes lighting up with something I hadn’t seen aimed my way before. A jolt of shock asked if what I was seeing was love. Panic twisted my stomach into heart-shaped knots at the thought, but then she turned away, breaking the spell.

      The fact that I was imagining stuff like that meant I was getting attached. With a capital A. I’d need to be more careful on that front. Zero expectations. Stay detached. Prepare for the worst. Those measures had kept me from being disappointed after Perfect Mom crushed my soul and they hadn’t let me down yet.

      “That kid?” Kennedy paused, hitting me with a question mark of a glance. “The one I was considering calling the state about?” When I nodded, she continued, “I met his mom today. I was so completely wrong about her. Like, one hundred percent off the mark. I’m so glad you told me to wait until I had more info before I did anything. I could have devastated them if I’d made the call.”

      “Assuming his mom is telling the truth.”

      She folded her arms over her chest and sucked in her lips. “She seemed very honest.”

      “People can seem like anything they want. Believe me. I was very good at it for a long time.”

      “You think she was lying?”

      Tension crept into Kennedy’s shoulders. She’d expected me to celebrate with her and there I was, telling her to slow down again.

      The world she lived in was mostly good.

      Successful parents.

      Plenty of money.

      Loving grandparents.

      She didn’t understand how nuanced a bad situation could be. Just because this kid’s mom was walking the right walk when she had an audience, didn’t mean she was doing it at home.

      People were shitty that way.

      I slid my hands into my back pockets. “Just keep your eyes open, okay? The world isn’t black and white. His mother might be everything she seemed when you talked to her today, or she could be everything she seemed when the kid first came in.”

      “The world might not be black and white, but it’s not all bad, either. I’ll keep my eyes open because this really smart guy I know said I should, but I have faith in this woman.” She gave me a wide grin. “Also, today was all about the good news. Right after Shane and his mom left, my building manager called. My apartment is ready!”

      That hit me like a right hook to the face. It shouldn’t have. I knew this day was coming. I just didn’t want it to come so fast.

      “Wow. You got what you want from me and now you’re leaving. Go figure.”

      I meant it as a joke, but an embarrassing amount of anxiety followed those words. I swallowed it down and leaned against the wall.

      Kennedy smirked. “That’s exactly what’s happening here. Thanks for the orgasms, but toodle-oo!” She waved her fingers and stuck her nose in the air.

      She was messing with me. I knew it. But her words cut deeper than they should have.

      I decided to change topics and surprise her with more good news.

      “I hope you don’t have any plans tomorrow, because, well, you have plans tomorrow. You’re set up with a relaxing massage first thing in the morning with our friend Cat at The Hutton Hotel.”

      Her face fell. “Actually, I do have plans. A work thing. Though, that’s in the evening, so I could probably fit both in.”

      The needle on my bullshit meter twitched. “A work thing? On a Saturday?”

      Kennedy nodded, looking oddly embarrassed. “No matter what I do, I can’t give my patients the in-depth care they deserve and get them out fast enough to please my office manager. One of the other doctors, he’s been trying to get me to meet him for drinks forever to give me some pointers on the topic.”

      The needle twitched again.

      Two things stood out to me in her last statement. The other doctor was a man. And he’d been trying to take my girl out for drinks for a while. “There’s no way that’s a business meeting.”

      “I’m meeting a colleague to talk about work.” Kennedy frowned. “Sounds like the textbook definition of a business meeting to me.”

      “Sounds like a coward who asked you on a date under the pretense of meeting for work.”

      “At least he didn’t do it under the pretense of meeting his brother.” Her grin was wide, her eyes sparkling with humor. The light bled from her face when I didn’t react to the joke. “I can’t believe you’re jealous about this.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I can’t believe you’re falling for it.”

      “Are you saying you don’t trust me?” She stepped forward and I kept an eye on that right fist.

      “I’m just sayin’…”

      Kennedy drew to a stop in front of me. “You’re saying you think this guy from work is going to take me out for drinks at The Drunken Goat and I’ll be whisked away by his wonderfulness and forget about you.”

      I met her eyes. The weak part of me felt that way and I hated it. Kennedy hadn’t earned my suspicions. In fact, up until this moment, I would have sworn I trusted her.

      Maybe it was me I didn’t trust.

      Maybe I knew I wouldn’t be enough to hold her attention.

      Why stick with the man whose biological mother didn’t love him enough to keep him? Who wasn’t good enough for Perfect Mom to keep him? Why stick with the man who only found a home with people who wanted the check he came with?

      Instead of saying any of that, I stared at my feet and sucked in my lips.

      Why did dealing with other humans have to be so complicated? It fucking drove me nuts, worrying about what they were thinking, how they were feeling, if I was annoying them…

      I never knew how to just be.

      Kennedy took a breath and I prepared myself for the lash of humor I typically found so refreshing. Instead, her hand came to my cheek. “Hey. Joe. If you’re worried about me going out with this guy, I’ll cancel. It’s no big deal. There’s nothing he’ll tell me I wouldn’t be able to find on the internet. Plus, he’s a nose booper.” She bounced her finger off the tip of my nose. “It’s really freaking weird coming from a colleague, no matter what he says.”

      Her proximity soothed the ache that had settled into my heart by sending all my blood to my dick. Lust seared my edges. I needed to transfer some of the heat to her before I went up in flames.

      Angling my lips over hers, I slipped my fingers into her hair. “I don’t care if you go.”

      In that moment, I didn’t care about anything but her scent. Her smile. And getting her into my bed so I could watch her writhe and shriek in pleasure.

      She nuzzled along my jawline, those petal soft lips tickling the skin beneath my ear. “I don’t want to upset you.”

      “Please. Penny. I’m not that guy.”

      She started to protest, and I silenced her with a kiss. She tugged at the button on my jeans and I put a hand over hers.

      “Not here.”

      Surprising Maxine with Kennedy racing out of the guesthouse fully clothed was one thing. Walking in on the handyman doing unspeakable things to her granddaughter? That was something else altogether.

      Kennedy nodded and slowly sauntered up the stairs, beckoning over her shoulder. “Follow me, big boy. I’ll show you just how dirty this penny is.”

      I sprinted after her, taking the steps two at a time, the solid thump of my feet hitting the wood both a battle cry and celebration for a job well done. As soon as I reached the top of the landing, we came together in a clash of chemistry and hormones.

      Lips teasing bodies.

      Hands tugging at clothes.

      We stumbled down the hall and into her room. When I slipped inside her, those tight muscles massaging my cock, I fought the urge to shout “Hallelujah!” to the ceiling.

      Her body was made for mine. Together, we were a fucking masterpiece. I gripped her hips and thrust deep. Fast. Fell into those eyes and what I found scared me to death.

      Not only had I let her in. Not only had I allowed her to mean something to me. But I meant something to her, too.

      I meant something to her.

      My pace slowed. A grin teased her lips.

      I cupped her face and she nuzzled into my hand.

      Whatever we were doing, whatever this was between us, we’d obliterated barriers without either one of us knowing.

      I fucked away those thoughts. Focused on the physical. The hiss of her breath. The slap of our skin. Closing my eyes, I felt her clench around me and gave in to a bone-melting orgasm. We finished together and I collapsed on the bed beside her.

      As she disappeared into the bathroom to clean up, my mind wandered over the last few weeks. The fire between us had been there from the start. We’d come together in a clash of intensity and it hadn’t faded. Not one bit. Her quick wit and intelligence kept me on my toes and she seemed perpetually surprised when I didn’t back down.

      “Can you imagine how hard-headed our kids would be?” I asked as she walked back into the room. “Considering how stubborn we both are?”

      Eyes wide, she froze mid-slide into bed, then nervously settled herself beside me. “There you go again, moving this relationship at the speed of light.”

      “You know what they say. When it’s right, it’s right.”

      And boy, does this feel right.

      Kennedy pushed up on her elbow, terror streaking across her face. “I’d have to give up my career to have kids. And I really just got started as a doctor…”

      “Easy, Penny. I’m not proposing.” I quirked a brow, pretending to be hurt. “Though I have to admit, my pride is stinging if this is your reaction when you think I am.”

      “I didn’t think you were.” Rolling her eyes, she dropped back on the pillow. “I guess I’m just touchy. Everything’s going so well. I keep waiting for it all to come crumbling down.”

      “Everything’s okay. It really is.” I ran my fingers into her hair. “You’re not your mom. And I’m not your dad.”

      And finally, her smile lit her face the way it should after what we’d just done together. “Thank goodness about that,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes. “This whole thing would be really awkward if you were.”
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      Kennedy

      

      We rumbled into the parking lot in front of The Hutton Hotel at nine in the morning. Joe patted the dashboard of the truck as he killed the engine, then gave me a sideways grin. “You ready for this?”

      “Is there a person in the world who would not be ready for a surprise massage first thing in the morning? One gifted to her by a very thoughtful…” The word “boyfriend” was locked and loaded, but I artfully avoided embarrassment with a quick dodge. “…friend.”

      “That’s me. The thoughtful-est friend of all the friends.” Joe arched an eyebrow and gave me a strange look.

      Maybe my dodge wasn’t as artful as I thought.

      We hopped out of the truck into a soggy sponge of a day. I felt like I could wring out the air and watch water disintegrate on the pavement, but when I glanced at the hotel, all thoughts of the weather disappeared.

      “Oh, wow. I’d heard this place was charming, but…” I took in the wraparound porch with ferns swaying in hanging baskets. Palm trees dotted the grounds with the ocean as a backdrop. Bungalows squatted under trees in the distance, each of them with their own unique view of the water.

      “It’s one of those places that stays with you.” Joe threaded his fingers through mine and led me up the porch steps, through the front door. In the foyer, Lucas sprawled in an armchair while his wife perched on the armrest, laughing at something he’d said. They stood as we entered, and Lucas thumped Joe on the back while Cat offered me one of those smiles that made me feel like I’d found a new friend.

      “I’m so excited to get to work on you.” She rubbed her hands together like a kid contemplating donuts.

      Lucas raked his fingers through his hair and turned his intense gaze my way. “You’ll come out a whole new woman, I promise. Cat has a gift.”

      “That’s exactly what today calls for.” Joe folded his arms over his chest with the scowl to end all scowls. “We need to get Kennedy gussied up for her date with another man.”

      I fought the urge to hit him. I really did.

      “It’s not a date,” I said with a swat to his bicep. “It’s a business meeting.”

      “On a Saturday. At a bar with a dress code.” He gave his friends a look that said “you’re not gonna believe this.” “With a male co-worker who’s been asking her to meet him for drinks for a month now.”

      Lucas wrinkled his nose. “There’s no way that’s a business meeting.”

      Cat nodded her agreement.

      When Joe had gotten weird about it the day before, my internal alarm bells leapt into instant agreement. I’d been sure Ramsey was asking me out on a date from the start, which was why I’d turned him down for so long.

      But I’d been wrong about Joe.

      About Shane.

      About my apartment neighbors.

      How could I trust an alarm system that led me so far astray? But with both Lucas and Cat agreeing with Joe, I started to worry all over again.

      “It’ll be fine,” I said, and hoped I was right.
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        * * *

      

      Ramsey arrived at The Drunken Goat in a cloud of perfect bone structure, name brand slacks that hugged his thighs, and a fitted button down with the top four buttons undone.

      You heard that right. Four buttons.

      Hello, chest hair at a business meeting.

      His face lit up when he found me, perched at the bar in my sensible skirt and stiletto heels. Balancing practical clothes with sassy shoes had seemed like the perfect outfit for a business meeting in public. When Ramsey’s gaze went on a pleasure cruise around my face, my body, and back again, I wished I’d dressed in baggy jeans and an oversized T-shirt.

      He leaned in to kiss my cheek. I jolted away, and his lips grazed my hair. Without missing a beat, he leaned a hip on the stool next to mine. “You look amazing.”

      Well, shit.

      I was on a date.

      Ramsey signaled the bartender, then tossed me a smoldering glance. “Are you a wine drinker?”

      I steeled myself for unabashed disdain when he found out my favorite drinks came adorned with umbrellas and hunks of fruit. “Not really.”

      He waved the statement away. “You just haven’t met the right wine. That’s something else I’ll have to help you with.”

      His grin caused me to shiver…not in delight.

      The bartender was a stocky man in a black button up, sleeves rolled up to show forearms covered in ink. A tag on his chest identified him as Paul. He sidled our way and dropped a hand on the bar. “What can I get you lovely people this fine evening?”

      Ramsey leaned on his elbow. “The last time I was here, the Pomerol was more cloying than a Kenny G album. I missed that gritty Bordeaux terroir.” He pinched his fingers together and shook them in front of his lips.

      My eyes widened in time with Paul’s. Had Ramsey prepped for the night by searching how to talk about wine? Or did he really speak that way? Either way, I judged him for it.

      “I recognized most of those words,” I said, “but not all strung together like that.” The bartender bobbed his head and Ramsey regarded me as he would a wayward puppy.

      “How about a pinot grigio?” He beamed. “One bottle, two glasses.”

      Paul had the good grace to cast a questioning glance my way and I shook my head. “Just a glass for him, please. I’ll stick with the theme of drinks starting with P and have a pina colada.”

      Ramsey’s jaw dropped as Paul left to fulfill our orders. “How do you keep your figure inhaling calories like that?” His eyes said he thought he’d given me a compliment.

      With a light shrug, I crossed my legs and sat up straight. Prim. Professional. Decidedly not flirty or inviting in the least. “I’m really excited to hear your advice for giving solid care to patients while still keeping to a clock.”

      Ramsey leaned in, his perfect bone structure annihilating my personal space—the move he made every time he came near me. To say it was getting old was an understatement. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk about work. Why don’t you tell me a little about why you became a doctor in the first place? Let me unravel all there is to know about Kennedy Monroe.”

      There would be no unraveling.

      Of any kind.

      For any reason.

      I shifted, recreating a comfortable distance between us. “I’ve been volunteering at a clinic after work, and people love me there because I take my time with them. They line up, knowing I’ll make them wait, but only because I give people my full attention. I don’t understand why things are so different at Key West Pediatrics.”

      “You volunteer at a free clinic? How virtuous of you.” He purred the compliment, but an involuntary nose wrinkle betrayed his true feelings. Ramsey Middleton did not approve of volunteering. Or maybe free clinics weren’t his style. Or maybe he thought it was beneath me. Whatever it was, his disapproval was on full display.

      As the man who promised his interest was purely professional ran a flirty finger along the back of my hand, I searched for a way to end the evening gracefully. I had to work with the man, for goodness sakes. How could I shoot him down without offending him?

      Navigating the encounter was like wandering a minefield blindfolded. In clown shoes.

      I moved my hand out of reach. He leaned closer. I shifted to the edge of my seat. He did the same. We were locked in a ballet of body language and we spoke different dialects. Things were definitely lost in translation.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, interrupting him middle humble-brag. “I have to go to the bathroom. Would you please excuse me?”

      Ramsey blinked, then had the balls to finish his sentence as if I hadn’t spoken. Sure, I’d interrupted him, but who ignored an emergency bathroom request? Apparently, the same kind of guy who hid a date in a business meeting and expected everything to work out his way.

      Slipping off my stool, I beelined for the ladies’ room, then braced myself on the porcelain sink and stared into the mirror. “Just tell him you’re not interested romantically. Tell him you thought this was a business meeting and that’s the only reason you accepted his invitation. You’re strong. Capable. You don’t have to worry about his feelings because he’s the one acting slimy here.”

      Clearly unconvinced, my reflection gave the slow-blink to end all slow-blinks. I scrubbed my face, hoping to shock some good sense into myself. “It shouldn’t be this hard.”

      A toilet flush scared the shit out of me. Not literally, thank God, though if it was gonna happen, I was in the right place.

      A stall door swept open and a cute blonde with a hot pink smile stepped out. She washed her hands, meeting my gaze through the mirror. “You’re right. You are strong and capable and if he’s slimy, you shouldn’t feel bad about telling him to slip right on out of here.”

      I was in dire need of bolstering and if this woman was dishing out encouragement, I’d let her fill my plate and gobble it up, stranger or not. “You think so?”

      “I know so. Look at you! You’re smart and beautiful. He’s the asshole. You have no reason to save his feelings, unless it’ll make things awkward at work.” She peeked over her shoulder. “You did say you work with him, didn’t you?”

      I nodded and she frowned.

      “That makes it a little more difficult.” And with that, she pulled a lipstick out of her purse and puckered her lips at her reflection.

      Well, shit again. Shooting Ramsey down could definitely make things awkward at work.

      “Thanks for the encouragement,” I said as I reached for the door.

      “I’m here all night. You come find me if you need any more.”

      I nodded my appreciation, stepped out of the bathroom…

      …and ran right into Joe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      The fact that I was an asshole was never up for debate.

      I was an asshole. The end. Everyone knew it, me included.

      But showing up to the very bar where Kennedy was having her so-called business meeting took the title to an entirely new level.

      I recognized it.

      I owned it.

      I was ready to defend it.

      Until she barreled into me in the hallway near the bathroom. Shock dropped her jaw and disbelief sparkled in her eyes. The betrayal on her face made me question the decision I’d spent the whole day rationalizing. Sure, showing up uninvited was intrusive, but she’d see my desire to protect her was both chivalrous and noble. With a hand to her forehead, she’d swoon into my arms and spend the rest of the night rewarding me with devious sex acts for my romantic decision to come to her rescue.

      Apparently, I’d been very, very wrong.

      “Are you kidding me right now?” she hissed. “You’re spying on me? Really?”

