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**may contain spoilers**


Adam Kingsbrier Cavanaugh — Quint #1. Oldest son of Ross & Rose. Married to Temple. Father of Gracyn and Rhiannon. Secretly quit medical school and worked for the government. Currently works for Walsh Security.


Alan Adair — Divorced from Diana. Ginny’s stepfather. Keely’s father.

Alcee Bennett — Married to Contessa. Father of Journey. Executive at Kingsbrier’s winery. Adam’s high school friend.


Benita — Kingsbrier’s cook & housekeeper when Rose was a child.


Brier Rose (Cavanaugh) Newhouse — Quint #2. Oldest daughter of Ross & Rose. Married to Drew. Mother of Lily, Roseanne, Dash, and Gatlin. Former Sheriff’s Deputy. Founded charity for underprivileged children with Colette.


Capote — Dash’s cat.


Cassidy Cavanaugh — Younger daughter of Colton & Keely. Half sister to Gracyn.


Chip — Dash and Kat’s boss.


Colton Cavanaugh — Quint #5 (identical twin to Eric) Youngest son of Ross & Rose. Married to Keely. Stepfather of Gracyn. Father of Cassidy. Former Navy. Runs the commercial side of Cavanaugh Construction.


Colette (Strand/Newhouse) Walsh — Married to Devon. Mother of Cadence. Lily Anne & Rodger’s adopted daughter. Drew’s younger sister. A model. Founded charity for underprivileged children with Brier.

Corey Cavanaugh — Eric & Ginny’s son. Older brother of Cricket.


Cricket Cavanaugh — Eric & Ginny’s daughter. Younger sister of Corey Cavanaugh.


Cris Sanchez — Married to Daveigh. Father of Mateo and Cruz Sanchez. Former musician turned songwriter. Part owner of Kingsbrier’s Winery and the Ranch & Vineyard Manager.


Cruz Sanchez — Second son of Cris & Daveigh. Mateo’s younger brother.


Dash Newhouse — Drew & Brier ’s older son. Brother of Lily, Roseanne, and Gatlin. Dash is featured in Going Down.


Daveigh “Davy” Joy (Cavanaugh) Sanchez — Quint #4. Younger daughter of Ross & Rose. Married to Cris. Stepmother of Mateo. Mother of Cruz. Veterinarian.


Diana Adair — Ginny’s mother. Keely’s stepmother. A librarian.


Devon Walsh — Married to Colette. Father of Cadence. Phoebe’s younger brother. Head of IT at Walsh Security. Works with Adam Cavanaugh.


“Drew” Andrew Newhouse — Married to Brier. Father of Lily, Roseanne, Dash, and Gatlin. Lily Anne & Rodger’s son. Colette’s older brother. Former professional football player. Adam Cavanaugh’s childhood best friend. Raised alongside the quints.


Eric Cavanaugh — Quint #3 (identical twin to Colton). Middle son of Ross & Rose. Married to Ginny. Father of Corey and Cricket. Runs the residential side of Cavanaugh Construction.


Eric Kingsbrier — Married to “Miss Joy” Kingsbrier. Rose’s father.


Gatlin Newhouse — Drew & Brier ’s younger son. Brother of Lily, Roseanne, and Dash.


Ginny (Adair) Cavanaugh — Married to Eric Cavanaugh. Mother of Corey and Cricket. Daughter of Diana. Stepsister of Keely. Designer at Cavanaugh Construction.


Gracyn Adair/Cavanaugh — Adam & Keely’s daughter. Colton’s stepdaughter. Half sister to Cassidy and Rhiannon.


Gwen — Dash & Kat’s ski resort coworker.


Jai Sethi — Father of Kat. A Boston-based surgeon.


Joe — Sheriff’s Deputy who attended the Academy with Brier.


Journey Bennett — Alcee & Tessa’s daughter.


“Miss Joy” Kingsbrier — Married to Eric Kingsbrier. Rose’s mother.


“Kat” Katahdyn Sethi — Daughter of Jai. Dash’s girlfriend. A ski patrol medic.

Keely (Adair) Cavanaugh — Married to Colton. Mother of Gracyn and Cassidy. Ginny’s stepsister. Alan’s daughter. Diana’s stepdaughter. A physical therapist.


Lacey Tompkins — Brier’s frenemy. A flight attendant.


Lily Newhouse — The older of Drew & Brier’s twin daughters. Sister to Roseanne, Dash, and Gatlin.


Lily Anne (Andrew) Newhouse — Married to Rodger. Drew and Colette’s mother. Rose’s life-long friend.


Liz Sanchez — Cris Sanchez’s first wife. Mother of Mateo.


Mateo Sanchez — Cris’s son. Daveigh’s stepson. Cruz’s older brother.


Monroe Walsh — Devon and Phoebe’s stepmother.


Phoebe Walsh — Devon’s older sister. CEO of Walsh Security.


Rhiannon Cavanaugh — Younger daughter of Adam & Temple. Half sister to Gracyn.


Rodger Newhouse — Married to Lily Anne . Rose’s distant cousin. Drew and Colette’s father.


Rose Kingsbrier-Cavanaugh — Married to Ross. Mother of Adam, Brier, Eric, Daveigh, and Colton. A former wild-child. Headed Kingsbrier Holding company.


Roseanne Newhouse — The younger of Drew & Brier’s twin daughters. Sister to Lily, Dash, and Gatlin.


Ross Cavanaugh — Married to Rose. Father of Adam, Brier, Eric, Daveigh, and Colton. Owns Cavanaugh Construction & Kingsbrier Wineries.

“Tessa” Contessa (D’Amico) Bennett — Married to Alcee. Mother of Journey Bennett. Temple’s younger sister. Adam’s high school lab partner.

Temple (D’Amico) Cavanaugh — Married to Adam. Stepmother of Gracyn. Mother of Rhiannon Tessa Bennett’s older sister. A doctor.


“Miss Thandie” — Rose’s executive assistant at Kingsbrier Holding company.










[image: ]




To stay informed about upcoming release and giveaways, please subscribe to Jody’s newsletter.




www.jodykaye.com/newsletter
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Please add this book to your Goodreads or BookBub reading list and consider writing a review.




Thank you!
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“Turn around don’t drown,” I chant as my coupe continues rolling into the puddle. The Ivy League diploma I earned means I’m intelligent enough to comprehend the warning. My heart? Not so much. I’m basically ten again shouting, “Just watch me!” to my male cousins when faced with a challenge.


The dark road dips. Can’t they engineer something, I don’t know… Level? Like a submarine sinking, my low-to-the-ground headlights dim as the water rises. It must be above the door line. I’ve underestimated the shrill flood warning that emitted from my cell and overestimated my confidence. It’s going to take a combination of smarts and skill to get out of this mess.


We’ve already established I left the smarts behind. So skill it is.


Using rain-splotched mirrors, I gauge how much further there is to go until I’m in the clear based on what’s visible behind me. All I want is to get to Kingsbrier before the storm gets too bad.


Tough luck with that one. With the rate the rain is coming down, it will take an hour to go another few miles. I laugh at my own stupidity and drum my fingers on the steering wheel. I can’t see anything for as hard as it’s pouring on my sporty little sedan.


It would have been wiser to go straight to the apartment I share with Corey, put on my jammies, and had poured myself a glass of Kingsbrier 2012.


My cousin is going to give me so much shit for this. He was the first to make fun of me when I went European taunting, “This is Texas. Real women drive trucks.”


I’ve been trying to be a real woman. I’d dressed to impress for a winery distributor meeting today. My skirt is now soaked to my skin and so much for these heels. They’ll never fit again after getting stretched out. Being glamorous is about as effective as… As sitting soaked in your overpriced German sports car.


I suck at playing damsel in distress.


However, let’s all give Gracyn a round of applause for not screwing up her first solo trip to renegotiate the winery’s contracts for the biggest grocery store chain in Texas. It was thrilling. Not. Except I’m proud of the fact that it was something my boss, Alcee Bennet, and Uncle Cris believed I was capable of handling on my own.


It also fed my ego, which is what got me into this calamity.


I blow a raspberry. This rotation with the corporate office isn’t as fun as I thought it would be. Don’t get me wrong, I want to be a shrewd businesswoman the way my grandmother was. I’m glad the powers that be want me well versed in all areas of Kingsbrier Vineyards. They are making me deal with minutiae and expect I’ll get my hands dirty. But I’m hoping that at least one of my baby sisters or other cousins has the gumption for distribution sales. None of the vineyard tour customers try to haggle when you ring them up at the company store. Heck, the last time we paid a visit to Richardson’s Market, Alcee even had to bring a personal case for the beverage manager to sweeten the deal. We’ve been doing business with the local grocery store for ages and they still wanted an additional percentage off. So much for supporting local businesses.


My foot depresses the accelerator with steady force. Almost there. I must be almost there. I’ve got to be almost there.


It’s been a crazy week at work. All I want tonight is a few hours with Gran. Then, if it’s too mucky to make it across the estate to my parents’ house, I’ll sack out in one of the old Tudor mansion’s extra bedrooms.


Tomorrow I’ll even fire up my laptop, use my cell as a hotspot, and log onto the company servers to finish up the marketing plan for next season. Take that storm! Take that utility outages! Nothing’s going to get me down.


I’m prepared.


I am… Stuck. Why did the car stop? No! “Shit. Shit. Shit!” I bang the steering wheel and move my driving foot back-and-forth on the gas and brake. Then I feel the squish of carpet underneath my toes.


“Argh!” I lean across the console in time to snag my briefcase from the floorboard as the water streams in the seams. “Think. Think. Fuck! If you’d done that you wouldn’t be in this mess to begin with!” I yell at myself.


The rivers of rainwater falling over the glass on my windshield create a ghoulish glare from the bright headlights coming in the opposite direction.


And now I die. You know, if I wasn’t already drowning. The alternative seems to be getting carried off by the backwoods lunatic in yellow waders approaching my car.


Melodramatic much?


Yeah, it’s a honed skill. What can I say?


I get my window open right before the electrical system cuts out. I really am dead in the water. At least my car is. If the lumbering hulk helps me out of this liquid coffin, I can make a run for it if he tries to strangle me. It’s dark enough out that he won’t find me hunched down and hiding in the trees.


The flashlight he’s holding is blinding.


“Ugh! Do you mind?” I hold up a hand so that I can make out a few details of the figure. The cops will have to hire a medium to channel this knowledge, but I am trying to be responsible.


“Gracyn Cavanaugh, your fathers are going to kill you for a stunt like this.”


“Oh, Joe. Thank God.” My prayers have been answered. It’s not Sasquatch. Although, this could get as hairy. I’ve known Joe for sixteen years. He’s a friend of the family.


And he brought me home in his cruiser when I was in high school. My fathers—Yes, I have two of them; they’re brothers—told me in no uncertain terms that it was the last time they’d put up with me in the backseat of Joe’s squad car.


Meanwhile, my mother and stepmother pretended to be just as cross while they admired how nicely Joe filled out his uniform. I hadn’t noticed until they both sighed and commented that it was a shame Joe never settled down. After they brought up how handsome Joe is, it became harder to ignore. That made it even more embarrassing because, ew, my mothers were drooling over this guy while my fathers doled out my punishment.


Even when I thought Joe was old, he was hot. Now that I’m older? He’s got the makings of silver fox all tied up in the yes-please-tie-me-up sort of way that makes a woman wonder what he’s done with those handcuffs. For all that is good and holy, if my mothers were thinking the same things then that I am now we are all burning in hell.


“Help me, Joe.” Water is lapping at my middle. So much for my laptop.


“Stay put. I’ll pull you out.”


Joe’s got one of those massive overkill trucks with a wench on the front. Buckets pour over him as he attaches the hook to the front bumper. It ratchets slowly, pulling my former luxury vehicle out of the mire.


My car winds up parked at the shoulder. When I open the door and my heels hit the pavement, I expect that fish along with the water are going to fall from the front seat. Leaning back over, I take my briefcase from the opposite side and pluck my cell from its holder on the dash. Hey, at least I have the hands-free safety thing done correctly. How many points is that? I definitely lost some for the driving headlong on to a flooded road debacle.


Covered from head to toe in yellow, Joe is stoic. He lifts me into the cab of the truck where I get the leather seat as soppy as my pumps. I’m soaked to the bone now. Shoes. Shirt. Blouse. Bag. Let’s hear it for waterproof phones.


I punch a few buttons on my cell, informing my auto service of where my car is so they can tow it.


Joe runs back to set my parking brake since my car rests on an incline, stows the hook, and hops back into his truck. The cab lights stay lit and I notice the heat has been on when he rubs his hands together, setting them close to the blower. It was considerate of him to make sure I wouldn’t be shivering more than I am while waiting for my rescuer to finish winding up the cinch.


“Can’t get the window up. Your interior is going to be a mess.”


“It already is.” I’m not worried.


“Where were you going on a night like this?”


“Kingsbrier.”


“Would’ve been safer to stay in town. Then again, Gracyn, trouble seems to find you.”


I place a delicate hand over my heart feigning shock. Then I glower. “I’m twenty-six not sixteen. Check my bag. I swear you won’t find any weed in there this time.”


“The lot of you.”


“The lot of us? You mean me and my cousins? Don’t lump us in with your friends. Didn’t you meet my fathers’ family through my Aunt Brier?”


When Joe laughs his intense brown eyes crinkle with kindness at the corners. He pulls the yellow hood off his head. Short, more pepper than salt hair, is trimmed tight on the sides and a little longer on the top. He brushes a few drops of water from his olive complexion before answering me. “Yep, I did. And you are—”


“The spitting image of my Aunt Daveigh.” Which has gotten me out of all sorts of jams. She’s the nicest person ever. “I’m also an upstanding businesswoman. Pillar of the community.”


“Same as your grandmother?” he mocks.


“The very same.” Or at least I intend to be. “Miss Rose will be very happy that you came to my rescue.”


“Not tonight she won’t. If you think this is bad, you should see Taysha Creek. The roads are flooded all over the county. You’re not making it to Kingsbrier tonight.” Joe glances at my soggy vehicle and gives me the side-eye when his gaze lands on my cell. Everyone on God’s green earth—or at least this county and the surrounding ones—got the emergency alert.


Instead of letting him lay into me I change the subject. “Where are you going? Does your shift start soon?”


“Just got off.” That explains the rain gear and personal vehicle instead of the sheriff’s department SUV. “I’ll take you back to my place. Call one of your dads and let him know you’re safe.”


“Me or you?”


I watch a pulse point in his neck strain as he puts on his seatbelt and decide to buckle up before I do something out of line. Like licking it.


“You, upstanding citizen. I’m not doing it for you. I’m not one of your parents.”


No kidding. I catch myself before the words leave my lips. I doubt Joe will appreciate the meaning.


He thrusts the truck into gear. Like the ones we go mudding in, it glides onto the grassy shoulder and around the puddle-approaching-lake with ease.


In the darkness, I take in the dashboard light reflecting off his chiseled face and the way Joe scans the area, making sure we’re safe and no one else is in danger.


By the time we get to Joe’s, I’ve chosen to use my insurance check on a new half-ton. Metallic black with silver tones. After all, this is Texas. Real women need a way to keep their motor running.
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I’d lay into Gracyn for being irresponsible, but it won’t do any good. She’s got a mind of her own, born into generations of women of the same nature—Tornado. Hurricane. Choose your preferred disaster. They’ve named one after a Cavanaugh.


She’d like to think she put me in my place bringing up her aunts. I’ve been a cop a long time and argued with enough people who were so sure they were right that it wasn’t worth wasting my breath. I’ve also been friends with her fathers for more than sixteen years. They’re my drinking buddies. I owe it to them to make sure Gracyn is safe.


My place is only a few miles down the road. It’s an old hunting cabin that I’ve done some upgrades to. The log walls were solid. I ripped off the sagging front porch and spent a summer installing a new metal roof with insulation.


Floodlights illuminate the trees as I pull the truck up close to the squat front steps. If we could get past the sound of rain beating on the top of the cab, I’m sure we’d hear it rushing down the gutters. A barrel at the corner of the house is choking on the run-off the same way a drunk frat boy sputters beer from a funnel.


The windshield wipers swish back-and-forth a few more times as I shrug out of my raincoat.


“You might want to take this.” I offer it to Gracyn.


“I don’t see why. I’m drenched.” She may be arguing, but she’s already putting her arms into the thick sleeves. “Thanks.” She smiles.


Her hair is plastered to her head and neck and the thick curls have rivulets winding their way down the sides of her face. It’s dampened her clothes. Seeing how basically everything Gracyn has on is either white or sheer, I’ve gone out of my way to look only at her brown eyes. The color doesn’t really matter, she’s got a hint of the devil in her. Same as her Aunt Brier. And that plump lower lip she’s biting down on, waiting for me to get my ass in gear? It’s one of the things that once attracted me to Daveigh. That’s water under the bridge, though. A pretty face is a pretty face.


I lift my hips and shimmy my hand down the front of my pants. Gracyn watches me, at first unsure of what I’m doing between the layers, until I pull my cell out of my pocket. I keep my mouth shut while disengaging my alarm system and unlocking the front bolt via remote. She’s bound to have a whip-fast tongue and take whatever I say out of context. It’s sexy on women my age. On girls young enough to be my daughter it gives me the creeps. Probably because it tends to happen while I’m in uniform and those women are the ones offering you a quick blow to get out of whatever mess they’ve dug themselves into.


I take the handle of her briefcase to carry it for her.


“You may want to use my laptop as an umbrella.” Gracyn motions over her wet head. “That’s about all it’s good for anymore.”


“On three?” I’m counting down to what I know will be an interesting night of trying to play good host to a kid. I’m not big on having guests. I’d planned on hitting the hay since the clean-up from a storm like this is tends to be all-hands-on-deck and I’ll get an early call.


Gracyn reaches for the door handle. She looks over her shoulder before I get another word out and I realize she’s about to race me. Although, I’d have made sure she’d gotten in first, it’s also obvious she plans to cheat to get to the front door.


All I can see under the hood of the coat is the sly grin spreading over her face when she’s sure I’m onto her game. “Catch me.”


Gracyn darts from the truck while somewhere in my past the phrase drags me back. It sends me a little off-kilter, but I’m slamming the driver’s side door and bringing up the rear fast enough that my hand connects with the knob at the same moment hers does.


Lightening crashes around us. Gracyn jumps as if the heat of my hand scorches her back through the Gor-Tex. I guide her inside and shut us in, away from the storm.


Her knees buckle as she giggles. “That was fun. Wanna do it again?”


“Not really.” I laugh because she is.


“Me either.” She sighs opening her arms wide. “Except I don’t think I could get much wetter.”


She takes a step forward, invading my space. I’m glad the heavy coat is covering her blouse and linen skirt. Gracyn reaches up and roughs her fingers in my hair. Water droplets sprinkle to the ground. I shake like a dog to get her to stop touching me. Since pulling Gracyn from her car, her smile hasn’t quit and the way she seems to love life—even when she’s endangering her own—is an ever-present reminder of how beautiful that can be.


Gracyn turns, taking in my small cabin. It’s got two rooms. All a single guy needs. We’re in the living area, which includes a corner kitchen that is behind us right now.


I place her case near the door as she roams around. It’s not like she can go far. Her head darts into the bedroom, leaving me with the impression that she’s more interested in finding out where the bathroom is hidden. Then her fingers softly play along the back of the leather couch.


“Homey. What’s out there?” she asks about the bay windows and wipes a trickle as it threatens to descend from her forehead to her nose.


“Porch. Creek bed. It’s a tributary to Taysha Creek.”


“Like the one at Kingsbrier?”


“Same.”


Gracyn shrugs, sufficed by my answer. It’s then that I realize she’s removed her high-heeled shoes and is making wet toe prints on the hardwood.


I run my hand over my wet scalp. I guess I’ve gotten used to traffic details in the weather so it doesn’t quite phase me to drip dry, but I doubt it’s normal for her. The woman is dressed to the nines and, although I’d know Gracyn anywhere, she doesn’t resemble the twig of a teen I last saw.


“I don’t know what I have that’ll fit you, but I’ll—” I stutter and stumble. Why the hell am I so tongue-tied?


Gracyn follows me into the bedroom. I rummage in the drawer looking for something clean, warm, and not so old there are holes in the fabric, that she can change into. I find an old pair of navy sweatpants and a green t-shirt.


“Doesn’t exactly match,” I say.


“Beggars can’t be choosers.” Gracyn starts to shrug off the jacket, but then sees what I’ve been trying not to. She stops before handing it back to me, drawing the fluorescent color against her front. This is the first hint of vulnerability she’s shown since I’d approached her car. She looks around again, this time slightly unsettled. “Are you staying?”


“Oh, no.” I move toward the threshold.


“Actually, I was wondering if you were drying off or did you need to leave altogether? Go back out in the storm.”


“No, I’m in for the night.”


“Okay.” Her words are quiet.


I nod to the bathroom so she can have some privacy. “You should call your fathers.” I remind her. “They’ll want to know where you are.”


Her lips flatten to a line.


The door closes with a snick and I grab the first thing I see laying on the floor to wear. I also shut the bedroom door and do my best impression of a quick-change artist in the living room so that I’m covered by the time Gracyn’s out of the bathroom. I’ve got my jeans over my hips when the sounds of her shuffling make it to my ears. I jump twice, buttoning up as fast as I can. I’d been pissed at myself for forgetting my boxers. They’re likely in plain view in my bedroom, hanging out of the hamper. But if I’d taken the time to put them on, I wouldn’t be zipping up when she’s already walking back out here.


“I hung my clothes in your shower.” Gracyn knots the hem of the shirt, cinching it around her middle. The pants must be too big as well seeing how she’s got the waistband folded down. Her belly button peeks out, showing the kind of skin that calls a man to graze his fingertips against it.


I make another reminder to call her parents so they don’t expect her home. At this point, I should just do it. I seem to need it reinforced that Gracyn’s off-limits.


“Corey and I share a place. Mom and Daddy didn’t know I meant to see Gran tonight.”


That’s Keely and Colton, her set of parents who live at the estate. Adam, Gracyn’s biological father, and his wife Temple have a house a few miles away.


“Won’t your cousin wonder where you are?”


“Meh… Corey’s not around lately anyhow. I see him at work, but that’s about it.”


I can’t help noticing Gracyn’s curves and that she doesn’t have a bra on. Especially when she brushes her dark hair back over her shoulders. She’s drying her long brown curls with a towel. They’re bouncing back with the help of the heat in the room. If someone would open a window to cool it down in here that would be great.


“What do you do?… Are you hungry at all?” I duck my head into the fridge. It’s about the only distraction I have from Gracyn’s tiny waist and not-so-tiny chest.


“I do what ninety-nine percent of Cavanaughs do; work for my family… And yes, I’m starved.”


Gracyn comes over to help. We stand at the counter and she looks up at me, smiling again as she chatters on about a marketing venture for Kingsbrier Winery and return on investment. I don’t think the two are interconnected, but she’s excited and, for the number of times the older woman’s name has come up, I get the feeling it’s what Gracyn wanted to talk to her grandmother about.


Meanwhile, all I can think is what the hell was I doing bringing her here?


Gracyn is young, well-educated, young, well-off, engaging, young, funny enough to laugh at herself… Did I mention young? If I’m doing the math right—and I’m sure she can—I was hardly out of high school when she was in diapers.


Gracyn cuts zucchini rounds to place on the tray I’m using for seasoned steaks. The knife slices the veggies and the foreshadowing’s not lost on me. I’ll give her my bed, tell her I’m taking the couch, and then lock my perverted ass in my truck overnight.


Right now, I’m kind of hating that I refused a decade of invites to their biggest family events. I know nothing about Gracyn the way I do about Brier’s kids. The familiarity would put the kibosh on whatever sweet hell this is.


I want to light the grill, but instead play by the rules and the steaks go under the broiler. I’m already getting zapped left and right by electricity. Chancing going out into the storm would allow me to expand my lungs. It’s asking for disaster, though, during a thunderstorm. The room keeps getting smaller. It’s at the point that I’m only seeing Gracyn. Like a dolt, I’ve knocked over a few things while watching her. If she’s noticed, she hasn’t let on. That’s good manners for you.


I need Gracyn to have not grown up. To not be this beautiful and charming. My mind keeps trying to conjure the sticky-fingered little girl Colton introduced me to or the teenager in tears whom I’d confiscated a dime bag from and flushed the damn thing so no one knew except me and her good-and-mad parents. That’s not the woman in front of me.


This night needs to pass at the rate the swollen rivers are flowing or else I’m screwed.
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Joe has a little round table with four wooden seats, but we take our plates over to the sofa instead and slice into the thick steaks he prepared for us. My stomach has been making those gurgling noises ever since they went into the oven. I moan like it’s heaven on earth when I take the first bite.


His eyes widen. Joe chokes a bit, clears his throat, and places his plate on the coffee table. Then he gets up, striding back to the fridge.


“Need a drink?” he asks, bending over.


My fork clinks to the plate. Oh God, do I ever. Most guys I know still do the baggy-ass jeans look. Joe fills his out in all the right places. It should be illegal to have a butt like that.


“I’ve got water, orange juice—”


“Beer?”


He looks over the door taken back by my request. My family owns a vineyard.


“I mean steak and orange juice, Joe? That would ruin all the culinary expertise you put into tenderizing this piece of deliciousness. Unless you have vodka or something to mix it with?”


“All out. I’ve got bourbon.” He reaches up into a cabinet.


My nose crinkles. Bourbon and OJ are my least favorite combination. “On the rocks.”


“You got it.” Joe pours us two fingers over ice and sets a glass in front of me. Lifting his cup to drink, he pauses. “Should I have checked your ID before serving you?”


“Har-Har.” I shoot him a smarmy look. “I’ve been legally drinking longer now than I was illegally drinking before.”


“Not by much.” Joe pins me with an observant arched eyebrow. He may not have been privy to my antics, but I’ve realized nobody does college all that differently. I don’t let it get under my skin. I figure as a cop, Joe’s got a decent perspective on how young adults act.