      “No, see, you’ve got it all wrong. I just randomly showed up at the same place you told me you’d be, and it was a total accident. Whoops! My bad.”

      Kennedy folded her arms across her chest, shifting her weight to one heel. “The moment you get caught stalking me like some kind of lunatic is not the time to be funny.”

      “Are you sure? Because this whole event smells ridiculous to me.” I waved my hand in the direction of the real asshole in the situation, the douchebag in the man-slut uniform who tricked my girl into meeting him for drinks. She’d given him nothing but “slow the fuck down” signals since he joined her. He was either so nervous he hadn’t picked up on them or only scored by wearing women down.

      I’d put money on the latter.

      Kennedy shook her head and flared her hands. Color rose in her cheeks as her eyes flashed. “I don’t even know how to process the fact that you didn’t trust me enough to have a business meeting with a colleague.”

      “You’re still gonna die on the business meeting sword, huh?”

      “Fine.” She practically groaned the word. “He’s clearly not here for professional reasons, but Joe, you can’t just stalk me when you think I’m making a mistake.”

      I put both hands on her shoulders and met her gaze. How could I tell her I couldn’t stand the thought of someone taking advantage of her? How could I say I wanted to be there in case she needed me? How could I say I took care of the people who mattered to me and somehow, some way, she claimed one of those spots?

      Great questions, squawked my inner narrator. Oh, hey! Here’s an idea! Why don’t you say those exact things, asshole?

      Fuck. Simple in theory, impossible in reality. I raked a hand through my hair as I chased down the words.

      Before I got there, the bathroom door swung open and a cute blonde stumbled out. Her eyes widened when she saw Kennedy. “You got this. Remember, you’re strong and capable,” she said with two thumbs up to my girl and a girl power glare my way.

      Kennedy blushed. “Wrong guy.”

      Motivational Barbie cocked her head. “Huh?”

      “This is the wrong guy…” Kennedy sighed. “Never mind. It’s a long story.” She grinned. “You’re right. I’m strong, capable, and I totally got this.”

      The girl ambled away as I tried to process the situation. “What the hell was that?”

      “She’s…a friend. I just made. In the bathroom.” Kennedy fidgeted with the ends of her hair. “I was pep-talking myself in the mirror and she happened to hear and offer some advice.”

      “You’ve been reduced to pep-talking yourself in the bathroom and you don’t think you need my help?”

      A rotund man waddled into the hallway and squeezed past us in a series of shuffling steps and mumbled apologies. I pressed myself against the wall and pondered the wisdom of important conversations in high traffic places.

      When he disappeared into the men’s room, Kennedy leaned on the wall beside me. “Under normal circumstances, I’d show Ramsey your favorite finger and bail. But I work with this guy. He has seniority. I like my job…”

      I held up a record scratch of a hand. “Firstly, his name is Ramsey? And you didn’t think something like this would happen? To say I’m disappointed is an understatement, Penny. And secondly, I’ve not heard you say one thing in all the time I’ve known you that says you like that job.”

      “Fine,” she huffed. “I like the idea of my job, but that’s beside the point because I actually want to keep it. If I piss this guy off…”

      “What? He’ll what? Get you fired? I don’t think that’s gonna happen.” I gave her a look that begged for her understanding. “This is why I showed up tonight. To protect you in case you found yourself in a situation that required bathroom pep-talks with Motivational Barbie.” Kennedy smiled through her anger and I put a hand to her cheek, thumb grazing that soft skin. “I know it makes me an asshole.”

      “It makes you so much of an asshole, I don’t know what to do with you right now.” She nuzzled into my touch, then pulled away. “You can’t protect me from everything.”

      She paused as the rotund man stepped out of the restroom. He smiled awkwardly when he saw us, then shuffled past with another round of apologies. When he was gone, I started to reply, then paused again as a herd of women filtered through.

      Cue more awkward rearranging, embarrassed eye contact, and polite smiles.

      “Are you in line?” one asked Kennedy, thumbing at the lady’s room. She shook her head and the women pushed through. As the door clicked shut, I peered down the hallway then turned to Kennedy when I was sure the coast was clear. In any other situation, I would have bailed on the conversation the second we were interrupted because fuck this shit.

      But clearing things up mattered, regardless of how many awkward encounters we racked up. I’d drag her into the bar, stand on a table, and serenade my way through the discussion if I thought it would help. Thankfully for both our dignities, I didn’t see how it would.

      “Protecting people is my superpower. I protected Collin all the way to stardom and he didn’t always like me for it. I’ll do the same for you.”

      Did she understand what a big fucking deal it was that I compared her to Collin?

      No. Of course she didn’t. How could she?

      Since I was twelve years old, he was the one stable thing in a life that was anything but. He was my lifeline. My anchor. No one mattered as much to me as he did.

      And I just implied she was on his level.

      My heart tripped over the information with the grace of a giraffe on ice.

      “Kennedy?” The douchebag from the bar loomed. “Is this guy bothering you?”

      “Perpetually.” A grin teased her lips as her eyes bounced off mine. “But apparently that’s the way I like it.” She sighed, then squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Honestly Ramsey, when you said this was a work meeting, I took you at your word. I’m not interested in dating you, because I’m wrapped up in this guy.”

      Kennedy leaned into me, her cheek to my chest, and I wanted to roar my victory.

      The guy flinched, then grimaced, then took a step back, holding up his hands to wave her off. I recognized the reaction as shock, disappointment, then preparing a cover up to protect his massive ego at Kennedy’s expense.

      “You still thought this was a date?” He pinched his nose and shook his head. “Honestly, Doctor Monroe. I thought I was clear in the office that my intent for tonight was purely professional.”

      “But then you made it clear at the bar that you were full of shit in the office.” Kennedy took my hand and paused beside him. “Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice? Well, I’m just not a fool, you see.”

      “So, shame on you,” I spat as we strolled past a forest of chest hair poking out of an expensive button down.

      Kennedy patted my chest. “Atta boy, Wiki. You tell him.”

      With our arms wrapped around each other, we wandered out of the hallway, and past Motivational Barbie with her table full of friends. Kennedy gave an enthusiastic thumb’s up and the girl rewarded her with a bright smile.

      Even strangers fell in love with this woman. A brief bathroom encounter earned her cheerleaders and moral support. Her Royal Majesty, Penny Dreadful, Kennedy Reagan Monroe was something special.

      And she was leaving with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      The second we stepped outside The Drunken Goat, I whirled on Joe. With both hands on his chest, I pushed until his back pressed against the building. “I don’t know if I want to thank you or yell at you for what you did tonight.”

      A wicked grin slid into place, transforming his handsome face into sex god status. “I’m definitely digging aggressive Penny.” He cocked his head, cranking the wattage on his smile. “And for what it’s worth, I vote you thank me.”

      He looked so pleased with himself, I had to bite my lip not to melt into him. “You can’t just show up out of the blue because you’re worried about me. I’m an adult and can take care of myself, even if I need to pep-talk myself into it.”

      “I see you’ve chosen the yelling option.” Joe bobbed his head and sighed dramatically. “Disappointing.”

      The twinkle in his eyes had my heart doing flip-flops, while the fact that I couldn’t decipher how I felt about him showing up to save me from Ramsey had me confused.

      Should I be touched by his urge to protect me?

      Or weirded out because he thought he’d need to?

      The answer seemed to be a little of both, with a dash of turned-on added for good measure. His proximity, his scent, the way he seemed utterly in favor of being pushed against a wall by little old me…it all added up to five glowing stars from my body’s point of view.

      “Do you understand how crazy this story sounds?” I asked as I fell into his eyes. Our gazes locked with an almost audible click. “How can I tell anyone what happened without them thinking the worst of you?”

      Joe gripped my shoulders and flipped us, so I was the one with my back to the wall. He pinned me to The Drunken Goat, his hands resting on the brick exterior, my body trapped between his arms. I totally understood why he dug me being aggressive. The feeling was one hundred percent mutual. Was it possible for the human body to actually melt from desire? I figured we’d find out in another couple minutes.

      “I recognize that everything I did tonight is two clicks off normal.” The heat in his voice sent my blood racing. “But I don’t think you understand how crazy you make me, Kennedy. I don’t do the caring about people thing. It just doesn’t work out. Not for me. But here I am. Attached. Completely. You are the only thing I think about. All day. All night. It’s just you. And that makes me really fucking nervous.”

      “You don’t have anything to be nervous about,” I whispered.

      Except maybe me jumping his bones in a public place. He probably could have worried about that.

      “Last I checked, knowing the woman I care about is with another man is a damn good reason to be nervous.” His face softened, and if I didn’t know any better I’d say his guard was lowered. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Last I checked, stalking someone was a good way to send them running in the opposite direction.”

      “I’m…” Nerves jangled across his face. “That’s the last thing I wanted to do.”

      “I’m joking, Wiki.” Though, given the way he looked at me, I regretted hiding behind humor. I cupped his cheek and met his eyes. “I’m not going anywhere, but I do need you to work on the trust factor.”

      Light from the streetlamp skewed across his face, casting half of it in shadow. Emotion danced beneath his surface, but he turned just enough to complete the shadow before I understood what I saw. When he met my gaze again, I saw pain layered on pain layered on pain. Sadness swam in the depths of those blues. “I’m not good at the relationship thing.”

      “Who is?” I offered him a smile. “I’m sure a lot happened in your past that made it hard for you to trust people.”

      I paused, hoping he’d take the chance to open up. To give me some insight into what he lived through that made it so hard for him to let me in. Every time we got close to the topic, he shut down the conversation with non-explanations and moved on. I didn’t want to push, but I craved the opportunity to know him better.

      Especially if I was going to tolerate light stalking as one of his quirks.

      Joe dropped his gaze to his boots. He took a long breath, then let it out, finally looking up with a smolder that put Ramsey’s to shame. The change was impressive. Every hint of sadness was gone, leaving nothing but lust in its wake.

      “I’ll get better at the trust stuff.” His hand slid up my arm, curved along my shoulder, then cupped the back of my neck. He leaned in, brushing his lips against mine. “I promise.”

      “I just want you to know I—” I gasped as his lips grazed my ear. “I’m really good at listening. If you ever want to talk.” My sentence dissolved into mumbles as I proved it really was possible to melt from desire.

      “You’re also really good at other things.” Joe ground his hips forward, his erection pressing into my belly. “And in case I’m not being clear, I’m talking about sex,” he murmured. “And being sexy. You’re very good at all things related to sex.”

      He was using his sexuality to distract me. The rational part of me was sure of it.

      But, his plan worked beautifully because the rest of me was too engrossed in what he was doing to care.

      We made it home and into the guesthouse in record time, dashing through the backyard like Navy SEALS on a mission. As we stepped inside, Joe slid down the zipper on my skirt. The fabric hit the floor and he helped me out of my shirt, his eyes lighting up with a wide grin.

      “That settles it. I’m officially sure you didn’t think you were on a date tonight,” he said as he took in my sensible bra and underwear. “Not a strip of lace in sight.”

      “It took that to make you sure?” I quirked an eyebrow and bent to slip off the stilettos.

      Joe stopped me with a firm hand on my arm. “Leave the shoes, Penny.” His gaze raked over my body. “Definitely leave the shoes.”

      With a wicked grin, I stepped forward and pressed my hands to his chest. “Whatever you want, Wiki,” I said, then grabbed his waistband and pulled him toward the bed.
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      Joe

      

      Maxine tossed an oversized scoop of flour into a bowl. A puff of white dust filtered onto the counter as she crammed the measuring cup back into the bag for more. I didn’t know much about baking, but somehow, I knew more than her.

      “I think the measurements are actually important…”

      “Did I miscount?” She frowned at me, then peered at the bowl. Sunlight grazed the herbs on the window and danced through the flour motes hanging in the air. “The recipe calls for three cups of flour and I’m pretty sure that was only two.”

      “I wasn’t counting. But, I think I’ve seen people weigh their ingredients. Or at least level off their measurements,” I added as she hefted a rounded cup out of the bag.

      Maxine gave me a look that said I was full of shit. “You’re just trying to distract me from talking about work because you don’t like what I’ve been saying.”

      I wasn’t trying to distract her from our work conversation. I genuinely worried about whoever had to eat what she was concocting—it certainly wouldn’t be me—but let the topic drop. “You got me there. I won’t know what to do with myself if you genuinely want me to hold off renovations for a week.”

      Which was true. I got along with idle hands about as well as I did with pressure.

      “The stock market’s been crazy the last couple days. I think I’ll be fine, but until everything settles, I don’t want to spend money. I’ve built my fortune, such as it is, by paying attention and staying cautious.” She aimed a flour covered finger my way. “And no more gifts. The bookcases are lovely, and the backyard is everything George wanted it to be. But I’d rather you buy yourself a better vehicle than spend another cent on me—especially because I’m not paying you in the first place. Something I’m feeling worse and worse about by the day. Your work is too good not to charge for it.”

      “I don’t need your money. Just your recommendations when the time is right.” I watched a breeze play with a palm frond in the backyard, then turned to Maxine. “Why does everyone hate on my truck?”

      She laughed, then stopped when she saw my face. “This is a serious question?”

      “Yes, it’s a serious question. The engine is in great shape and it’s never let me down.”

      “It also rattles so much, I’m surprised you don’t roll down the road in a trail of rust flakes.”

      “Books and covers, Maxine. You shouldn’t judge. Or you might have missed out on this fine, though grumpy, handyman.” I thrust two enthusiastic thumbs at my black-clad chest.

      “Seems to me, you’ve lost the grumpy part of that equation. Not the outfit, obviously, but you’ve been very happy lately.” Maxine cradled the bowl in one arm and attacked her dough with a spoon. “For that matter, so has Kennedy. I wonder why that is?”

      The toss of her purple-streaked hair and gleam in her eye told me she didn’t wonder at all.

      I leaned on the counter and folded my arms. “I mean, I’m not saying I’m about to start wearing floral shirts, cargo shorts, and flipflops, but, Kennedy is pretty great. You are, too.” I shrugged as the angel in question walked into the room.

      “Aww, Wiki. That’s so sweet of you. You’re pretty great, too, though, let’s be honest, it’s not like you’re Collin West, even if you would look amazing in floral shirts and flipflops.”

      Maxine guffawed. “What is it with you and that guy?” She turned to me. “You better watch out. He’s her celebrity yes…the one person she’d quit her job for a chance to date.” She finished the sentence with air quotes and an exaggerated wink.

      So Kennedy had the hots for Collin.

      That was news to me—as was the fact that she hadn’t told Maxine she met the man.

      A jolt of jealousy sparked through me, but I squashed it with a mental hammer. I’d promised to work on the trust thing and that was exactly what I planned to do. Who didn’t have a celebrity they fantasized about? The only weird thing about Kennedy’s was that he happened to be my brother.

      And that she didn’t tell you, a quiet voice whispered.

      I quirked a brow and hit Penny Dreadful with a curious look. She sucked on her lips and stared at her feet, then gave me a shrug as if to say “what are you gonna do?” before awkwardly steering the conversation in other directions.

      “So…work has been terrible.” She leaned on the wall and sighed. “I thought I was making progress with Emmanuel, but he’s back to hating me. And I swear Ramsey is out to make my life miserable just to prove a point.”

      Maxine shook her head as she tossed an odd array of candy chips into her bowl. “I’m still appalled they’re timing you on your visits with patients. I mean, who ever heard of someone wanting a doctor to care less?”

      “I’m more appalled that guy is still causing you trouble.” Ever since the fiasco at The Drunken Goat Ramsey had been making things awkward at work, like a toddler throwing a temper tantrum. It was everything I could do not to growl my annoyance.

      Kennedy let out a long breath. “It’ll die off soon enough. Just have to put my head down and get through it. Which I’m capable of doing by myself, thank you very much,” she added with a sharp look my way.

      Maxine finished baking her cookies—oddly dense things that had puffed up like muffin tops—then wrapped them in cellophane and headed out for the evening, book club with friends followed by dinner with Carl. The man must have the constitution of a moose or the personality of a saint for eating those baked-into-submission goods day after day.

      After a round of hugs and goodbyes, Kennedy pulled out a chair and took a seat. “You realize her social life puts ours to shame?”

      “Never you fear. You and I have plans to rival hers this evening.” I leaned into the fridge and collected an array of juices as well as several oranges. As Penny frowned her confusion, I cut the oranges in half, then pulled out a juicer with an attached measuring cup. Slowly, decadently, I rolled up my sleeves, then went to work grinding the fruit into the utensil while giving her a look that was pure sex.

      “What in the world are you doing?” she asked with a laugh.

      “My girl likes fruity drinks, so I talked Lucas’ brother into sharing his favorite fruity recipe with me. This is the beginnings of what’s known as a Painkiller. Fresh squeezed OJ, pineapple juice, cream of coconut, and rum. Grate some nutmeg on top and you’ve got the perfect drink to decide what to do with the stuff in the guesthouse we didn’t donate.” We’d whittled down her grandpa’s items to just a few we thought Maxine would cherish.

      Kennedy grinned. “These are the plans that will put Nan’s to shame? Froufrou drinks and going through my grandpa’s things?”

      “Almost.” I finished with the oranges and poured the rest of the ingredients into a pitcher. “After we’re done with George’s stuff, we’re gonna get drunk and have monkey sex. That’s the part of our night that really matters. Animal noises and orgasms.”

      “It’s almost like you know me or something. I’m all for monkey sex.”