“Touché. Going to espouse some great story from when you were twenty and above the law or pretend you were a saint so my virgin ears don’t learn new tricks?” I take a sip of oak and caramel, noting that Joe buys the good stuff.


“Neither. How’s dinner?”


“This makes it perfect.”


I hold up my glass. He hesitates clinking his against mine and then digs right back into his meal. Our plates are empty before we know it and the whiskey is warming us from the inside. We scrub what few dishes we’ve dirtied and he offers me a second round. I decline. I still have a bit left in my cup and Joe didn’t invite me to crash at his place to drink him out.


After exchanging “now what?” looks the television goes on. Scrolling through lists of shows, we talk about things we haven’t seen and fill one another in on the shows the other should watch.


“Stop! That one. Right there!” I clap and point to the screen hung on the wall.


“Godzilla?” He deadpans. “This has got to be ten years old. I can’t even believe I pay a bill to watch this garbage.”


“I love cheesy monster movies!”


“Apparently.”


“Don’t be judgey. You may like it.”


Joe stays at his end of the couch and I tuck my feet up under me on the opposite side. He taunts me when certain plot points are predictable. Then I start giving him clues as to what’s going to happen next. It’s fun to joke around with him and I enjoy our banter. Neither of us is aware of when we snuggled up next to one another. Joe’s arm is slung over the back of the leather couch and I’m realizing two things. One, if this were a date, he’d have it around my shoulder. Two, this isn’t a date. Not only is this not one, it’s also unlikely we’ll share an evening alone ever again. The wind disappears from my sails.


The credits roll and the night coming to an end seems unfair. I’m feeling like it’s past my bedtime and I’m about to be sent to my room. I sigh and nestle in, hoping to make time last. Joe breathes deeply and I can’t help wondering if these emotions are one-sided. He could very well be tired from a long work week and want to extricate himself without knowing how to let me down easy.


The streaming service has automatic suggestions which roll one movie’s end into the next movie’s opening sequence. With all the production company fanfare I don’t get a sense of what’s next until the first scene comes on. It’s gory, filled with blood and guts.


I reach across Joe to swipe the remote from him. He’s too quick and holds it out of my grasp. “What’s wrong, Gracyn? Don’t like real monster movies?”


“Thrillers scare the crap out of me. Now gimme that!” I’m not staying in some stranger’s house wondering whenever I put my feet on the floor if some creepy thing is going to grab at them.


“I watched your monster movie. Why won’t you watch mine?” Joe’s teasing is coy. It’s as if he couldn’t care less about the show—which I’m certain he does want to see. It’s part of those stupid algorithms that are tailored to a user’s preferences. This is more about how uncomfortable he can make me.


“You’re not going to win.”


He should be aware of this already.


“What do you mean I’m not winning? My house.” He slopes back, keeping the remote as far away as he can.


I’m up and leaning forward. My knee lands next to Joe’s hip, less than careful that my bra-less tits are pretty much in his face. “Guest’s choice.”


“My rules.” He begs to differ.


“Didn’t anyone ever tell you I suck at rules?”


He bellows agreeing, “Basically everyone.”


“Give me the remote, Joe!” My other knee slides onto the sofa, straddling his lap. Joe’s hands sneak to my waist. I sit down on his knees. “Give it to me, Joe,” I whisper. We’re looking each other in the eyes.


I stop going after the controller and bring my palm to his warm, stubbled cheek. Licking my lips, I know it is do or die. Once this moment is over, there are no second chances. Joe’s a stand-up guy. That’s why he rescued me like a cat from a sewer drain in the first place.


I expect when Joe’s instincts kick in my butt will land on the floor in a nanosecond. I have the courage to take his mouth anyway. His lips move with the sweetest hesitation across mine.


“Gracyn, I’m too old and you’re—”


“I’m old enough, Joe.”


We both know what’s not being said. There’s a shady area that this crosses. I don’t want Joe defending his actions to his friends. I also don’t want to not see where this leads. Even if it’s just for tonight. I wouldn’t have the conviction to come onto Joe if I’d never been with someone before. Maybe those men weren’t so many years my senior, but I’m a big girl.


Joe’s callused fingers thread into my dark, curly hair. Then he tilts my head and fuses our lips together once more. The need for one another becomes an all-consuming fervor. Our hands claw at one another’s clothes. Joe’s shirt comes off. Then he lifts mine over my head. Our bare skin collides. The scratch of his chest hair intensifies the sensation against my taut nipples.


There is a fury to the way we touch one another. I’m not sure if we’re scrambling for a bucket of water to put the fire out or in a desperate search for a match to make us combust. I do know this is the most turned on I’ve ever been and the subconscious feeling, like someone could knock on the front door and interrupt us at any second, adds to that.


Joe gathers my hair. His teeth nip and bite down my neck. He palms my breast and sucks a nipple into his mouth. My back arches and he uses his forearm against my back to hold me in place. My nails rake his shoulders and I rub against his crotch.


Giving in to my desperation, Joe goes back to kissing me and his hand slips under the rolled fleece waistband of the sweats he’s given me to wear. As his fingers slide inside of me a sound I’ve never heard spills out of my mouth. The feel of his palm against my mound is so erotic, so complete, that I might never need anything else. But when my body shakes as Joe makes me come, I’m desperate for more.


I’ve unbuttoned his pants and they pool around his ankles. I fist Joe’s cock, wanting to make him feel as good as he did for me.


I’d go down on him, but decide not to. Joe’s built all over. He has a flat stomach; his biceps and thighs are thick muscle. So is that other part of him. He’s probably made a lot of women very happy and I plan to be one of them. If I suck Joe off, then I risk the moment of lucidity after he’s blissed out. I’m not letting him change his mind.


Lightning crashes around us and the power goes out. Electricity sparks across the sky and we see each other in shades of blue and gray.


I lift my hips to shimmy the sweatpants off and Joe grabs me by the upper arms.


Oh, fuck, don’t stop this! runs through my mind. I’m hovering over his lap and we both know what comes next.


“Gracyn, we need a condom.”


“I’m covered and I trust you.”


“Don’t trust me. Or if you do, trust that I want to do this for you.”


I open my mouth and blink a few times, nodding in agreement.


His pupils are wide in the dark. I can still make out the heat in his eyes as he uses his feet to shove his jeans the rest of the way off. Joe lifts us from the couch, carrying me with my fleece-covered legs wrapped around his waist. I cling to him, tucking my nose to his neck, sucking his earlobe, kissing under his chin.


I want Joe to undress me when he lays me down on his bed. He gives a firm shake of his head and I understand taking the pants off, the last piece of clothing before I’m bared fully to him, is the permission he needs to open the drawer.


He watches my movements. I make them slow, more to arouse him than because I want to take my time. Not like there’s any need to turn Joe on. Every lickable inch of him is on display as the storm crashes outside the window.


I spread my legs. Joe protects us. He crawls over my body, bringing us right back to where we were on the couch. Perhaps it’s Joe’s attentiveness and that he knows how to treat a woman. Maybe his age brings a level of experience that I’m not accustomed to. Or it could be the danger of anyone finding out that we’ve had sex. All I’m certain of by the time he pushes inside my weeping core is that I want Joe like I’ve never wanted anyone else.


When he’s seated, there’s a perfect push and pull where we’re joined. The urgency we’d endured in the living room is replaced with a new desire to make one another’s experience amazing. It’s still only one night. One that we both plan to remember.


I press my fingers to the short hair at the base of Joe’s neck, drawing him closer to me as I ride out another wave. He holds my legs tight to his torso to stop me from shaking and then uses his weight as a lever to roll us over so that I’m on top.


I rise and fall on my knees, begging for the night to last longer. Joe brushes my curls over my shoulder and cups my breasts. I come close again and he swings his hips up when I glide back down so that our connection is never far from broken. I tighten and fall forward. My messy hair spills onto Joe’s chest as my channel quickens. He thrusts one last time into me, holding me down so I can feel every pulse of his release.






















[image: ]







[image: ]







A lazy rain is dripping from the eaves when I wake up. Laying on my back, I turn from the overcast day, looking for something brighter.


Gracyn’s cuddled up on her side. She has her left arm under the pillow. Her right leg is bent. And her body was created for sin.


The sheet caresses low on her hips. I’m tempted to run my fingers across the bump and the low bow where her bottom meets her back. We gave into temptation enough last night. I haven’t forgotten what role this woman is supposed to play in my life. It’s a peripheral one. I’m a friend of the family and she’s her daddies’ princess.


The best I can hope for is that Gracyn won’t reveal what’s happened between us. My brain still isn’t merging that the kid I picked up last night is the woman in my bed. Until we started having a good time, I’d still thought of her as a teenager. If this goes to shit at least Gracyn was legal. It’s not against the law to sleep with your friend’s daughter even if it is in bad form and breaks a golden rule of the bro-code. 


It’s sort of a shame I can’t see her again. Gracyn is beautiful, smart, funny. Her banter kept me on my toes during dinner. A few more instances like that and she could bring me to my knees.


My fingertip plays in the air close to the small of her back not quite touching Gracyn, but able to feel the warmth radiating from her skin. There’s hardly room for a sheet of paper between us, let alone the bedding I should pull up to cover her with.


“All that thinking is too loud.” She wiggles closer to me. My hand splays against her backside and Gracyn sighs. I cocoon around her. She grasps my hand bringing it to the valley between her breasts. In a natural action I place a kiss on her shoulder.


“Where’s your head?” she asks.


Unfortunately, the only one I’m thinking with now is below the belt.


“You don’t have any tattoos.” It’s the first thing I noticed when she was uncovered.


“I’m flawless. You can’t add artwork to perfection.”


The response makes me laugh. “Scared of needles?”


“That too. Adam still comes to hold my hand when I get a flu shot.” She puts a finger to her lips.


“I won’t tell.” The secret is an invisible bond to a woman I can’t be connected to after today.


We lie in silence. Gracyn guides her soft hands over my skin. I’m fairly certain she’s interested in having sex again. It isn’t where my head is at. At least, not the one above the belt.


“What do you want to do about your car?”


She turns to face me. “It’s being towed. When do you have to go to work today?”


“At ten. Unless I get called in early.” It’s likely to happen. I don’t want to voice that, though.


“Does it mean you’d get out later?”


“Not necessarily.” I run a hand over my scalp as I return to my back. Gracyn lays her head on my pec.


Reality is thrust upon me. I’ve spent most of the night fucking a woman I shouldn’t have and can’t say walking into the station house today to play upstanding officer of the law doesn’t churn my gut.


Gracyn moves on the mattress. Gathering the sheet low to her chest, she straddles me the way she had on the sofa. The bedding molds to her form, more sexy than submissive. I find myself touching her when I shouldn’t. 


Her devilish smile appears as my hands skim over the covers. She lets them loosen, exposing her breasts. I’m not dumb. Gracyn’s putting on a show for me. I reward her by propping myself up against the pillows, pulling her onto my abs, and sucking on one of her gorgeous tits. I’d try to get her in the mood, but there’s no need. My stomach is wet where her bare pussy is resting.


Gracyn moans and pushes my shoulder back. Her forehead creases when she spies the three fine scars there from when I was shot in the line of duty. Mine does too when I notice her concern. I pull her fingertips to my lips. I don’t want my past to taint these last few hours with her. I have a feeling not seeing Gracyn before the storm will be very different than not seeing Gracyn after.


“Long time ago. Don’t worry.” I try to assuage her.


She lets it go, but I know she wants more details than the crumbs I’ve left.


“Am I staying or am I going?”


I shake my head, not understanding.


She takes my jaw. “Let me make this easy for you to understand, Joe. No one knows I’m here. No one is expecting me anywhere. The only clothes I have are hanging in your shower. I can call a cab, put them on, and leave. Or you can go to work, come home, and I’ll still be here. Just as naked. In your bed. Waiting for you to fuck me.”


“Hard choice.”


“Only thing hard is the twitch of your dick when I said I’d stay here undressed all day. Were you imagining me spread out for you the way I was last night?”


I take Gracyn’s chin between my fingers the way she’d done laying it on the line for me. “Where’d you get that filthy mouth?”


“Wouldn’t you like to know? I’d be glad to show you a few other things my filthy mouth can do too. The choice is yours.” Gracyn tries turning her head to look at the bathroom to plant the image in my brain of her putting on her suit and climbing into a cab. I hold her face firmly and crash my lips into hers. Then I show her all the ways my mouth can sully her.


I’m already going to hell. A few more hours in heaven will be worth it.
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I like everything about Joe’s cabin. It’s quaint and the perfect size. Besides the necessities he doesn’t have much. In his bedroom there is a dresser and queen-size bed with sheets that have been worn to a buttery softness. Out in the main living area is a kitchen table and plush leather couch that looks almost new. I noticed last night that Joe keeps tidy piles—even the clothes strewn beside the hamper seem to be lumped by levels of cleanness. He’s not such a slob that the bachelor life of spoiled cereal bowls and empty alcohol bottles permeate the space and he’s not neat as a pin, making it look unlived in.


While pushing me over the glorious edge, Joe’s cell did indeed go off, beckoning him down to the station early. He wiggled inside of me while I licked the sweaty salt off of his thick, muscled neck, doing my best to distract him from the person on the other end of the line. After ending the call, he pinched my bum and showed me the consequences of my actions. Then Joe tucked me into his bed and showered so he could make it there with plenty of time to spare.


When he gave me the sweetest kiss goodbye, my gaze lingered on his uniform patch. I had no idea Joe was a Chief Deputy. He’s always been Joe-the-cop to me. I’m certain from his hesitant reactions that Joe’s mind is trying to get past me being Gracyn-Colton-and-Adam’s-daughter.


I’m from a big family. My fathers have three other siblings. I’m glad Joe is closer with my aunt and her husband. I can’t imagine how much more taboo it would be if I’d spent the past twelve hours fucking either of my fathers’ best friends. I won’t let my mind linger there. Our age difference makes this awkward enough. It’s obvious Joe is uncomfortable with it and the energy flows down, affecting me even when I try to ignore it.


I laze for a few minutes after hearing Joe’s truck rumble away and then take a shower myself. I steal a razor from under the sink to shave my legs, use his woodsy soap, and decide that—after swapping saliva—if Joe has an issue with me using his toothbrush and deodorant I’ll replace them. The shirt he gave me to wear is in the living room. This house is so far in the middle of nowhere I’m able to walk out in my birthday suit and tug the sweats and tee back on with the light streaming into the windows.


Joe will be gone for hours and I need to find things to occupy my time. I pull out my phone and call the dealership that towed my waterlogged car. They’ve got it at the lot. The service technician suggests I come in and take pictures for my insurance. I ask to talk to a sales manager and sweet talk him into doing it for me. I’m not a snob. If I was keeping the sedan I’d clean the muck out of the car and keep driving it. There’s no point in wasting my time if they have to detail it anyhow. The sales manager is going to e-mail me the images along with specs on a few of the trucks of the same model year as my import. I don’t want anything new.


While I wait, I putter about the kitchen and make myself a bowl of cereal. It’s frosted and sugary and pairs well with the black coffee from the single-serve maker. I also find a massive bag of rice at the bottom of the pantry. We’re talking enough to feed a third-world country. I remember my soggy briefcase. The smell of the grains is musty so I figure Joe won’t care if I use it to dry out my laptop.


My phone pings. I huff, mocking my stupidity when I pull up the pictures of my white car. In the light of day a brown waterline three-quarters of the way up the door is visible. I save the images and then add them to my insurance app.


I’ve learned my lesson and won’t do it again. It’s not likely to turn out as well next time.


The salesperson wants to know if I’d like to wait for the payout before coming in to see the listings he’s attached. I have a feeling, owing to the fact that the damage is my fault, the agent is going to waffle. I may not see a check soon, if at all. While I know better than to have two payments, when I see the black truck with its shiny chrome accents my body reacts the same way as it does when Joe touches me and I cream my panties. I request the dealership put a hold on it until Monday.


My next call is the most important.


“Heya, Gran!”


“And how are you this fine morning, Sugar?”


“I’m great.” I’m better than great. I’m not letting on that I’ve agreed to stay captive at Joe’s house so we can be one another’s sex slaves for another night. However, I’m sure the thrill is evident in my voice. “What’s going on today, Gran? I wanted to come visit you this weekend. I wish it worked out.”


I am sorry. My gran is one of my favorite people. Her five kids, quintuplets, provided a gaggle of grandchildren. She treats all of us the same; like we’re the most important thing in the world to her. I didn’t even know my grandmother until I was ten. She swooped me up into her nest and didn’t give a hoot that we missed out on those years.


We got even closer after I graduated from college with a business degree. My gran was a force in the boardroom when she headed Kingsbrier Holding Company. Some of the deals she made make my head spin. The company was dissolved when I was still a little girl and Gran’s generosity towards my generation is the reason I can afford the truck in my inbox.


“A benefit of retirement is having no place to go and nothing to do. Grandad and I are still sitting in bed. He’s got his dog-eared book and I’m reading the newspaper.”


In my mind’s eye, I can see Gran with her long white hair loose and her glasses—which tend to be perched on her nose nowadays—holding it back. She still subscribes to the print paper.


I tell Gran a bit about the new marketing plan I’m working on. She’s a numbers gal, but has good insight. Rose Kingsbrier-Cavanaugh is an authority. I want to have her confidence when I grow up. It’s an interesting sentiment since I am an adult.


“Every trend comes around again,” she remarks.


“Speaking of coming around. Can I drop by later next week?”


“You’re always welcome,” Gran says. In the background, my grandfather reminds her that they’re eating out on Tuesday with my Uncle Drew’s parents.


I’ve been relaxing on the sofa and Drew’s close connection with Joe reminds me of where I am. I unravel the knot in the t-shirt to cover my midriff. The last person I’d want involved in this sticky situation if it ever got out would be Gran. My anxiety gets the best of me and I wrap up the conversation. It’ll likely be later in the week when I visit. When the man in question is out of my system.


I wander Joe’s house trying not to be nosy. I’m genuinely curious about his life after seeing him in his uniform. The back porch is as long as the house. There’s an incline down to the creek. From this height, I catch shimmery glimpses of the fast-moving rapids glinting off the sun that’s trying to peek out from behind the clouds.


There’s too much time to do nothing and not enough tasks to do anything. I find an open tube of cookie dough in the fridge. It’s still fresh and the expiration date is a month from now. I search for a metal tray and slice and bake the rounds to keep busy until Joe gets home.
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The station house bustles with the usual chaos a storm brings. The Sheriff’s Department has a handle on which parts of the county are prone to flooding. It’s part of our emergency planning. I send the lieutenant who has been in charge home for a few well-earned hours of rest, congratulating him on a job well done. Overnight, there were more than a dozen accidents, some serious, but no loss of life. There’s enough time to push papers across my desk before I get antsy and snag the keys to my SUV to survey the damage between here and Taysha Creek for myself.


Driving through town I note the trees down and the locations of the utility crews already hard at work to restore power. We’re shuffling the officers scheduled to be on duty today. The division I’m in charge of covers roadways. This storm wasn’t too bad, but because of the emergency management plan in place, my guys have been fortunate that we’ve been able to pilfer a few men and women from other departments to assist with traffic details. They all have strict instructions to keep motorists’ speeds down. When there is standing water on roadways it doesn’t take much for a car to hydroplane.


I stop in the shopping district at an intersection near The Grille where the lights are out to talk to the patrolman directing cars. This is one of my guys who pulls a lot of overtime. He’s got kids at home and another on the way. The restoration crew estimates he won’t be there much longer. When he’s finished I want him to relieve the officer manning the road closure at Taysha Creek. Drivers like to go around the metal and wooden barrier. We need someone to sit in a patrol car to stop them and it’ll give him a small break before he goes home to his family.


Gracyn’s been on the periphery of my mind, but moving this officer’s detail as well as driving past the big ass puddle in front of the gated neighborhood of Villas where Adam lives, sends images of her rushing forward.


She’s a smart girl and I’m pissed that she’d be as stupid as to roll into a mammoth puddle. There was no way I could have gotten her to Kingsbrier, but I should have turned my truck around and dropped Gracyn off with her father and stepmother. I say that now when the water is receding. My house was the closer and safer option. It’s why I brought the kid there.


Fuck me, remembering the way her hips rolled toward mine proves she’s not a kid at all. I wipe a hand across the scruff on my face. I could be drooling right now considering how caught up I am imagining Gracyn underneath me. The fabric of my pants tightens across my lap and I readjust the way I’m sitting, wondering why the hell I let her stay.


Because you’re still thinking with your dick instead of your brain. The wood in my pants is proof. I’m no better than she is. Or any of the others who’ll attempt to go around the barrier for Taysha Creek.


My shift lasts longer than expected. I feel like a jerk when I can’t text Gracyn to let her know I’ll be late. We didn’t exchange numbers, nor do I think it’s a good idea. On the way home, I fill up my truck, planning to take her back to her apartment and mentally preparing for the onslaught of a hysterical female. After all, she’s been waiting around for me with the promise of another evening. When I renege I doubt she’ll take it well. The light of day certainly puts your transgressions into perspective.


I’m also regretting not bringing her into the station when she was sixteen and having her booked for possession. She would have hated me instead and we wouldn’t be in the mess we are now. Lying to her kin and pretending that I don’t know Gracyn is eating at me. I’ve tried to brainwash myself into believing one single night means I still don’t know her and she’s an anonymous hook-up. However, my conscience won’t let me.


The outside of my house is as quiet as ever. The inside smells like a bakery, proving I’m not alone. There are clean pans in the strainer and a pile of chocolate chip cookies on a plate on the counter. I don’t see Gracyn until I walk a few paces toward the couch. She’s sound asleep. Her face is peaceful and angelic.


My better senses overridden, I find I want to touch her the way I had this morning. Kneeling down, I rest my elbows on the leather cushion and take a minute to enjoy how beautiful she is. Give it ten and she’ll be irate. I have to encourage her to leave.


Her eyes flutter open.


“Well, this is creepy. How long have you been there?”


She makes me laugh. 


“A minute or so. I’m sorry it took me longer to get back.”


“I kept busy.”


“I can smell that.” The whiff of warm cookies is intoxicating.


Gracyn’s index finger runs along my jawline. “Are you going to kiss me?”


“No. I may eat some of those cookies seeing how I never bake them.” I appreciate that she’s done something nice for me.


Gracyn frowns as I sit down on the middle cushion. She tents her knees. Her pink nail polish matches the color on her toes. I’m trained to notice details. This is one I should ignore.


“You don’t bake cookies? Why do you have a tube of dough?”


We avoid my “no” for the moment.


“I eat it raw since I don’t see the point in turning on the oven when it’s only me.”


“That’s gross. Salmonella.” Her nose wrinkles.


“I would’ve expected you to be the type to do it too.”


“The same way you’re counting on me being okay with you kicking me out, Joe?” Her voice is brutal.


“I’m not kicking you out.”


“But you have changed your mind. Whatever.” After being trapped here all day with no reward to show for it, she’s annoyed. Gracyn stands up to gather her things. I’m a complete jerk and snag Gracyn’s wrist. “Don’t.” She demands and I let it go. She looks down at me in contempt. “So we’re perfectly clear: I don’t kiss and tell. Also, I doubt any of your friends want to hear about this if you do. It gives you an excuse to keep your mouth shut. I’m not groveling for anyone’s forgiveness. Don’t drag me down if you need to.”


“I’m trying to act like an adult here, Gracyn.”


“Fuck you, Joe! Every fucking thing we’ve done since I got here has been adult. You’re an asshole for insinuating I’m immature. And a colossal douche if the next words out of your mouth have anything to do with taking advantage of poor little Gracyn. Leave me alone, I’m going to get dressed.”


I stand. My gruff face looks down at Gracyn. My hands are on my hips. People swear at me all the time in the line of duty. Sometimes it’s deserved. I’ll admit to being a hard-ass when I’ve had a bad day. My fingers pinch my sides. Gracyn’s eyes flared as she put me in my place. I’m ignoring the other cussing because the f-word has me wanting to grab Gracyn by the nape of her neck, wrap her curls in my fist, and show her when it’s appropriate to use those words in my presence.


I’m well aware that I didn’t teach her any of the things we did together and somewhere deep inside I don’t exactly like that she came to my bed experienced. I won’t admit this adds to the problem.


The two-feet between us crackles with anger and sexual tension. We’re not touching, but for all intents and purposes during this standoff we’re toe-to-toe.


A crash out front shifts the air surrounding us. The unmistakable sound of tree limbs snapping has me turning for the door. “Stay here.” I don’t want Gracyn getting hurt before I’ve checked on the situation outside.


“Not happening!” She’s turned on her heel, marching in the opposite direction toward my room and the bathroom beyond. It’s a small victory. One I’ll gladly take.


Several hundred yards down the gravel drive a conifer blocks the only exit path. I scrub my hand over my scalp. It’ll be a minimum of an hour’s work to clear it, probably more. I walk around the side of the house to get my chainsaw from the shed. Back out front, Gracyn’s got on her rumpled skirt, blouse, and heels that make her legs seem miles long even though she’s shorter than me. She crosses her arms and lets out an exasperated breath.


“What’s your grand-plan now?” She wants to call me a genius. And not in a good way.


I lift the chainsaw. She shakes her head. “I’ll change again and help you.”


The offer is surprising considering how mad Gracyn is. I’ve got a few smaller boughs off the tree when she returns wearing the outfit she’s had on all weekend and the pumps. Still in my uniform, we make quite an interesting pair.


I take Gracyn back inside while I find the jeans I wear to do yard work. Since it’s getting later and the sun will go down soon, I snag her a flannel and a pair of big, clunky work boots that make a thwomp-thwomp sound as she drags the boughs out of the way.


My heart speeds up as I slice through limb after limb. It has nothing to do with the whirr of the chainsaw, how cute Gracyn is in my clothes, how hard she’s working or how capable she is. I’m aware that while refusing to speak to me, she hasn’t complained once. She could have acted like a spoiled brat and sat on the sofa waiting for me to finish. Instead, she volunteered without inquiring if I needed assistance. Gracyn even switches places with me, slicing through a few large chunks when I roll the trunk pieces out of our way. She’s no novice and has done this before. I’m an idiot not realizing that she’s probably used a chainsaw once or twice.