      “The order of the evening is important, Penny. Drinks. Knickknacks. Then and only then, can we get on with the good times.”
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      Joe

      

      I poured Kennedy her first Painkiller, tossed in a paper umbrella, and handed it to her with a flourish.

      She took a careful drink and her eyes screamed “Yum!” “This is delicious. Definitely a homerun.” With a toss of her hair that had me wondering if I should reorder the evening, she folded her arms on the table. “I was thinking we should pepper grandpa’s things around the house. That way, Nan gets another sweet surprise every time she stumbles on one. You know, spread out the joy.”

      “Hmm. That’s a great idea, but let me counter it with a better one.” I flared my hands. “Picture this. A shadowbox, crafted by yours truly, where she can hang everything in a place of honor.”

      I waited for the applause and approval the idea deserved, even going so far as to add some wiggling jazz hands in case she didn’t catch them the first time.

      Instead, Kennedy frowned. “Don’t you think that might weird out Carl? Having a shadowbox full of memorabilia from her marriage suddenly appear?”

      I shrugged, trying to decide how much to fight her on this one. Randomly putting George’s things throughout the house lacked oomph and possibly verged on creepy. But Maxine was Kennedy’s family, not mine.

      She took a long drink and her face lit up again. “I don’t know if you made enough of these, by the way.”

      “I was informed it earned its name for a reason. Consider yourself warned.” I poured myself a glass and decided to drop the topic of the shadowbox. In the end, it wasn’t my place to push, even though giving in so quickly went against my nature. But, I was working on a more trusting, easygoing Joe Channing and that meant giving in to Kennedy’s not-so-great idea about how to surprise Maxine

      I dropped an umbrella into my glass and painted on a giant smile. All I needed was the floral shirt and flipflops to complete the transformation into happy island inhabitant. “Have you ever seen Carl?” I asked, leaning against the counter.

      “Nope.” Kennedy slurped down more Painkiller, then covered her mouth with her hand and frowned at the ceiling as if she thought the answer was hiding up there. “Have you?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think he’s been here since I have. I wonder what that’s about?”

      “With Nan, it could be anything. She’s experienced true love. She’s strong. Doesn’t let the world tell her what to do or how to be.” She polished off her drink and gave me a goofy grin. “If anyone could pull off a purple house, it’d be her. I don’t know why I keep trying to talk her out of expressing herself. I kind of want to be her when I grow up.”

      “Why not just be you? Believe me, after a lifetime of being everything everyone else wanted, it’s so much better to relax and be myself.”

      With a sad shake of her head, Kennedy peered into her empty glass. “I’m so blunt it makes me awkward. And I care too much about what other people think. I work too hard and no one cares. I don’t think I’m all that easy to like.”

      “I like you.”

      “You hated me first.”

      “My reaction to you was pretty…visceral.” I gave her my most charming smile. “I wonder what changed my mind?”

      “Maybe you hit the ground harder than we thought when you fell off the ladder?”

      I snapped my fingers. “That’s got to be the answer. Thanks for solving that mystery for me. I’ve been worried I was losing my edge.”

      “We wouldn’t want that, now would we? I can’t imagine the horrors of having Joe Channing without his edge.” With a toss of her hair and a hint of sarcasm, she rolled her eyes.

      I decided to give her a taste. “You know what I see when I look at you? A strong woman who knows what she wants and is prepared to put in the hard work to get it. A beautiful woman who calls it like she sees it and definitely doesn’t need me to protect her…even though if I could, I’d save her from every hurt the world threw her way.”

      Kennedy blushed. “Careful, Wiki. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were being sweet.”

      “If you tell anyone, I’ll deny it and call you a liar.”

      She tossed her head back to laugh and damn if that floral shirt didn’t sound like a good idea.

      With a scrape of her chair against tile, she lurched to her feet and swayed in place. “Whoa. Maybe I drank that too fast.” She scooped up her glass and gave it a wiggle. “But that’s not gonna stop me from having another!”

      I stood. Took the glass from her, put it down, then rested my hands on the counter, with her between my arms. A smile brightened her eyes. She leaned in and I brushed my lips against hers. Once. Twice. A third time.

      I savored her taste. Her touch. Her smell. She was a sleepy morning, buried in blankets with nowhere to be. She was sunshine and fresh air. For the first time in my life, I felt like I’d found home. Like I had someone who wanted me for me.

      The thought scared me to death at the same time it made me grin like an idiot.

      “What was that for?” she murmured when I released her.

      I ran a finger along her bottom lip then stepped away. “I wanted to remind you of the monkey sex portion of the evening before you Painkillered yourself into oblivion.”

      “Consider your claim staked.” She giggled as she lifted the pitcher to fill her glass, spilling a little on the counter as she topped up mine, too. “I’ve been thinking. Maybe we should invite Collin over for dinner or something.” Her gaze was everywhere but on me as she sucked in her lips and blushed.

      “Why?” I stepped back to lean against the counter. “You plan on sneaking around with him behind my back?”

      The joke landed with a resounding thud as a heavy dose of “oh, shit” flashed across Kennedy’s face.

      She guffawed, her eyes too wide, her smile too big. “What? I wouldn’t…I mean…that’s ridiculous.” Her cackling laugh echoed through the kitchen and had my bullshit meter twitching.

      One of the first things I learned about her was that lying made her more nervous than missing fingernails and dislocated shoulders. The moment she told even a minor fib, her tells would go off like police sirens.

      Like they were now.

      One. After the other.

      After the other.

      Any other woman, I’d assume my joke wasn’t as ridiculous as she wanted me to think. It was that obvious she was keeping something from me.

      Or, maybe those Painkillers did more damage than I thought they would.

      Either way, I needed to know if I had something to worry about when it came to Collin. I couldn’t let the fear just sit in my heart and rot. Nothing good would come of that, especially when I was supposed to be working on trust.

      With that in mind, I took a deep breath and said what needed to be said. “If there’s anything between you and Collin I should worry about, please tell me now. Spend a couple years touring with a guy that famous and you’ll find plenty of people willing to use you to get to him. It only takes a couple times of falling for that to start taking it personally.”

      “No, no. I promise, Wiki. You have nothing to worry about.”

      And yet, the more she protested, the more I worried. Something wasn’t right, and her urgent attempts to make me think everything was okay only proved the point.

      She’s had too much to drink, I reminded myself. There’s no reason to be suspicious.

      Yeah, well, you’ve said that before, I countered.

      But Kennedy was different from those other women…

      Even if she had listed Collin as her celebrity yes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      With Maxine calling off projects for the next couple days, time stretched out crazy long in front of me. Instead of losing myself to my work, I stewed about the strange conversation with Kennedy the night before.

      This wasn’t a good thing.

      The more I worried, the more I paced.

      The chances that I’d wear a rut into the flooring of the guesthouse grew with each hour.

      As soon as I stopped distracting myself, my thoughts darkened. Hell, even when I was distracting myself, I wouldn’t exactly have called my state of mind healthy.

      “Come on, man. Get your shit together.”

      Desperate to think about anything else, I wasted a few hours looking into what I’d need to open my contracting business. Surprisingly, it wasn’t that hard to incorporate, though I expected the learning curve would be steep when it came to actually running the place. I read about how to handle employees, payroll, and advertising until my eyes burned and my brain threatened to overload.

      Clapping my laptop shut, I blinked at the walls in search of anything else to do. My gaze went to the box of pictures under the bed. Old Joe would have pulled them out and studied them one by one, reminding himself how many times people had let him down. New Joe ignored the temptation, but contemplated giving in so many times he nearly lost his mind.

      No matter what I did to distract myself, Kennedy’s weird reaction to my joke about Collin kept stealing my attention like a storm rolling in. I’d push my worries away, then boom, all the signs my Penny was lying lined up for inspection, using a Marine voice even Lucas would approve of.

      Present and accounted for, Sir!

      The stuttering response after I joked about the two of them meeting behind my back was the wind whipping through trees.

      Her non-answer to my question was the palm fronds lashing back and forth in a violent dance of deception.

      The lip biting and blushing were lightening flashing in the distance as thunder rolled my way in ominous, bass-filled waves.

      And yet, I knew…I just knew…Kennedy was faithful to me.

      I could feel it. I trusted her.

      Even if my monkey mind didn’t.

      For every doubt it raised, I reminded myself of her virtues.

      She’s using you, it whispered.

      She’s the kind of woman who volunteers at a free clinic, I retorted.

      She hated you when you first met, it muttered.

      Yeah, well, she likes me now, I countered.

      Seeing as my monkey mind was as stubborn as I was, I needed to fight fire with fire if I had any intentions of finding peace. Since I was determined to think something was going on between my girlfriend and my brother, I’d surprise her with the dinner she asked about. I’d watch them together and prove that all my worry was ridiculous. I placed the call before I could change my mind.

      Collin answered on the second ring. “You realize no one uses these things as phones anymore, right? It’s all about the text, brother.”

      “Since when do I care what anyone else is doing?”

      “Since never.” He laughed and the tension in my neck uncoiled a fraction. “How ya been? Life still good?”

      “Life’s still good.” I paced to the window of the guesthouse and stared at the backyard. “I’m crawling the walls this week, though. Maxine’s watching the market and doesn’t want me to spend money for a couple days, which means I have nothing to do.”

      “That’s never a good thing.” Collin laughed. “Maybe it’s a sign for you to start making Channing Construction a reality. You know, so you don’t drive yourself and everyone around you crazy.”

      “Way ahead of you.”

      On both counts.

      I launched into what I’d discovered about business owning, chattering away like nothing was wrong while he asked questions and seemed impressed with my answers. The more we talked, the better I felt. I trusted Collin, just like I trusted Kennedy. The two of them together were on my team. The beginnings of my tribe. I was sure of it.

      “I’m here for you,” he said when I finished droning on about business. “You had my back, now I have yours. Whatever you need, I’m there.”

      “Well, good. ‘Cause I’m gonna need you and Harlow here tomorrow night. All this research made me realize I haven’t seen my dear, sweet brother enough lately. I thought, hey, you know what? I should invite him to dinner.”

      “Look at you, all domesticated and everything.”

      “Actually, Kennedy suggested it. I’m just following through—though I guess that does make me domesticated, doesn’t it?”

      With the mention of Kennedy, the last remnants of my tension dissolved. Her name hit the conversation with zero impact. Collin loved Harlow, not my girl. I’d been ridiculous to worry that anything shady was going on between them. The kind of guy who thought stalking was the solution to a business meeting gone sideways.

      I really needed to work on my trust issues.

      “Did you know she listed you as her celebrity yes?” I said with a chuckle, rolling my eyes at what a fool I’d been to worry so much. “The one person she’d quit her job for a chance to…uhh…date? I gave her even more credit for not freaking the fuck out when she met you after I learned that.”

      “No, shit? That’s hilarious. I wish I’d known. I’d have teased her mercilessly when we met up the other day.”

      Hold up.

      Excuse me.

      The other day?

      The other fucking day?

      As far as I knew, Kennedy hadn’t seen Collin since the night I introduced them. I said nothing, waiting for Collin to correct himself. Or at least clarify.

      My silence was an iceberg Collin didn’t see until he ran right into it, clarifying the fuck out of everything.

      “She’s so funny,” he gushed. “She had me in stitches the whole time. Don’t get me wrong, I can see how you two clashed at first, but she’s something special, that girl.”

      “I wasn’t aware you two were that well acquainted.”

      Even to me, my voice was hard to recognize. It grated past a tight throat and a clenched jaw.

      “Oh, we’re not. Not at all. You know…” Collin hurried on with some bullshit excuses that reminded me he was a shitty liar, too.

      And apparently a shitty brother, hanging out with my special girl behind my back. I didn’t know what to say, but the more he tried to backtrack, then just sidestep away from the conversation, the more I knew he was covering something up.

      Just like I knew Kennedy was covering something up last night.

      Apparently my trust issues were well-founded.

      Somehow, I ended the call without going ballistic, then paced the room as if I could outrun the truth. Common sense tried to take a stand and I did my best to listen. I wanted it to prevail. No…I needed it to prevail.

      Collin would never do something like this to me…or Harlow. I’d put my life on hold for his. I’d spent decades protecting him. He’d told me time and again that I was the only reason he was alive. Surely, surely he wouldn’t return those favors by messing around with the first woman to catch my attention.

      There had to be something else going on here.

      For every good point I made for reason, I found one hell of a counterpoint for chaos.

      Collin was the only person in my life who hadn’t betrayed me. Generally, I counted that as a good thing, though perhaps I’d been a bigger asshole than I thought to believe he was above it. Maybe it just hadn’t been his turn yet.

      And while I was really digging in and being honest, this was just the peachiest time to remember Kennedy had done a lot more than catch my attention.

      She dominated it.

      All I thought about was her. How to make her happy. How to meet her needs. How to keep her safe. How she fucking looked in bed, with her hair spread out over my pillows.

      She’d become my focus, the same way Collin used to be. How stupid was I to let that happen? I was supposed to start living my life for me. I’d been living it for her…while she pretended to like me to get to my brother.

      That’s not true, whispered a voice deep in my heart. She agreed to date you before she knew he was your brother.

      “But just barely,” I said to the walls. “Just fucking barely.”

      We weren’t even sure we liked each other the night I took her to meet him. What if…what if…she’d only pretended to care about me because I paraded her in front of her favorite musician?

      My phone buzzed from the night table. Except that wasn’t right because I’d just shoved it in my pocket after talking to Collin. Confused, I stalked toward the sound and found Kennedy’s phone. My first thought was that I should rush it up to her because she was sure to be having a bad day without it.

      But that thought disintegrated when I picked up the device and saw the text she just received.

      
        
        CollinFreakingWest: Close call with Joe. I might have blown our cover. Probably nothing to worry about, but thought you should know, just in case. See ya soon!

      

      

      It felt like my insides detonated. My stomach imploded and my heart was a black hole. My mind caught fire, sending smoke and ash whooshing through my system. Electricity vibrated just under my skin as adrenaline hummed through my veins and the muscles in my neck and jaw were clenched so tight I feared they would break.

      Of all the fucking weeks for Maxine to put a halt on work.

      I needed a project. Something to occupy my mind because I was going off the deep end and needed a time out. Raking my fingers into my hair, I growled, then came to a stop in front of the pile of George’s stuff. Kennedy was against the shadowbox idea, but as of ten fucking seconds ago, her thoughts and needs were overruled.

      It was time I started doing what I came here to do—to live my life for myself.

      Not for Collin.

      Not for Kennedy.

      Not even for Maxine.

      For Joe Channing, the guy who went out of his way to be everything for everyone else.

      Besides, If I didn’t get my mind on something that wasn’t her, I’d tear myself apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      This day was one of the worst I’d had in a long time. Not only did I leave my phone at Joe’s, but Emmanuel glared every time I came out of a room. He never said one word to me. His stopwatch? Nowhere to be seen. The two of us had been making progress. While I doubted we’d ever fall into a routine like I had with Dorothy, life was so much better when he liked me.

      While I should have been celebrating my newfound freedom from the timer of doom, anxiety festered in the pit of my stomach. I certainly wasn’t getting any faster with my patients. If anything, a combination of difficult visits and my curiosity over why Emmanuel wasn’t pouncing had me running further and further behind.

      The growing sense of dread didn’t help matters.

      Something was wrong. And not a little wrong. Something was very, very, horribly wrong. Like sneezing while applying mascara wrong. Or serving oatmeal with chunks of hot dogs wrong.

      I just couldn’t put my finger on what had my nerves jingling and jangling. The awkward conversation the other night with Joe could have been to blame. For days, I’d avoided the topic of all things Collin West specifically because I was a terrible liar. I fully and completely blamed the Painkillers for the slip up I kept hoping wasn’t as bad as I thought. Those tasty little treats were deadlier than they looked.

      I’d only have to sit on the secret for a few more days, though. So there was that.

      In the meantime, I could distract myself from that unfortunate turn of events with the strange atmosphere at work. Not that it did anything to relieve the tension.

      Ramsey avoided me like the plague. No nose boops. No impressive smiles or up-close views demanding I appreciate his bone structure. The number of times he walked past me without so much as a side-eye had me wondering if I was trapped in a bad dream where I’d gone invisible.

      I rolled my eyes.

      First, I was irritated because the man wouldn’t leave me alone.

      I got my wish and had the nerve to be upset over the lack of attention.

      Pick a lane, Kennedy.

      When Mira Dixon, the office manager at Key West Pediatrics, approached at the end of the day, my nerves shot through the roof. This had to be a dream. One that was quickly devolving into a nightmare. With her shoulders square and her jaw set, Mira gave me a tight smile that died before it met her eyes.

      “Doctor Monroe?”

      “That’s me!” I gave Mira a smile that fell to the ground between us.

      “I’d like a moment of your time.”

      She didn’t wait to see if I had time. (I didn’t.)

      She didn’t wait to see if I was following her. (I was.)

      She just hightailed it into her office with me hot on her heels, my heart in my throat, my mind a hamster in a wheel running over hot coals.

      Mira lowered herself into her highbacked leather chair behind her desk. “Would you please close the door behind you?”

      I did as she asked and took a seat across from her. Back straight, tush barely perched on the edge of the cushion, nerves doing the Macarena at record breaking speeds. “Is there a problem?” I asked, then chided myself for such a stupid question.

      Obviously, there was a problem.

      All the woman needed was a cat cradled in her arms to fully embrace the “evil villain about to ruin my day” vibe. I never knew she had it in her, what with her pink pantsuits, pearls, and perfectly styled blonde bob.

      “I’ll make this as brief as possible.” Mira clasped her hands on her desk, offering me the saddest of smiles. “I’ve been thinking very seriously about letting you go.”

      My eyes widened and I let out a gunshot of a laugh. It all made sense. Emmanuel’s missing stopwatch. Ramsey treating me like I didn’t exist. Mira’s sudden flip in attitude.

      They were playing a joke on me.

      Doctors didn’t get fired unless they’d done something truly awful. Aside from running late most days, I was good at my job.

      “That’s funny. You guys totally nailed it,” I said as I let out the breath I’d been holding and melted into the chair. “You really had me going there.”

      Mira drew her eyebrows together in the least sincere “bless your heart” I’d ever seen. My laughter dissolved into a choking cough. I covered my mouth with my fist and got control of myself post haste.

      “I’m afraid I’m not joking. You’ve had trouble keeping up with the workload. Something Doctor Middleton has made multiple offers to try and help you with…which I understand you’ve turned down time and again.”

      I frowned through the high-pitched siren blasting in my head. “At the time, I didn’t realize his invitations were professional in nature.”

      Pro-tip: they weren’t.

      Mira tsked, then shook her head as if to say I was a fool for thinking someone like Ramsey Middleton would be interested in little old me. “I was prepared to let all that slide, because I feel like you have a lot of potential, even if you are a little rough around the edges. But, Doctor Monroe. Inviting Ramsey for drinks under the pretense of needing help? Only to turn around and sexually proposition him? I admit. I didn’t see that coming.”

      “That’s not what happened.” I laughed again, my jaw dropping as all the blood rushed from my head. The nerve of that guy. Not only did he trick me into meeting him for drinks, but when things didn’t go his way, he ran to our boss and tried to get me fired.

      Or succeeded in getting me fired.

      The next few minutes would clear that point right up.

      Mira waved my statement away. “Doctor Middleton also suggested you volunteer at a free clinic in your spare time. Is that correct?”

      “I do.” I frowned as anger crept up my spine. “I can’t see how that would be a problem.”

      “You’re telling me that a new physician with time management problems wasting precious energy at a free clinic seems fine to you?”

      “What I do in my spare time is up to me.”

      “And what you do while you’re here is up to me. From where I’m sitting, not only are your priorities skewed, but you’ve made a seasoned doctor uncomfortable in his place of employment. He said it was either him or you.”

      “And you’re choosing him.”

      Mira arched an eyebrow. “Not exactly. Like I said, I see a lot of potential in you and I hate to throw that away, but Ramsey is more than potential. He’s an asset to this practice.”

      “He’s also lying to you. He tricked me into going out with him, promising he had nothing but a professional interest in me. When that turned out to be false, I told him I wasn’t interested romantically and left.”

      I expected my revelation to take Mira by surprise. I expected her to ask questions. To clarify my side of the story. I did not expect her to roll her eyes and dismiss me with a wave of her hand.

      “I’ve decided to put you on probation. You’re to work directly with Doctor Middleton to improve your performance and professionalism when dealing with patients. I highly suggest you discontinue your affiliation with the other clinic while you focus on improving your approach to medicine.”

      “You mean the approach where I focus on my patients and the realities of their problems instead of prescribing the drug with the best marketing and sales department and calling it a day?”

      Mira’s jaw dropped. “I’m not sure what you’re insinuating, but you are way out of line.”

      I choked back the rest of the tirade. Arguing wasn’t going to get me anywhere. The decision had been made, and if it had been that easy to come to, I really didn’t want to continue working for Key West Pediatrics in the first place.

      “You know what? Your first instinct was right. It’s better for all of us if I don’t work here anymore.”

      “You can’t just quit.”

      “I think I just did.” I stood, thanked the woman for the experience, and left in a daze.

      Collin West crooned over my speakers on the way home, the familiar lyrics doing nothing to help my mood as I beelined for the one person who would know exactly what to say to make an awful day better.

      I needed Joe like I needed my next breath. He had a way of saying exactly what I needed to hear. He’d twist the situation like a jeweler studying a diamond and say, “There, right there. See? This is really a good thing.”

      I needed his arms. His comfort. His strength. I needed a night of drinking, laughing, and making love to lead me to a better mindset so I could figure out what to do with my suddenly jobless self.

      When I exploded into the backyard, Joe was hard at work, staining what looked suspiciously like a shadowbox. Of all the days for him to bulldog himself into doing things his way, he’d chosen the worst possible one. I needed him to be caring and supportive, not stubborn and obstinate.

      When I stopped in front of him, he barely looked up.

      His jaw muscle pulsed. His focus locked on the long, slow swipe of his brush against the wood. The more I watched, the more meticulous he became.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was purposefully ignoring me.

      “Hi.” I bit off the word, the awkward silence lighting my already short fuse.

      He bobbed his head without meeting my gaze. Not even a grunt of recognition or the ghost of a smile. After a day like I’d had, I wasn’t sure I could handle old-school, grumpy Joe.

      “Is that a shadowbox?”

      “Very perceptive. Congratulations.” The gentle, joking tone I’d come to expect from him was gone, leaving only the biting assholery that had me ready to pepper spray him on day one.

      “I thought we weren’t going with the shadowbox.”

      “You weren’t going with the shadowbox. I’ve been a fan since I suggested the idea.”

      “Gotcha. So, just like in everything, you’re going to push your way in and make all the decisions. Even a gift for my grandmother has to be done your way.”

      Joe slowly lowered his paintbrush and met my eyes. I flinched.

      He’d never looked at me with so much disdain. Even when we thought we hated each other, there was always something that said he liked being around me.

      His glare lacked any warmth whatsoever, and that fact dropped a rock into my belly.

      The day just kept proving my anxiety correct.

      Something was wrong.

      Something was very, very wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Constructing the shadowbox had been a great way to get my mind off Kennedy and Collin, but a terrible way to deal with the shitty thoughts running laps in my head. I’d shoved my anger into a dark hole while I focused on the perfect lines and angles of construction and expected the problem to just go away on its own. A tried and true tactic that never failed to let me down.

      But now that she was standing right in front of me?

      And not at all being sweet or nice or any of the things I’d come to expect from her?

      My anger zoomed back into focus with the ferocity of a hurricane.

      I rested my brush on the can of stain and wiped my hands. “I figured I’d have to get a move on if we were ever going to finish this for Maxine. A person could grow old and die waiting for you to think about someone other than yourself.”

      Kennedy flinched. Her jaw dropped. She blinked once. Twice. Then shook her head like a fighter who got his bell rung. Considering that was how I felt when I saw that text from Collin, it only seemed fair to return the favor.

      “Excuse me?” Her voice squeaked and cracked. “Joe…what’s wrong?”

      “The fact that you even have to ask that question says everything I need to know.”

      The rage I’d ignored all day raced up my throat and devoured my sanity. The first person I’d trusted in years was trading me in for someone better—just when I’d been foolish enough to hope I’d found something real.

      I’d had enough of that in my life.

      “Can we not fight today?” Kennedy let out a long breath. Deep lines stood out around her frown. “Work was…well…it wasn’t great and I need you.”

      “Sure. Let’s go ahead and make this about you. Some more. Again.”

      She puffed out her cheeks. “Can you at least tell me why you’re so upset?”

      The pain on her face made me question my rage, which only made me angrier.

      Angry with her for making me feel both betrayed and ashamed of feeling that way.

      And angry with myself for not being man enough to cut through the crap and ask what the hell was going on with her and my brother. For a split second, common sense tried to have a voice, but in the end, letting loose felt too good to hold back.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Your Majesty. Was I not clear enough? Here. Let me spell it out for you. From the moment we started being nice to each other, I’ve gone out of my way to make your life better. You know why? Because that’s what you do for people who matter.” I listed all the times I’d taken extra care to ensure she had what she needed. The meals I’d cooked. The massage at The Hutton Hotel. Showing up at The Drunken Goat to help fight off that flirtatious dickhead at her so-called business meeting. “You like fruity drinks? I’ll fucking hand squeeze you some OJ and make you one. And what, exactly have you done for me in return? Nothing. That’s what.”

      Kennedy glared, blue eyes flash-freezing as I watched. “I didn’t ask you to do any of those things.”

      I held up a finger—not my favorite one. “Yeah, but you sure hinted extra heavy. When we first met, I pegged you as someone who used people to get what they wanted. I don’t know why I’m surprised to discover I was right.”

      “I am so confused right now.” She ran a hand over her mouth. “I can tell you’re mad, and if you’ve been feeling taken advantage of, then you have a right to. But what I don’t get is why you’re being so mean about it. How did I hint that I wanted you to do those things for me?”

      “All you did was complain about not having time to eat. I solved the problem. Then you complained about stress. So, again, I solved the problem.”

      “Complaining isn’t hinting.” Her voice raised and she gestured as if expecting the palm trees to come to her defense. “That’s not the way it works.”

      “No. You’re right. The way it works is that I go out of my way to meet your needs and you go behind my back to meet with my brother. You know, the one guy you’d quit your job for even though you made it very clear you weren’t interested in giving up your career for me.”

      And there it was.

      Out in the open.

      She didn’t laugh at me for being silly. She didn’t tell me I was being foolish. She didn’t hit me with a sharp retort. She just stared for a long minute as an ice age froze her features.

      One frost-coated eyebrow arched. “You think I’m cheating on you with Collin?”

      “I’m pretty damn sure of it.” I reached into my back pocket and presented her with her phone. “I know you two have been talking behind my back. I also know that when I confronted you about it, you avoided the topic with your usual grace. The conversation I had with him wasn’t much different. And the text he sent you afterwards? Yeah...” I shook my head. “What else am I supposed to believe?”

      She took her phone from me without so much as a glance at the screen. Her storm-thrashed eyes were trained on mine. “How about you start with the fact that I’m not the kind of person who cheats. And you have no right to be this mean to me when you don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

      I gave her a pointed look, then unleashed the fury that had been locked in my head all day. “I call him to invite him to dinner tomorrow. You know, one more thing you said you wanted that I was going to make happen for you. And I find out the two of you have been talking. And apparently hanging out? That was news to me and I don’t feel like it should have been.”

      Years of rejection reared its head. My biological mother surrendering me to the state. Perfect Mom giving me back after making me think I’d finally found a family who wanted me. Then life with Collin, doing everything I could to make things for him better, only for everyone to forget about me as I stood in his shadow.

      Throughout it all, I told myself I always had him and that would be enough.

      No matter how awful the rest of the world got, he was in my corner. I’d been a fucking idiot to think he wouldn’t betray me, too.

      “This is the way it always goes.” I rubbed a hand across my mouth. “I let someone in, give them access to everything I have, and they move on to someone else because no matter what I do, I’m just not enough.”

      Kennedy’s lips formed a grim line. “I can’t speak to what’s happened in the past, but that’s not what’s happening now. Not in any way.”

      “Oh, yeah? Then what, pray tell, is happening now, other than you proving to be the bitch I thought you were when we first met?”

      She closed her eyes and huffed a breath. Shook her head, then sucked in her lips. Tears glimmered but didn’t fall and she shifted her weight as she looked anywhere but at me.

      The pain in her face was satisfying on such a deep level, I’d hate myself for it once I calmed down.

      If I calmed down.

      “You want to know what’s happening?” she almost whispered. “I’m leaving. That’s what’s happening.” Her voice cracked as she turned, her shoulders shaking as she ran her hands into that dirty penny hair and walked away.

      “Good fucking riddance!” I shouted, then stalked into the guesthouse and slammed the door.
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      Kennedy

      

      Tears poured down my face as I beelined out of the backyard. My vision warbled and warped, and I swiped them away, banging my shin against the bumper of Joe’s truck in the process.

      “Asshole!”

      I slapped the hood of the monstrosity, stopping to hang my head. To breathe deep. To will away the tears and gain enough control to trust myself behind the wheel. After a few seconds, I climbed into my car, glancing toward the back of the house.

      I counted to ten, waiting for Joe to come after me.

      To stop me before I left.

      To apologize and give me a chance to explain. And then grovel for forgiveness once he understood how wrong he had things. What a genuine asshole he’d been.

      A minute passed. Another.

      No Joe.

      Swallowing around a giant lump, I put the car in gear. The Honda bumped out of the driveway and I was halfway to my apartment before I remembered I never replaced my furniture. Living at Nan’s had been so convenient, with Joe right there in the guesthouse. I didn’t have to squeeze him into my precious free time between jobs. He was just there. Close. And I liked it that way. I hadn’t been in a big rush to buy furniture, because I hadn’t been in a big rush to move out.

      Sitting alone in an empty apartment sounded like the saddest way to end a bad day, which brought a fresh round of tears to my eyes. I pulled to the side of the road and leaned my head on the steering wheel as I contemplated my options.

      Couldn’t go to Nan’s. Joe was there.

      Couldn’t go home. No furniture.

      Couldn’t go to work. I didn’t have a job anymore.

      Couldn’t call a friend. I didn’t really have any.

      I was in the process of redefining rock bottom. If you pulled up the Wikipedia entry, my tear-stained face would be right there waiting.

      “This is what I get for planning a surprise party for a man with trust issues.”

      I wanted the absurdity of the situation to make me laugh. To calm me down so I could think clearly and figure out what I wanted to do next.

      Instead, my heart cracked wide open.

      After reaching out to Collin about the party, I’d prepared myself to battle Joe’s suspicions. I was a terrible liar. The chances of me pulling off a surprise were slim. But calling me a bitch? Insinuating I was selfish and awful? Jumping to conclusions without hearing my side of the story? I wasn’t prepared for him to go that far.

      Though, that did seem to be the name of the game for the day.

      First Mira, then Joe.

      Was I that untrustworthy? Or was I just doomed by the family curse of bad relationships? Grandma Rosey’s husband left her for another woman after she got pregnant. Mom quit her dream job so Dad could go back to his.

      Now me. Falling for an emotionally unavailable man who went on the attack because I wanted to make him feel as special as he made me feel.

      It was so absurd I didn’t know what to do with myself other than give in to the pain and cry.

      A knock on the window nearly stopped my heart. I looked up to find a sweet-faced older man peering at me. His fuzzy eyebrows drew together as I rolled down the window.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” he said as a golden retriever wagged a shaggy tail beside him. “And I don’t mean to pry, but it looks like you could use some help. Is everything okay?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I replied, swiping at my eyes. “It’s just a bad day. Thank you for checking on me.”

      “Sometimes bad days can be everything we need, stuffed into an uncomfortable package. Just remember that when you feel like things can’t get worse.” The man offered me a warm smile, then clicked his tongue at his dog. “Come on, Monty. Let’s give the sweet lady some space and get that blood flowing.”

      Off they went, his flipflops flipping and flopping while the retriever’s nails clicked across the pavement. Outside my car, a gorgeous Florida day shimmered and shone and for some reason, that brought me enough peace to decide where I wanted to go—home.

      Not home to an empty apartment or back to Nan’s.

      To the one person who truly knew what to say to make bad days feel better.

      Not Joe, whispered my breaking heart, reminding me I’d thought the same thing about him just an hour before. Not anymore.

      The potted flowers on Mom’s porch bobbed their hello as I knocked on her door and a fresh set of tears choked their way up my throat. I was an absolute mess, and the look on her face as she appeared in the doorway only proved how bad it was.

      “Good God, Kiki. What’s wrong?” She ushered me inside and I buried myself in her arms, letting tears, snot, and sorrow soak into her shirt.

      “It’s finally happened,” I said, sniffling and hiccupping as I pulled away in search of a tissue.

      Mom trailed after me, patting my back, my shoulder, my arm, the way she always did—as if she could tap the pain right out of me with the power of her love. “What’s finally happened?”

      I sank onto the couch that had been the sight of countless Netflix marathons and Chinese takeout. “The family curse.” I dropped my head in my hands. “It struck me so hard I don’t know how I’ll recover.”

      “What in the world are you talking about?” Mom perched beside me, eyeing me like I might be in the process of losing my mind. “What curse, Kennedy?”

      I explained all the things Joe said. The anger in his eyes when he finally looked at me. The cruel words shot from his lips, striking my heart like poisoned arrows.

      A person could grow old and die waiting for you to think about someone other than yourself.

      When we first met, I pegged you as someone who used people to get what they wanted. I don’t know why I’m surprised to discover I was right.

      Then what, pray tell, is happening now, other than you proving to be the bitch I thought you were when we first met?

      The fury distorting his face. The heat in his voice.

      “He was so mean, Mom. So mean.”

      “I’m still not sure I understand.”

      “What’s not to understand? I finally fell in love with someone and he turned into a giant dick.”

      “I get that part.” Taking my hands, Mom did everything she could to meet my eyes. “But what in the world does any of this have to do with a family curse?”

      With a loud sniffle, I yanked another tissue from the box and dabbed at my eyes. “I quit my job today. I literally pulled into the driveway and ran to Joe for comfort and he was just awful. It’s so much like you and Dad I don’t even know what to do with myself. He barreled into your life and ruined it. Leaving you with me while he got to keep his job like nothing had changed. You, on the other hand, had to live off his checks and some freelancing. To stop traveling. To just…be a mom.”

      A lifetime of guilt threatened to drown me as I met her eyes. My arrival had signified the end of her dreams. Her goals. Of everything she’d worked for. I’d clipped her wings while Dad still soared. And her mom? Grandma Rosey? Almost the same thing happened to her.

      “Are you pregnant, Kennedy?”

      “What?” I recoiled. “No…That’s the one thing that’s different for me.”