The job goes faster with her help, but the crickets chirp loudly before we’re finished. I’ve got low blood sugar and my gut is eating itself I’m so hungry.


When we’re all done clearing the driveway I clap sawdust from my hands and pull off the heavy gloves. Then I go to put my tools away. Gracyn watches me open and close the shed.


“There’s no lock.” She hands over a second set of safety goggles. “Don’t you worry about someone stealing?”


“No one has ever trespassed. I don’t think anyone even realizes there’s a house back here.” I slip the glasses onto a shelf, closing the shed for a second time.


She shrugs and walks away. I follow her with the insane urge to run up behind her, lift Gracyn off her feet, and spin her around until she’s giggling the way she had last night when we were enjoying ourselves. I liked doing this with her. Yeah, the reason sucked, but the company was nice.


She’s got me doing circles. One minute I want her. The next I need her out of my life. It’s confusing as hell. I chalk it up to being hungry. There’s no way I can drive Gracyn to her apartment without grabbing a bite to eat first.


“I make a mean spaghetti with marinara.”


“Don’t you want me out of your hair?” she asks, leaving the boots by the door.


“The least I can do is offer dinner. You’ve been an angel. You didn’t have to help.”


“What was I supposed to do, sit on my butt? OHMYGOD! You thought I’d do that, didn’t you? Or I’d call a cab and let you clean up yourself. You did!” 


She’s puffed up so there’s no reason for me to lie.


“I did.” I walk over to the kitchen sink to wash and then pull out the pots and pasta strainer. “Let me do this as a thank you. An apology.”


Gracyn arches an eyebrow, but comes over to rinse her hands as well and takes up a station next to me at the stove. She’s ready to cook, but I nod to the cabinet above the fridge so that she’ll pour us a bourbon. When the glasses are filled with ice and the warm brown liquid she offers me a taste. It hits hard after working all day and the labor in the yard.


“Thanks.” I lean to kiss her cheek and she moves so my lips graze hers. They latch on and I get lost kissing Gracyn while the pot on the stove boils. I run my hands through her soft curly hair, tugging her body close to mine.


“Admit it. We make a good team, Joe.” She looks down between us at the sawdust on her shirt. “If I’m staying for dinner, I may need new clothes.”


I nod. However, if Gracyn is staying, after we eat she’s unlikely to need any clothes.
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“Christ. You could have warned me.” Joe peers through the windshield between the steering wheel and the roof at the high-rise’s glass façade. He pulls his truck parallel to the sidewalk in front of the building owned by my Uncle Drew.


It’s five o’clock in the morning. The streetlights are flickering off and the sidewalks are empty.


“Nepotism has certain benefits.”


“Like rent control?”


“I wish.” I laugh. “Corey and I pay what everyone else does.”


It was only the connection that got us a prime location and neither of us could afford this apartment on our current paychecks if the other wasn’t picking up half the tab. We’ve been out of college for four years and needed a space away from Kingsbrier. A little independence. That kind of responsibility includes bills in the price tag.


I unbuckle my seatbelt and sit with my hands folded in my lap. Once I’m out on the street whatever has gone on with Joe this weekend is over. I’m not sure how ready I am for that.


At midnight, I’d found my skirt again and picked up my cell to call a cab. Joe took both from me and dragged me back to his bed. There was no kicking and screaming. Okay, maybe there was a little screaming, but it came as I did with Joe’s hands exploring my body and his cock buried deep inside of me.


He insisted on taking me home, mentioning he wouldn’t feel right about me hitching a ride. We agreed to make it early before anyone arose. Now it seems like those last few hours were too short. I’d rather be back at Joe’s cabin sleeping in his arms.


“Thanks for rescuing me.”


Joe clears his throat. We did the lingering goodbye with me pinned against the front door of his cabin. Then stepped outside where the morning dew put a damper on romance.


“Anytime, Gracyn. I mean it. Call me if you get stuck again.”


“I will,” I say.


We both know that won’t happen. I flash a tight smile, hoping it holds my heart together. He grins back. I memorize the lazy, handsome way he looks right now with his wrist draped over the wheel while being chivalrous. Joe leans over and kisses my cheek. I don’t move my face this time. It’s tender and an empty well inside of me fills that he’s leaving me with this token of affection.


I sling my briefcase over my shoulder, walking with my head held high to the front entrance of my apartment. I can’t watch Joe drive away. Seeing his taillights makes it final. Getting on the elevator is the first time I look out at the abandoned street. It’s like nothing happened.


The apartment is the same way I left it on Friday when I raced out of town early to make the meeting. My mug sits forgotten on the coffee table. Corey’s jacket is slung over the couch. There’s relief understanding he must not have been around much either. His door is closed. I enter my room across the hall and shut mine. Kicking off my wrecked heels, I drop them in the trash and shove my clothes into a dry-cleaning bag. I slip between my sheets expecting a few hours rest. My nakedness makes me cold. My hair smells like sawdust, sex, and Joe.


Out of nowhere tears wash down my face. I’ve never cried over a man. They’re not worth it. I know my value when it comes to the guys I get involved with. If anyone else can’t see that it’s their own loss. Even enduring the devastation of a breakup, I’ve understood someone better would come along. Someone worthy of receiving my love. I hadn’t expected the person I might want to give it to would drive away because he valued me.


After a fitful hour, I fall into a deep slumber, waking at noon. The shower washes the comforting scents away. It makes me sadder. Although, I try to take it as a reminder that my life needs to follow a before Joe and after Joe mentality.


I’d never been big on random encounters to begin with. I’m not interested in any hook-ups anymore. And I’m certain the next relationship I have needs to be with someone like him. While the age gap bothered Joe more than it had me, I guess he has a valid point. My family won’t look upon the close to two decades that separate our ages well, especially with his connection to them. There has to be someone in their twenties who is ready for serial monogamy.


I give myself a little credit that in a week the Gracyn I’m used to will return. I’d been fine with dating, my singleness, and intermittent occasional longer lasting boyfriends until twenty-four hours ago. This is a phase. Like when I bleached my dark curls in favor of unicorn hair.


Corey can’t have gotten up more than a few minutes ago. His blonde hair is tousled and the pot of coffee is fresh. We sit at the table in glorious silence, flicking past posts in our media feeds until we are awake enough to acknowledge one another.


“Working this afternoon?” He motions to my laptop.


I’d put it back in my briefcase when it fired up on the first try yesterday. Unfortunately, it gave me a system error. I’m going to bring it to IT and pretend I spilled a glass of water on it. Does it matter how it got wet? I don’t think so as long as I admit the damage was my fault.


“Nope. I gotta see a man about a truck. Give me a ride?”


Corey doesn’t care where my car is. My cousin stopped asking questions—and questioning my motivation—when I was eleven and he was twelve. It was clear as soon as I got to Kingsbrier that I did what I wanted to. Explanations and apologies aren’t my thing. When I’ve offered up anything close to an apology to Corey, he’s understood I meant it.


“Finally getting rid of your hoity-toity import?” Corey latches on, acting as if he knew I’d tire of the Autobahn in favor of mudding in the woods.


“It’s not practical.” Nor is finding parking for a gas-guzzler downtown. Though, that’s never bothered Corey so he takes my opinion at face value.


I show him the specs for the vehicle the dealership is holding for me. He lets out a low whistle and peruses the features and options, satisfied I’m not some dumb girl who chooses a car based on the paint job. Which I’m totally doing. 


I take back my cell, log onto my banking app, and transfer enough from the trust account to cover the down payment. I keep my fingers crossed about the insurance. It was hammered into our heads this is rainy day money. It poured buckets Friday night so that makes it count, right?


I feel a little guilty pressing the confirmation button, wondering how my Uncle Adam—who is actually my biological father—may respond if he knew. He’s a numbers guy like Gran. Together we set up my investments so my trust becomes a nest egg for when I’m ready to buy a house.


His brother, Colton, is the only man I’ve ever called “daddy”. He’s also quick to reign me in and, since Colton is the parent I respect the most, I hate letting him down. My daddy will hit the roof if he sees the pictures of my drowned car. I’m a grown woman, but the lecture on setting a good example for my teenaged baby sisters would be more like an endless diatribe.


Corey is tight-lipped about his weekend on the way to the dealership and I’m not about to tell him about Joe. We wind up discussing work because it’s a safe topic. He offers to stay while I sign the papers.


“No thanks.” I wave him off. It’s inviting trouble if the sales guy brings up my soggy trade-in in front of my cousin. “If I’m not back at the apartment in two hours then I’ll tap out an SOS. Will you record the soccer match for me?” I slide from the seat onto the blacktop. Holy Mackerel, how high is this lift kit and how does Corey’s truck clear the downtown parking garage ceilings? In my mind, silly video images of box trucks take out interstate signs.


“I’m your ride. I’m your personal assistant…” He shakes his head as if he has better things on his Sunday agenda than watching sports and drinking beer.


“Oh, stop!” I give him a smarmy face. If the roles were reversed, I’d do the same for Corey. “What’s your fee for standing by, oh-great-and-charitable-cousin?”


“A twelve-pack and—”


“How about a six-pack and cheese fries?”


“With double bacon.” Corey insists.


“Deal.”


“Wings?”


“Don’t push it.” I feign he’s gone too far, but I’ll pick up his favorite spicy ones on the way back. We’ll need finger food to nibble on when we hunker down to root for our team.


For some reason, the service manager wants to show me my old car. The interior has a funky cross between sewer and moldy beach towel odor. The headlights have condensation on the inside. It’s a dead giveaway that the car was in a flood. Once I get the insurance payout, they can scrap it or clean and sell it. I’m happy to part with it.


I rush the sales guy through the paperwork. Then dart into Richardson’s for food.


The truck drives like a dream and the running boards make it easy to hop in and out. Corey’s has them too, but those are cumbersome, like climbing a jungle gym to get into or out of his ride. I got shorted on the tall gene. That is to say, I’m not quite average height, but I’m not a Keebler Elf either.


I sort of felt like I was just the right size when Joe held me. Alone in the comfortable cab of my new ride is the first time I’ve allowed myself to think about him and how the sleeve of his t-shirt bound tightly around his muscular arm when he leaned against the wheel saying goodbye.


There’s a puddle up ahead that everyone is swerving to avoid. It’s not deep, but wide. I roll straight into it, letting the water splash up over the curb. I’m aware it won’t wash away my thoughts of Joe. Although, you can’t blame a girl for trying.


I duck like a fool when I drive into our building’s dank underground garage. Yeah, like the shoulder shrug was a magic incantation able to collapse the top of my new truck and allow it to clear the height limit. In the rearview mirror, the yellow sign isn’t even swinging. I’ll probably do it again until I get used to driving in here.


Back in our apartment, I bring Corey a cold one as a thank you and dote on him a bit while the wings and fries bake. Hanging out is normal for us. But for as much as I’m enjoying my cousin’s company, there’s something missing.
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Most days I like the bustle of the downtown office, but Alcee chewed up and spit out my brilliant marketing plan. The one Gran was encouraging about. It was too close to something they’d tried before with lackluster results. I was trying to resurrect the theme. He wants me to start at square one and focus on the current brand strategy.


Corey and I are being groomed to take over two separate family businesses founded by my grandaddy. The corporate offices for Cavanaugh Construction and Kingsbrier Vineyards share the same space. Corey is on the construction side. I have a cube across the floor from my cousin, focusing on sales and marketing strategies for the vineyard. I do a ton of grunt work like updating the website in addition to meeting with distributors to learn everything from the ground up.


Right out of college, I spent a year on-site at the winery under the tutelage of my Aunt Daveigh’s husband. Uncle Cris is the Ranch & Vineyard Manager and co-owner along with my grandfather. His hands have been digging that earth and making wine as long as I’ve been alive. Anything I hadn’t gleaned growing up surrounded by muscadine grape trellises Uncle Cris had me able to recite off of the top of my head. I’m so good at answering random winemaking questions now that I can do it after imbibing.


I puff out my cheeks and stare at a blank screen. It’s only Wednesday and I swear this is the longest work week ever. I’m going through the motions, distracted, irritable, and pms-ing. I hate that Alcee is right. I’ve found enough holes in the plan to make the vineyard’s crusher and destemmer jealous. The more I plug them the more I wonder how much my college degree is worth. I’m not sure what’s blown my confidence and I don’t feel like I belong here being asked to make decisions about the winery’s future.


Alcee walks out of his glass-enclosed office. “Not getting anywhere?”


“No,” I reply, sullen.


We’ve got a decent mentor/mentee relationship. When my grandparents took a step back, they hired top-notch business people in their own right to run the corporation. Trust was a huge factor for Rose and Ross when they retired. While they don’t expect subsequent generations to follow in their footsteps, they’ve given us every opportunity for success if we do.


Like most of the people who work for my family, I’ve known Alcee a long time. I’m fortunate to work for him… And I’m luckier that I don’t report to my daddy the way Corey does. Don’t get me wrong. I love my daddy. He’s the best. However, Colton learned early on how to put his foot down and discipline me. I doubt Daddy would be as forgiving when I’m five minutes late or let me cut out of the office early.


“Leave.” Alcee points to the door. “Go over to the vineyard. Walk the trellises. Sample the product where it’s made if you need to. You’re not going to get inspired here. I want an amended plan on my desk by Monday, Gracyn. It doesn’t have to be perfect. We can iron out the details later. But we need a framework ASAP to move forward with advertising and be able to tie it in with next season’s photoshoot for the banquet center.”


“No pressure there.”


“You’ll figure it out.” Alcee encourages. “Go be someplace a little less corporate and stuffy.” He pats the wall of my cube. “One quick thing before you take off. Have a courier drop off amended contracts for the NEWHOUSE spring gala at the banquet hall.”


My Aunt Brier’s charity throws a big party sponsored by the security company my father, Adam, works for. NEWHOUSE has an office like Alcee’s in this building. However, Brier prefers to work at home, bumming around in jeans and cowgirl boots. Lucky duck. Right now, I’d give my right arm to ditch this pantsuit and I feel trapped by the labyrinth of short walls in the bullpen. 


I stare at my monitor a little longer before shutting down and riding through traffic out to Kingsbrier.


It’s beautiful here. The house I grew up in has a view of everything that goes on at the ranch. From my childhood bedroom, I could see my grandparent’s expansive Tudor, the trees past a pond we swam in, and a hint of the well-worn path leading through the woods to the house Corey lived in. There’s a wide swath of green where my daddy sat me on his lap to mow. Then the original grape trellises begin. The banquet hall is next. It has become one of the area’s premier wedding spots, booked well in advance of any event. Then there’s the original winery itself. It is a huge barn that’s now where our company store is located and public tours originate from.


Our front yard looked upon the stables and veterinary center where my Aunt Daveigh practices. Past that is the divide for her land and more acres of grapes. The wide sky overhead is freeing and the stress of the office subsides.


I was ten when Mom brought me to live here. I felt a connection with Kingsbrier right away. Almost as if the land was a living, breathing part of me. It made little sense. But being a kid, I took full advantage; wandering the acres, dashing from house to house, playing hide and seek between the shiny fermenters in the winery, and hanging from trees.


In any event, Mom was here to care for Daddy who was in bad shape after an accident. They wound up falling in love. I was sort of the glitch to their happiness. Not only is it a glaring personality flaw that I have a mind of my own, Keely had also raised me alone. She’d never told a soul that my Uncle Adam was my biological father. No wonder this place felt like home. 


In the end, it didn’t stop Colton from loving me while my Uncle Adam and I got to know one another. Together my parents worked to make the rest of my childhood as normal as possible.


A year later my two baby sisters were born. Cassidy lived at the ranch with me. Rhiannon is Uncle Adam and Aunt Temple’s daughter and lives across town. Not too shabby for a little girl whose only family was her mother. I’d always wanted a sibling.


I give a “heya” to ranch employees who bustle about and tuck into the sampling room to snag a skinny bottle of peach cobbler reserve from a fridge. It’s tacky that I’ll drink it like a wine cooler, but I won’t consume the whole bottle. It’s a dessert wine, meant for small glasses since the alcohol content is higher. I also take a cheese tray from the bar, bringing both out the back. I kick off my shoes, hopping the creek instead of taking the bridge to the next set of planted fields near the warehouse and bottlery, and walk towards where we go mudding.


It’s strange. There are as many family members at work here as there are downtown, but the open space makes me feel inconspicuous. I settle down cross-legged to enjoy my snack in the sunshine.


Recorking the wine, I lie back like I did in this same spot when I was a girl and try to come up with a better idea to give Alcee. I close my eyes, letting the warmth of the day soak into my bones. A boot kicks my bare toes.


“Running away?” my grandfather asks.


“I was ordered out of the office.” I sound like a drama queen. “My focus is off. Why are you out here?”


“Because I can be. Finished chatting up this morning’s vineyard visitors. Decided to walk a bit. Get in people’s way and know that there isn’t anything anyone can do about the old man who owns the place.” Grandad’s kind green eyes dance with mirth.


After giving a tour, Grandad is more likely to give a worker on the bottling machine an unscheduled break and take over the task.


“I doubt you get in anyone’s way.” I laugh. “Where’s Gran?”


“The den as usual. She’d love to see you before you go.”


“I want to see her too.”


We traipse back to the parking lot where I’ve left my new truck. Grandad kicks the tires, giving it a once over, and reminisces about his first truck. I offer him a lift up the county road to the mansion so I can visit with Gran for a while.


We go in the massive front entry. Out of habit, I look up the staircase toward the rooms my fathers lived in when they were kids. Then I turn to Gran’s office near the stairs and Grandad ushers me inside.


I’m surprised Gran isn’t behind her lovely ladies’ desk. My grandparents like being busy as much as they enjoy the lack of responsibility of retirement. Rose Cavanaugh is sitting on a leather sofa with her legs straight out, covered by a blanket while she reads. She has a sweater on, her hair up in a twist, and her face is clean of her usual war paint. Gran looks tiny and cozy. She takes off her glasses when she sees me and gives me a big hug as I settle in next to her.


Gran eyes me. She can tell from how tense I am that something is wrong. But she’s too much of a lady to lead with it. “What’s going on in your life, Sugar?”


“I got a new truck.” I show Gran a picture since it’s the last thing my grandfather and I talked about. Also, I don’t get the impression Gran will come out to the driveway to inspect its roadworthiness like Grandad did.


“I was about your age the first time I bought a truck. It was for your grandaddy.”


“Did he love it?”


“Not at all.” Gran’s voice pitches an octave higher and her brown eyes twinkle. “Started a real good row. The man put up with a lot from me when I was a young woman. He really should have stuck to someone his own age. It would have been far less trouble. Although, given our life together, a lot less fun.” 


“You’re not much younger than Grandad.”


“Not anymore.” Gran lifts her wrinkled hands in front of her face then pops them away like she’s playing peek-a-boo. It makes me giggle. “About as much as your Aunt Daveigh and Uncle Cris are. It’s not as if twenty years separate us.”


My nose wrinkles. “Is it why you never cared that Uncle Cris was older than she is?”


“They’d known one another a long time. It was easy to accept. Cris had lived at Kingsbrier for years and he was already family.”


“But you and Grandad didn’t know each other long before you got married?” 


Gran snorts. “No. We were friends first. Good friends, Gracyn. Grandad took care of me when I was in a bad place and I can never repay him for that. It’s how I knew he was the one for me.”


“You didn’t like him at first?”


Gran cocks her head. “Sugar, have you not seen how handsome Grandad was before your fathers turned our hair gray?” She points to her white updo.


I don’t respond because a few days ago I thought my parents were old. I also was sure my marketing plan was brilliant.


“What’s on your mind? You’re not at Kingsbrier during the middle of the day for a trip down memory lane.”


“Why didn’t you tell me the plan we discussed this weekend wasn’t any good?”


“Deciding that isn’t my place anymore. That’s what the corporation pays Mr. Bennett to do.”


“What if I’m lousy at this, Gran? What if I sink the vineyard?”


“A single idea which doesn’t get off the ground isn’t going to do that. Your head is full of them. Keep poking round until you find one which does work. This is one small problem that won’t amount to a hill of beans. How much joy are you losing by trying to fix it?”


Gran is big on joy. It sort of helps that she was big in business. Those accomplishments are a decent parachute for when everything else seems miserable. I’m unsure if I mean for me or for her. What I do know is Rose Cavanaugh is the most remarkable woman I’ll ever meet.


“The stress isn’t worth it, Gracyn.”


“I just want to make you proud, Gran.”


“You do. Everyday. By being exactly who you are. But I like the girl who visits me with a smile on her face instead of a frown. Retrace your steps. Find the last moment when you were happy. Clear the slate—forget about the plan that didn’t work—and use the clarity as a jumping-off point. There may be more ideas in that head of yours than you’re giving it credit for.” She taps my temple. “You’ve never been the type to give up on anything you want, Gracyn. It’s how we know you are capable.”
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I got a home security alert about twenty minutes before my shift was over. It’s been one of those weeks where nothing has gone wrong, but not a damn thing seems right. The push and pull of the job has me caught in an undertow. I can’t find a happy medium. The coffee is too bitter. There’s still one road detoured because the county was doing construction on it before it flooded. The speeders on the main road of course weren’t “going that fast”. Tell it to the radar gun. My guy whose wife was expecting, delivered. Shuffling schedules put a crimp in my perception of his joyous occasion. Which made me feel like an ass when my head hit the pillow. I’ve spent five restless nights wondering what the hell is wrong with me.


The message from the security company wanting to confirm they should send a deputy—from my department—to check things out at my property should be the last straw. It’s Friday afternoon. I still have Saturday to get through before my actual weekend starts. But I open the video stream on my phone and something inside of me shifts.


I turn off the alert on the silent alarm, but keep the video stream live, leaving my prowler unaware that their every action is being watched.


“I’m ducking out early,” I remark to my second-in-command. “The alarm got triggered at home.”


“Need us to check it out with you, boss?”


“Nah. I got it handled.”


“Okay, send up a flare if you need back-up.”


I take the department SUV to use the blue and white lights to navigate the worst of the evening traffic. Parking at the end of the driveway, I empty my clip and glide around the side of the house, noticing a late model black truck and that someone’s left the shed door ajar. So is the one on the back porch.


I can hear sounds coming from inside the cabin. Kitchen drawers open and close. The fridge too. I place my back to the exterior wood logs and notice white smoke from the grill. A Texas-sized grin spreads over my face. I should be pissed.


But then I realize I’ve missed her so damned much and knowing Gracyn is here is the only thing that’s made me happy since the last time I saw her.


This is a big problem. I’m between a rock and a hard place, trying to do the best thing for a much younger woman and doing the right thing for me. They’re likely the same and sending her away will solve both issues. It may be legal to sleep with someone her age, but I’m positive her family members aren’t the only ones in town who won’t take kindly to finding out about us.


I catch Gracyn’s reflection in the panes of the open door. She’s got her back to the deck. Faint music spills from the speakers in the living room. She’s made herself at home. Her hips shake and I know she’s mouthing the lyrics. While she’s distracted, I slip off my shoes and slide inside. With my Glock still drawn, I make it all the way up behind her.


Placing the barrel to the small of Gracyn’s back at the same moment my shadow overtakes her, she stills and tilts her head to the side. Her reaction is relaxed. So much for having the upper hand.


“Is that a gun in your pocket?” Her voice teases me. 


Gracyn places the knife she’s been using to chop vegetables on the cutting board and turns to face me. The wide-mouthed smirk is a telltale sign she knows I’ve been watching her on my video feed. It was like a stream of fully clothed porn which got my heart racing. Her curly hair is up in a loose ponytail. What I wouldn’t do to wrap my palm around the handle it makes and bring her lips to mine.


Fuck, she’s a sight for sore eyes and I like that she was aware. What if it hadn’t been me? 


I shake my head while taking off my belt, placing it along with my gun and clip on the counter. “Breaking and entering is against the law, Miss Cavanaugh.”


She takes a shiny piece of brass out of her pocket. “I used your spare key. You might want to think of a better hiding spot for it than under a plant pot in the shed. Anyone could get in here.” 


“You’re a hot ticket.” 


“I’ve been told.” She’s not apologizing. Gracyn’s cheeks pink as I take the key from her. “It also may be easier to give me the alarm code in case I need to shut it off.”


“So you’re a habitual offender?”


“That all depends on how offended you are. I brought dinner as a thank you for helping me last weekend.”


“It still leaves you in my debt, though.”


Gracyn’s eyebrow lifts. Her brown eyes fill with confusion.


“If this meal is repayment for saving your tail, then what’s the recompense for not turning you into the authorities tonight?” I should, to prove the point that this can’t happen again.


Sunday morning had been a clean break. Tonight muddies the waters again. Gracyn is a bright spot in a mundane life. But we can’t have a relationship past what this is. I can’t introduce her to my friends when they already know her as a different person.


Except I’m not certain what this is; who we are to one another. Requesting she leave is the last thing on my mind. I like the way she challenges me and keeps me on my toes. I enjoy being with her and only a fraction of it includes Gracyn warming my bed.


“Would a kiss suffice?” She leans up on her toes and presses her soft lips to my cheek. My hand catches her waist and my thumb caresses the underside of her breast. She sucks in a tiny gasp as I run it back and forth.


Gracyn’s body doesn’t protest when I tuck my nose to her neck and kiss her jawline, but she places two firm hands on my chest and I move away.


“I came here as friends, Joe.” She cups my cheek.


I’ve had forty-plus years to figure out the way Gracyn is looking at me. It isn’t foreign. Her irises are wide and, while she’s dressed modest for her age, her nipples are tight peaks underneath her t-shirt. I’m an old man so getting this response from her is an ego boost, making me wonder if that’s why I let her stay.


Am I that hard up for a woman that I’ll prey on an innocent girl?


“Go change. I’ll put the chicken and vegetables on the grill. Then there’s something I want to show you,” she says.


Gladly following her instructions, I snag my gear from the counter. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with those flashy chrome rims parked in the driveway?”


Gracyn winks as I close my bedroom door. I’ve got a few minutes to figure out how to salvage my plan for getting over her. This week has been like a bad breakup, even if we’re not together and can’t be.