      Mom leaned close and cupped my cheek. “There is no family curse, Kiki. Your dad didn’t come barreling into my life and ruin it. He didn’t abandon us, either. He was terrible at being domestic. I, on the other hand, loved every minute of it. I told him to go back to work and then left my job willingly because raising you was the best thing I’d ever done.”

      Her words circled me on this crazy day and landed like a gentle forehead kiss, soothing a small part of my aching heart.

      “Dad didn’t abandon us?”

      She shook her head.

      “And I didn’t ruin your life?”

      “Goodness, no! Do you really think that?”

      “I have pretty much forever, yeah. You always talked about life before me with so much enthusiasm.”

      “Of course I did. It was exhilarating, traveling the world, feeling like I was fighting for the good of the people. But it also paled in comparison to being your mom. Some women might look down on me for that. That’s okay because I’m not living for them. I’m living for us.”

      My brain tripped over the information as my worldview shattered and crumbled. If there wasn’t a family curse, then it wasn’t to blame for Joe’s assholery.

      He was.

      The warm fuzzies from Mom’s admission crashed to the ground. Dad may not have left us in a huff, but Joe still proved he wasn’t the guy I thought he was.

      Or rather, he proved my first impressions correct. He was an asshole. A villain. A loyal denizen of Hell sent to ruin me.

      “I love you, Mom.” I shook my head as I remembered the rage ticking in Joe’s jaw. With each passing moment, anger replaced my sorrow. Who the hell did he think he was?

      “I love you too, Kiki. I always will. Now, tell me everything that happened to make a wonderful man say such awful things.”

      I explained Joe’s childhood and my idea for the surprise party. “I met up with his brother in secret to plan everything. Joe found out and thought I was cheating on him.”

      “That seems extreme.”

      “Right?” I bobbed my head in enthusiastic agreement. “He has trust issues. And it doesn’t help matters that his brother is Collin West.”

      Mom’s eyebrows launched into orbit. “The Collin West? As in the Collin freaking West you swore would be the only man you’d marry?”

      I grimaced. “That’s the one.”

      “Does Joe know how you felt about Collin?”

      “Yeah, but he should also know how I feel about him.” I sighed heavily. “I could have told him about the party and solved everything, but then he went ballistic and got mean. So instead of clearing things up, I walked away. He had no right to talk to me like that.”

      Mom wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. “I’m sorry he proved to be the asshole you always thought he was, but it’s really important you understand you’re not cursed. Just because this guy wasn’t the right one, doesn’t mean there isn’t a right one out there.”

      “I thought Joe might be it. I guess it’s better I figured out I was wrong now rather than later.”

      For as much as I wanted that statement to make me feel strong, it brought a new rush of tears rolling down my face instead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Without projects to work on or Kennedy to distract me, time was excruciating. Three days went by, each one a reminder of how good life was just last week, and how quickly it all went to shit.

      Everything in the guesthouse reminded me of her. The bed. The kitchen. The fucking pictures of Collin on my wall.

      I took them down.

      It didn’t help.

      I stared at the spots they used to occupy, wondering about the man I called my brother when the rest of the world knew us as friends. How could he make a move on the one woman I thought I could love?

      I dropped my head into my hands. I didn’t just think I could love her. I did love her. That was the messed-up part. Somewhere along the way, I fell in love with Her Royal Majesty, Kennedy Reagan Monroe. Without even realizing it happened, I started imagining us with a future together, creating everything I missed out on when I was a kid. The feeling of tribe. Of family.

      Of belonging.

      I thought I found it with Collin, yet, even he betrayed me the first chance he got.

      My rage wanted to settle on that and burn him out of my heart, but the flame wouldn’t stay lit.

      No matter how hard I tried to make sense of things, nothing added up.

      Collin loved Harlow with everything he was.

      And deep down, I knew he loved me, no matter how much I bitched and grumbled otherwise. A voice in my subconscious whispered that I’d made a terrible mistake. I brushed it away.

      “What’s done is done,” I muttered, then loosed a humorless laugh.

      With my heart finally as black as my boots, I wandered into Maxine’s kitchen, hoping to do penance by crunching on cookies. Unfortunately—or thankfully—there were none to be found. Memories, however, were everywhere. The pictures on the fridge reminded me of the day Kennedy told me about her dad. The table itself told the story of how I surprised her with a steak dinner, then took her out for drinks—the fateful night I’d let down my guard, then introduced her to Collin. I remembered laughing with her as she downed her first Painkiller, and the certainty that she wouldn’t use me to get closer to my brother, even as she stammered her way through an obvious lie.

      What a fucking idiot I’d been.

      Part of me whispered I was being an idiot in the here and now, though I couldn’t figure out why I’d feel that way. If Kennedy was willing to toss me away in favor of my brother…or anyone else for that matter…then she just wasn’t who I thought she was. It was time to let her go.

      And good riddance.

      The thought hit my heart with a hollow thud and I gripped the counter, head hanging. How was I going to stay in that house, when everything I saw reminded me of her? When thinking of her withered the blip of happiness that had poked its head out of the black soil of my soul?

      I was better on my own. I always had been. And up until she barreled into my life with a right hook to the heart, I thought I always would be. The only hope for me was to go back to closing everyone out so I never felt this way again.

      Considering how far I’d fallen, I should have re-fucking-joiced in the idea.

      So why was I hurting so much?

      Why was the only thought in my head trying to figure out how to get Kennedy back?

      “Because you’re a weak man,” I muttered to myself. “You’ve never been enough for anyone and you just can’t learn that lesson.”

      Pushing off the counter, I strode out of the house and right into Collin Fucking West.

      I couldn’t meet his eyes. His proximity made my skin crawl. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Collin frowned, his gaze raking over me. “Glad to see you’ve reverted back to your natural state of assholery. First you randomly cancel our dinner date, now this?”

      I shrugged off the statement. Folded my arms over my chest. Stared at my shoes.

      “Okay, then.” He bobbed his head and pulled his lips into a frown. “Guess it’s a good thing I’m actually not here for you. I’ve been trying to get a hold of Kennedy for a few days and she’s gone radio silent. Is everything okay?”

      My gaze lifted to his and I rubbed a hand over my mouth. It was that or punch him in the face, and I wasn’t ready to go that far. Yet. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “I’m sensing a buttload of hostility here, brother.”

      I sneered at his use of the word. “Are you? I can’t imagine why.”

      Frowning, Collin stepped back, as if he just needed some distance for everything to come into focus. “Why don’t you know if everything is okay with Kennedy? And maybe more importantly, why are you acting like a special kind of asshole again?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I figured out what was going on between you two? And I ended it?”

      Genuine surprise lifted his eyebrows. “You broke up with a woman like that over a birthday party?”

      Hold up.

      A birthday party?

      The black casing surrounding my heart broke away, revealing a tiny glimmer of hope underneath. If Kennedy wasn’t looking to hook up with Collin, then everything was okay…

      …and then I remembered the awful things I said to her.

      That faint light burned out. My hands fells to my sides. My jaw went slack. My heart shattered.

      I blinked at Collin in the blinding light of a Florida afternoon as sweat trailed down my spine. “What are you talking about?”

      “Holy shit. You thought…” He raked a hand through his red hair as understanding wrinkled his nose in disgust. “You thought I was making a move on your girlfriend.”

      “Actually, I thought she was making a move on you.”  Adrenaline coursed through me, lighting my nerves on fire. I paced, knowing damn well I couldn’t outrun the mess I’d made.

      “You stupid bastard.” Collin shook his head. “Not everyone is out to get you.”

      “Yeah, well, personal experience would beg to differ.”

      He dismissed me with a roll of his eyes. “You’ve been selling yourself that story for years and I’m here to call bullshit on it once and for all. I love you like a brother and always have. Harlow loves you and to my knowledge has never been anything but kind to you, even when you were a downright dick to her. You and Lucas are locked in a bromance that would make a lesser man jealous. Kennedy really seemed to dig you, right up until you dropped a grenade on that whole thing. Her grandmother, too.”

      “And I’ve been a fan since day one.” Delores’ voice came from directly behind Collin. I whirled while his eyes went wide and he uttered a whispered, “Holy shit.”

      “How do you always manage to sneak up on me?” I asked with a nervous laugh.

      “The better question might be, why are you never paying attention to what’s happening around you. And, if I’m overhearing things right, it seems like that’s gotten you into quite a pickle this time. If you were paying any attention at all, you would have known that Kennedy would only cheat on you with Collin West.” The glimmer in her eyes said Delores meant to make a joke.

      And it would have been a good one, in any other circumstance.

      Collin coughed into his hand and waited while she studied him. When recognition lit her face, he extended a hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Joe’s brother.”

      “Now I see why you’re jumping to conclusions.” Delores gave me a sad smile. “All joking aside, and no offense to you Mr. West, but I’ve seen the way that woman looks at you. You officially dethroned your brother. Or you had…right up until you made an ass of yourself.”

      Panic surged through me and I yanked my phone out of my back pocket and called Kennedy. One ring. Two. And…voicemail.

      “Penny. Kennedy. I’m so sorry. I just talked to Collin and Delores and…” I rubbed my hand over my face. “My God, I was such an idiot.”

      With that cryptic message, I ended the call. Paced the driveway a few times, then turned to my brother. “I need to go see her.”

      “Yeah, you do. You need to make this right.” He gave me an encouraging smile.

      “I need to see her right now.”

      “I agree.”

      I pointed at his car, blocking my truck in the driveway. “I need you to get out of my way.”

      With an apology dressed in laughter, Collin climbed into his car and drove out. I hopped into the truck and drummed my fingers on the wheel as he took his sweet ass time.

      Delores lifted a hand when I finally hit the road. “Go get ‘er, Tiger.”

      “I most certainly will,” I said to myself.

      Or, at the very least, I’d try.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The difference between Key West Pediatrics and the Community Health Clinic was extreme. No expense had been spared in the quality of the building or the décor. Frowning patients quietly perched on expensive chairs under pretentious paintings. The woman at the desk practically snarled as I barged in.

      “I need to speak to Doctor Monroe, please.” I tried to stare past the receptionist in the hopes of catching Kennedy walking by, her arm lovingly wrapped around the shoulders of a patient as a choir of angels hovered over her. I’d leap over the desk to get to her if it came to that.

      “Doctor Monroe is no longer with the practice,” the receptionist whined in a nasally voice.

      That caught my attention. I zeroed in on the sour woman in front of me. “What do you mean?”

      “She quit three days ago.” She glanced around then leaned close, her eyes lighting up with a sick sort of glee. “It was all very dramatic,” she whispered, leaning even closer, smiling even wider, “between you and me, she was sexually harassing one of the other doctors. Can you believe that? She tricked him into meeting for drinks, then made him feel very unsafe.” The woman shook her head in judgement. “When they tried to reprimand her, she up and quit.”

      “You…” I clamped my mouth shut to keep a few choice words from slipping out. “You have the story very wrong. Doctor Dickbreath tricked Kennedy into meeting him for drinks. Not the other way around.”

      In the hall behind the receptionist, the man himself strolled past, looking just as douchey in his white coat as he did at The Drunken Goat. A woman in a pink pantsuit walked beside him, her blonde bob grazing her chin. Ramsey’s eyes widened when he saw me.

      “You must be a bigger idiot than I thought,” I said to the man. “Did you really think you could take advantage of Kennedy and nothing would come of it? Did you forget I was there to watch your entire sleazebag routine?”

      The woman in the pantsuit stared, as did the patients sitting in the waiting room. A little boy giggled and his mother covered his ears.

      “Kennedy Monroe thought this man was inviting her out for a business meeting,” I said for anyone listening, “but he spent the entire night flirting, even when she stomped on the brakes. I know, because I was there. I watched the whole thing because I knew something smelled off about that situation. And yes, that makes me an asshole, but it makes me her asshole.”

      The whole situation had me so upset that I was rambling curse words in a pediatric waiting room.

      The receptionist’s jaw dropped, but I didn’t hang around to hear what the horrible woman talking shit about my Penny had to say. After pausing to apologize for my language to some wide-eyed kids and their scowling parents, I was out the door, phone pressed to my ear as I spewed another desperate plea to Kennedy’s voicemail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      My phone started going crazy around noon and it didn’t stop. I didn’t want to talk to Joe. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But I felt his absence like I’d lost a part of myself. I couldn’t catch a breath. The sun seemed less bright. The sky less blue. The world less…well…just less.

      I set my phone to silent, but that didn’t stop me from checking it every few minutes like a neurotic idiot. Finally, I decided to leave the thing at home while I went to the store to restock the snack table at the clinic. I needed to get my mind on something that wasn’t Joe Channing. Though, as I finished my fifth lap around the store to pick up items I missed on the last pass, it became obvious he was the only thing I could think about.

      Even Dorothy seemed like her volume had been turned down. Her thousand-watt smile didn’t light up the room when I entered with the rattle and grunt of too many bags of groceries on my arms.

      “What’s up, Doc?” she asked with so much concern I almost turned right around and walked out of the clinic.

      “Not much, my friend. Not much at all.”

      And somehow, that seemed to communicate everything.

      Dorothy offered me a sad smile and a warm hug, then helped arrange the snacks on the table. When that was done, I had to make peace with the fact that I had no idea what to do with myself until my next shift at the clinic. Without a job to focus on, I had nothing. No friends. No hobbies. It was just me, alone with myself, and a phone full of messages waiting for me at home.

      Maybe my priorities had been skewed over the last few years. There had to be more to life than work, right? Maybe I needed to take up knitting. Or reading. Or baking.

      “Shane Samuels was here earlier,” Dorothy said. “With his mom.”

      I didn’t have it in me to find out Shane’s mom had been lying. And I definitely didn’t have it in me to discover I’d given one more bad person the benefit of the doubt when they didn’t deserve it. Between Ramsey and Joe, my faith in humanity was stretched to the breaking point.

      “Everything okay with them?” I crossed my fingers, hoping Dorothy had good news for me.

      “Both of them seemed good. He looked clean. Happy. He ate the last apple, then asked me to give this to you.” Dorothy held out a folded piece of paper.

      Opening it up, I found a detailed crayon picture. Me in my white coat. Him with a bleeding finger and a hummingbird smile. He’d drawn a heart around us and scribbled “thank you” in the corner. A note in feminine script scrawled at the bottom.

      
        
        Thank you again for taking care of my son. He keeps saying he wants to be a doctor just like you when he grows up. Maybe he’ll make that better life for himself after all.

      

      

      Feeling a little revived, I drove around for an hour or so, but without my favorite Collin West playlist to lighten my mood, I finally gave up and took myself back to the apartment I’d been so proud of once upon a time.

      The second I walked through the door, I made a beeline for my phone.

      Seven missed calls. Seven voicemails. Too many texts to count.

      I didn’t trust myself to hear Joe’s voice, so settled for reading the transcription of his first voicemail as I sat cross-legged on the floor in my empty living room.

      
        
        Kennedy. I’m so sorry. I talked to colon. I’m sassafras. I can’t be Steve I jumped to cupid inclusions. Please forgive me. Please hear meow.

      

      

      Laughing to myself, I scanned the rest of the transcriptions and found them just as garbled. So, with a box of tissues in reach, I opened the app and played the first message.

      “Kennedy.” Joe’s voice cracked. He sounded so wretched I started to cry. “I’m so sorry. I talked to Collin. I’m such an ass. I can’t believe I jumped to such a stupid conclusion. Please forgive me. Please hear me out.”

      The message ended and I let out a long breath. Hearing his voice made me feel like coming home, but it also reminded me that on the worst day of my life, Joe told me I used people to get what I wanted. And then he called me a bitch.

      “That’s what I get for planning a birthday party.”

      The joke still wasn’t funny.

      Instead of wry laughter, that ridiculous statement unlocked more tears. I broke into the box of tissues as I listened to the rest of his voicemails. Each one got longer than the last. More desperate. More emotional. By the time I finished listening to them all, my hands shook and my head hurt. As if my eyes weren’t swollen enough, I opened up my texts and dove in.

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: I understand why you don’t want to talk to me, but I feel like such an asshole. I need to apologize.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: Please, just pick up the phone, Kennedy.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: I considered driving over to your apartment, but realized I don’t even know where you live.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: I’m so sorry. Please. Don’t walk away from this over a misunderstanding.

      

      

      A misunderstanding? If he thought lashing out with the clear intention of hurting me counted as a misunderstanding, then we had more to overcome than I thought.

      I carefully typed out a reply, then read and reread what I wrote. I rearranged sentences and added words, carefully pruning the message until I was sure it said what I wanted, then hit send.

      
        
        Me: Sure, you misunderstood my intentions with Collin, but you also jumped to conclusions, refused to trust me, and said some pretty awful things. How do I know that won’t be a pattern for us, especially considering this isn’t the first time something like this happened? When I told you about the meeting with Ramsey, you said you thought it was a date. I offered to cancel. You told me to go, but still showed up anyway, proving you didn’t trust me and were willing to go too far to reassure yourself. I don’t know how to move forward after this.

      

      

      Almost immediately, the bubble of bouncing lines appeared as Joe typed his response.

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: Thank you for talking to me.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: And for the record, you’re not the one I don’t trust. It’s me. I’ve never been enough for people.

      

      

      
        
        Me: I have to assume you’re talking about your childhood and I’d like to say I understand, but seeing as you’ve never opened up to me about what you lived through, I can’t.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: I told you more than I’ve told anyone about my life.