Dinner will be fine. I’ll man the grill. With the tongs in my hands, it’ll be easier to keep my paws off of her. Then I’ll offer a polite thanks and send her home afterward. Move the spare key to someplace she won’t find it.


I plan on treating Gracyn with the respect she deserves. I need to put up a solid barrier the way I have with my friends’ wives. Those women are all beautiful and all strictly off-limits. I’d almost asked Daveigh out once, but as soon as I found out she was with Cris the wall was impenetrable. I’d never go after someone’s spouse. So why is that attitude flying out the window for their niece… Or their kid?


No matter how much I try, I can’t make myself unlike Gracyn. I can’t even put her in the bucket of young women who attempt using the art of seduction to get out of an infraction.


I tug my jeans on realizing I’m half-hard. Gracyn came back to my house of her own accord and my dick thinks it means she’s offering herself up on a silver platter. I’d punch myself in the crotch so her daddy doesn’t beat me to it, but I have a feeling it won’t make a huge difference. Hopefully, Gracyn doesn’t notice I’m saluting her all evening. Who am I kidding? Gracyn notices everything.


“Took you long enough.” She holds a full plate of cooked chicken. “Dinner is ready.”


I must’ve been procrastinating in the bedroom trying to figure out how to act normal. Gracyn’s got places set for both of us at the table this time. Napkins and single shots of bourbon decorate the space.


“That is the best grill.” She slices into her meat. “I almost feel cheated that the rain stopped us from using it before.”


“Next time.” I fill my mouth with peppers and onions. “This is good. Thanks.”


Gracyn’s empty fork hangs in mid-air. She licks her lip and reaches for her bourbon to wash the food down.


The phrase just came out of my mouth. Telling her there will be a next time was natural. It wasn’t to placate her at all. But it’s also uncomfortable and, for a few heartbeats, we’re as stuck as her import was finding a way to fill the ensuing silence.


I motion toward the front of the house. “Got a story about the monstrosity out there?”


“My truck? Do you want to see it?” It’s like she has a new toy. I suppose I was the same when I’d bought mine so it doesn’t come off as immature. We polish off the last few bites and leave the plates on the table.


Gracyn bubbles with excitement, letting me sit in the driver’s seat. She stands on the running board and leans over me to press all the buttons on the dash. I hold her middle with one arm so she won’t fall backward.


Later we return inside and clean up together. She washes and I dry. We turn on another movie. I slide my hand over hers because Gracyn is sitting far enough away that the nuns who kept me in line when I was in high school would be thrilled at how much room she’s made for the Holy Spirit.


I catch her yawning and realize adrenaline is preventing me from doing the same. I’m still not over the fact that she’s here again.


“Ready for bed?” I ask.


“Yeah. I think I’m headed home.”


I don’t cover my reaction well and Gracyn looks away sheepishly.


“It’s late. I’ll take the couch?” I offer.


“No.” She sighs. “You have work tomorrow and I have a ton I didn’t get accomplished this week.”


I move closer to Gracyn. Our knees touch because she’s tucked hers up on the couch. I place my elbows on mine and clasp my fists together. 


“Thank you, Joe. This was a great night.” She kisses my cheek again. Other than hand-holding that’s as far as we’ve gone.


“Why’d you come here? What are we doing, Gracyn?”


“I had a lousy week. The marketing plan I told you about isn’t going to get off the ground. The last moment things seemed right—that I was happy—was when I was with you and I wanted to sort of recapture that to find some inspiration. I have to come up with a whole new plan by Monday and am getting nowhere.”


“Are you using me?” I jest.


She tosses a flat palm to my shoulder to knock me off-kilter.


“I like being here, Joe. I like being with you.”


I thread her fingers in mine. “So stay.”


“We both know it’s not that simple.”


Why is she so smart? I’m supposed to lead with my head, not leave the responsibility up to Gracyn.


“I could be persuaded to come back? If that’s not crimping your rigid bachelor-cop style?”


“You think I’m old. Set in my ways.”


She shakes her head. “Own your dogma if that’s what you want, Joe. I’m not forcing you to change. You’re the one who has an issue with your age, not me. And I didn’t break in with any intent other than to cook for you. We’d have fucked already otherwise.”


“Damn, Gracyn.” I scrub my face.


She huffs a small laugh and I’m sure she gets what sort of visual it’s got playing between my ears.


I lean back and pull the key out of my pocket. “Seven days from now my weekends are my own for the next month.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.” She takes the key.


“One-nine-eight-six.”


Her expression goes from puzzled to gracing me with one last smile. I’m a sucker for this girl. Like everyone else, Kingsbrier’s princess has me wrapped around her little finger.
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“I’m feeling a lot better about this proposal,” Alcee comments to me from the opposite side of the conference table.


I bite the side of my cheek.


“You don’t agree?”


“I’m not sure. The original feedback you gave me made me second-guess if I knew what I was doing. I guess it’s still throwing off my confidence. Something still seems wrong. I’m not proud of this plan or excited about it at all.”


“Business isn’t always exciting, Gracyn. Take it from me, there have been plenty of times my simplest ideas have been the ones to pan out and the ones I’ve worked my hardest on have flopped. And vice versa.” He concedes. “The eventual results speak for themselves.”


“I’ll believe you since you’re my boss.”


This gets a chuckle from Alcee. “So what would make it better? What’s holding you back?”


“I’m not sure. Maybe I’m afraid none of us will have a business left when y’all retire?”


“I won’t let that happen. Listen, the vineyard has grown by leaps and bounds. The winery is bigger than what Ross envisioned it would turn into when he founded it. I remember Kingsbrier before any grapes were cultivated. And I remember when the winery relied on contracts with other growers, purchasing enough grapes for each bottling season. It was a little operation. A fun thing for Ross to do to take his mind off of Cavanaugh Construction when he transitioned to retirement. No one expected Kingsbrier wines would become this popular.”


“And Grandad is happy pouring wine for the tourists who visit.” Ross is the best tour guide and bartender we have on staff.


“He earned it, Gracyn. Be glad he’s still involved. At any level.”


“I am. And Uncle Cris too.”


Not having to worry about production while focusing on the business direction of the vineyard is a good thing. Uncle Cris’s oldest son, my cousin Mateo, took a different path. Which is fine, but there’s a big age gap between Mateo, Corey, and me and the rest of our siblings. I’ll admit, I worry as much that the younger cousins will navigate different courses as I do over me blowing it before they’re old enough to come aboard at the corporate level.


I smooth out my pink skirt after pushing a pen into my bun chopstick-style. We dress for success here so I’m sure the blue plastic tube does wonders for my appearance. Don’t get me wrong, I want to look professional but office casual isn’t an option.


“What else is bugging you? Up until now, the month has gone great. You did a bang-up job flying solo at the distribution meeting.”


“I don’t know. It seems as if there’s a divide between where we were and where we’re going. I don’t know how to explain it other than it’s as if the family part is being left behind. Kingsbrier isn’t meant to be on the shelves of every grocery store. Or worse, in the bargain bin with a coupon hung from each bottle’s neck.”


Alcee leans back in his chair and puts his palms behind his head. He’s got on a button-down shirt and tie. There are light flecks in his brown hair, making him distinguished. But on the whole, Alcee’s handsome appearance does little to set me afire. It never has and it’s another one of those things I’ve been trying to understand all week. Why does seeing Joe make my heart flutter, yet Alcee is about the same age and he’s just another middle-aged guy?


The easiest explanation is that his connection to my stepmother landed him this role. He went to high school with my parents and married Aunt Temple’s sister. While not a blood relation, on the technical side, Alcee is another one of my uncles. He’s also yet another man with authority who has always been around.


If anyone is authoritative it’s a cop, right? But I’ve searched my mind and Joe’s not in nearly as many memories as I thought he’d be.


To be honest, I feel like something is wrong with me. I date guys at the same stage of life as I am. I got into enough trouble on my own that I didn’t need to get involved with a twenty-something when I was a teenager to prove I wasn’t a rule follower. Right now, those men are pretty packages with not much else to offer. Men in their thirties and forties seem like they have everything to offer minus the wrapping. Joe’s got both. It doesn’t make sense, nor does why I can’t shake this from my mind when I’m at work. I’m normally laser-focused on whatever Alcee gives me to do. I understand needing the ability to read a forecasting spreadsheet and learn distribution and sales support. Ninety percent of the time those challenges are fun. They’ll mold me into a better businesswoman.


“Okay, Gracyn,” Alcee says. “That’s your next task then.”


“What is?” I may have stopped paying attention.


“I want you to investigate and suggest sustainable avenues to stop the vineyard from getting too big. Take into account where the company has grown from and find a way to keep it flush. I will warn you that a lot of people’s paychecks depend on Kingsbrier wines getting stocked on those shelves. We can’t not seek new territories. However, this is still a family business. If you think there’s a disconnect, reconnect it.”


I flub a bit for words, finally finding it easier to swallow my tongue and agree. Alcee’s in charge for a reason and I’ve never been one to back down from a dare.


I wind up returning to my apartment and pack a bag, hoping it’s not presumptuous that Joe wants me to stay over. I backed off last Friday, taking what Gran said as tried and true advice I needed to heed.


My newfound friendship with Joe is important to me. Yet, I’m not sure how long his interest will last. I don’t want to be the chick on the side because he’s too yellow to go out in public. I also refuse to bring him home to my parents and become a laughing stock when they berate me for making poor choices and have it ruin long-standing friendships.


I suppose if we’re not having sex whatever happens is as simple as us enjoying one another’s company. No harm. No foul. No reason to involve my family.


But I’ve already changed the batteries in my dildo so try convincing my libido it needs to put the brakes on. The next few hours I ping-pong between work, my family, Joe, and whether I should even drive out to his cabin.


It’s late when the sadness overwhelms the happiness. I’d held onto the flicker of hope at seeing Joe over the past seven nights. The desire to be near him wins out and I can’t get to the cabin fast enough. The tires crunch over the gravel drive and I pull up behind his larger truck.


He’s quick to open the front door. “Didn’t think you were coming.” He stays in the threshold with his arms crossed, stretching the fabric of his shirt tightly across his chest.


“I got held up at work,” I lie. “I’d have let you know, but need more than the four digits to your security system to text you.”


Not having Joe’s number has been a godsend until now. I’d have sent him a ton of messages. Maybe a few bordering on too friendly for members of my grandmother’s generation.


“I was worried.” He admits, wrapping himself around me in a huge hug. I burrow into Joe’s chest. We hold one another long enough that we can’t conceal our underlying feelings from the hooting Barred Owl.


“Concerned I wouldn’t show or that I’d need another new vehicle?”


“Both.” He tucks back a strand of my hair which has fallen from the bun. Then Joe pulls my cell from my back pocket and, being a gentleman, takes the bag slung over my shoulder. I’m ready to give him the passcode, but he’s swift enough to know I’ve changed it to one he’d figure out. His thumb hits the six and he fires off a text making his own phone on the counter ding.


“Better?” I mock, thrilled that he’s done it.


“Absolutely.”


I stretch and yawn. Joe’s palm skates from my ribcage down to my waist. With the other hand, he slides my phone in my front pocket. All of it is sensual. I want him to grab me and kiss me. He won’t do it, though.


It’s a small, horrible, favor that he’s keeping his distance. The two of us are certain that if we don’t take this slow, we’ll spend the whole weekend between the sheets.


“I missed you.” It’s easy to admit since Joe was on a hot tack to see me. “Is that crazy? Are we insane?”


“No. And yes. But you’re beautiful in white so if the straight jacket fits?” He taunts, placing his lips on my forehead and speaking softly. “I missed you, too.”


The sentiment makes me gooey inside. 


“What are we doing to ourselves?”


“I don’t have any more answers than you do, Gracyn. I guess we’re relaxing, enjoying one another’s company, and seeing where this goes?”


We don’t acknowledge any of this could go too far. That at some point we may have to inform my family. Or that Joe may need to confide in a friend. His cabin is our own oasis in the woods. Here we’re protected from the criticism we’re certain we’ll face when someone finds out. 


“Okay.” I agree. I haven’t wanted to see anyone hurt. Yet, three weeks in, I’m wondering if there’s a possibility the injured party will be Joe… Or me.


It seems selfish and I concentrate on Joe taking down my bun and rubbing my scalp with his roughened fingertips. I’ve never liked my hair up. I do it because it makes me look more professional and stops my unruly curls from frizzing. Joe massages the tension away. So much of it left when I got here and his answers have put me at ease. He guides my languid bones over to the couch and we stay up talking about our jobs. 


The number of bottles of wine the vineyard produces annually seems mundane compared to high-speed chases and booking criminals. Joe thinks otherwise. A lot of what he does is manage people and processes. The other stuff was thrilling when he was my age and he’s glad to have moved on in his career. Peace weaves through me that his position with the Sheriff’s department isn’t as dangerous as it could be. As it had been. Joe won’t talk to me about the scars on his torso. I know what bullet wounds look like. I’m also aware invisible scars can hurt more than the physical ones. 


My eyes get heavy before Joe’s. I don’t realize I’ve fallen asleep until he scoops me up.


“Leave me where I am. All I need is a blanket.” I wiggle in protest, waking only enough to be a pain in the behind.


I can’t sleep in Joe’s bed with him and I can’t be trusted to stay put without him.


“The bedroom door has a lock. I’ll take the couch.”


“Let’s be realistic, Joe. I’m the one who went after you first. You’re the one who needs to be locked up.”


His chest rumbles. “I don’t think it works like that.”


“No logic. It’s too late. Put me down.” Before I need your arms around me all night.


“If you’re sleeping out here so am I.” Joe lies down on the sofa, arranging me so I’m cradled between the back cushions and his body. I can hear the soft lub-dub of his heart under his thin shirt. I sling a leg over his and Joe holds my hand to his chest as I drift back to sleep.


This weekend needs to last a lifetime. I want to be with him for as long as I can.
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The whole side of my body is a mass of pins and needles. I try to make a fist and a stabbing sensation flies up to my bicep. It hurts like a son of a bitch. I flinch and Gracyn mumbles in her sleep.


Working my hand open and closed, I finally get the blood flowing and lift her so that her head rests on my chest and my legs straddle her torso. I’m figuring she’s okay with the blood rushing to other parts of my anatomy in the morning as long as I’m not inclined to use it to my advantage.


I run my fingers through her soft curls and kiss the top of her head, inhaling her scent. It’s coconut and floral. Pretty. Although, I’d liked it when she used my shower stuff.


I haven’t done this in forever. Reveled in a woman. My time has passed. I’m too old to have what Drew does. The wife. The brood of kids. There’s no denying I’d wanted what he has at one point. I’m not sure if the Sheriff’s Department took precedence or that a man can only try and fail so many times at love before he throws himself into his career. 


Chantal would have told you it was the former. She’s the last person I’d lain like this with close to eight years ago. Nowadays her memory is hazy. I can’t recall what I liked about her. Why we made a decent couple. How I could have loved her. To be honest, I hadn’t thought of Chantal until Gracyn entered my life and, even then, it was fleeting. I don’t dwell on the past.


“Teepees,” Gracyn mutters. The corners of her lips curl up.


“What’s that?”


“I’m coming to the conclusion that if I ever lose you all I’ll have to do is look for smoke. Puffs of it coming out of a hut.” She bends her elbows to rest her chin on her clenched hands and covers her mouth with a finger as she stares at me. “You have so much on your mind. Do you always wake up like this?”


“I’ve got a county’s worth of people to protect. So yes.” Being at home is the only time I focus on me and what I want. “Do you make up those saucy comments on the fly or do you have a list of quippy comebacks to pick from each morning?”


Gracyn’s moved her finger. It’s tracing between my pecs. The way she touches me is like a devil testing my resolve. The first weekend she was at my place doing this would’ve landed her on her back, moaning my name. Even if she is more than a one-night woman, sex isn’t the sole reason I want her here anymore. I reach for Gracyn’s hand and kiss her fingertips.


She blushes and I feel like a million bucks. The reward for my patience makes me realize I can hold out.


“If my sass-mouth bothered you I wouldn’t have woken up with you underneath me.”


“You’re right. You’d be waking up underneath me.”


“Oh, aren’t you sharp in the morning?” Having leaned back on her knees she glances at the tent bulging in my jeans. She’s the queen of double entendre.


I can’t help the chuckle bubbling out of me. It adds to the desire to get up each day with her pretty, sleepy face on the pillow next to me. The way Gracyn makes me feel is all kinds of wrong. So is keeping her to myself for as long as she’ll have me.


I start a pot of coffee while Gracyn’s using the restroom.


My nearly dead phone rings. It’s her uncle and I think twice before answering.


“Hey, Drew. What’s up?”


“Got your weekends back?”


“For the next month.” I supply.


“Whole crew is heading out tonight. Wanted to find out if you’re coming with?”


“I’m sitting this one out.”


“Come on, man. It’s the guys. Get off your—”


“I’ve got plans actually. A date.” Of sorts.


“That’s—” What Drew wants to say is, “that’s so not you.” Instead he replies, “That’s great.”


If he only knew who was taking up each hour on my schedule until I have to button up the uniform on Monday morning.


“So next time?” Drew inquires.


I nod my head into the receiver agreeing. “I’ll see you then.”


“Who are you seeing and when?” Gracyn has come up behind me, tickling my sides. I squeal like a pig, spinning around to grab her middle.


We’re supposed to be focusing on the friends part, but these little intimacies are second nature. We have too much fun together and the boundaries fuzz. I tuck my nose to her neck, before letting her go.


“That was your Uncle Drew.”


The smile on Gracyn’s face fades and she bites her lip.


“No worries. I didn’t mention you were here.”


“Why would I be worried?” She tosses a flippant hand up and reaches for her coffee cup.


“Gracyn, I don’t know how to begin to tell anyone why you’re here.” I apologize.


“Then it’s a good thing I’m not asking you to.”


I take a calming breath, prepare for the onslaught of a fight. It’s the last thing I want to do. But we won’t get along all the time.


“I don’t know how to tell anyone I’m here either, Joe,” Gracyn admits. “I’m headed to Colton and Keely’s for dinner when I leave here tomorrow and can’t mention to them who I’ve spent my weekend with or how much I enjoy your company. While I’m allowed to have a private life, hiding anything from my parents—even if the intent is so that no one gets hurt—seems wrong.”


The crack in Gracyn’s confidence is endearing. I like how she’s open with me about her feelings and how lying to her family, my friends, affects her. We shouldn’t have to keep this to ourselves. Yet, we’re not past the point where I think she has staying power. It’s the awful truth. She’s a young woman who deserves more than a man with the AARP benefits I’m entitled to in the next decade. Gracyn should be out partying it up and not worrying about making it to a restaurant before the senior citizen discount window expires.


Am I exaggerating? Yup, but I don’t want to hold this woman back from the opportunities she has.


“We can end this.” I offer.


“No, we can’t. I don’t want to go back to not being friends.”


“Gracyn—” We both know this is more.


“No, Joe,” she remarks with her classic stubborn air. “Nothing we’ve done in the past two weeks crossed the line. I’m allowed to have you as a friend.”


She stands firm even though she struggles with the idea as much as I do. I get the impression that I’d have to cuff Gracyn, lead her out of the cabin, and drive her in my cruiser to Colton’s to change her perception. There’s an amount of youthful brattiness peeking out. Invincibility. It’s a feeling I got over in my thirties. Calling her on it will make this awkward discussion worse.


Besides, we’ll be outside all day. Soaking up sunshine and getting grimy enough that we won’t want to touch one another. Once I’d recognized Kingsbrier’s princess was the rugged sort, I’d planned a hike and to take her fishing. As much as solitude has suited me, I’ll be disappointed going alone because of the excitement in her big brown eyes when I’d told her what we were doing. I don’t want to let Gracyn down either. Not when I want to maintain the friendship she’s asking for.


We have a hearty breakfast that should leave us satisfied for the next few hours and pack up some snacks in a rucksack. It’s light and I give it to Gracyn to carry, putting on a hydration backpack filled with enough water to last until we return.


Trekking through the woods, I help her over uprooted trees and layers of fallen leaves the sunlight doesn’t touch. We hold hands when we need to and let go as the trail narrows to single-file. Sometimes we stop to listen or watch animals forage. Unlike the sounds of nature we’re silent. I don’t let my mind wander back to our earlier conversation and hope Gracyn is enjoying the moment too.


A few miles in, we make a brief stop to sip water. Gracyn exchanges a granola bar for the water spout. I make a stupid comment she finds funny and wet dribbles down her chin. She uses the back of her arm to wipe it off before I can. I’ll use any excuse to touch her. When she links her fingers in mine as we set off on the return trip it’s obvious the feeling is mutual.


We don’t fight our attraction well. We’re more than friends. But maybe this part of establishing a relationship makes more sense. It’s the only way I can keep Gracyn in my life long-term. I already know when she’s ready to move on it will gut me.


Back at the cabin, I grill some franks while Gracyn stirs beans on the stove and sets the table. We’re both too famished to talk until after we’ve cleaned up the dishes.


I carry fishing gear and a cooler down beyond the tree line. Gracyn’s got the poles. She follows me to the clearing for the brook, stopping short as the trees open up to blue sky.


“This is beautiful.” She’s in awe of our surroundings.


I’d walked down here before putting a bid on my cabin. This serenity is why I bought the place to fix it up. This is one of my favorite places. I bring my buddies here all the time and wanted nothing more than to share it with Gracyn today.


The thing is, she makes the landscape even better. It’s her beauty; those lush, dark curls, the spattering of freckles across her nose, and how the sun is reflecting off the water and into her big brown eyes that’s truly breathtaking. I want Gracyn to know that. I want to spread out a blanket, lay her down on top of it, and make love to her. Instead, I take her in. The way her shirt clings to her breasts. How she’s tied the sleeves of a flannel she found in my closet around her middle, hiding her shapely bottom, but bringing attention to the muscles in her legs.


I’m unsure if these hours with her make my life better or, if when this is all over, her absence will prove it was a mistake getting involved. Will this place that brings me so much joy become overshadowed by grief in her absence?


We trail a little further downstream to a pond. Gracyn observes me with a blank expression as I take over. Fishing is my thing. I don’t expect a woman to understand. I’d stand still at the edge like a patient bear waiting on his dinner to swim by.


The hooks come out of the tackle box along with worms I picked up at Richardson’s Market yesterday afternoon after work. I hold the worm between my fingers to show her how to slide the sharp point in. 


“Oh, could you do that for me every time. It’s so icky!” She puts a hand to her forehead feigning faintness.


“You’ve done this before?”


“About a bazillion times.” I brush her hair over her shoulder as Grayson slides the tip through the worm, gives it a gentle tug, and casts quick as a pro.


An hour later, she’s got three fish to my one. I’m big on catch and release, but we need a few for dinner.


The third bass comes off the line and before she drops it in the bucket Gracyn turns it to face me. She puckers her lips.


“Maybe the dumb, inexperienced girl should keep hooking those worms for you?” Her mouth opens and closes pantomiming the fish’s and her voice is on the cute side of shrill akin to a cartoon character.


“You know you’re a pain in the ass?” Damn if she hasn’t got a fool’s grin on my face again.


“Of course, but lucky for you, I’m your pain in the ass today. We’re not going to go hungry.” Before Gracyn casts again I hear her mumble. “Don’t underestimate me, Joe.”


It doesn’t get past me how much about this woman I’ve miscalculated since the minute she reentered my life. I like the way she takes me off guard and how she’s full of surprises.
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“He does exist!” Drew taunts me as I mosey over to the table he’s reserved at The Grille.


We’re the first ones to show. I knew he’d heckle me for ditching him the past month. Hell, Brier probably egged him on. But, forced to choose between a night out with the guys and an evening in with Gracyn, she wins.


There’s a cadence to our encounters. Bourbon and movies cuddled up on the couch. Stretching the knots out the next morning from sleeping intertwined. My bedroom is off-limits. Although, my weary bones are in definite need of the space to stretch out. Hiking. Beer. Grill. A few lingering touches. Lots of holding Gracyn tight. An occasional drive out to the next county where chances are no one will see us. Fishing. Skinning our catch and prepping dinner together. It’s so damned perfect. I swear she’s everything I’d wanted when I was younger. Someday she’s going to make another guy an amazing partner in crime. I’m lucky to linger in her life for a few minutes.


I only bothered showing up for a beer tonight because my schedule’s changed again to Friday and Saturday off. The workweek isn’t over and Gracyn has to go into the office tomorrow.


“I can leave if you’re going to bust my balls,” I say to Drew, nodding to the bar with no intention of doing anything other than getting the waitress’s attention to order a cold one.


“This woman’s not leading you ‘round by them?”


“Nope.” My head swings back-and-forth as I sit my butt in a hard, wooden chair. My balls are so blue at this point they’re like ice cubes. I swear they’d shatter if Gracyn laid a hand on my crotch. I wouldn’t even blow my load like a teenager. My junk is ready to implode that’s how much I want her. It’s also how much distance I keep between us despite all of the times I caress her soft skin or hold her close. It’s as if I’ve taken a vow of celibacy to keep her coming back to me each weekend.


“She have a name?” Drew asks.


“Cyn.” It’s the first thing that comes to mind.


“Like Cindy?” There’s a squeak as Colton slides a seat across the floor.


I didn’t see him come in. Fuck, this is my worst nightmare having Colton here while I’m talking to my best friend about the girl I’m seeing when she happens to be Colton’s daughter.


“Something like that.” I try to ignore Colton’s question.


The only thing that could be worse is if Adam were sitting on the other side of me, boxing me into this conversation. The last thing I need is any of the male Cavanaugh siblings taking cues from Drew to continue needling me for more information.


“When do we get to meet her?” Drew pushes. “I mean, she’s taking up all your free time. If we get her in good with the wives then you’d show your ass up when everyone gets together.”


He’s thinking back to when Chantal and I lived together. With everyone coupled off the barbecues and bonfires were fun. After she left, I was the odd man out. My buddies’ wives are the greatest, but each of them had a distinct idea of which one of their own single friends I should be dating. It became a revolving door. I suppose most men would be all over that in a hot-second. But to me, it was as if I was on display. The eligible bachelor… The poor soul in need of a soulmate… It made my situation feel even more pathetic. That’s why I stick to guys’ night.


“I don’t know—” I hedge. A ring of fire seeps up from my shirt collar. I shift in the chair, rubbing my chin to hide the redness.


“You’ve got a stupid, love-sick puppy face going on.” Colton slaps me on the back. “It’s obvious she’s making you happy. Live a little. Take a chance. Introduce her to the girls. They’ll be full of advice for you as to if this is a woman worth keeping around.”


I choke on the swig of beer I’ve taken. Since the girls already know Gracyn it’s highly likely that I’m the one sent packing.


Eric, Adam, Cris, and Alcee have pulled up seats. Drew grabs the back of my neck, squeezing and finding ways to insult me while arguing with the guys to cut me some slack. Thankfully, by the time we’ve got wings ordered the discussion has moved past my love life.


We sit around shooting the shit. It feels like forever since I’ve been out for a good time with them. However, I can’t stop my mind from wandering to Gracyn. Over and over I see mannerisms she’s picked up from her fathers and her Uncle Eric. It’s almost as if she’s around.


There’s a stab of envy that Alcee spends his workday with her. He’s a happily married man. Yet, I can’t help wondering if she’s attracted to him and, moreover, what an adult evening would be like if Gracyn was in attendance. It sounds stupid. She’s old enough, but to them, she’s still a kid. No different than the other teenagers who haven’t spread their wings and gone off to college yet.


I drink my beer, eat the apps, and order the best burger east of Houston. I won’t ask for more than I’ve got because I can comprehend how everything can go downhill from where we are now.


“Gracyn’ll be there Sunday for dinner?” Adam and his brother are in the middle of a side conversation about their daughters.


I bite my tongue, making a garbled sound I’m hoping no one pays attention to because I’ve almost said “yes” for Colton. Gracyn often goes to her parent’s house at Kingsbrier on her way back to her apartment. She also makes it a point to stop to see her Gran.


I shouldn’t know this the same way I shouldn’t be happy to see her the next evening.


As usual, I’ve prepped everything so we can eat right away when Gracyn lets herself into the cabin. She chatters to me about a start-up vineyard several towns away and, unlike the way I was desperate for the guys to drop the subject of who I am dating, I’m happy listening to Gracyn talking about work. Her enthusiasm is contagious.


“Want to go there tomorrow?” I link a finger into hers as we move to the couch to find something to watch. My hands were dirty and full when she got here and I hadn’t been able to greet her the way we normally do. I don’t want to lead Gracyn to believe I’m not interested. At the same time, I’m cautious not to over-act on our attraction so it won’t leave her with the impression that I can ever give her more than she deserves. She’s climbing up this mountain known as life while I’m on the downslope. Her family and my friends aside, we’re a limited-time opportunity that’s going to expire sooner rather than later.


“You’d go to a winery with me?” Her freckled nose scrunches. 


“If it’s what you’d like to do.” I’ll pretty much venture anywhere she wants at this point. The woman could’ve made me confess last night that Cyn is her. I’d have taken a fist to my jaw had she told me to do that too. However, there’s something holding Gracyn back from outing us as well and I’m not quite sure yet what that is.


The drive out to this vineyard doesn’t take more than an hour-and-a-half. It goes by quickly because time never stands still when Gracyn’s around. We pass little towns and big fields. She moos and whinnies at each pasture of cows or horses. I can’t help beating her to the baa when she’s not quick enough. The sheep are in the rearview when she stops taunting about how she got me to make farm animal sounds.


Both of us turn wide-eyed to look at the other when we see a sign for alpacas. Several in the herd are along the road by a fence line. I pull the truck over—something I’ve never done before—so we can watch them.


“What sound do you think they make?” Gracyn’s become a pro at hopping off of the running board on the passenger side. I follow her the few feet to the barrier where the alpacas are standing close. All of a sudden, she notices a baby snuggling close to its mother.


“He’s adorable!” She all but squeals.


“How do you know it’s a boy?”


“I don’t. And they’re still so quiet that we still don’t even know what sound they make.” She pulls out her phone to search.


One takes a few steps closer. I won’t touch it, though, I’d like to. Another pushes toward the first and makes a humming sound.


“There you have it.” Gracyn begins rattling off information she’s found on the internet. “Male alpacas serenade females during breeding with a guttural, throaty sound called ‘orgling’.”


“Isn’t orgling what you do to me?” I tease.


Gracyn thumps an open palm to my chest. “Don’t say things like that.” She gets haughty and tilts her head back down to the screen. I catch her blush and the quirk of her lip. “Besides a lot of women orgle you when you’re in uniform.” She deflects.


“Like who?” I want her to admit she does. I’ve seen it happen.


“Can we please not go there?” I catch Gracyn shiver as if the idea disgusts her. “Well, nothing here tells me how to sex a baby alpaca—not that I want to go lifting its tail—but they’re called ‘cria’ if you were wondering. Alpaca’s can also die of loneliness. How sad.” Gracyn moves closer to the animals. “I’m glad you have lots of cute companions to keep you happy.” She holds out a hand to let the tallest sniff. He orgles at her and I can’t help but smile. I like to orgle Gracyn too.


With about fifteen minutes left in the drive, Gracyn makes me pull to the side again so she can take the number off of a sign for an antebellum inn.


“Planning a getaway?


She does this huff-laugh-scoff. “No. These bed and breakfasts are charming. There’s been a few that we’ve passed, but none as pretty as this one. Since my insurance check hit the bank I don’t feel as broke. Maybe I can afford to do something nice for Colton and Keely’s anniversary.” She uses her parent’s first names to avoid confusion. “If not this year then next. I have to save my pennies and hope I keep my job.”


“That doesn’t seem like much of an issue.”


“From where you’re standing. This new winery is getting tons of publicity.”


“Are we on a stake-out?”


“Of sorts. There’s nothing wrong with checking out the competition.”
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The contentment and relief in Gracyn’s posture when we’re finally there is as if she’s melding into her surroundings. I can’t convince her into the winery building itself for a tour until she’s walked nearly every row of trellis. Her hands travel the rough timbers. She pokes a finger on the wires as if testing the tension the vines hang from. Her thumbs rub the leaves as if they were soft Lamb’s-ear plants and she squeezes grapes inspecting the color.


I could not be here at all and I don’t think Gracyn would notice.


“You’re in your element,” I say. It’s more than work. It’s oneness with the environment.


“I grew up here. I mean, not here, but on a vineyard. I’ve never understood why it’s so peaceful to me. Comfortable—even when we were getting yelled at for playing hide and seek in the vines too close to harvest.” Gracyn smiles to herself. “I get now why Cris and Grandaddy got so mad. Even Gran. I tracked smashed grapes on the soles of my shoes into so many houses. Keely washed pockets full of juicy muscadines I was saving for later.”


“Why isn’t your Uncle Cris your mentor then? He’s the winemaker.”


She turns to me. “He was after I graduated from college. I’ve learned the ins and outs of catering and functions and manage the store too. Now it’s long-term planning. I like my job, Joe. I may not love it the way I love the open field, but it makes me happy that I can keep all of this,” she holds her palms up to the vines, “alive at Kingsbrier. I’ll be honest, I’m struggling for the right direction. I don’t want us to get too big and if we’re too small it’ll be harder to stay afloat and easier to get picked off.” She snaps a grape from the vine for emphasis and places it in my palm, curling our fingers around it. “I want Grandad’s dream to be there for my sisters and cousins if they want to come aboard. I need them to know they can rely on me. We take care of our own; people, fields.” She glances around wistfully.


“This winery reminds me of Kingsbrier when I’d met Drew.” Simple.


“Yeah.” She replies and I’m certain what track her mind is on. She’s proud of their accomplishments in the industry, but nothing is more important to Gracyn than family and if the business grows too large then it loses some of the nostalgia and intimacy.


“I believe in you, Gracyn.” I tuck her hair behind her ear.


“Thank you, Joe. Up until recently, I haven’t needed anyone to tell me I’m doing a good job. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me. But coming from you, I’ll accept the compliment.”


“Know what goes good with it?” 


“Wine?” She juts out her hip.


I’ve refrained from touching my saucy girl while we’re in public, but today it’s killing me. Her range of emotion and ability to one-eighty from doubtful to confident is one of the things I love best about being with Gracyn. No other woman has been as secure in confiding who they are. It’s sexy and I’m dying while trying to keep my hands to myself.


My ears perk on the tour, intent on picking up a few hints on winemaking. Every so often I notice Gracyn’s rapt attention. She’s taking mental notes on their process. The same way she inspected the vines, I see her focus on the building, the advertising, even the glasses we drink from during the tasting. When she snaps a picture, I’m aware it’s not going on her social media accounts. 


The man about Gracyn’s age behind the register has also been the bartender refilling our cups.


“You look familiar,” he says.


Gracyn’s face scrunches. “Really? I wonder from where.”


I try not to chuckle. Is she goading him the way she does to me?


The question drops, but the flirting doesn’t. Unease creeps up my back. The hair on my neck stands on its ends.


“You drink a lot of wine.” He runs her credit card while packing the bottles she chose for me in a cardboard carry case.


“More than you know… I was at the Lone Star Wine and Spirit Festival. Y’all won Silver for your signature table wine. Impressive for a vineyard starting out.”


His eyes widen and he snaps his fingers. “That’s how I know you.”


“Gracyn Cavanaugh, Kingsbrier Winery.” She holds out her hand to shake and he introduces himself as the son of the proprietor.


“Checking out the competition?”


“I won’t pretend we’re not interested, but this trip is more pleasure than business.”


The man turns to me. “Are you a Cavanaugh too?”


“Nope.” She shuts him down. “Joe’s just a friend with an empty wine cellar.”


I don’t even have a wine rack which, as of this moment, is making me pissy. More than that, I don’t like the cocky change in the guy’s demeanor when she referred to me as “just a friend”. I want to make sure he understands how deep this friendship runs. However, the only thing I can do without causing a scene is put on my cop face and act like none of this is bothersome. 


“It’s kind of you to fill it for him.” His smile gets wider. “Maybe I can drop in and see your set up at Kingsbrier?”


I grit my teeth. Fuck me. It was bad enough I let the idea of Alcee being Gracyn’s boss weasel its way under my skin and make me wonder what she might see in him. If she’s always been attracted to older men as a rule or if I was the exception. Now, I have to deal with this douche who is her age. He’s the exact guy she should be dating. Hell, they even both work for wineries. 


Gracyn pulls her business card from her bag. “You’re always welcome. My office is located at the headquarters, but if I know you’re coming then I can arrange to meet you out there.”


There’s someone else in line behind us and Gracyn’s got her hands full with a case. The second set of bottles is on my hip and when he goes to exchange his own card, which he’s stopped to handwrite a phone number on the back, I act as if I’m helping her out by taking it.
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It started sprinkling out on our way home. The rain is enough to keep our dinner off the barbecue’s open flame out on the deck. I pour the wine Gracyn bought for us. It’s decent, but not as robust as Kingsbrier’s. I walk too close to her passing the stove to put the corkscrew away. Asshat that I am, my fingers skirt Gracyn’s back pocket.


“Don’t start anything you’re not willing to finish.” Her tone is expressionless, yet Gracyn’s staring at me from under her long, seductive eyelashes.


“Whatever, friend.” I wink, trying not to let on how pissed it made me that she’d introduced me for what I am instead of what we can’t be. 


Gracyn’s been making the rules. I’ve been going along with them. I take the signal that it’s okay to touch when she does. Out by the creek, she’ll sit on my lap, tracing her nails over my bicep. It drives me mad when she does it. The heat in her eyes is visible and I want to do all those things to her she’s thinking about.


I take silverware out of the drawer and lay the utensils at our spots at the table. Gracyn’s brought me some cloth napkins from Kingsbrier’s company store along with the stemless wineglasses we’re using tonight. Those we prefer to fill with ice for our bourbon, but I’ll swallow this swill since it’s important to her.


Hell, I’m such a schmuck that I’ll take a glass, monogrammed with a swirling K, out mid-week to drink from and wash it so Gracyn doesn’t realize how much I miss her. The option of having her here every night is becoming more and more attractive. 


Covering my jealousy this afternoon was easy, but the way it eats at me is clear. I’m a goner for this woman. Stick a fork in me. I’m done. 


“It’s almost ready.” She stirs the pan, flipping the chicken so each side is golden.


I peer over her shoulder, nuzzling my nose to her neck.


“Ever heard of personal space?” She giggles.


We’re both well aware Gracyn has got zero concept. It’s how we wound up where we are when she came back to the cabin the second time.


I turn her around. Little Miss Cavanaugh shows up all professional from the office. Flawless makeup, perfect coconut and lavender-scented curls. Within hours, her face is clean enough to play connect the dots on her nose and she’s using my body wash. I worry about a lot. Least of all that I’m turning Gracyn into someone she’s not. Somehow, the tension she arrives with ebbs away and it’s not until the reality of her departure is on us when it flows back over, drowning both of us in promises that we will see one another again in a few days.


I’m never ready to let her go. I doubt I will be. And I, for sure, didn’t like the way the kid looked at her today as if she was as available as the samples he was serving.


I cup Gracyn’s cheek. She smiles so wide you’d think they’d crack.


“You’re so beautiful. Thanks for keeping me company.”


“Is that why you keep me around? I’m a pretty face?” Her question is a test I’m going to ace. 


“There are a lot of pretty faces in the world, Gracyn.”


“So, I’m ugly and this is a personality thing?”


I touch her nose. “You’ve got it here.” Then I drop my index finger to the valley between her breasts. “And here. There’s not a part of you that’s not gorgeous to me.”


“The sass mouth?”


“Yeah.” I chuckle.


“The fact that I can hook a worm better than you?”


“The fact that you can catch a fish better than me…Sometimes.” I tilt my chin.


“Most of the time.”


“The bold confidence is attractive too.”


This makes her snort. “Then why aren’t you kissing me, Joe?”


“Very good question. Why am I not kissing you, Gracyn?”


We’re a hair’s breadth from one another.


“Maybe you forgot how? I mean, you do remind me far too often about your age to be considered normal. It could be senility setting in.”


My chest rumbles. “It could also be respect.”


“Hmm… Have I earned it?”


“You have.”


“Do I get an award. Commendation? Stripes on my uniform. Anything that signifies I’ve achieved this high honor?”


“Gracyn, how about you shut up and let me kiss you?”


Her lips purse and she blushes. We laugh at ourselves for a minute. She’s intent on not talking to get a rise out of me. I hesitate until she licks her lips and then take the invitation. 


It’s sweet and our noses touch while we try to decide how much further we’re willing to go to ignite the smoldering tension between us.


“Oh, God! What’s burning?” She scrunches her nose.


Our gut reasoning is it must be the chicken. However, I’ve inadvertently backed her into the stove. I pull Gracyn away from the burner and shut it off. Meat and vegetables stick to the pan and don’t budge as I shove it away. The back of Gracyn’s t-shirt glows. Some embers turn black. Others light up the fabric like the tip of a Roman candle. The bottom of her hair is rank with charred curls.


I swear because I’m supposed to be protecting her from what can go wrong between us and jealousy got the best of me. The adrenaline and instinct that comes with police work kick in, but I’m also mad as hell at myself. How the fuck am I supposed to explain to her family that this accident was my fault?


With Gracyn’s help, I whip the white shirt over her head. Tossing it on the floor, I stomp on the fabric and then throw it into the soapy sink basin. Low on her back is a red welt. The tips of her curls are gray and an indescribable color of brownish yellow.


I tug her behind me into the bedroom, fling the bathroom shower door open, and turn the faucet on full blast before forcing her inside the surround.


Gracyn’s eyes go wide as the spray mats her hair, plastering it to her scalp. Rivulets tumble down her lush brown curls. She shivers as I step in and turn her in circles making sure I haven’t hurt her worse.


The red spot isn’t as big as I’d first feared. The dampness has camouflaged the color of her hair back to its normal color. Although it’s brittle, the horrible smell has dissipated. I don’t want to risk touching it because I’m afraid breaking those ends off are akin to breaking her.


“Gracyn, I’m so—” I’m vaguely aware that my jeans have become drenched.


“It wasn’t your fault.” Gracyn won’t let me apologize.


She’s shaking. Goose flesh has appeared on her bare arms. I turn the dial up to warm her, cautious of the burn mark. Gracyn’s shorts darken from the water and the white lace bra she’s wearing becomes translucent, revealing everything I’d hid my eyes from when she was rain-soaked.


The innocent way she looks at me breaks the dam. Even though I’d caused this accident, Gracyn still trusts me implicitly. 
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“You didn’t do anything wrong.” We both know I’m really telling Joe, “What we’re both feeling isn’t wrong.” I want him and he wants me. We’ve proven we can handle our age gap. At least in private we have.


I’m a bitch for letting the bartender believe my relationship with Joe was platonic. I could have touched Joe when I introduced him. There were six ways from Sunday to imply he meant more to me. No matter what Joe thinks, I didn’t do it on purpose. I wasn’t trying to make him make a move. We’ve already established I’m capable of that all on my own.


For some silly reason, I didn’t suggest we were more and I regret that. The whole ride back to the cabin I recognized my banter with the bartender combined with not acting as if Joe was someone special in my life allowed any other woman to approach him. I don’t know how I could deal with Joe giving his attention to anyone else.


My gran said to have a chance we had to make a go of it as friends first. While I can’t help that I’d slept with Joe beforehand, I tried to remedy the situation. Now, I can’t imagine tomorrow without Joe. It’s scarier than the fiercest opponent who is dead set on believing there’s no way we’re right for one another, my own fears that I might not be able to make him happy or that having a younger woman on his arm strokes the man’s ego. Hell, if that were the case, we’d have been less discrete and flaunted our time together around town.


I’m still stunned at how fast Joe jumped into action. My pulse is beating a mile a minute. My chest is rising and falling trying to keep up with the breathlessness.


He stares down between my breasts. Water swirls around our toes and down the drain. He takes a small step forward, closing the space between us. I rest my nose to his as we’d done in the kitchen. Joe’s mouth catches mine. His hands find my hair and he pulls my face closer, tracing his tongue to the seam of my lips so I’ll open for him.


This isn’t the sweet kiss we shared before. It’s claiming. The heat rising from our bodies steams the room. The way I want Joe tonight is so far removed from our first night together. Then my desire for him was shallow lust. A sinful night with no regrets. Now, I need him. We’re past immorality. This connection is virtuous in the most perfect way. I don’t maintain that out of pridefulness, but with humility and understanding. Joe and I accept one another in spite of appearances.


I could end this right now. Go back to my apartment and try to get over him by taking another man to my bed. Someone my family deems more suitable. It would break my heart because I hadn’t been true to myself or faithful to Joe the way I should have been at the vineyard today.


Joe flicks the clasp of my bra and the cups fall. He teases down my neck, nipping, biting. I lift the hem of his shirt. We struggle getting the soaked fabric over his head. He won’t let me help as he removes my shorts, skimming his rough palms over my thighs as my silk panties ball at my feet. 


“Please don’t stop this,” I beg.


“I’ve been hopeless to stop you from the beginning. You’ve controlled everything I do and every thought I have since you blew into my life.” Joe kneels, placing his hand on my stomach, backing me against the cool tile, and kissing the juncture of my hip.


Joe’s thumb spreads my folds and he teases my clit with his tongue as he settles one of my legs over his shoulder. A thick forearm holds me steady as my knees give out. I’m swept back into the longing I felt the night of the storm. I drown in the sensation of his mouth on my most private places, gasping for breath, and forcing any doubts about how people will react to us below the surface. 


No one knows what we share except for Joe and I. And I’m certain this moment is right where we belong. My heart floods with a sense of calm while my body tightens in the most exquisite torture. 


Water rushes over us until the shower runs cold. Joe turns off the faucet and stands before me naked and aroused. With gentleness he pats me dry, cautious of my back. He towels off my hair, stopping to kiss me. The sensation flows deep to my toes. However, it’s the tingle between my thighs, the place he’s dried but has dampened again, which has me leading us to Joe’s bed.


We’re wearing nothing more than ridiculous smiles when the backs of my knees hit the frame, making me sit on the mattress. I reach to open the drawer where Joe keeps condoms.


Droplets of water trickle down my chest. He touches the ends of my wet curls and frowns. I can trim the damaged ends. Hair grows back. Joe doesn’t realize I’ve felt safe with him from the start. If I’d required a hero that’s what he was the night he rescued me. Deep inside I’m sure he’d lay down his life to protect me. Although, I’m capable of saving myself and what I’d needed was exactly what I got: someone who cares for me unconditionally.


Opening a foil square, I roll the condom on him while he’s distracted by his thoughts. Joe bends to place a soft kiss on my lips. He leans me back and crawls next to me, laying on his side, and using his elbow to prop his head. His palm skates over the bell of my hip. I cup his cheek and his big brown eyes look down at me.


“Gracyn, I can’t give you the kind of forever you deserve.” That’s when I recognize Joe will also give me up to make sure I have everything. He’d go back to the way it was for my happiness.


“For as long as you’ll have me, Joe, I’m yours.”


“I’m in love with you,” he admits with a strange sorrow that helps me understand how hard it is for Joe to put his heart on the line. He’s been hurt before and he worries that if I repeat those words they won’t have the same meaning. But they do.


“Then maybe you should make love to me because I’m in love with you too.” My thumb brushes across the dark stubble on Joe’s jawline. There is a flicker of awareness in his gaze as he covers my body with his.


My first time with Joe, we risked being discovered. It heightened our desire for one another. Now, the danger as our bodies move together isn’t that we will face criticism for loving one another, but that condemnation will weaken the foundation we’ve cautiously built and wind up tearing us apart. I hate that we are our own worst enemies.


Pretending I have confidence in our relationship that will only come with age, I revel in the slow, steady way Joe pushes inside of me, meeting each of his unhurried thrusts with my own. Time stands still. The seconds ticking on the clock mean little. Much like the years between our births and the minutes until our deaths.


Joe tucks a hand under my ass. He nips and bites down my neck. I grind my clit against the base of his cock and he grasps tighter, spreading my legs wider. My body wants another fraction of an inch. Yet, there is no physical way we can get closer. 


Joe worships one breast with his other hand and the second with his mouth, bringing each nipple to a hard peak as he sucks and pinches. 


My inner walls quake. I whine, forgetting that I’m an adult and not an unruly teenager while fighting to stop the loss of this closeness. Knowing it’s ineffective. Understanding that sex is finite and so are we. Even if we last for the foreseeable future, there’s a date that this will come to an end… And I’m willing to give Joe that power over me when his weight holds me down and a single deep thrust signals his completion.


We lay chest to chest, trying to catch our breaths with Joe’s nose tucked behind my ear.


I wince as he pulls out, rolling onto his back.


“I didn’t make the burn mark hurt worse, did I?” he asks, concerned.


“No.” It’s only because he’s mentioned it that I’m aware of the small stinging sensation. However, it’s not as uncomfortable as the small fissure of doubt that Joe’s definition of us staying together is different than mine. 


Having his arms around me isn’t enough. I’m certain someone else in Joe’s past cast him aside, but I still have to ask if he’s willing to sacrifice for me. And there is no doubt in my mind that it could cost Joe all he has left.


I trace the pads of my fingers over Joe’s bicep. He takes my hand and kisses them, pulling my body flush to his.


“I meant what I said. I love you, Joe, but it can’t stay this way with us meeting in secret each weekend as if we have something to be ashamed of.” My chest tightens. We should’ve made this part of the conversation before having sex. “It puts you in an awkward position with your other friends—”


Joe rolls on top of me. “If you ever refer to me as your friend again.” His lips circle my nipple and he sucks to prove a point.


“But we are!” I wiggle underneath with a throaty laugh when I feel Joe’s erection on my thigh.


“There’s a big-ass difference between us getting to know one another over the past few months and what you led that guy to believe.”


“Are you jealous?”


“And if I am? Maybe it works to your advantage since what you want the most is to come clean to your family.”


“I don’t lie to them, Joe. And this secret is too big to keep to myself any longer. But where does that leave you?”


Joe’s Adam’s apple bounces as he swallows. “I wish I knew, Gracyn. I want to make you believe that all those pretty stories about love conquering all were true.” He shrugs his shoulders. “They’re not. Even if your parents are okay with us together someone won’t be. It’s a step we’re going to have to take to find out. If you have to cut your losses, if we don’t work out, I guess I’m in no worse shape than I was before you came into my life.”


“But my family could be mad at you. What about my uncle? Drew is your best friend. What if this divides his loyalty?”


“I won’t ask that of him. Or you. So the guys leave me in the lurch, and I have to go for a beer with my co-workers to nurse my broken heart.”


“I’m not breaking your heart.” I try to argue but Joe silences me.


“There’s only so much control over a situation a person can have. But if my choice is keeping this to ourselves and you feeling miserable or losing you because we did the right thing it’s a chance I’m willing to take. I don’t want you here at the cabin unhappy. That’s not you. You’re beautiful inside and out. You’ve got this, I don’t know, joy. Like you like being alive. You’re not afraid of living your best life.”


“It gets me into trouble.”


“Not nearly as much as I’d first thought it did. Besides, I could keep you out of it for a bit. Or help you out of the next pickle you get yourself into.”


“Speaking of pickles.” It’s juvenile, but worth being silly.


“Don’t go there.” Joe tickles me until I can’t breathe and kisses the daylights out of me.


“All I was about to say is that they’d be great on a burger. I’m starved.”


“Yeah, right. I already know you better.” He gives me the side-eye. “I ruined our dinner, so to make up for that, let’s get delivery from The Grille.” He pulls up the app on his phone and forty-five minutes later we’re sitting in bed drooling over the juicy patties instead of each other.


No longer famished, I clean up the wrappers and grab a pair of scissors. Leaning over the sink, I clip the nastiest hairs away and disguise the unevenness by pulling my curls into a ponytail.


“I’m sorry,” Joe looks remorseful. Smoke has been coming out his ears the way it does each morning. He can’t stop mulling over the incident in the kitchen.