      

      

      
        
        Me: That may be true, but it’s also not a lot to go on. You’ve never explained what happened to you. Just that you’re stronger for it.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: That’s the best thing I can say about any of it.

      

      

      
        
        Me: And it’s a shitty excuse.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: It’s not an excuse. It’s the truth.

      

      

      
        
        Me: But how am I supposed to make sense of that? How am I supposed to know when I’m getting close to a wound if I don’t know what they are? And since we’ve opened up the door to super honesty, I’m not sure you ARE stronger for it. It seems like you’ve pushed it all into the back of your mind and it’s this bomb of bitterness waiting to explode. You know, kind of like what just happened between us.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: What do you want me to do, Penny? Just tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.

      

      

      
        
        Me: What I want is for you to trust me enough to plan a birthday party without assuming I’m cheating on you. I don’t think I should have to ask for that.

      

      

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: So many people have used me to get to Collin. Yes, I’m gun shy. You would be too.

      

      

      
        
        Me: See, I didn’t know that about you. I’m starting to think there’s too much I don’t know about you.

      

      

      I stared at the screen for a hot minute, waiting for his response. Or at least for some signs a response was coming. When his text did come in, it hollowed my stomach.

      
        
        CaptainAsshole: I don’t know what to say.

      

      

      He could have opened up about his childhood. He could have told me how he’d been used to get to Collin. He could have shared the tiniest nugget about his past and I would have clung to it out of hope that our relationship had the chance of actually going somewhere.

      Instead, he chose to do nothing. No sign of growth. No sign of him trying to be anything other than what he was: broken, bitter, and stuck.

      With tears in my eyes and a stuttering in my heart, I sent the only response I had.

      
        
        Me: I guess I don’t know what to say, either.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      And that was the end of that.

      A week went by and I didn’t hear from Joe again. His silence should have brought me peace, because at least it was clear where we stood. At least I could move on. Rebuild. Figure out what life looked like without a job to fill my time or the guy who made each day better than the last—right up until he left me hurting more than I ever had.

      Joe had a chance to open up to me. He didn’t.

      Everything I needed to know hid in that choice.

      But that didn’t stop me from swiping up my phone and obsessively reading and rereading our messages. It happened without me knowing…without me choosing. One second I was going about my day, the next, my finger hovered over the conversation thread, seconds away from reaching out to see how he was. It was my favorite self-destructive addiction, better than any social media site out there. Today, I actually had the first few words of a response typed in when my phone rang with a call from Nan.

      “Hey, lady,” I said, stuck somewhere between relief and disappointment. “How goes it?”

      “I got so used to having you around all the time, I’m really missing you. Any chance you’d be interested in coming for a visit? Delores and I are baking today.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose as I gnawed on the offer. Baking was on my list of potential hobbies, but I couldn’t go to Nan’s. “I really miss you too, but, I just don’t think I could handle running into Joe. I’m sorry…”

      “He’s not here, Kiki. It’s the only reason I asked you to come in the first place. As much as I’d love to see you two back together, that’s none of my business. If it happens, it’ll be on your terms, not mine.”

      Her voice sounded like love. Like understanding. Like a soft spot to land. Seeing as I was in dire need of all three, I would have been a fool to turn her down.

      I thanked her and promised to be there soon. It wasn’t like my newly single, unemployed self had much going on. The last week had been a crash course in how empty my life had become. I’d let work be my definition. Without doctoring consuming all my time, I had no idea who Kennedy Reagan Monroe really was. And without Joe, my social circle shrank to Mom and Nan, with a side of Delores for good measure.

      Not exactly a shining example of a well-lived life.

      I drove with silence for company, then pulled to a stop in the driveway, surprised by how much it hurt to see the place. Ever since I was a kid, Nan’s house felt like a second home. But now, Joe was everywhere—which made it feel more like home and less like home in some twisted double bird from the universe.

      The crisp lines of the porch contrasted the drooping ferns planted in front. I remembered the sweat glistening on his back as he hammered the steps into place. A smile ghosted my lips at the memory of the hammer crunching his finger and the parade of curse words that followed. I thought he was insufferable back then.

      I’d been wrong.

      And right.

      Underneath that rude, defensive exterior was a sweet man with a heart of gold being eaten from the inside out with bitterness and rot.

      Until he came to terms with his past, he couldn’t make a future. At least not with me.

      With a shake of my head and quick breath past pursed lips, I climbed the steps and pushed inside. The image of Joe, standing in the doorframe the first day we officially met stabbed me in the chest. The sun shining behind him had cast his body in shadow and I’d enjoyed the strong cut of his shoulders and fuck-the-world stance. At the time, I’d chastised myself for taking in the view.

      Turned out I should have listened.

      I brushed the thought away.

      “Knock, knock,” I called as I stepped inside.

      “In the kitchen!”

      I wandered back to find Nan and Delores laughing in a cloud of flour as they slid a tray of cookies into the oven. Chocolate streaked their faces. Delores had a smudge on her shirt and dough dripped from Nan’s hair. I smiled despite the hole in my heart.

      Nan plopped a cup of tea in my hands, and the three of us sat at the table.

      “How’s the job hunt going?” she asked. “Any prospects?”

      I sighed into my mug. “I honestly don’t know what to do. I want to find a practice where I can pour myself into helping my patients instead of focusing on the dollars and cents of medicine, but there just doesn’t seem to be a lot of that out there.”

      The idea of following in my Dad’s footsteps and joining Doctors Without Borders had grown more and more appealing. After learning he hadn’t abandoned my mother, I’d gone back and read all the letters he’d sent. Back when I thought he’d bailed on Mom and me, his tone had come across as bragging and egotistical. Now that I knew the truth, the man sounded plain happy. Maybe, what worked for him, would work for me, too.

      I explained all that to my grandmother. “Whatever I do,” I added, “I’ll need to make a decision soon. The money won’t last forever and I’m getting tired of sleeping on the floor.”

      “You could always move in with me.”

      “Oh, Nan. That’s so sweet of you, but I really can’t. Not while Joe’s here.”

      “He’s almost finished the renovations.” The light behind her smile faded. “He’ll be moving on soon.”

      That stung. It shouldn’t have, but it did. Joe moving out of the guesthouse would be the period punctuating the end of our story, with the least satisfying resolution. “That’s something to consider, then.”

      The timer on the stove dinged and she stood. “Oh! I hope they turn out this time.”

      “Maybe today’s the day.” Delores met my gaze with wide eyes and a slow shake of her head.

      Nan collected her cookies from the oven and plonked the baking sheet on the counter. The edges were burnt and the middles were raw. “I don’t think I’ll ever be any good at baking,” she said with a solemn sigh. “Maybe it’s time I just give up.”

      “Why would you do that?” I stood to hunt down an edible bite. “I love your cookies.”

      “You can’t honestly love them.” Delores looked mortified at her honesty and aimed an apologetic shrug at her friend.

      “But I do.” I glanced eagerly between them. “They may not always taste the best, but I’ve always loved eating them. It reminds me that you don’t have to be perfect at something to enjoy it.”

      Nan examined a cookie with a deep frown. “And here I thought you were just being polite.”

      “Oh, right, right.” I nodded as if she’d made a valid point. “Because I’ve always been so good at covering up how I feel about things. Come on, Nan. I’m such a bad liar, planning a surprise party cost me the one man I thought I could spend the rest of my life with.”

      The statement was out before I knew how it would end. It hung in the air with the ring of truth and I let out a sad sigh.

      Before Nan and Delores could break out the pity party, I hurried on. “Now, though, I’m going to spend the rest of my life like you two. Single. Strong. Independent. Maybe I’ll date someone casually, the way you date Carl. Or maybe I’ll find I’m just better on my own. Either way, I’ll be happy for the rest of my days.”

      Delores exchanged a look with Nan, then helped herself to a cookie. She crumbled off a bite and popped it into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully, then swallowing with a grimace. “Did you know I’m not single by choice? Not really.”

      This was news to me. I’d always seen Nan’s eccentric neighbor as the epitome of female independence with a dash of overactive libido for good measure. I grabbed a cookie and settled in for the story.

      “When I was just a little older than you are now, I fell in love with a man who changed me forever. I’d had boyfriends before, but no one I could stomach settling down with. But then, I met Glen and, boy oh boy, did I change my tune. He was the macaroni to my cheese, and we made everyone who came near us sick to their stomach. We were that couple. The one that kisses too much. That laughs too hard at each other’s jokes. The one that couldn’t stop touching in public.” She smiled dreamily and I saw the love she had for him still lighting her eyes.

      “What happened?”

      “Oh, we had a silly fight and I was too proud for my own good. He apologized, but didn’t take responsibility the way I wanted him to, even though, looking back, the misunderstanding was on both of us. I ignored him every time he tried to talk because all I wanted to hear was that I was right and he was wrong. By the time I came to my senses, I’d hurt him so badly, he didn’t want anything to do with me. I knew I’d never find anyone to fill his shoes, so I didn’t even try. Last I heard, he was married with grandchildren. So, yeah, I’m happy in my independence, but let me tell ya, kid. There have been many long, long nights where I wonder what could have been. Sometimes, I think I might try and find a Carl of my own, but what if I make the same mistake? I’m too old to go through all that again.”

      Nan stared at her hands as they twisted and fidgeted in her lap. She took a long breath, then wet her lips, pausing as she looked from me to Delores and back again. Something was on her mind, but she swallowed hard and glanced away.

      “What is it, Nan?”

      “Have you ever wondered why you haven’t met Carl?”

      Delores and I leaned forward in a carefully choreographed ballet of curiosity. “Yes,” we replied in unison.

      Nan chuckled as her cheeks flushed pink. “You’ve never met him because he doesn’t exist. I made him up so you wouldn’t think I was crazy.”

      I lifted an eyebrow and exchanged a look with Delores. “You made him up so we wouldn’t think you were crazy? You realize how crazy that sounds, right?”

      After a long sip of her tea, Nan settled back in her chair. “Years ago, right after the kids grew up and moved out, George and I wrote down everything we wanted to do together. Judo. Tai Chi. We had a list a mile long of books we wanted to read. We planned to eat at every restaurant in the Keys and watch the sun set on as many beaches as we could find. But things got in the way. Work. Money. Life in general. We thought we’d have so much free time, here in our twilight years, that we kept putting it all off. He passed away before we could get any of it done.”

      She offered a watery smile and tucked her hair behind her ears. Delores patted her hand. “He was taken from us too soon.”

      Nan nodded, looking more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. “I’ve been doing all the things we said we’d do together. I pretend he’s with me. Cheering me on in Judo. Laughing at a funny passage in a book. Eating dinner with me and critiquing the food. It’s silly. And strange. But it makes me feel closer to him. Sometimes, if I’m really quiet and close my eyes, I swear I can feel his hand on my shoulder, or playing with the ends of my hair like he used to. A lot of the time, I get the sense of him watching from a corner, his arms crossed over his chest the way he always did when he was happy.” She smiled into her lap. “I didn’t want you to worry about me being alone,” she continued, “so I made up Carl. I know it sounds crazy.”

      “It doesn’t sound crazy. It sounds beautiful,” I replied. “I’m sorry Grandpa passed away before you had the chance to do those things together.”

      “Me, too.” She patted my hand. “True love is special, Kiki. It’s not something to throw away and it’s certainly not something to take for granted. When you find it, you need to fight for it. To prioritize it.”

      “To swallow your pride for it,” Delores added with a muted smile.

      “I’m not sure Joe and I got far enough to know if we were in love, let alone if it was true love.” As soon as the words were out, I knew I was lying, as did Nan and Delores. “Fine,” I choked. “I loved him. I still love him. I just don’t know if he felt the same.”

      The glance they exchanged said they’d caught me in another lie, but I wasn’t sure I agreed with them. “It felt like he loved me, even though he never said it. But after everything that happened, after everything he said, I don’t trust I read the situation right. I don’t think I ever really knew him at all.”

      A knock at the door interrupted me. I looked up as something beautiful bloomed in my heart and eagerness settled over me. “Are you expecting a package?” I asked Nan, already halfway out of my seat.

      “That’s probably what it is,” she said, shrugging nonchalantly. “Do you mind going to check? I’m…too upset over talking about Carl.”

      My feet were already in motion, drawn to that door like it had its own gravity, despite her obvious lie. “Sure. Happy to.”

      My heart thumped. A grin tugged at the corners of my lips. My body lit up, celebrating what waited for me outside before I caught up to what my subconscious had already figured out. When I opened the door, I found Joe standing on the front walk, wearing a floral shirt, cargo shorts, and flipflops.

      He held a box in his hands and my heart in his.

      Behind me, Nan and Delores giggled and exchanged a high five. “Sorry to surprise you,” Nan said without sounding sorry at all. “But you’ll thank us for this someday.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      I wanted to be mad at Nan and Delores for setting me up, but I couldn’t. At least not right away. Not with my heart pitter-pattering in my chest like a lunatic set free and Joe standing in front of me, a blush creeping up his neck as he shifted his weight back and forth from foot to foot.

      “You look absolutely ridiculous,” I said, my voice shaking with both laughter and emotion.

      “I don’t feel ridiculous.” Joe glanced down at his clothes and grimaced. “Okay, maybe I feel a little ridiculous. This isn’t exactly a Joe-approved outfit, but it is a meaningful one. I used to joke all the time that my heart and soul were as black as my boots. But that’s not true anymore. You’ve brought color to my life, Penny. An absurd amount of color.” He held out the hem of his shirt as proof.

      I took a step toward him. Then another, lowering my weight onto the stair that used to squeal my arrival. “It doesn’t feel like I’ve brought you any of that. You seemed pretty miserable the last time we saw each other.”

      “I was an idiot to jump to conclusions about you and Collin. I’ve always said I was an asshole, and that only proved it…”

      Tired of hearing that assessment, I held up my hand to cut him off. “You always hide behind that excuse.”

      “It’s not an excuse. It’s the truth.”

      “Would an asshole put his life on hold to help his brother? Would an asshole cook steak dinners for women he didn’t even like? Would an asshole build bookshelves and redo backyards for someone he’d just met?”

      “Obviously he would. I did those things. And I’m an asshole.”

      “But you’re not. That’s what I’m trying to say. You say you’re an asshole to give yourself an excuse not to grow. You were nervous about me at The Drunken Goat. Instead of staying home, trusting me to handle things, and dealing with your nerves, you show up and make a scene. Why? Because you’re an asshole.” I made air quotes and sighed. “I think whatever you went through when you were a kid left you scared. You’ll never outgrow it if you don’t stop making excuses and face it.”

      “You’re right.” Joe lowered his gaze to the box in his hands. “I know I hurt you the other day and I’m so, so sorry. I haven’t let you in because I’ve been sure you wouldn’t like what you found and you’d leave. I couldn’t stand the thought of being hurt by you. And then you did…”

      My eyebrows shot up at his statement and he hurried on.

      “I’m doing a terrible job here,” he said, sounding downright desperate. “You didn’t hurt me because you didn’t do anything wrong. But the fear, Penny. The fear hurt so much, I pushed you away. I’ve kept you at arm’s length by not talking about the hard stuff. And that’s not fair. Not to you or to me. If I want to drop the asshole act, I need to let the people who matter in. And you matter. I’m not asking for forgiveness. I’m just asking for a chance to introduce myself to you.”

      Joe held out the box with an air of humiliation and importance.

      My words stuck in my throat, held captive by my jackrabbiting heart. I simply held out my hands, shivering as Joe passed me the box, his fingers brushing mine with just as much electricity as they did the first time we touched. I lowered myself to sit on the step and he sat beside me.

      “This house is kind of like me. Great bones. Tons of potential. But falling to pieces after years of neglect from the one person who had the power to put things back together.” Joe glanced my way. “Me. I had the power to put myself back together.”

      I laughed despite myself. “Yeah. I got that.”

      “I’m nervous, Kennedy. You know I babble when I’m nervous. I’ve never shown anyone what’s in that box. I’ve barely looked at it myself, but I kept it anyway, just to prove how unwanted I’ve always been.”

      Slowly, carefully, I lifted the lid to find a jumbled pile of photographs and drawings inside. No order. No care. Just chaos. I plucked out a picture and found a dirty infant with a shock of dark hair and blue eyes. He lacked the chubby rolls that beg to be squeezed. No toothless, gummy grin with just a touch of drool. My training ticked off the boxes of neglect, one after the other, after the other.

      Listless gaze.

      Wary eyes.

      The child looked half-feral, staring into the camera with distrust.

      Dirt caked his face, his arms, his little cherub hands.

      A lump choked me as I flipped through the rest of the pictures. Joe grew up, sometimes looking as dirty and neglected as the infant in the first photo. Other times, he was clean and smiling, tucked into the arms of a caring adult. Sometimes he had long hair, sometimes it was short. Sometimes there were other kids in the pictures. Sometimes he was alone, with hints of bruises marring his skin. The only thing that stayed the same was the suspicion growing in his eyes with each passing year.

      His drawings looked nothing like the one Shane gave me. Nothing like the one still clipped to the fridge in Nan’s kitchen. There were no smiling faces. No yellow suns. No stick figures holding hands.

      There was black. Harsh lines. Frowning faces. Angry slashes for eyebrows and mouths. They hurt my heart and I wanted to go back and adopt him myself. To hug the kid who would grow into this man so he would never hurt again.

      When I looked up, Joe was staring at me with so much love in his eyes that I put down his past, fitting the lid in place with a sad shake of my head. “I had no idea.”

      “I really don’t like to talk about it.”