“I think there’s going to be enough apologies next weekend when we see my family. I don’t want to hear another one from you.”
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I’m surprised to see it’s my daddy who opens the door of the Tudor mansion. Colton stands on the granite steps and waits for me to run up them.


“What are you doing here?” I ask, throwing my arms around his neck.


“Business, Sugar n’ Spice. Saw you pull up and realigned my priorities. My girls will always take precedence.”


The night Colton took me in as his own he told me I was one of the most beautiful girls on the earth. It’s hard to believe I’d ever thought Daddy was an ogre. He’d endured so much, losing his naval career to an accident which took his leg. Maybe I’m accustomed to it. Maybe technology has come that far. But I don’t even notice if there’s a difference in his gate anymore. And there’s nobody I want on my team for the annual Cavanaugh Christmas football game than Colton.


We head left to the formal dining room—a place no one goes unless it’s a holiday because Gran believes the grandeur of the mansion is stuffy. It’s one of the few rooms that mirrors the way it looked for decades because it still bears touches of her own mother.


Gran is in there with her arms draped over Grandad’s shoulders. He has a horrible cough… And a bottle of bourbon. He pours some into the last empty goblet on a silver tray for me.


I kiss them both on the cheek and Grandad toasts my glass with his.


“Day drinking when you have a cold?” I give Ross the side-eye and a great big grin.


Grandad snuck me sips from his decanter long before I was legal. He’s the one who turned me into a whiskey connoisseur. It’s funny since I was raised at a vineyard, but Ross said when pleasure becomes business a person has to find new things to make them happy. Kingsbrier Winery was his fun retirement project. It now supports our family similar to the way the construction company he built from the ground up had.


“Really, Grandad, what if this turns into pneumonia or you have the flu?”


Gran pats his chest as if she agrees with me.


“I have too many other aches and pains to worry about a little cough and I’ve had my flu shot. Have you?” 


I snort when Ross raises a brow matching mine from moments ago.


It’s no secret that I’m yellower than hot dog mustard when it comes to needles. Uncle Adam still takes me to the clinic and holds my hand while Aunt Temple gives me vaccines. She still sticks a cartoon bandage on my arm and the nurse gives me a sucker.


I should be more upset over the way they tease me for acting like a baby or that I’m this old and still get paralyzed and tear up as soon as I hear those purple nitrile gloves snap on. However, I also relish those few silly minutes with my father that make up for the lost time when we hadn’t known about one another. I may cry now more out of sentimentality and that Adam hasn’t once denied I am his daughter.


Grandad squeezes my hand and returns his attention to elevations for a tiny bungalow Colton has laid out on the table. Daddy handles the commercial side of Cavanaugh Construction. He fell into it after becoming the foreman for a winery expansion project when he went back to work.


“What’s that?” I ask.


“Grandad’s latest brain-child.” He flips up a large rendering to show the house in a cute little development with a clubhouse and a park. “The commercial side is weighing in on these schematics for your Uncle Eric. It’s a hybrid project we’re thinking of handing off to Corey so he gets to experience dealing with the town zoning board.”


“Since when does Cavanaugh build senior housing?”


“If you want it done right you have to do it yourself,” Grandad replies.


“Is this for you?”


“We don’t know, Sugar.” Gran’s brown eyes light up. “It’s only a concept. But this place is awfully big for two people.”


“How could you not live at Kingsbrier!” Did I yell?


“Calm down, Sugar N’ Spice.” Daddy focuses my attention on the adjacent property line on the schematic. “The vineyard owns this land. It abuts Cris and Daveigh’s. The company bought it after the expansion sixteen years ago to stop any other building encroachment and keep the county route rural. We didn’t want traffic in our front yards. If we go through with this it’s a question of not planting more vines and exchanging the deed. Plus, it is zoned agricultural. That’s where Corey fits in. Uncle Eric and I don’t have the bandwidth to figure the particulars. It’ll be great experience for your cousin.


No matter how close the bungalows would be, I’m still in shock that the house my grandparents have lived in would stand empty. “I can’t believe you’d leave.”


“Gracyn, the staircase gets harder to manage every year. We’re not getting any younger and most people our age are enjoying their golden years with fewer responsibilities at gorgeous golf clubs.” Gran’s words aren’t reassuring, even when she adds, “So many things have to fall into place for this to happen.”


I want Gran here, behind her lovely desk and I want to walk the vineyard right before harvest with Grandad. He plucks grapes from the vines for us to test. They’re galvanized around this plan and, on the inside, I’m throwing a tantrum, which isn’t particularly grown-up.


“Come on, Sugar. Let’s leave ‘em to it.” Gran wraps her arm around my shoulder, guiding me to her office den. It’s almost as if she has a sixth sense that I need to be in there, safe from any possible changes afoot.


Gran lets me take her spot behind her desk the way she did when I was little. I roll the chair close and lean on my elbows.


“Don’t pout.” She instructs me. Her brows knit together.


“I’m not pouting.”


“Petulance doesn’t become you. It never has. You’re not getting anywhere in this world by acting like a child. I’m sorry if you’re upset, but it’s easier to attract flies with honey than vinegar.”


I perk up. “Does that mean I can convince you not to move?”


“Not at all because I haven’t made up my mind.” Gran flicks her hand toward the foyer. “Nothing is set in stone. This project could wind up in the mire the way so many others have. But the concept is exciting to Ross. Let your grandad have that. Worry about the rest when it comes to fruition.”


“I want to know you’re here when I need to talk, Gran.” I smooth my palms over her pristine blotter. “I may need sage advice.” I smile.


“Sage advice. How humorous. I learned from doing, Gracyn. From taking chances and sometimes falling on my face.”


“Which is a reason why I visit so darn much. I still fall on my as—butt.”


This makes Gran laugh out loud. “What wisdom do you seek?” A hint of sarcasm weaves into her question like the fine details of the antique lace table cloths she uses in the dining room. “Also, if I’d have had this relationship with my own children, life would have been so much less complicated for them.”


She catches me sighing. I was all ready to confide in Gran about the vineyard trip and Joe. Well, sort of Joe. Now I’m remembering back to what it was like in the beginning when no one knew who I actually was. Hiding Joe makes me feel as if no one knows me.


“Gracyn Cavanaugh, you are the best complication to ever come from that generation of ne’er-do-wells. It’s a good thing your presence kept them on the straight and narrow. I love you so much.” Gran holds out her hands and I move across the room to snuggle close to her.


Gran’s affection toward me has been unconditional, but I still can’t help wondering if that love will be snatched away. I’m not sure I could manage hurting her or having strings attached to the way she treats me.


“Well, I took a little of your advice already.” I start. Gran hums in my ear. “I found the last point I was happy and it changed everything.” I try to find a masterful way of negotiating what else I have to say. “I met someone, Gran.”


“That’s wonderful, Sugar. I hope I get to meet him?”


“I’m hoping to bring him here too, but think it’s best if Daddy and Uncle Adam—” I let out a breath so big that it blows a strand of hair away from the side of my face. “The thing is, Gran, I took some of the other things you said to heart. I got to know him. I made sure he was my friend and a man I truly wanted to be around. He’s older than me. A lot older.” I meet her gaze.


“How much older?”


“I’m in love with him, Gran.”


“Oh, that much. Is his age what has you so anxious?”


I nod and bite my lip. “What if they’re angry? What if they won’t give him a chance?”


“You’re already making up your parents’ minds for them. Will you even let them see for themselves that he’s a good man or are you going to cloud the decision to accept him by stomping your foot the way you’d begun to earlier when you saw the blueprints?”


My nose twitches.


“Don’t give my sons reason to doubt you.” Gran’s words have an air of authority.


“It’s easy for you to say. You aren’t scared of anything.”


“That’s not true. My biggest fear is akin to what you’re worried about; living this life without your grandfather.” Our attention lands on the door as Grandad’s cough echoes into the foyer. “He’ll be fine.” Gran pats my hand. “But, when you get to be our age, Gracyn, time isn’t on your side and each day is more precious than the last.”


“You’re okay with this?”


Gran takes my cheeks in her palms and winks. “Love isn’t a guarantee. This time you might fall on your face, Sugar. But you will have learned something important about yourself in the process. And at the very least, your ass won’t hurt.”
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Gran and I talk a little longer until Colton finishes discussing the senior community plans with Ross. I follow daddy in my truck down the two-lane county road from my grandparent’s gigantic house to my parents’ more modest three-bedroom. In actuality, it takes longer to buckle my seatbelt than to drive home.


Aunt Temple’s car is in the driveway. It wasn’t every Sunday when I was growing up that my parents got together for dinner and since I moved out it’s become less frequent. But they’d let bygones be bygones to do what was right for me; a ten-year-old with a gigantic chip on her shoulder and fear of abandonment.


I’m not sure where my father picked up the phrase, “bad habits die hard” instead of “old habits die hard.” However, my mom and stepmother got so used to spending time together for my sake that they became close friends and, believe it or not, don’t need my presence as an excuse to continue inviting one another over.


I give my mom, Uncle Adam, and Aunt Temple hugs when we walk in the door and then flop on the couch next to my daddy. He puts his arm over my shoulder and rubs his knee above his prosthetic leg. Instead of the anxiety that plagued me as a kid that daddy’s overdone it, it only takes an instant for me to become aware the spot under his other arm is empty.


“Where is Cassidy?” I ask.


It’s unusual for my sister—actually, both of my sisters—not to be here. They wait tables at the function hall on the weekend and have shifts at the winery shop after school. Decades of discipline ensure all employees are off no later than four o’clock on Sunday.


“She and Rhiannon are off with their girlfriends.” Colton responds at the same time Keely announces, “She has a date.”


My fathers exchange glances. This information is news to them.


“Put your shotguns away, fellas. It’s a double. They went as a group to the movies.” Temple adds.


“I’m not ready for this.” Adam scrubs his face.


“We’ve had a hormonal teenager before.” My mom reminds him, motioning to me.


“Forever ago. It’s hard to remember and Gracyn’s been out from under this roof for years.”


“Thank God for that.” I slide in to remind Colton and Adam. There’s no doubt that when I bring Joe around it’s going to have repercussions on Cassidy and Rhiannon. They’re only beginning the rotating door of crushes and bringing boys home to meet our parents. “Go easy on my baby sisters. They’re not me.” 


“Thank goodness.” Daddy seconds.


“Speaking of,” Keely changes the subject. “Brier said Drew mentioned Joe has been seeing someone?”


“That’s a mouthful, Mom.” My body constricts in a way that makes Daddy look at me. I shoot him a weak smile.


My mother isn’t the type to gossip. I get the impression she intended to move the conversation along to protect me and the teens. She doesn’t know it has backfired.


“Her name is Cyn. He’s spending all his free time with her.” Daddy downloads what he’s gleaned. My father chimes in with odd details his brother misses.


“Must be serious.” My stepmother is genuinely happy.


“Good for Joe,” Mom says. “He hasn’t been lucky in love.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


It comes out a little defensive. I’m well aware “Cyn” is me. Joe and I spend every waking moment together when he’s not on-call. I’m surprised he’s brought me up at all. My belly tightens, thrilled, and I know my cheeks are pinking. I’m not huge on nicknames, which makes me concerned about how what he’s chosen to call me sounds. Sin. Is that what I am?


Joe’s said he loves me and I want to believe that’s true because it’s true for me. 


My stomach tumbles. I am the other woman and find I’m jealous of myself not knowing anything about what Joe’s mentioned to anyone. I’d rationalize the fear better if Mom hadn’t said Joe has been with someone else.


Is it logical? Hell, yeah in some ways it is. It’s not as if I expected the man to have lived as a monk, but we haven’t discussed our past. I don’t have much of one in comparison. Joe hasn’t brought his other relationships up. I’m also freakishly beginning to understand I don’t want anyone other than Joe as my future, and I’m not sure if the desire grows at the same rate as the impossibility of it does.


But now, I’m also concerned because mom’s made this man, whom I care deeply about out, as lonely. I can’t imagine Joe living by himself in the cabin, struggling to find someone special to share his life with. I’ve begun grasping onto a fairytale, believing Joe waited all this time for me. For us. Now that seems unfair. I’m so sad for him.


“Joe sort of lost his faith in women when Chantal left.” Adam provides.


“Who is that?” I want the bad news from my mom.


“The woman he was supposed to marry,” she replies.


Joe was engaged? Why hasn’t he told me this?


“She broke it off after he was shot. Left him high and dry. None of us saw it coming. We thought she was okay with the dangers of his job. But the stress of the unknown must’ve gotten to her.”


“He was better off. No one deserves to be treated like that.” Colton scoffs with a hint of derision about how classless Chantal’s actions were.


“When was Joe shot? How?” In my mind’s eye, I can see the scars on him. The ones I touch while he sleeps and wonder how lucky I got that he’s there with me.


“Routine traffic stop, when you were in college.”


“Nobody told me.”


Mom gives me a curious glare. “The world doesn’t revolve around you, Gracyn.”


She’s correct. My world doesn’t revolve around me anymore. I’m circling Joe the way the earth tumbles around the sun. But all four of my parents know more about Joe’s past than I do, and it makes me wonder if I’m about to get burned.
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Corey and I have just come back from lunch and are shooting the shit in his cube instead of getting back to work. At the apartment we’re like ships passing. He’s also been out of the office a lot more often at construction sites so it’s nice to spend an hour with him.


I’m not shocked to see Daddy enter one of the frosted glass conference rooms with Uncle Eric when we enter the office. After all, they work here too. I’ve gotten over my initial angst about Gran moving. She’s told me it may not come to fruition and if it does it’s not as if she’s going anywhere without that desk.


“It’s a cool project.” Corey’s face lights up. “Residential is getting boring. This is a nice twist.”


“Don’t let your Daddy hear.” Uncle Eric’s been building houses with Cavanaugh Construction for almost three decades. Grandad’s sons hauled two-by-fours starting when they were teens.


“Eh, he don’t care as long as I’m bringing in a paycheck.” He slashes his hand through the air.


“None of them seem to.” I agree.


Corey and I are as opposed to living at home as our parents are to us sleeping on their sofas.


We turn as our Aunt Brier darts past the labyrinth of cubicles. Her hand covers her mouth, doing little to hide her drawn expression. Daddy pulls her close and her shoulders start to shake. Then Colton guides her inside and shuts the door.


“What’s that about?” Corey and I say at the same time.


We only have a moment before a grim-faced Uncle Eric is back in the threshold waving us inside. Daddy’s gotten his sister a bottle of water she’s not touching. He holds her hand as my aunt loses all composure.


“Y’all need to sit down.” Uncle Eric grabs Corey by the back of the neck. He’s holding his son like the barn cats move their kittens.


Daddy rolls his seat out from the table, offering it to me, although, there are half dozen more I could take. He bites his lower lip and I see his cheeks suck in. Before I can be seated, Colton wraps me up, holding on for dear life. It makes me scared.


“What’s wrong? What happened?” I force the words out of my mouth, not wanting to indulge the morbid curiosity.


Colton makes an audible swallow and his chest collapses. “Gran took a nap this morning and when Grandad went to wake her…” His voice breaks. “She didn’t wake up, Sugar n’ Spice. We lost her. Gran’s gone.”


“Oh, my God.” Corey gasps. My Aunt Brier is weeping. Both sounds are distant and disembodied.


I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I slump closer to Colton. I don’t understand. My gran is a constant. Rose Kingsbrier Cavanaugh is larger than life. And moreover, yesterday when we were together in her office, she was full of life. She told me everything was going to be fine. That Grandad’s cold was just a cold. That there was enough time for me to get used to the idea of them not living in the mansion. If she wasn’t coming down the grand staircase, she was supposed to be alive someplace else at Kingsbrier where I could go to her for advice. Where I could see her and know in my heart how she’d fought to give me everything the rest of her grandchildren—the ones born out of love and not conceived in a moment of weakness—were entitled to.


Gran can’t be dead. It’s not possible. We had too many moments left to share. Fat tears tumble down my cheeks. What Daddy’s said is ripping at my soul.


“Where’s Grandad?” I sob.


I’m not sure why I’d ever believed we’d lose Ross first. Perhaps it’s because he’s Gran’s senior. Ross is alone. I’m devastated for my grandfather and can’t imagine what he’s going through.


“Daveigh and Adam are with him.”


If what’s happening doesn’t seem surreal enough, it’s all kinds of wrong that our family is split in two different places. Ross and Rose’s life together can’t end with their quints scattered. My daddy and uncle should be at Kingsbrier along with my father and aunts.


“We have to go. We can’t stay here and do nothing!”


I’m not sure what there is to do. I can’t make Rose wake up. I can’t bring my gran back and I feel so incredibly useless losing a driving force in my life. It’s as if her energy is waning, being crushed by everyone’s sorrow.


Daddy takes my face between his palms. Tears brim, spilling down his face and the laugh lines at the corners of his eyes have heavy creases, making Colton look gaunt.


Losing anyone else is unfathomable. I want to hold onto my family and not let another thing hurt them the way this does.
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“Hey, have you heard?” Sheriff Bartholdi pops his head into my office.


I’ve never asked, only assume Bart’s half a generation ahead of me. His hair’s gone white and his combover has thinned since taking office.


“What’s up?” Over the years I’ve become less and less shocked by anything and keep filling out the form on my desk using a black pen. A true revelation would be if the State allowed us to do this online and hit submit. I’m hardly paying attention so the disinterest in my voice is on the opposite scale of the dirt the Sheriff wants to tell me.


“An ambulance and the medical examiner are at Kingsbrier.”


This gets my attention and I scowl. “The businesses or one of the houses?” There are four separate residences at the ranch.


“The mansion. Mr. Cavanaugh called it in. His wife passed.”


I stand so fast that my chair slams against a filing cabinet behind my desk.


“You’re kidding.”


“Nobody in the county dares joke about the day Miss Rose leaves the earth.”


It’s true. Gracyn’s grandmother is an institution in these parts. She took the holding company she inherited from her father and used it to create her legacy. One which helped the women in this county rise up.


“Seeing as how you’re tight with her kids I figured you’d appreciate paying our respects in my stead.” Bart pats the wall before moving on down the corridor. 


Adrenaline kicks in and I reach for my hat and cruiser keys. My physical body is in the station, but my mind is already out at the ranch when my personal phone rings. There’s an alpaca meme on the screen because Gracyn’s gotten ahold of my cell and changed her entry.


“Fuck, where are you?” I don’t mean to swear answering the call. It’s anxiety and concern. I also don’t think for a minute her family isn’t taking care of her, but in my heart, it’s my job to wrap Gracyn up in my arms and protect her.


“I’m hiding in the summer kitchen. The coroner is in her office. We can’t go in there until they—Oh, God, Joe. She’s gone. It doesn’t seem real.”


“I’ll be there as soon—”


“You can’t! They’ll find out. I’m a wreck and I need to be here for my family. As soon as I see you that will change. I’m going to want you to make it better for me.”


“I can’t make this kind of pain any less than it is. I’d try my damnedest to bring your grandmother back if I could.”


My tenure at the sheriff’s department has taught me—No, impressed upon me—that I don’t have any magic in me to resurrect the dead. It’s one of the worst parts of recognizing your own humanity only stretches as far as life-saving skills and not actual power. For as many people as I’ve saved, I’ve seen dozens more perish. Men, women, and kids who were deceased before I arrived on the scene. I’ve learned to accept there is no reason to believe my presence three or five minutes earlier might have made a difference.


Yet, there’s newfound confidence that Gracyn’s pulling her strength from me. It takes me back more than a decade, wondering if the night I busted her and brought her home to Kingsbrier altered something. For her. For us.


It’s curious that I no longer have the regret I had months ago over not booking her for possession. Gracyn hating me will cripple me now. That’s why, for as much as I tease her—and as much as I want her—I’m okay with us being friends. I’m hoping the foundation doesn’t collapse and we can remain the same after we’re finished.


“I know no one can fix this and that’s what makes it worse. Can you stay away from the ranch?” Her voice is grief-stricken and I can tell it pains her to even consider asking.


“It wouldn’t make sense. I’ve gotta call on your family out of respect. I was on my way over when the phone rang.” It was solely with her in mind.


She’s sniffling louder on the other end of the line.


“Tell me how to play this, Gracyn. I’m concerned for my friends. I’m more worried about you. I love you.”


“I needed to hear those words. I love you, Joe—”


“But today’s not the day to ambush your family with that news.”


Her chin brushes the receiver as she nods.


“I’m coming to Kingsbrier. You stay where you’re most comfortable, whether that’s in the foyer, the office or the summer kitchen it is up to you. If we see one another, I’ll act as if we’re acquaintances. So please don’t get upset. I’m not staying long. But, so help me, Gracyn, if you do not message me tonight it’ll kill me. I want to be with you right now as much as you’re telling me it’s what you want.”


She agrees and we let out long sighs as we say goodbye because we both understand avoidance at the ranch is what’s necessary. The initial shock of Rose Cavanaugh’s death has hit me with blunt force. If Gracyn breaks down in front of me I’ll be like a moth to a flame.


My cruiser glides over the roads, crossing town, and approaching the ranch from the far side where Cris and Daveigh’s Victorian and Kingsbrier’s stables come into view first. The county coroner and hauntingly silent ambulance pull out of the mansion’s circular drive as my patrol car pulls in behind the hearse from the local funeral parlor.


The imposing wooden door is wide open and Mrs. Cavanaugh’s teenage grandchildren mill in and out of the house. In a sense it’s apropos. I’ve never met a more welcoming group of people and, even deserving of their privacy, don’t expect the Cavanaugh’s to shutter themselves inside on a day like today.


Drew is the first person I run into outside. He is talking to his older son. I shake both of their hands. Drew and I clap one another on the back longer than we usually do.


Nowadays Drew is my best friend. But once upon a time, Brier and I went through the academy together. We were the closer of the two. I’d kept Brier in check until she reunited with the behemoth former professional football player. Then Drew and I realized it was fun to gang up on Brier. It was never mean spirited. A few years later, her path veered from police work, but her purpose ran parallel. 


“I’m sorry, man. How’s Brier doing?”


“Same as everyone. We’re all in shock.” He looks at the ground after ruffling the hair on his kid’s head, cupping the back of his neck, and pulling the teen in for a fatherly hug. “Do me a favor, Dash, and go see if your other grandma needs anything.”


The boy nods and walks away.


“My parents are with B and Ross in the living room.” Drew shakes his head as if he’s trying to come out of a bad dream. “I don’t remember life without the four of them. It’s unfathomable Miss Rose is gone. The woman put up with so much.” He laughs, remembering. “Our parents were instrumental in getting Brier and me back together after I asked Ross for his blessing.” He points to his heart. “I know my mother-in-law was key to that. She had Brier pegged and told me all these little things to do to get under her skin, make an impression B couldn’t ignore. I don’t know if I ever said ‘thank you’ to her.”


“She knows,” I reply.


We turn to the granite steps where the quints move in a solemn parade out the front door. The funeral director and an assistant are loading the body of their mother into the hearse.


Drew is attracted to Brier’s side like a magnet. I catch Gracyn’s shadow in the foyer and feel the same pull before she slips back out of my sight.


The long curtains in the living room sway. Gracyn is watching from inside as I hug Brier and pay my condolences to her siblings. Ross and Colton are the last to go back into the mansion.


The last time it seemed like any of them aged this fast was in the aftermath of Colton’s accident.


“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I say to Mr. Cavanaugh.


Ross is haggard. Of all the devastated expressions in the sea of Cavanaugh green eyes, his are the emptiest. A cough rattles his chest and he turns his chin to the crook of his elbow. When he uncovers his face, I notice Gracyn’s inherited the bridge of her freckles on her nose from this man. I get choked up because there’s also so much of Rose Cavanaugh in the woman I love.


We may have only been together a few months, but getting over Gracyn has the propensity to destroy me. I love her enough to comprehend I’ll never love anyone else the same way. If a fraction of Rose Cavanaugh’s genetic make-up can cause this much havoc on a heart, how broken would I be in Drew’s shoes or moreover Ross’s?


“We appreciate your coming out.” Colton expresses his gratitude when Mr. Cavanaugh retreats into the security his home.


“It was more than in an official capacity.”


Colton huffs. “I figured as much.”


“You did?” Shit. Has Gracyn’s father suspected she is who I’ve been dating?


“I doubt it was because you picked the short straw. I’m glad you’re representing the department. It might have been weird allowing anyone else here today.”


“If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.” I remind Colton.


I mean it on a personal level even though he may take the comment otherwise. The department will run a detail for the calling hours, later at the church for the funeral, and for the burial. People don’t let go of a pillar of the community without saying a proper goodbye.


My car door clicks shut at the same instant my phone pings with an incoming message. 


Alpaca picture: I need you.
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Keely used to get on me about the difference between wants and needs—especially when I wanted Doritos and we didn’t have two nickels to scrape together to buy more than the necessities at the grocery store.


I’ve needed Joe over the past few days, longed for him. It has been tough watching my mom and dad seek comfort in each other. The desire for Joe to hold me isn’t something I’m afforded right now.


I’m lucky to sneak off for short phone calls and when we exchange random texts. Joe personally worked the traffic detail on the main street outside the funeral home when every resident east of Houston filed past Gran as she lie in her silk-lined coffin. Seeing her without a spark of life made it seem almost as if the fireflies won’t ever light up in the darkness again.


Grandad doesn’t get that comfort either. The one person he needs to make it all better isn’t around anymore. It’s why I can’t get upset every time my heart breaks with the feeling like I can’t go on without Joe. I realize he’s doing his best to show me how important Rose Cavanaugh was not only to me but to him. In my weakest moments, my heart shatters for my grandfather. He doesn’t have that one person who can make everything right again.


It doesn’t matter how unfair my grandmother’s death seems. Acting spoiled, selfish or stomping around won’t change anything. I find solace in my last conversation with Gran when she told me time wasn’t on her side. Each moment is precious. And even though my cup is running dry from the tears I’ve spilled, when Joe and I have managed to connect I sense his love for me while we’re apart.