      “It might do you some good to let all that stuff out. It’s not who you are. It’s who you were. Talking about it will take away its power.”

      “Collin says secrets eat us up from the inside out.”

      “He’s a smart man.” I held up my hands and gave Joe a wary look. “In a totally platonic way. Just in case it’s not clear.”

      He bobbed his head as the smile I loved so much tried to make an appearance. “I learned what love looked like when Collin met Harlow. I saw the same look again whenever Maxine talked about George. And I saw it when you looked at me. It scared the shit out of me, Kennedy. I spent my whole life wanting someone to look at me the way you do. Needing it. Not believing it could happen. You’re looking at me like that right now and I’m terrified because I don’t know if I ruined everything. I know I have a lot of growing up to do, but I need you to know, in case you can’t see it in my eyes as clearly as I see it in yours, that I love you, Kennedy Reagan Monroe. I love you in a way that makes me want to wear floral shirts and flipflops.”

      I put a hand to his cheek and he nuzzled into my touch, his gaze meeting mine with an intensity that set my heart reeling. “I see it, Joe. I see it and I feel it and I love you, too.”

      His hands were in my hair before I knew what was happening. His lips crushed mine. The box clattered to the step, forgotten. All the meaning of his past had been downloaded into me. He wouldn’t have to carry it alone anymore.

      Behind us, Nan and Delores broke into cheers and applause. Joe and I both jumped, then relaxed into laughter. “It’s bad enough that you do it,” he said to Delores, “but I’m not ready for you to start sneaking up on us, too,” he finished with a shake of his head to Nan.

      He turned his attention to me. “Does this mean I’m forgiven?”

      I wobbled my head like I was weighing my options. “Probably.”

      “Probably? I go to all this trouble and walk around in a get up like this and all you give me is a probably?”

      “Would you have believed me if I gave in without a fight?”

      He cupped my cheeks. “Not for a minute.”

      I laughed.

      Then I kissed him again because it had been too long without his lips on mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Flames crackled and snapped in the fire pit, sending a shower of sparks up to the star-speckled sky. Kennedy perched on a lawn chair, a bottle of beer in her hand, her eyes trained on mine. “You sure you want to do this?”

      I took a long swig from my beer, staring at the box at my feet. “I’ve let my past drag me down for too long. It’s time to focus on the future.”

      “And what do you see in your future, Mr. Channing?” Kennedy asked in a gameshow announcer voice, holding her beer to my lips like a microphone.

      “That’s a good question, Doctor Monroe.” Sitting back, I stretched out my legs and crossed them at the ankles. “First, I see a successful contracting business.”

      The paperwork had been filed and I was just waiting on a letter from the state saying Channing Construction, LLC was an honest to goodness legal entity.

      “I like it.” Kennedy bobbed her head. “Though that one’s a given. After what you did for Nan’s house, you’ll have a waiting list of clients in no time. What else do you see? Really dig deep.”

      A breeze rustled through the palms, sending the fronds swaying and another spray of sparks dancing. “I see a new truck, since everyone hates the old one.”

      She pulled her mouth into a frown. “Interesting. I mean, I’m digging the symbolism, but I’ll admit I didn’t see that coming.”

      “I’m full of surprises, Penny.”

      “I’ll stop you when you’re wrong.” She smiled brightly, the fire reflecting in her eyes. “Anything else?”

      I saw a house, built by my own two hands. I saw a ring on her finger. I saw my baby in her belly and a gaggle of kids around a dinner table. I saw her never having to work for money-hungry medical offices again, focusing solely on volunteering at the clinic. I saw us, old, gray, and as crazy as Delores, sitting on our porch and gossiping about the neighbors. I saw me, with my lucky Penny, for the rest of our lives.

      It was too soon to say any of that, though.

      Especially because I got the feeling she expected it.

      Instead, I pinched my chin and studied the sky like I was looking for answers. “No. I think that’s about it.”

      “Well, it’s a start, anyway.” Kennedy sounded vaguely disappointed, but threw back the rest of her beer and smiled.

      Sighing, I shifted, lifting the box off the ground and chucking the lid into the fire. “No. That’s a start.”

      “And a good one, at that.” Her voice was quiet. Almost reverent.

      One by one, the pictures of my childhood went into the flames. Each rotten memory curled at the edges, blackening and boiling until it was nothing but ash, floating like confused snowflakes up to the sky. As they burned, I talked. I told stories I’d never told anyone. My childish hopes and fears. I explained the bruises and my insane need to protect Collin.

      “I think,” I said, my gaze locked on the fire, “I thought if I could make him safe, when he had so much less going for him than I did, then I’d be safe, too. That if I could give him the love and acceptance I needed, then some of it would splash back on me.” I shrugged. “Kids are weird.”

      “But it did splash back on you, Wiki. You and Collin have something not a lot of people have. As far as I can tell, he’s been there for you just as much as you’ve been there for him.” Kennedy grinned. “I mean, you stole me right out of his arms and he didn’t even flinch. He was the only guy for me for years.”

      “And now?”

      “Don’t even pretend to ask that question. You know how I feel about you.”

      Talking about my past had left me raw. Empty. But lighter, too. “I know I like the way you look at me.”

      She grinned. “And why is that.”

      “Because it says you love me.”

      With a saucy smile, Kennedy put down her bottle, then stood and lowered herself into my lap. “What else does it say?”

      I studied her face as the flames flickered and snapped beside us. “I don’t know. Are you hungry?”

      “I’m starving,” she said as she rolled her hips into mine, “but I’m not talking about food.”

      My dick flexed against her center and I grinned. “Yeah. Neither was I.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that week, Kennedy, Maxine, Delores, and I donned floral shirts and flipflops, and piled into my brand-new truck.

      “It’s about time you ditched the rust bucket,” Delores said from the back.

      “Hey. That rust bucket served me well, so I appreciate you speaking kindly of her please and thank you. But, it was time to put my past behind me. Time for fresh starts. Time to start thinking of the future.” I waved my hand in front of me, as if following a rainbow to its pot of gold.

      Kennedy rolled her eyes. “It’s time to get a move on or you’ll be late to your own not-so-surprise party.”

      The drive disappeared in a flurry of laughter, conversation, and Collin West songs belted at the top of voices. At a stop light, a man stared, laughing as the women around me bopped and sang. I smiled, shrugged as if to say, “What can you do?” then the light turned green and we drove away.

      The parking lot at The Pact was overflowing. The entirety of Lucas’ family waited inside, along with Harlow, Collin, and his old bodyguards—the Brutes in Suits. Although tonight, they were the Brutes in Floral Shirts, just like the rest of us. Strings of lights swooped from the ceiling, with giant flower leis cranking the tacky factor to eleven. Fruity drinks with paper umbrellas lifted into the air as I walked in.

      “Surprise!” The cheer was chased by laughter as the crowd enveloped me with hugs and congratulations.

      Collin thumped me on the back. “Happy birthday, brother. You know I love you, right?”

      The question caught me off guard. It wasn’t something he and I said all that often. “You’re just saying that because it’s my birthday and you feel bad that you made me think you’d stolen my girlfriend.”

      “Whatever, funny guy. Just don’t want you to forget it.”

      He shook his head as Harlow wrapped me in a warm hug. “And I love you, too,” she whispered, before stepping back, slipping a lei around my neck, then shooting me the bird.

      Lucas came into view, his gaze incredulous as it raked over my outfit. “I just can’t believe how quickly you’re growing up. First, you leave the nest. Now, you’re expressing yourself with color.” The fucker pretended to be choked with emotion as he gestured toward my shirt. “I’m just so proud.”

      I grinned. “You only wish you were as cool as me.”

      “All joking aside. I need you to know I’m really glad we’re friends. I count you as an honorary brother.”

      “What? Don’t you have enough of those already?”

      He shrugged. “You can never have a big enough family when it’s filled with people like this.” He dropped a hand on my shoulder and peered around the bar. “Now where’s my wife? We have fruity drinks with umbrellas to deal with, and Cat gets saucy when she’s tipsy.”

      There was cake and ice cream. Presents and balloons. Singing, dancing, laughing, and drinking. Watching Kennedy joke with the guests, knowing she’d done all this to make up for what I missed when I was a kid…

      I loved her more with each passing hour. Catching me staring, she finished off a conversation with Lucas and his brothers, then wiggle-stepped her way across the bar, dancing in time to an old Liam McGuire album Collin picked out.

      “Hey, good looking,” she purred, leaning against the wall next to me. “Can’t help but notice you’ve been staring. It’s only fair I warn you that my boyfriend is very protective. He catches you gawking and something crazy might happen.”

      “He sounds like a pretty stellar guy.”

      “He has his quirks, but I wouldn’t trade him for the world.”

      I pulled her into my arms. “The feeling is mutual, Penny.”

      “You see all these people?” she indicated the group gathered to celebrate one more year of my life. “They’re here for you.”

      “Actually, they’re here because you asked them, so if you really think about it, they’re here for you.”

      She slapped me on the arm. “Why do you always have to fight me on everything? If they didn’t want to celebrate you, they would have told me to stuff it and stayed home. You have so many people who care about you.”

      Try as I might, I couldn’t deny that Kennedy had a point. The bar was filled with people wearing floral shirts and leis, toasting me with fruity drinks. The sense of love and community was thick. I was a part of this tribe. They didn’t want me to be anything but who I was. They knew the best and worst of me, and loved me anyway.

      I drew Kennedy into my arms. “You know the only thing I could think that night with Dr. Stalker at the Drunken Goat was how beautiful you were. How much I wanted to kiss you. How much I wanted you to know what you meant to me and that I would do everything in my power to protect you. Even make an ass out of myself.”

      “You did a good job of that.”

      “It’s kind of my specialty,” I replied, then silenced her with a kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Explaining what I was about to do would be difficult if Kennedy caught me before I was ready, but that only added to the excitement of the day. Sunlight glinted off the koi pond in Maxine’s backyard while my guests chattered quietly. Sweat gathered at my temples and I swiped it away.

      Living in paradise used to feel like torture. I complained about squinting through endless days of perfect weather like being grumpy made me a badass. I was as wrong about that as I was about me being an asshole.

      I didn’t need to complain to be a badass. That just came naturally. And, I wasn’t as much of an asshole as I thought.

      At least that was what people kept trying to tell me.

      A year ago, I’d searched for purpose. I thought I’d find it by building my career. That the thump of the hammer, the smell of fresh cut wood, and the sight of a job done well would teach me who I was. I’d found purpose all right, but not where I expected. Sure, standing in front of a finished project gave me blips of happiness, but connecting with the people who mattered was the real payoff. Kennedy and Maxine. Collin and Harlow. Lucas and the rest of the Huttons. They were my tribe.

      Finally, after years of thinking I was better alone, I had a group of people to depend on. They wanted me. They needed me. They accepted me. It was a feeling I wouldn’t trade for all the money in the world and the kicker of it was, some of them had been there all along. If I’d just opened my eyes sooner…well…best not to finish that thought. I opened my eyes when I needed to and that was what mattered.

      Channing Construction was a success. A year into owning my business and I only took the jobs that spoke to my heart, ones that left me excited to start each day. Between the money I’d earned touring with Collin and the money I brought in with each project, Kennedy hadn’t needed to find another job. All her time went into volunteering at the clinic. She came home late every evening, fulfilled and happy.

      There was only one more thing that needed to happen. If my calculations were correct, then we were just a few minutes away from ticking that item off the list.

      My boots—still black, of course, I’d changed, not turned into someone else—thumped over steppingstones as I creeped through the backyard to peek around the front of the house.

      Kennedy sat in her car in the driveway, phone pressed to her ear. She rolled down the windows as heat shimmered in waves around her. Her hair was pulled up off her neck, twisting and coiling as it cascaded in a long tail. Her full lips, painted a dark red, pulled into a giant smile as she rolled her eyes and leaned her head on her hand. I’d begged her mother to distract her and it seemed she was doing a fantastic job.

      Nerves jangling, I hurried back to where our friends and family had gathered, dutifully parking their cars a few blocks away and walking to the house while Kennedy finished up at the clinic. Collin sat ready with his guitar, flashing me an enthusiastic thumbs up as I caught his eye. Maxine beamed, pleased as punch with the state of things. Lucas sat with his wife and brothers. Kennedy’s mom paced in the very back of the yard, as far from her daughter as she could be, a giant grin on her face as she chattered into her phone.

      One thing had become clear over the last week as I put this shindig together. One of us was better at surprises than the other. If Kennedy had an inkling of what I had planned today, then I’d eat my boots. And I still loved my boots, even if I did trade them in for flipflops from time to time.

      “Everything looks beautiful.”

      I jumped and whirled. “Holy shit, Delores. How the hell do you keep doing that?”

      My favorite neighbor had donned her treasured powder blue velour tracksuit for the evening. She looked positively ecstatic as her eyes crinkled into a smile. “Your situational awareness is terrible. You should really work on that. Especially if you want to pull off this surprise.” With a swish of tortured velour and the faintest pinch on my rear end, she ambled away to join the rest of the guests.

      Life had a way, didn’t it? If I traveled back in time and told me from six months ago I’d be scurrying around Maxine’s house, trying to keep Penny Dreadful occupied so I could surprise her with a proposal, I’d have laughed in my face and shot myself the bird.

      I’d stumbled on the woman of my dreams in the most unlikely place.

      Before I got to know her, she challenged me to the point that I couldn’t stand being around her.

      But once I understood her heart and mind?

      There was no stopping the chemistry between us from igniting.

      It went up in flames, razing all I thought was true about life to the ground. From the ashes of my past rose a future so magnificent, it felt like trying to stare at the sunrise.

      A squeal from Kennedy’s mom and an excited gasp from someone in the crowd caught my attention. Whispers of “She’s coming!” spread like wildfire. I looked up just in time to find the woman who owned my heart staring in shock, her hands on her hips, surprise in her eyes.

      “I thought I saw you sneaking around the corner.” She lifted her chin as her eyes raked over the people gathered, one eyebrow arching as her mother waved hello with her phone in her hand. “What are you doing and why are you all here?”

      The look on Kennedy’s face and the excitement in her voice told me she’d already guessed what was on my mind. I could jump right into explaining, but where was the fun in that? Especially when she looked so sure she knew exactly what I was about to say?

      And so, I did what I did best. I went on the attack. “The more important questions is, what are you doing and why are you here?”

      “Me?” she asked with a hand to her heart and a twinkle in her eye. “I’m known to have a killer right hook, so maybe you shouldn’t mess around trying to surprise me.” That gorgeous mouth pulled into a smile, begging me to come closer.

      Unable to resist, I started her way. “I’m not doing anything wrong here.”

      With fire in her eyes, she welcomed my every step. “You’re almost as bad a liar as I am.”

      “Spoken like someone who doesn’t know just how bad a liar she really is,” I said with a laugh. Behind me, Maxine chuckled, with affirmative “mmm-hmms” coming from both Delores and her mom.

      Kennedy’s lips parted, the corners lifting in a grin as her gaze hit mine. The glint in her eyes said she loved me, over and over, again and again.

      As I came to a stop in front of her, Collin strummed the first chords of her favorite song. I took her hands as he hummed the melody.

      “The first time I saw you, you were sitting in your car, talking to someone on your phone. I noticed your hair. Your lips. Your eyes. You didn’t see me, but the moment felt significant. A few minutes later, you threatened to pepper spray me, so I figured that sense was a warning to stay away.”

      Chuckles came from the peanut gallery, but all I saw was Kennedy.

      “And a few minutes after that,” she said, “you flipped me the bird and walked away.”

      “I was a fool to think walking away from you was possible. Every time I tried, I found myself right back where I am now. Standing in front of the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Desperate for more. For everything.” I trailed off, shaking my head as I fell into her eyes. “When we first met, I thought I’d found a worthy adversary. Turns out, I found the missing piece to the puzzle of happiness instead. These people behind me, they’d done everything they could to make me feel loved, but it wasn’t until you thawed my heart that I could see just how rich I really was. And, as you can tell by my rambling, awkward words, I’m really nervous right now because I want to ask you to marry me.” I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out a ring that had been given to me the week before.

      Kennedy took one look and gasped, her gaze flying first to mine, then Maxine’s. “Is that Nan’s ring?”

      I nodded. “When I asked her for her blessing, she gave it to me to give to you. After seeing how much she loved her husband, I couldn’t think of a better way to start our life together, than by honoring theirs.”

      With tears in her eyes and a smile on her face, Kennedy held out her hand. “I’d love to marry you, Joe Channing.”

      I slipped the ring onto my new favorite finger and kissed her with the promise of years of happiness ahead.
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      Kennedy

      

      Joe and I were married in a quiet ceremony followed by a raucous party hosted by The Hutton Hotel. We traveled the world for our honeymoon, stopping at all the famous landmarks he’d already visited, then heading off on our own adventure.

      The Scottish moors weren’t foggy the day I saw them, but they were so beautiful tears sprang to my eyes. The Eiffel Tower was inspiring. Westminster Abbey sent chills down my spine.

      As I took in the soaring architecture and glorious stained glass, I caught Joe staring. “What?” I asked, raking a hand through my hair in case it had turned into a frizzy disaster without me knowing.

      “You should know by now that you drawing attention to your hair is always, always going to send my thoughts right into the gutter.”

      With a wicked smile, I threaded both hands into the locks and tossed my head back, giving them a flirty shake and him my best sex kitten stare. “I like it when your mind is in the gutter.”

      “You do realize we’re in a church, right? And you’re putting my eternal soul at risk by doing these things to me?”

      “When we first met, I didn’t think you had a soul. I thought you were sent straight from Hell.”

      “And now?”

      “I had my doubts until I saw you walk into this cathedral unscathed.” I leaned into him, resting my head on his chest as he wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

      “Very funny, Doctor Channing.”

      My new name had me wiggling with happiness like Delores with gossip. “Really though. Why were you looking at me like that?”

      “Because, as beautiful as this place is, the only thing I want to look at is you.” He leaned in to whisper, “Plus, I’m imagining what those lips will look like around my cock. Like all the time. Can’t get the image out of my brain. Scratch that. Don’t want to get the image out of my brain. It’s that good.”

      We hiked through rainforests. Rode camels through deserts. We visited ancient wonders and modern marvels, finally settling in a resort in Belize where the water was so blue it didn’t look real. Our room, if you could call it that, was a beautiful structure without walls, solitary and right on the edge of the water. Gauze curtains fluttered in the wind. We slept when we wanted. Swam when we wanted. Ate when we wanted.

      Made love when we wanted.

      We wanted to do that one a lot. A lot, a lot.

      A month after we returned home, I waited for Joe in our backyard. Stretched out in a chair, my skin still bronzed from our travels, I stared into the sky as my heart counted the minutes until he found me. A box sat on my lap, plain, white, and full of promise.

      “There’s my gorgeous Penny,” he boomed as he strolled in after a long day of work. His boots thumped against the grass. His black jeans hugged that delightful backside. And his floral shirt fluttered with each step.

      He leaned in for a kiss, and caught sight of the box. “What’s this?”

      “Good news.”

      His eyes told me he knew, or hoped he knew, what I'd hidden inside. Cocking his head, he blinked, his gaze locked on mine. “Good news?”

      “Open it,” I said with a nod.

      Carefully, he lifted the lid, then stared in silence so long I started to wonder if I’d misjudged the situation. But then those blues lifted, shimmering with tears, wonder, gratitude. “A baby?”

      I nodded.

      “We’re going to have a baby?”

      He dropped to his knees in front of me, cupping my cheeks, then pressing his forehead to my belly. I ran my hands through his hair. “We’re going to have a baby.”

      With a choking whoop, Joe looked into the sky, shaking his head and blinking away tears. “We will make the most beautiful human being.” He pulled me into his arms and danced us around the backyard. “We will fill him with love and laughter. Or her! It could be a her. A little girl with your hair… Oh, Penny. We will fill this little person with the best memories.”

      He rambled on and on, promising me and our child the world. Swearing that he’d right the wrongs of his past with our future.

      And if I knew anything about my husband, he’d give it all to us, bit by bit, piece by piece. Constructing the perfect life with the precision and care he gave all his projects.

      I’d seen many different versions of Joe Channing since we’d met.

      The sexy and villainous Captain Asshole who strutted out from Nan’s house.

      The cocky handyman who never let a chance to bump heads with me pass him by.

      The generous friend who went out of his way to make people’s days better.

      The brooding man in black nursing an injured heart.

      I’d seen him happy, sad, mad, hopeful…but until that moment, I’d never seen him look so inspired. So free. So certain that the struggles of his past were finally behind him, once and for all.

      Joe dropped to his knees in front of me again, his lips just inches from my stomach. “I will be the best father,” he promised my belly button. “I will make sure you never wonder if you’re loved or if you’re good enough because you are. You will be. I’ll challenge you to grow into your best self and spoil you with a better birthday party every single goddamn year.”

      His voice caught and he leaned his head against my stomach, swallowing hard. I ran my fingers into his hair, fighting tears of my own.

      When Joe finally lifted his gaze to me, happiness swam in those watery blues. “And you,” he said, climbing to his feet and sliding his hands around my waist. “I will spoil you, too. I’ll make you feel like you’ve earned your nickname, Your Highness. Every single day.” Joe leaned in to whisper, “With my dick. A lot of the spoiling will happen using my dick. Just in case I wasn’t clear.” He stepped back to eye me hungrily.

      “Is that a promise?”

      “You better believe it. In fact, why wait?”

      As I opened my mouth to respond, Joe swept me into his arms and carried me to our bedroom. With the reverence of a man holding something precious, he stretched me out on our mattress, then kissed my ankle.

      “Every day, Penny,” he said, then kissed my calf, my knee, my thigh. “I’ll make you feel like a queen every fucking day.”

      With a smile on his face, he relieved me of my clothing and did just that.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading  Joe & Kennedy’s story! I really freaking loved this couple and I hope you did, too. If you’re not done living in their world, meet Lucas and the rest of the Huttons (and get another taste of Joe!) in the Hutton Family series.

      I’ve left a taste of Lucas for you. Just turn the page! (Or skip the sneak peek and grab it now.)
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Cat

      

      Dearest Journal,

      Day 431… and the search continues.

      WHERE IN THE WORLD HAS MY ORGASM GONE?? You know better than anyone I’ve looked everywhere. Under the bed. In the fridge. I even cleaned out the trunk of my car (just in case). Nash sure seems to find his without any problem. So, why in the name of all that’s holy has mine gone M.I.A.?

      At this point I’m beginning to wonder if it’s my fault. Was it something I said? Please, if you’ll just come back, we can talk it out. I know we can. Please come back! Pretty please?

      If I wasn’t in a public place right now, I’d laugh.

      On second thought, maybe I’d cry.

      Nah, I definitely think I’ll stick with laughter. There’s too much real tragedy in the world for me to look at something like this as anything but a joke.

      On paper, Nash and I are good together. We’ve been good together and we’ll continue being good together. For the rest of our years. This is just a little bump in the road. He’s overworked and I’m…what? What am I?

      Bored?

      Uninspired?

      Those are big words for someone like me, even though I know I’m the one who wrote them. Someone with so much going for her she can’t help but breathe it in and sit back in quiet awe.

      But still…

      I miss the way it feels to lose myself. That molten feeling that starts low. A thrum. A throb. Then it begins to work its way through my body and next thing you know I’m panting and screaming and lost in bliss and…

      …I don’t know what else.

      It says something that I can no longer find the words to describe it properly. That it’s been so long I don’t even remember how it feels.

      I miss feeling beautiful.

      I miss feeling passion.

      I miss feeling.

      I need to feel like a woman made of fire and energy and possibility again. Not this empty body, filled with gray and ash and boredom. I miss that surge of adrenaline that used to spin and twist through my stomach when Nash looked at me. A tornado of love, setting my nerve-endings on fire.

      For that matter, I miss having Nash look at me, but that’s another thing altogether. He’s so busy with work and I respect that he’s building our future, but I sure as hell am bored in the present.

      He’s tired, I get it, but one smack on my ass and I’m supposed to be ready to go? He climbs on. Won’t even look me in the eye. No kissing. No touching. No connection. No foreplay at all. It’s just, I don’t know, clinical. A means to an end.

      My body is a tool, designed for his pleasure and his pleasure alone. And really, I wonder if he even gets anything out of it. I mean, he definitely finishes, so there’s that.

      But there’s more to sex than just the physical side of things, right? I know men and women are different, but there has to be more than a muscle spasm and some fluid and we’re set. Right? I mean, right? Everything in this world revolves around sex.

      Wars have started…

      Empires collapsed…

      Friends and family walk around with knives firmly lodged in backs…

      If it’s really all about a second-long dick sneeze, then I’m just ashamed about the human race in general. It has to be about the connection. About sharing something that intimate and that special and that personal with someone you love and cherish and adore. There has to be something spiritual to it. There just has to be.

      *sigh*

      I stopped believing Nash feels anything but annoyed and obligated to me a long time ago. Although…that’s not fair. That’s me being melodramatic. He works hard. I know he loves me. Things just fade after that first burst of new love.

      We’re in the Comfortable Zone now. Capital C. Capital Z.

      That’s just as good. Better even. I know him and he knows me and we don’t need fireworks to remind us we’re special to each other.

      Although I do miss the fireworks…

      And you want to know the real kick in the shins? I can’t even get myself off anymore. Believe me, I’ve tried…

      …and tried…

      …and tried…

      There’s just…nothing.

      It’s like I’m numb.

      Dead.

      Like all the feeling has been sucked out of my body and I’m just a shell of who I used to be.

      See? None of this is Nash’s fault, is it? If I can’t even do it for myself, it’s got to be something with me, not anything to do with our relationship. But honestly, I’m too young to face the rest of my life having to go through the motions of sex without getting anything from it. It’s messy. Awkward. Sometimes it hurts.  

      Please tell me this isn’t all I have to look forward to.

      Please tell me there’s more to life and love than disappointment.

      I don’t want to spend the rest of my years surrounded by people and still feeling completely alone…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucas

      

      My feet thumped against the sand as early morning light glittered off the ocean. Sweat dripped down my back and chest and I fought the limp in my left leg for as long as was healthy. A few more steps and I stopped, shaking out my thigh as breath ripped through my lungs. My doctors called the fact that I was running at all nothing short of miraculous, but I was annoyed that my body continued to betray me time and time again. I still had miles left in me, but my damn leg was done.

      I raked my hands through my blonde hair and stared out over the water, drowning in deep thoughts. My life wasn’t supposed to be like this. I wasn’t supposed to be here, drifting and useless. I wasn’t supposed to wake up panting, drenched in sweat, shivering and shaking in fear until I remembered where I was. I was supposed to be making the world a better place, not wasting time and taking up space and being forced to give up long before I was done.

      Everything I thought I was or ever would be, died back in Afghanistan. Every hope. Every dream. Every plan I had for the future. Before, I had purpose. Since the incident, I merely existed. Life was little more than a string of days to get through. Nothing more. Nothing less. With one last look at the waves rolling up to the beach, I turned and made my way back to my car, accepting my pace, walking slowly so as not to limp.

      The docs assured me I wouldn’t do any more damage to my body as long as I listened to the warning signs. Over the last year, I had learned that pushing past the pain would leave me in agony for the next couple days.

      So, time and time again, I walked right up to the pain, stared it in the face, and then turned around and sent myself home. Some days were better than others. Some were worse. But on the whole, I lasted longer than I used to, so I counted it as a win.

      As I approached my car, my phone vibrated in my pocket. I slipped it out and answered a call from my younger brother as gulls strutted in front of me, keeping a safe distance and a watchful eye in case I had food to toss their way.

      “Hit me with the good stuff, Wy-guy.” I yanked open the door and pulled out a towel to swipe over my face.

      “I have good stuff, and I have bad stuff. Whatcha want first?”

      I ran the towel through my hair and closed my eyes. “Let’s get the bad stuff out of the way.”

      “All right. Bad stuff it is.” Wyatt paused. “Dad passed away last night.”

      And so, that was that.

      I had been waiting years to hear those words. For most of my adult life really. I knew for a fact all five of us Hutton kids wished our father would curl up and die more than once throughout our lives. Despite outward appearances, despite what the community thought about his philanthropy, despite the father he was when we were little, it turned out he wasn’t a nice man, after all.

      “And the good stuff?” I asked my brother.

      Wyatt huffed into the phone. “Dad passed away last night.”

      I bobbed my head in agreement…understanding…acceptance. The asshole had held on too long as it was. “How’s Mom?”

      “You know Mom. She’s taking it gracefully. Mourning the loss of the man she fell in love with while celebrating the loss of the man she ended up with.”

      I never understood why she stayed after things got bad. She said it was for us kids, but that never made sense. Mom was too smart not to see the effect it had on us once Dad started drinking. We scattered to the wind as soon as we could, all of us but Wyatt, who said he stayed to help with the business. What he wouldn’t admit, but what everyone knew, was that he stayed to keep Mom safe and sane.

      The scattering of the Hutton tribe was so complete, my sister couldn’t bring herself to make an appearance when I got hurt. Wyatt, Caleb, and Eli put their heads down and stood in stony silence next to Mom and Dad in the hospital room, but Harlow sent a text and a fruit basket and called it a day.

      Wyatt droned on about the funeral arrangements, which would be massive to sate the public’s grief. No one understood why most of us Hutton kids left the moment we were able. They called us ungrateful. Selfish. Spoiled.

      If only they knew.

      “Mom’s calling in the cavalry. It’s time to circle the wagons, brother,” Wyatt said, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      “I expected as much.”

      There was a pause and then, “I didn’t know whether or not to count all of us being together again as good or bad.”

      “It’s probably a little of both,” I said, though the thought of seeing my family sans Dad had me smiling. My siblings and I used to be close, before we learned how to duck and cover when Dad was around. When was the last time we were all in the same place at the same time? If Harlow had been there, it would have been when I was in the hospital. But she pulled the no-show, so the last time I could remember all five of us being together was right after I enlisted in the Marines. “Everyone coming?”

      “Far as I know.” Wyatt coughed, and the faint rustle of shuffling papers sounded in my ear. “Flights are being planned. Armor is being donned. Lines are being drawn.”

      “You make it sound like getting ready for war.”

      “Isn’t that what happens when all of us come home?”

      I closed my eyes and leaned against my car. Living with Dad had turned life into a battlefield. Now that he was gone, I hoped our family could heal. I said as much to Wyatt who snorted, but agreed. As the only one of us to stick around, he knew what Dad was capable of, better than anyone.

      “Mom has rooms set aside at the resort, by the way. You just need to get your bionic ass down here and it’ll be like old times.”

      “My bionic ass, huh?”

      “You’ve got so much metal in that backside, you might as well be Robocop.”

      I shook my head. Only Wyatt would turn his brother getting blown up in Afghanistan into a joke. He made it sound like I’d lost my leg instead of the pins, rods, and shrapnel embedded in my abdomen, hip, and thigh. I told him as much, but as usual, he didn’t seem to care, claiming it was so much more fun looking at things the way he did. We finished our call and I dropped my phone into the cup holder in my car. A gust of wind blew as I pulled my T-shirt over my head and breathed in the salty air.

      Dad was gone.

      After all these years, after all we’d been through and run from, the news was anticlimactic. The sun still shone. The ocean still roared. The gulls still squawked and circled.

      Life still ticked by for the rest of the world, their existence unaffected by our tragedy. While I fought for my life in a hospital bed in Germany, the Pats won the Super Bowl. Fans celebrated. Babies were made. No one but a small circle of people knew or cared about my struggle.

      As of last night, my mother’s life was shattered, my siblings and me dropping whatever we had going on to help her figure out how to move forward. While we scrambled, life kept on keeping on for the rest of the world. The realization, while sobering, also freed me from a shit-ton of anxiety. Even the most groundbreaking events of our lives were nothing more than blips on the radar. No matter how hard things seemed while we were living them, we would move past them and find better times. We all carried scars. We just had to learn not to limp.

      The thought of going home intrigued me. Some of my best and worst memories lived in the Keys, trapped in the walls of that old house. As much as I liked the thought of seeing Mom, Eli, Caleb, Wyatt, and Harlow again, I wondered how being around them would affect me. How it would affect all of us, really.

      Can you survive a war and return to the scene of the bloodiest battles without consequence? I thought of explosions. Of smoke. Of the bodies of friends flying through the air. Of pain spreading like ice and fire in my side, my leg, my hip. I pushed the memories away as I shivered, even as a fresh sheen of sweat broke across my brow.

      A car pulled up beside me. The doors opened and teenagers poured out, laughing and joking in their swimsuits and sun-streaked hair. They had so much in front of them. So much to learn. I sent a silent prayer to anyone listening that they learned more about the good than the bad.

      As they made their way over the sand, a gull fluttered to the pavement a few feet away, nearly tame after years of being fed scraps. He strutted around, watching me with his shiny black eyes. I dug through my bag and found some old chips to toss his way before unlocking my phone and checking for flights to the Keys.
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      Dear reader,

      

      When I started this book, I fell in love with Joe and Kennedy so hard, I made my daughter and husband read the first two chapters the second I finished them.

      

      This was a mistake. I knew better.

      

      I never let anyone read a draft, but I was so freaking excited, I did it anyway. Of course, they couldn’t see what had me wiggling around my office, yet. (But they would.)

      

      A week or two later, I got very sick. I’m talking down for two months, stuck in bed, away from family, and kind of scared. Being the terminal optimist that I am, I tried to pretend like everything was okay and I’d still write. When I’m healthy, I get 3-5000 words done a day. While I was sick, I’d manage 250.

      

      My brain felt like soup and the story was tossed salad. The ingredients were there, but man, where they all jumbled up. I was terrified I’d ruined this beautiful book that had so much magic at the start I forced it into my husband and daughter’s lap. (You know what? Now that I think of it, I even made my sons read Joe’s first chapter… Talk about being excited…)

      

      Thankfully, time passed and I got better. It took some work, but, with my husband and beta reader’s help, I sorted out the mess I made of the words while I was sick.

      

      I still feel the magic.

      

      I still want to drop this book in people’s laps, wiggle like Delores, and say READ! I SWEAR YOU’RE GONNA LOVE IT!!!!!

      

      And I really hope you loved it. Like, given how much I love Joe and Kennedy, I have to assume you did, too. And if you’re reading this rambling note, then obviously, you felt something, or you wouldn’t have come this far with me, would you?

      

      Anyway, if you did love them, please leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or BookBub. It’s the virtual equivalent of dropping the book in people’s laps and telling them to READ IT I SWEAR YOU’LL LOVE IT!

      

      If this note made you smile, sign up for my newsletter on my website. I’ll land a new smile in your inbox every week.

      

      Thank you for taking this journey with me. I appreciate the heck out you.

      

      Have a lovely day!

      XO

      Abby
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