That makes me wonder if Grandad has the same sense. If the vivacious and raucous Miss Rose Kingsbrier he fell in love with,—the woman who grew into one of the most beautiful and accomplished women of her generation—is still lifting him up. If Ross is scared to live without Rose the way she’d said she would be then it doesn’t show. Their love living on is the only explanation I can accept.


We’ve come from the reading of the will and a small family lunch my nervousness only allowed me to pick at. My grandmother wasn’t the church-going kind, but I like how we’re gathering to say goodbye to her in a place as immaculate as she was.


I enter the parish with Colton, Adam, and my sisters, stopping to accept condolences from the guests.


The hair on the back of my neck rises, an immediate indicator that Joe is here. Feigning nonchalance, I turn to catch a glimpse of him seated in a rearmost pew. The pain in my chest eases. My Uncle Drew stands in the row in front of Joe making small talk with him.


I can’t help myself. I want to hear Joe’s voice even if it doesn’t satisfy the need to be near him.


“Hi, Joe. How are you?” I catch him off guard, interrupting him while he’s speaking to Drew.


“I’m well, and yourself?”


We had a similar conversation over the phone this morning while I cried. I’ve felt so helpless. So insignificant. Joe’s told me the least he could do was be here today.


“Better.” I nod to my sister who is clinging to my hand, hoping my uncle takes the comment at face value. Joe understands I mean better now that you’re here. “Cassidy, you know Joe?”


Cass gives Joe a quiet hello. She’s in rough shape. So is my other sister, who has taken a seat up by Adam and Temple. I feel awful they didn’t get to know Gran the way I did. And worse, that perhaps I didn’t take better advantage of all of our time together so that I can be the one to tell them the things Gran would have wanted them to know.


Colton comes down the aisle, urging us forward to the roped-off pews. I panic and hesitate and then rely on my poker face to pull off what I need. Ten-year-old Gracyn’s about to hide a blue bag of cool-ranch tortilla chips in our red cart.


“Why are you sitting all the way back here?” I ask Joe.


“Making sure Miss Rose’s family has ample room.”


I hold out my empty hand. “Gran always made space. Please, Joe. Come sit with my family.”


“We’ve been friends a long time.” Drew agrees. “It’ll mean a lot to Brier.”


Complimented, Joe hides his lip quirk well agreeing to the offer. He comprehends that I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t need the support. Above all, we built our foundation on friendship.


Cassidy is on the end. Then it’s me, Joe, Brier, and Drew. Their four kids are behind us. When Joe sits down he gives Brier’s hand a tight squeeze, but doesn’t let go of mine until the reverend finishes leading the congregation.


I get up to approach the pulpit and can’t help looking over my shoulder. Joe gives me a gentle nod of encouragement.


You can do this, Gracyn.


The simple pep talk is both my downfall and my salvation. I’d invigorated myself with it the last time on the day of the solo distributor meeting… And then let it go to my head driving into the puddle. I smile when I get to the lectern. Joe was there then too.


I inhale a calming breath. All of my senses are tumbling around and around like a leaf in a windstorm. There are hundreds of people inside the church. 


“As the most outspoken, the rest of my generation has elected me to speak on their behalf. I guess they trust I’ll remind you of who Rose Kingsbrier-Cavanaugh really was. To do this it’s easiest if I tell you a story.


“I didn’t get the benefit of having Rose as a grandmother my whole life. When we first met, she was someone else’s benevolent Gran. The kind of woman who included everyone because it was the proper thing to do. I liked Rose from the get-go. I’d never met a businesswoman or someone who’d had quintuplets.” I roll my eyes and the parishioners chuckle and twitter.


“I’d never realized that I’d ever set foot in a mansion or that a place so ornate wasn’t just a house.” My words bring me back to when I was ten, walking up the granite steps of the Tudor for the first time, grumbling at Keely for making me move, and scared of the people who lived inside of the massive fortress.


“The day Rose became my grandmother was… It was as overwhelming as the day we lost her.” The notes in my hand shake and the papers are becoming pulpy from the perspiration in my tight grip. “Suddenly, I was the granddaughter of this rich, refined, amazing woman whom everyone adored. And, for the life of me, the idea of letting her down was terrifying. I may have tried a little too hard to impress her by spilling an entire bag of flour when she was teaching Cricket and me to bake muffins. And I definitely should have avoided the peach tree when Corey, Mateo, and I were showing off our stunts on the ATVs for her and Grandad.”


“The tree survived.” Grandad reminds me with a smile. He gets a pat on the shoulder from Mateo who sits in the pew behind him. My heart aches remembering our tween years when Gran was there to remind us accidents happen. 


“Most of us—and there are a lot of us—lived to be in the den. There was a power in Gran’s office, that allowed us to recharge when our batteries were low.”


I look up from my notes and gaze at the female cousins. “My word, how many times did Gran have to set a timer so we’d all had a chance to sit at her desk?”


“It’s your turn now.” Lily, the older of Drew and Brier’s twins, points to me.


My feet shuffle, hidden by the podium. I have to stop because Lily’s confidence that I can fill Gran’s shoes is overwhelming.


When I start talking again, I fall off-script. “If we were sent in there to ‘think about the consequences of our actions’ it made us realize real quick what lesson we’d missed.” This gets a chuckle since it’s the God’s honest truth. 


“After my baby sisters were born, I sought the solace of Gran’s office. Rose had been my gran for less than a year. For as much as I wanted to own the relationship, I’d still slip-up and call her ‘Miss Rose’ or ‘Mrs. Cavanaugh’ all the time. One afternoon, I sat my little self down in her chair and rolled it up to the desk, pretending to be as important as she was to all of you who gather here today.


“You may agree comparing yourself to Rose Cavanaugh can make you very small. However, Gran didn’t do comparisons. She did joy. She strived to bring that feeling to everyone she met, whether you were her closest confidant, her child, her grandchild, an associate or someone walking by her on the street. Gran was beautiful not because she smiled, but because she made you smile. She helped you find a place of contentment within yourself. And that happiness is our greatest loss.


“On Rose’s desk was a list unlike any other I’d seen. It had all of our names jotted in an elegant circle of her handwriting. There was no start and no finish.” I draw the shape in the air.


“What are you doin’ in here?” Rose’s flawless elocution slipped. Her hand rested on her hip as if she was the seeker and had been looking for me for a while.


“The babies are crying… Again.”


Gran laughs. “Even the best helper should be allowed a few quiet minutes.” She compliments me.


I’d been so excited about becoming a big sister. Cassidy and then Rhiannon were adorable pink bundles. Their crying didn’t bother me a bit and I felt connected to both of them when I held them.


It was the images, mental and physical, of my parents fawning over them that was bothersome. Keely and Adam were working out the kinks in their friendship. However, I was going on twelve and this was as close as my biological parents were. There weren’t wedding pictures with Key and Adam as the bride and groom, or snapshots of Adam holding me as a newborn. My jealousy was tough to endure because, for as loved as I felt by all four of my parents, I wasn’t born into the life my sisters were and it had nothing to do with our trust funds.


I picked up the piece of paper off Gran’s desk and twisted it around, reading everyone’s name in my head.


“What is this?”


“My reminder of the most important people in the world.” She took the sheet from me. Her brown eyes lit up.


“It’s a weird way to make a list.”


“It’s the best way to make one, Sugar. See. It has no top or bottom. Nobody is first, no one is last.”


“But what if you have to add someone to it? Or take them off?”


Gran opened a drawer, removing an older list. There are several bundled underneath it. “My list grows like an untamed garden. The vines reach out.”


“You’re supposed to prune the beds back. Like the vines in the back forty after harvest.”


“Not my garden. There’s only room for more. Look. This is the list from the year you came to Kingsbrier.”


She held it out for me to inspect. My name was tucked in between two of my cousins and Key’s was on there too. Even my stepmother, Temple, was added in a color ink that wasn’t original to the list.


I handed it back nonplussed. “So you put my name on it after I ran away?” I’d taken off when the awful truth of who I was came out.


“Beforehand. I put your name on it when you became someone special to me. When you let me into your life, Gracyn. That was long before I knew you were a part of me.” She cupped my cheek.


My lips twisted. I wouldn’t let Miss Rose see me cry. She was too strong and it wouldn’t prove I deserved her love if I sniveled and bawled.


“What if the test proved I wasn’t your granddaughter?”


“I told you. I don’t prune what blooms in my garden. Why are you so certain you’re a weed instead of a flower?”


“I could be. Besides, roses have thorns.”


“To protect themselves. Their beauty. It doesn’t make the way the gardener tends to them less significant.”


I was smart enough to know this time Gran’s the gardener and I’m the rose.


The paper rested on the desk and Gran pointed a finger to several names. “Eric Kingsbrier was my daddy. Savannah Andrew was Miss Lily Anne’s momma. They’ve long since passed. I don’t prune my garden, Sugar. This is a list of the people I love. The love I have for the ones who’ve moved on from this life may be different, but it’s just as strong. As fierce. I hold onto that joy because without it, what is there?”


“What if someone’s done you wrong? Then they should come off the list.”


“They were likely never on it to begin with. If someone does something so vile it hurts you the best revenge is to love the people on your list harder. Go out of your way to make their lives better.


“There’s a point in each person’s life, Gracyn, that they worry about their value. I’m no exception to the rule. When I was your age, I spent too many hours pondering if my parents loved one another at all. That’s not the way all families began when I was a girl. Love was secondary. Sometimes companionship or business interests came beforehand. If at all.”


“It did?” I asked, stunned. I’d had school friends whose parents divorced, but I was the only one whose parents were never a couple. I’m not sure what sounded worse, not being conceived in love or being created as part of a merger. Gran had taken over a company recently and gotten flack in the press by the former CEO for dismantling it piece by piece. I didn’t have the impression Mr. Edward was a nice man. It’s not because Miss Rose was so impressive to a little girl like me, or that she was ignoring the rest of the family, including my new sisters, while we were having such an important discussion.


“Families are made in all sorts of ways. None is better than the other.” Gran tipped my chin up. “No grandchild on that list has more value to me than any of the others and no job I’ve had has been more important than tending to my garden.”
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From the pew, I listen to Gracyn’s calm words. She may think she’s bombing this, but I can tell when Gracyn slips into a memory she has of Rose that she’s no stranger to public speaking. Gracyn straddles the present and the past with poise and confidence.


It’s what Gracyn doesn’t say—the things she leaves out—which matter the most. After spending every weekend together for months, I’m able to read between the lines of the circular list. Gracyn’s loved, but there’s a constant worry if she’s enough for those who love her. Because she’s not like the rest of them and she knows it.


Perhaps the others won’t ever get why Gracyn is a little bit more outspoken than her cousins. Why her personality is so close to her grandmother’s. It’s more than genetics. Miss Rose was well aware of the commonality they shared. I’m one of the lucky few who gets an impartial glimpse of the real woman Gracyn’s become as she’s jumped the line between youth and maturity. It’s comforting to know she’s able to let go in my presence. And wishful thinking that one day my hidden emotions will become transparent to her.


Gracyn makes me recognize how much of life I missed out on more than my friendship with her uncles and fathers ever had. Watching them parent, I was glad for the guy’s domestic bliss. My friend’s happiness also brought a fair amount of discontent to me because I’d never gotten that far in a relationship. Not that I have, or will now. But my graying hair shades my perspective.


That said, I’m glad I wasn’t privy to Gracyn’s life over the past sixteen years. She wouldn’t be my present otherwise. Adam did right by his daughter and Colton reared Gracyn as if she was his own. But Gracyn’s felt like a merger instead of an offshoot. Her four parents as a unit loved her, but her biological parents were never in love. Adam fell for Temple. Colton grounded his life with Keely. Then Cassidy and Rhiannon were born from that love.


She’s still trying to prove she’s got enough strength and ambition to be a Cavanaugh. Everything Gracyn does reinforces to herself that she’s worthy to inherit the Kingsbrier legacy and she is still carrying the childlike fear that by virtue of their birth, her sisters and her cousins have more worth. More claim to their family name. And above all else, Gracyn believes she’s deserving of the blame if she makes the wrong business move.


From the outside, Gracyn is unapologetic in the way she channels parts of Rose’s persona. On the inside, she’s saving every apology as a shield for the day she has to express her regret for failing the people who loved Rose the most.


Mrs. Cavanaugh was an icon in the county. Undeniable in her youth. Untouchable in her determination. Unyielding in the way she loved her family. The rigidity is Rose and Gracyn’s commonality. She refuses to let her family down. I can see the ramifications of going public with our relationship.


Her burden makes me crack and I pull a tissue from my pocket. My desire for Gracyn is selfish. I’d let her go, although, she’s been upfront about how she’d react. We’ve discussed our situation. No matter which way the cards are cut, someone will be angry; her family, the constituents of this town.


I honestly believe we’re worth taking the chance on. However, if I didn’t? I don’t put anything past Gracyn to get her way. She’d drag me down to prove she believes in us too. Enough that I’d forgive her for the chance to linger in her life.


The family holds the mercy meal after the burial at the winery’s banquet facility. Anyone who’s attended a function here would say Mrs. Cavanaugh planned the event herself. I’ve heard more than one mourner comment they half expect Miss Rose will come out of the kitchen from speaking to the catering manager.


I’ve kept a respectful distance and close watch on Gracyn since leaving the chapel and wait for other guests to mill between us before following her to the buffet line. With full plates, we sit with our backs to one another. I take off my deep gray suit jacket and keep a relaxed arm dangling for her to clasp my hand. When she’s assured no one is looking, she reaches under the coat’s hem for my fingers, using our touch to recharge for when another guest approaches her to share their own stories of Mrs. Cavanaugh.


My mind wanders, listening to Drew’s mother who was Rose’s best friend. Her sorrowful laugh, filled with the emotion of a person who knew her childhood confidant inside and out, has me faintly imposing Gracyn’s image in the place of Rose’s. I wonder what Gracyn might have done in the same circumstances. I can see where the woman I love gets her foibles from. Rose had enough poise to thumb her nose at critics and enjoy her life. Gracyn is the same… Or at least she will be in time.


I wipe the goofy smile off my face and try to pretend I’m not listening. The other people at my table have all left to mingle or refill their plates. There are only a few more hours to endure the days Gracyn and I have spent apart. All I want to do is wrap her up in my arms and hold her the way we slept on the couch at the cabin for so many months at the beginning of our relationship.


A tumbler of bourbon thumps on the white table cloth by my knife, taking me by surprise. I look up as Drew brings a second glass to his mouth.


“Let’s head outside.” He suggests it in the tone I use requesting an operator to please step out of the vehicle.


I follow him to the front entrance of the banquet hall where we stand glancing at the vineyard vines, neither of us ready to speak. From this vantage point, I can see the modest house Gracyn grew up in. The one I dropped her teary and repentant teenage ass at when I found the marijuana in her pocket. It reminds me of the home my parents still live in. I give in to the nostalgia for a few minutes before Drew finally breaks the silence.


“She’s Cyn.” His drink is all but ice when he gets the nerve to interrogate me. A muscle in his jaw twitches as Drew’s gaze remains on the stable yard past the winery parking lot.


Whether or not he saw us holding hands inside, I won’t deny it. And I won’t kowtow. Instead, I face my best friend and square my shoulders. “I love her.”


“You asked Daveigh out.”


“Twenty years ago.” I’m not getting into semantics. What actually happened was I asked Brier if she’d have an issue with me dating her sister. “I’m not sure what it has to do with anything now.”


“Maybe the fact that it was that long ago. And they’re strikingly similar.”


“Is Brier the only blonde you dated?”


“She was the only one I wanted to be with.”


“Your point is valid for you, Drew. I was never with Daveigh. You didn’t give me shit that Chantal had dark hair.”


“Chantal’s not my niece. Gracyn’s young enough to be your daughter. Fuck, she’s Colton and Adam’s daughter.” Drew doesn’t raise his gravelly voice.


“I can’t argue the truth, nor do I want to. But let’s lay it on the line. Keely and Adam had Gracyn when they were teenagers. Gracyn’s not one. She is older than Brier was when your twins were born.”


Drew takes the last sip from his cup. My best friend is reevaluating his opinion of me. I’m betting that includes me being a sexual deviant, playing on an adolescent’s hopes and fears, and deciding he’s not letting me within ten feet of his daughters. 


“If it were one of your girls, Drew, it would be a different story. They grew up with me around. Gracyn? I saw her what—a dozen times between when she was ten and eighteen? And if you think I didn’t have reservations, you’re kidding yourself. We know how people are going to react.”


No matter what man she gets involved with, tongues in this town will wag because Gracyn’s a Cavanaugh. I’m fully capable of defending her from the nasty comments over our age difference. And I’m not so daft I haven’t considered the ramifications this may have on my career. While she’s still almost twenty years my junior, I no longer doubt Gracyn’s old enough.


“Is that why you’re keeping it a filthy secret?”


Drew played pro-ball. He’s a formidable opponent. I get in his face anyway because I won’t let anyone talk down about Gracyn.


“Don’t ever use that word to describe anything about Gracyn… I’m here today to make sure a family gets the support they deserve. I’m by her side because I love her. I’d walk through hell for the woman if she told me to. But what nobody needs is for our relationship to cause a scene.”


Drew huffs. “Her fathers are gonna tear you limb from limb,” he says from experience.


“The only person that hurts is Gracyn.”


“Why can’t it be someone else? Anyone but her?” Drew scrubs a thick paw over his face in frustration.


“Do you think I haven’t questioned that myself?” Taking the chance he won’t be the first to throw a punch, I ask a something which has been on my mind a lot lately. “Did you when it came to Brier?”


“All the damn time.” He pinches his jaw.


I couldn’t hold in the chuckle that escapes me if I tried.


“You know how many of us there are to answer to if things go south?” He meets my eyes. Cold hatred dissolves into morbid concern.


As much as I want my best friend to have my back, Drew’s loyalties lie with the Cavanaughs. I’d be an idiot to believe otherwise. “If anyone grasps what’s at stake it’s me.”
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There’s a faint, but firm knock on the door of my apartment. Joe messaged me a few hours ago to say he was coming over. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what he wants to discuss.


Toward the end of the afternoon, I saw Uncle Drew and Joe talking outside the banquet hall. The conversation looked heated. Both of them squared their jaws, and Drew’s tight shoulders and refusal to glance in my direction was a dead giveaway. We’ve been found out.


My emotions are all over the place. I’m not sure if Drew knowing is a blessing or a curse. I understood having Joe sit with us was a slow introduction that could backfire. I may have a decent track record for brushing my butt off and trying again, but that’s because not all of my antics have yielded positive results.


It felt good to have Joe nearby. The way my fingers sought his under the tablecloth was non-sexual and the comfort the small gesture brought me was as powerful as when we are intimate. It has made me aware of how much I need a confidant at times like this. I’ve cried less over my loss and more out of gratitude in the last hour.


I open the door with a tear-stained face. My smile turns to shock and I blush when Joe hands me a pink bouquet. 


“Are those for me?”


“Who else would they be for?” He counters. “Unless Corey likes this sort of thing?” Joe peers down the hall to where the bedrooms are. “It felt a little trite, except I didn’t want to show up here for the first time empty-handed.”


Aside from the morning he dropped me off after the car incident, Joe’s never been to the building. Every surface has items scattered on it, proving my apartment is a wreck compared to the tidy system we rely on at the cabin. It’s interesting to compare how different the way I live during a workweek is. 


“It’s a mess because we’ve only been here to sleep. Corey wanted to stay at his parents’, spend some time with Cricket.” I make excuses for the clutter while arranging the bouquet in a vase the way I do at the cabin with the wildflowers growing down by the creek.


“Why didn’t you stay at Kingsbrier with your sisters, your parents?”


I trash the cellophane, toss the stay-fresh packet on the counter, and cock my chin. “Which set? Do I play favorites and stay at the ranch with Cass or spend the night with Rhiannon at Adam and Temple’s? I don’t know how to choose. And given my three options, it was an easy decision.”


Joe holds out his arms. “What else is weighing on you, sweetheart?”


My face pinches. I don’t like nicknames. Only Daddy’s allowed to call me Sugar N’ Spice and Gran calls, called, everyone Sugar. Probably because there were too many names to remember. I’d let Joe get away with “Cyn”, but “sweetheart” rankles my spine. It’s better to clamp down on the feisty come back on my tongue.


“Other than the obvious? My grandmother is dead and my uncle plans to out that you are my boyfriend.”


I snuggle into Joe’s chest and he rocks us back and forth, kissing the top of my head.


“Tonight’s not the night to figure out how to let your family know about us. One step at a time, Gracyn.” He emphasizes my name and I doubt I’ll hear him call me sweetheart again. It’s almost comical the way he knows me. It makes my wet eyes brim.


Joe hooks his index finger in mine, guiding me to the couch to sit. We’ve both got a knee up between us and lean an elbows on the back of the sofa.


“How can you miss someone so much who has only been gone a few days?” My freckled nose crinkles.


“I don’t know. I ask myself that all the time about you.” He caresses my forearm.


“I told Gran about you. I mean, not that it was you, but that I’d found someone. She wanted to meet you.” I pull tissues from the box, wiping my nose. “Uh, I must look like a troll sniveling. Really attractive, right? What guy wants to consider meeting a woman’s family when she’s a certifiable hot mess?”


“This guy.” He shows his cards. “Don’t forget I knew Rose and she knew me. I liked your grandmother a lot. She was a real special lady. I’m not sure I’ve ever met a woman as gutsy and willing to stick to a plan. I was in court the day she testified against Lathan Edward. It’s still one of the most impressive takedowns I’ve witnessed.”


“You were? His trial happened when I was a kid. The attack was before my grandparents were married.” I gasp and cover my mouth.


“Something wrong?”


“No. It reminded me of something Gran said a few months ago. About how my grandad had helped her through a tough time.”


“You think that was it?”


I shrug. “She said Ross was her friend first.”


Joe huffs and laughs, and then chuckles at himself for doing it because he had to have picked up the action hanging out with me. My whole family does the same thing. “Starting out as friends isn’t the worst idea.”


“Are you blowing sunshine?”


The question makes Joe full-on belly laugh. “Nah, it was a good thing we took the step back and restarted.”


I’m glad for this and hope it stays true. On any other given night, I’d bring Joe to my room, let him lay me down on the bed, and cover his body over mine.


I brush my thumb against his five-o’clock shadow. “I love you. There’s no one else I need to be with tonight than you.”


“Thank you for needing me.” His whisper moves my unruly, dark curls. Joe leans in to kiss me, but I dip my face at the last second and his lips touch my forehead. “Talk to me,” Joe says. I’ve begun to retreat into myself. He’ll listen without judgment.


“We lived in Maine when I was in elementary school. My great-grandmother died the year before we came to Kingsbrier. She’d led a hard life. Raised Keely’s mom, then raised my mother, and helped my mom when I was born. I don’t remember Memère as youthful. Most of the memories I have left are foggy. My memère was sick and Keely took care of her. It hurt so bad, Joe. I only had my mom back then.


“Then Keely brought me to live at the ranch where there were so many people. So much land. Mrs. Cavanaugh was… Gosh, she was so pretty. The refined and elegant businesswoman who didn’t take anything from anyone. But she had this energy to her too. Gran attracted everyone like a lightning bug you can’t catch. They’d follow her. We’d follow her—Me and Corey and Mateo, Cricket and Drew’s twins—because she was so much fun to be around. She wanted to give us everything. All the experiences she didn’t get as a girl because the Kingsbrier she grew up at was the loneliest place ever.


“Because I didn’t have that before we moved here, I realized right off the bat how important what she was doing for us was. Once you combined the way she loved her family with her success I began to idolize her, and when I got older, I knew I wanted to be her.”


“From what I gather you had a good head start.” Joe uses a thumb to wipe away a tear falling down my cheek.


“A girl can only hear so long that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” I say.


“Not in a bad way.”


“No. She was so strong. So perfect. I’ve always hoped I got a smidge of that perfection.”


“Nobody’s perfect, Gracyn. We all do our best. Sometimes even the best fail.”


“That’s my point even her failures were flawless. I mean, you even mentioned the lowest point of her life. It should have crippled her. It would have done that to me. The way she picked herself up. I’m not sure I’ll ever have that much confidence.”


“You do.”


“I’m so scared of being without her.” That I didn’t learn all the secrets to putting family first and building a business. “What if I screw up the winery, Joe? What if my sisters decide they want to take over and there’s nothing left for them?”


“That won’t happen. Alcee, Ross, and your Uncle Cris are still around for guidance. They trust you. I trust you.”


“The girl who put her life at risk driving into rushing water?”


“Is also the woman who doesn’t plan to let anything stop her. I may have been there to rescue you once, but what did you do? You bought the truck so you had the tools next time you get caught in the mire.” He pauses, giving me a sharp warning. “As a cop, I’m informing you this is a perfectly bad example and if you ever drive into a puddle like that again, I’ll kill you if you don’t drown first. But loving you, Gracyn? I know you learned a hard lesson when that happened.” He touches his sternum. “I’ve got this belief in here, that you’ve got what it takes to keep the business growing in the direction that’s right for your family. Have the same confidence in yourself that I do in you.”


His palm caresses my cheek and I bring my own to cradle it closer. Joe puts his lips on mine.


“Guess what I thought about while you gave your Gran’s eulogy?”


I shake my head. I’m running out of steam and wouldn’t know the answer if it bit me in the ass.


“Everything she did is something I could imagine you doing. You’re bold and full of energy. From the get-go, you didn’t leave me alone. You were right saying Miss Rose always made room for one more person. Your aunts and uncles go out of their way to make me feel welcome too. Included. But there was a disconnect until you came around. I’m never lonely when you’re near or if I think of you. It’s sappy, but I can’t help wondering if your Grandaddy felt the same way. Like every damned thing was better because of her.”


We rest our foreheads together. We’re so close my vision has blurred. Although, I can see Joe’s misty-eyed. There’s so much more he wants to tell me. I understand he can’t find the best sentiment to express himself and I appreciate how hard he’s trying to prove the way he loves me isn’t shallow.


For sixteen years people have alluded that I’m like Rose. Maybe it’s love-sick, grief-stricken stupidity, but I believe every word out of Joe’s mouth. He hasn’t faulted me, brought up my past transgressions—or hers—and, at a point where I need to feel closer to my grandmother, he’s managed to do that.


“Thank you.”


“For what?” Joe brushes back my wild, dark curls, looking me in the face as if he sees the real me. “You’re so much easier to love than I ever thought possible,” he confesses.


“Because you told me that you couldn’t make my loss any better and you did.”
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I intentionally drive my truck to Richardson’s Market for produce and beer so that it’s not in the driveway. My Uncle Drew is coming over to fish this afternoon. He’s aware of my relationship with Joe and I’m a wreck trying play the role of hostess without appearing campy. I don’t want him thinking I’m an airhead or faking what’s going on between Joe and me.


Drew is at the cabin when I get back from shopping. I snag way too many bags so I won’t have to make a second trip. It’ll be awkward enough without me running back outside. The knob turns easily and I walk in. Joe’s up, helping me with the sacks. My uncle is standing by the open door to the deck. He has a pensive look on his face.


“Heya.” I hope I sound friendly and not like I’m about to pee my pants.


I haven’t been this nervous around Drew since everyone found out Adam was my biological father. My mom had kept it from everyone and getting used to having four parents instead of one and a hoard of aunts and uncles was tough. I’m pretty sure once everyone figured out I was a Cavanaugh they took it upon themselves to keep me out of as much trouble as possible.


As an adult, I’m uncertain if it was for my benefit or theirs. From the stories Adam’s told me, if everyone at Kingsbrier was keeping their noses clean then it was a sure-fire way to know that trouble was about to find its way to the ranch.


I bite my lip when Drew acknowledges me, thinking more about Adam. One of the things that sets my father apart from my daddy is how truthful Adam is. I’m not casting aspersions on Colton. Daddy doesn’t take well to untruths. But Adam has the ability to lay it all out there and I wonder if it’s because I wasn’t raised under his roof. Almost like the separation made us closer.


The other thing which has me on edge is that neither Joe nor I knew before this visit if Drew was showing up alone or of this was turning into a couples’ afternoon.


The slap of bare feet on the deck makes me turn my head.


“Okay, when’s she getting here?” My Aunt Brier walks in using her hand as a visor. “It’s gorgeous out there, but I’m going to be as stinky as a fish if I sit in the sun.” She moves her hands as her eyes adjust. “It’s you.” Aunt Brier is astonished.


“It’s me.” I give her a reticent smile.


We’re screwed if she gets on the horn, outing Joe and me to the rest of the family. I learned the hard way the quints’ sibling grapevine is no joke.


My Aunt Brier’s expression screws up. She holds my hands out, thoroughly inspecting me. Then she pulls me into a hug. “You sure about this, Sugar?” she whispers, cupping my cheeks.


“Yeah. So stupid sure.” I’m a little teary. She’s the first person I’ve confessed to. “You’re not mad?”


“At you? No way. Although, your uncle’s sleeping in the guest room tonight.” She points at her husband. The contempt she has for Drew bringing her here under false pretenses is thinly veiled. “I’ll deal with you later.” 


Drew groans.


The guys head outside and Aunt Brier helps me in the kitchen.


“You know where everything is?” As a former cop, she notices right off the bat. “How long has this been going on, Gracyn?”


“Months. Since the last big storm.” I let her in on how dumb I was and how easy being with Joe is, and everything in between. I leave out the racy pieces so she doesn’t get the impression Joe took advantage of me. “Something between us clicked.”


“Sugar, Joe’s been my friend for a long time. I’m happy he found someone. But don’t think I can’t piece everything together. It’s not second nature for a woman to know what cabinets the groceries belong in if a relationship isn’t serious. And there’s one bedroom.” She motions to the opposite side of the house with a paring knife. “I’m worried about you. The same as I’d be for my twins if they were in this situation.”


“Gran told me she wasn’t scared of a lot. But her biggest fear was what it would be like when Grandad was gone. I love Joe.” I swallow hard because it’s obvious when it is your time how old you are doesn’t matter. “I don’t get the luxury of not worrying about if we grow old together, Aunt B. I wouldn’t even if we were closer in age.”


Aunt Brier looks at me and her expression changes from concerned mother hen to admiration.


“I’m glad you understand Joe’s job isn’t an easy one. Do you know what Chantal did to him?”


“Enough of it to understand that’s not something I could ever do to Joe. I’m not sure if this is forever, but I do want to wake up every morning with the promise of tomorrow.”


“Explain it to my brothers exactly the way you’ve done for me.”


“You’re not going to tell them?”


“Oh, God, no. You’re a grown woman. If this is the bed you’re lying in then it’s up to you. But have the respect to do it soon.”


Aunt B and I go down to the creekside to ensure Joe and Drew aren’t having too much fun without us. Then we head back to the deck to chit-chat.


As Joe’s girlfriend, it is important for me to communicate on a different level with my aunts. One-on-one it’s easy. Professionally, we’ve got a lot in common because of the family businesses and we tearily reminisce about Gran.


Brier regales stories about the trouble she got into. Some of them include Joe. I’m as thankful she’s willing to confide about her youth with me, as if we’re on an even playing field, as I am that she’s sharing memories of the times Joe was there.


When the guys bring up their catch, I tease my law-abiding officer over how he didn’t always follow procedure. Aunt B and I gang up on Joe. Then he and Drew find ways to needle us until we’re all in hysterics, trying not to let our drinks sputter out of our mouths. I can imagine us all becoming friends.


As a safety precaution, I tie my hair up in a bun while Joe and I putter around the grill making dinner. Joe takes it down when we go to serve and kisses my temple. My aunt and uncle exchange secret smiles. I’m glad Joe’s able to be affectionate toward me while they’re around and that the day hasn’t turned into a calamity.


I’d hoped for the best but planned for the worst. By bedtime, I’m exhausted from expelling so much emotional energy and being outside soaking up the sunshine. I sink into the mattress. Joe cocoons me and I rest my eyes.


It’s still dark in his bedroom the next morning. A breeze coming off the porch blows into the main room of the cabin. The door slides back-and-forth just a crack, letting light shine in.


I can hear Joe’s grunts as his body rises and falls. He’s got a pull-up bar attached to the outside doorframe. From the direction the shadows cast, he’s about half finished with his morning workout.


I get out of bed and lean against the threshold with my arms folded watching sweat trickle down his chest. I wish I hadn’t fallen asleep so quickly last night. I’m eating up the tone in his stomach, loving how Joe keeps himself in this kind of shape even when he claims he’s got more of a desk job. 


“You’re making me self-conscious. Any areas I need to hit to keep the beer gut in check and stop myself from getting a dad-bod?”


His frank comment makes me snicker. I’d never describe Joe as needing to worry about having the extra weight some guys pack on after thirty.


My parents are fit because it’s Mom’s thing and always has been. But Colton staying in shape to keep Keely’s attention after fifteen years of marriage? Ew! This is one area where my maturity is waning instead of flourishing. I may need to stop thinking they’re too old for sex now that I’m older.


“From what I’m seeing, I don’t think there’s any concern about getting a dad-bod.”


Joe is delicious. To prove my point, I walk up in front of him as he’s holding onto the metal bar, mid-rise, and yank his pants down. They puddle around his bare ankles.


“Gracyn,” Joe warns when I get a gleam in my eye.


I can’t help it and lick him from the base of his cock up toward his navel to be a brat. Then I leave Joe right where he’s hanging, expecting to make it across the room for a cup of coffee.


Joe’s soles smack on the hardwood as he lets go. He snags me around the waist, pushing me into the side of the sofa, and reaching one hand to lift my knee so that it rests on the couch arm. His other hand sneaks up the front of my shirt, roughing my breast while the first has snapped the elastic on the itty-bitty thong which wasn’t covering much of my ass anyhow. He thrusts inside of me. I moan at the invasion and how hard Joe pinches my thigh.


An uncontrolled Joe is a turn on. Wetness seeps down my legs despite the fact that I’m still getting used to the way his cock stretches me.


“Harder.” My order comes out as an unusual giggle, squeal, and yet another triumphant moan because it’s hard to talk when this feels so amazing.


Joe’s death grip on my thigh is like a vice, bruising my skin. I know full well what he’s stopping himself from doing. I’m tired of him holding back and stir the pot of insanity.


“Do it!”


His clenched fingertips release and the same palm reconnects with a sharp and stinging slap that makes me scream from the intensity. Joe slams into me one last time. The pulse of his orgasm signaling the end of him acting like there are certain things we can’t do. 


We’re flopped over the side of the sofa, spent from the quickie. I’m in pure bliss.


“I should apologize.” Joe moves my hair and his lips linger at the base of my neck.


“For what? Going bareback?” I ask, exuding self-assurance. I won’t let Joe flip the conversation so spanking me becomes something masochistic or deviant. Fuck that. Just because he’s as old as the man who did take me over his knee doesn’t mean it was wrong. I push my hips against his so he knows how good being with him feels.


“Not asking you if it was okay. Not letting you—”


“Come?” I giggle since it’s sweet how he’s worried about taking care of me. “Joe, if you think that wasn’t one of the most satisfying sexual experiences I’ve had, you’re kidding yourself. The other thing I’m not sure I understand. Using protection has always been important to you. I guess I’m wondering what changed your mind, but don’t worry. I’m religious about seeing my doctor for birth control.”


Joe rests his head on my back, rubbing the red mark on my thigh. I’m used to his weight and he’s not holding me down.


He plants kisses up my spine. “I figured it’s been months of only you and me, Gracyn. We’re not seeing anyone else. At least, I’m not.”


“Me either. Is this the fringe benefit of monogamy with you?”


His chest rumbles and he gathers me in his arms to stand. “If you want it to be. I can’t give you much else.” There’s a sadness to his statement.


“I’m not following.”


Joe spreads a blanket on the cool leather. He sits us down to cuddle and wraps a corner over our lower halves.


“Gracyn, it’s obvious you’re focused on work and not ready for kids. I’m already past my prime. I’m not having them. I won’t be able to keep up by the time you want any. That’s not fair to either of us. I’ll give you everything I’ve got, but part of that is letting you have the chance to fulfill your dreams the way I got to when I was in my twenties.”


“What if I want kids?”


“Do you? Now?”


“No. They were a someday sort of idea.”


“Which is my point,” Joe says.


All of a sudden, I see the concept of babies fade if Joe and I are together. Not even twenty-four hours ago, I’d told Brier I’d take a simple tomorrow. But I think I’d put on blinders that tomorrow included walking down the aisle and Joe rushing with me to the delivery room. Weighing those scales makes me sad.


It’s not a real loss, like a miscarriage or being jilted. It’s not even as important to me at this moment as bringing Joe home to my parents is, and wanting them to see the man I do. However, it still breaks my heart that Joe and I won’t experience any of it together.


Keely by no means trapped Adam, but I can’t and won’t let my children start off the way I did. Unless Joe’s all-in when it comes to making a baby, it’s out of the question.


Maybe because I hadn’t given more thought to having kids it means I’m not supposed to. Our lives intersected for a reason. How do you know when your path is meant to veer in a different direction? Is that what is happening now? At the same time, I’ve been taught family is everything.


Someone could suggest I’m being immature right now, but I don’t want to worry about my tomorrow when I woke up secure in today. I love Joe. I want him to be my family and hope the family I already have accepts our choices. I’m also pretending by ignoring all this baby talk it means my choice won’t come back to haunt me.


“Joe, would you let me go if I decided I wanted a baby?” I ask curious.


“I’d do anything for you.”


How can such loving words chip at a heart?
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It’s lunchtime on my last shift of the week and I’ve opted to indulge with a burger and fries from The Grille on the way back from checking progress on a bridge repair.


We’ve been providing a unit to keep the crew safe, but the timeframes have been dragging. Used to delays, a few officers commented the DPW was doing more standing around than usual. So my impromptu visit had the foreman guaranteeing my badges will glint in the sunshine on a different county road ASAP. 


I snag the still steaming white take out bag off the seat and my mouth waters catching a glimpse of the grease spot. Those fries are calling my name hardcore.


I lock the department SUV and hop the curb with a spring in my step. A few admins and officers greet me along with the cool blast of air when I swing open the door. I give a hello and quick wave, heading toward my office.


My workweek ends in a few hours. There’s an overnight bag in the trunk of my car. Corey’s out of town and I’m staying at Gracyn’s apartment tonight so she can work tomorrow.


“Got a minute?” Sheriff Bartholdi approaches me.


“For you, Bart? Sure.”


He matches my stride on the way through the tight hall. We make small talk. I fall behind him once or twice to let others pass. 


When we get to my office, I place the bag of food on my desk.


“Going to eat?” he asks, shutting the door behind us.


“Nah, it can wait.”


“Smells damned good, so I’ll make this short and sweet.”


“Fire away.”


“What’s the next step for you?”


“You mean here?” I point to the scuffed tile floor.


“Ready to move on, move up the chain of command?”


I rub the scruff on my chin. Truth is I hadn’t thought of my career trajectory in a good six months. I’ve been coming in and doing a job I’ve been dedicated to for half my life. But the motivation keeping me going has shifted to being the best officer I can be while the uniform is on, and enjoying having a private life when it’s not.


My knees lock and I soften my stance before I stumble back against my chair. The Sheriff takes a seat across the desk, motioning for me to follow suit. I’m hoping my face hasn’t given away the shock over the seriousness of this discussion.


“You’ve been with the department your whole career, Joe. Is where you are where you want to be? Are you biding your time until you’ve got banked years? No family to support so your pension’s a decent slice to live on during retirement. Or are you still the tenacious rookie who took the initiative to work his way up the ladder and make Chief Deputy? You’ve been in this role a long time, Joe. Are you gunning for mine?” he asks with a toothy grin and wink.


“I’m not sure how to answer.” My lips pinch. Three to five years ago, I’d have said, “Hell, yeah,” without a second thought to what an ass it made me sound like. My current role was once enough, yet being sheriff? It was a stretch goal. One I could envision happening.


The problem is, when I believed that way, I didn’t see the hours the Sheriff put in over and above the call of duty as anything different than I’d do. I never found it abnormal when he missed his kid’s piano recital because of an auto fatality or was having his secretary order flowers for his wife while he took questions at a press conference when there were casualties during a bank hold-up. Now that I have someone in my life whom I’ve had to juggle in a crisis—and feeling like I was ineffective at it because I couldn’t give Gracyn my full attention due to our circumstances—Sheriff Bartholdi’s responsibilities seem considerably more stressful than I’d given them credit for.


“Need me to answer it for you? Ya got what it takes, Joe. You’re not held down by the strings that I am.”


“Don’t act as if you’re turning in your service revolver anytime soon. Besides, I thought voters liked a family-man. Related to him better. Sheriff isn’t a title that gets handed down. I’d have to run a campaign. Be elected.”


“Son.” His sentiment is borderline hysterical. Man. Brother. Either of those options would have an equal effect. I understand Bart’s trying to impress his faith in me. “When I’m ready to go, you’ll be the first to know, and I’m hoping it’s because I’ve groomed you to run a successful campaign.”


“Why not Grady? She’s got as much time in.”


“And she’s got a family.”


“Kinda sexist, don’t you think?”


“Yeah, I do. She’s on par with you. Unparalleled compared to the last division head. And she’s got three teenagers. A son. Two girls.” Bart fills his cheeks with air. “Listen Joe, I’m laying it on the line. I missed my kids growing up. Left it all to Lisa and did a damn lot of apologizing for putting the people in this county first and our marriage second… My daughter got engaged last week.”


“Congratulations to her.” I hadn’t realized Bart’s kids reached that part of life already.


He nods, thanking me. “Got me to thinking about the next twenty years. When Lisa and I are going to have our first grandchild and how much of it I’m willing to give up. I don’t regret every moment, but those big ones where you know you let your family down? They sting over and over again when you least expect it, like yellow jackets coming out of a paper nest.


“Who is not to say I win the next election and lose out on watching the candles get blown out at my grandchild’s first birthday party? Isn’t that what surviving this grind has been all about? The golden years don’t shine quite as bright when the silver ones are tarnished.


“I came to you first because you’re unencumbered. Think on it. Tell me no and I’ll sit with Grady and explain it to her the same way. Damn it, I’ll own up to why I’m being a chauvinist because if the roles were reversed and Grady was single and you had a wife and kids, she’d be my first choice. I’d want her to ponder what she’s giving up by taking this on and support her the same way I would do for you. Grady ain’t any less of a nose to the grindstone sort of officer. She’s equally qualified. By winning she’s just got more to lose.”


“When do you need an answer?” I ask Bart as he rises from the chair.


“Sooner the better, but voting’s still a ways off. Enjoy your lunch.”


“Thanks.” I tip the bag toward my face, but the smell makes me nauseated. When Bart’s gone, I push the burger and fries off the desk and into the trash.


I’m flattered the Sheriff came to me first. That he’s the type who looks at succession planning and wants to put his resources behind me. I toiled day and night for my last promotion, completely comprehending that, unless I moved away or ran for office, being a chief deputy was as high as my career aspirations would lead me. I’d tossed up the idea of being sheriff if the stars aligned and Bart retired early. Although, I hadn’t expected Bart was going anywhere.


I release the breath I’ve been holding. My empty palms rest on the desk, weighing the scales. Gracyn’s in one and the highest law-enforcement office in the county is in the other. Neither were attainable as recently as last year.


I believe in Gracyn. Loving her with my whole heart should stop the doubts from creeping in. However, the world is her oyster. She’s got to have the chance to be the mother holding her dark curls back as she helps her one-year-old blow out those candles. I won’t be there to share that joy and my emotions start to shut down, letting logic prevail. 


We’re both aware the time for me to be the dad with the camera on the other side of the high chair has passed. I’ve been reluctant until this point to admit Gracyn has more power to destroy me than Chantal ever did. It’s why I’m upfront with her that we’re not the forever kind of love.


What we’ve got is here and now, and maybe stretching into next Tuesday. But chances are, I’m going to get ambushed by an incident and spend an anniversary answering the press. Gracyn will get fed up and cut her losses. And me? I’ll regret not cutting her loose sooner so neither one of us has to endure the heartache.


Conflicted by knowing what needs to be done, I linger at the department, finding mundane tasks well after my shift is over. When there are no more excuses, I make the short drive, parking in the garage at Gracyn’s apartment. I leave my bag in the truck, ignore the elevator, and trudge up the flights of stairs to knock on Gracyn’s door.


“Heya!” Her brow furrows as she wraps her arms around my neck and drags me inside. “Why the sour puss?”


My lips rest on her forehead and I simultaneously remove her grasp. Us touching isn’t going to make this hurt her any less. Still, it’s easy to let her lead me to the couch. I’m not ready to let her go.


“We’ve got to talk. Sheriff Bartholdi came to me this afternoon. I need to make a tough choice about the force.”


“Are you getting canned? Isn’t that hard to do without it being warranted?”


I shake my head since she’s got the wrong idea. “He’s thinking of retirement.”


“YOU’D RUN FOR OFFICE!” She bursts with excitement.


I have to pull her head out of the clouds and sit her back down.


“It’s not as simple…”


Gracyn’s face blanks and she blinks a few times. Her lower lip drops.


“This is about me. You’re ending us.” She swallows. “I’m bad for—people are going to think—I’m a liability for your job.” Her voice is soft with the immediate and uncanny understanding I counted on.


Our age difference has always made us susceptible to gossip, but since no one knew about our relationship, we’ve never dealt with the fallout. If Bart hadn’t said a word then I’d have protected Gracyn from the rumor mill. We could have had a great run until she moved on. But losing her and everything I worked for? It brings contrast to what Grady does have.


I’m not ready to give Gracyn up, but the response forming on her lips is what I knew she’d say because I’ve said it to her.


“I’d do anything for you.”


I wipe away pooling wetness under her eye and pull her close.


“Under duress,” she remarks sadly into my shirt, making both of us laugh through tears. “I’d also like it noted how grown-up I’m being.”


“Duly noted.” I brush Gracyn’s curls behind her ear.


“So much for salvaging the weekend.” She slaps her hands on her lap.


“What does that mean?”


“I read the writing on the wall when you talked about kids, Joe. I’m not prepared. You’re past wanting them. Maybe whatever has been happening between us was supposed to happen in another lifetime, when we can get it right? I guess we’ll have one thing going for us. We’ll already be friends.”


“I was hoping you’d feel that way. Call me if you drive through any puddles?”


“I will. And I’m holding you to the offer. Not like last time.”


We’ve made it back to the door without spilling any blood from the gaping wounds in our chests. But deep down, I don’t like this. It’s mechanical, missing the passion and fire she’s brought to my life, and reminds me of how empty it was before she was here to fill it. 


I step into the hall and turn back. Her face is stoic. She’s trying too hard to act like an adult, to do what she thinks is best for me, and give me what I want. But her big brown eyes give her away. And what I really need is to wrap my arms around her to make the hurt I’m causing fade into oblivion.


If we don’t end now, then peeling off the bandage another time will be worse. And, at least this came up before I subjected her to any humiliation at the hands of her fathers. I’ll settle my transgressions with Drew’s fist cracking into my jaw after Gracyn and I have had one last kiss. I don’t deserve any less.


Our foreheads meet and I run a knuckle across her soft skin, missing it already.


“If you’re going to do it, can you do it quick?” she begs with an anxiety riddled huff. “I’m not going to be able to hold it together much longer.”


“I’m hurting just as much.” I lift Gracyn’s chin and kiss her. “I love you,” I whisper, silently promising to wait on bated breath for Gracyn in the next lifetime. Our lips linger. Like the idiot I am, I want to take the past few minutes back. To knock on her door and stick by her side. I wish for a reason for this not to be happening.


“Gracyn?”


Oh, shit. I got so caught up in this woman that I didn’t realize anyone else was nearby.


“Adam!” She pulls away as fast as a whip. “What are you doing here?”
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Adam looks Joe up and down. His teeth are bared and I think he’s already eaten Red Riding Hood because he’s holding a cloth-covered basket.


“Rhiannon and Cass baked you Gran’s muffins. I told them I’d be the delivery man to ensure you had them for breakfast time. Do either of you want to explain what’s going on?”


“Oh, Fuck,” I mutter and walk back into my apartment, shaking my head. Of all moments for my father to find out, fate choose now?


Both men follow.


The door slams. “Why is she crying?… And why were you kissing her?” The basket wobbles onto the table. Adam’s about to blow his top. He crosses his arms, waiting for us to fess up.


I hold up a hand before Joe can speak. “I’m crying because we broke up and kissed him because we were sayin’ goodbye.” I fist my hands at my side.


“You’ve been dating my daughter?” Adam accuses.


“No.” I waggle a finger. This hasn’t been one-sided. I meant what I said. I’ll do anything for Joe, including taking the rap for this. It was my doing anyhow. I pursued him. “I’ve been seeing your friend. Yes, behind everyone’s back. If you need to know why, it’s because we wanted to make sure our age difference wasn’t an issue before hurting anyone. And if it hasn’t dawned on you why sneaking around was a smart idea, the clue is that as of a few minutes ago we’re not together anymore.” My voice starts to rise in hysteria.


Adam approaches me as if Joe’s not in the room anymore at all.


Why didn’t Joe leave?


“Gracyn. Calm down.” Adam appeals to me. His green eyes are haunted. On the two worse days of my life, my father has been standing in the shadows.


My lower lip trembles. “Don’t placate me. It’s unfair that you showed up. It makes everything all the worse. So just leave. Go tell Daddy how Gracyn screwed up.”


My father hugs me. I cover my face, not wanting Joe to see how affected I am over losing him and how much I didn’t want him to go. 


“It’s my fault.” Joe comes to my defense. He’s walked up to where we’re standing. His fingertips graze my waist and I feel the pull toward him. Adam lets me go and listens to Joe apologize into my hair as I bury myself into his chest. “I’m sorry, Adam. We were both doing what we believed was right. Except, I’m not so sure anymore.”


“I walked in on a fight?” he asks, incredulous.


“Nah. You really did catch us during goodbye.” Joe informs him.


My gut reaction is he’s miffed at Adam for ruining our last moments together. Yet, when my father starts speaking, I’m all sorts of confused about the way Joe’s acting.


“Doesn’t look like it or you’d have bolted, Joe.” He pulls two tissues from a box, offering them to me and squares his shoulders. “Seeing as I’m here, not leaving her like this—and doubt you are either—I’d like an explanation.”


We start with the night of the storm and end with the afternoon my aunt and uncle came to the cabin. What’s happened more recently isn’t Adam’s business.


“Brier knows? That’ll go over real well with your daddy, Gracyn.”


I’m slumped over. My elbows are to my knees and Joe’s rubbing my back. He removed his hand once when my father glared at him. Missing the heat of Joe’s palm, I’d shot Adam an incensed expression. “We planned to let everyone know soon.” 


“What put a stop to it?”


Joe explains his conversation with Sheriff Bartholdi.


“So Gracyn’s a liability? It is okay to date my daughter and not worry about what her family has to say about it, but those voters get an opinion. My father grabs clumps of his hair. “The fuck. Are you both twelve?” I almost think the question is serious until he follows it up, muttering, “It’s like you can see every mistake you made from a different perspective when it comes to your kid.”


We’re all quiet for a moment.


“If me, Brier, and Drew are on your side, where does that leave you? Would you tell everyone else?”


“We broke up. It’s over,” I remark confused. Joe’s hand stills.


“Gracyn, when I was your age, I had a kid living halfway across the country who I didn’t know existed. I can’t cast stones. I want to, but I can’t. Especially since the person I want to throw them at hasn’t turned tail and run. For fuck’s sake, Joe’s held his own and he hasn’t stopped holding you, which makes me believe he does love you. Decide what’s right for the two of you. I figure you’ll let everyone know one way or the other.”


Adam and Joe get up. Right in my line of vision, my father shakes Joe’s hand with a hard grip.


“Rules for dating my daughter. Don’t lead her on. Don’t make her cry, again. And don’t ever, ever, call her ‘Sin’ in my presence or Colton will have to stand in line to wait his turn after I lop off your balls. Do we have an understanding?”


I cringe. “I can’t believe you just said that.” It’s more embarrassing than Joe and I getting caught kissing in the hall.


Joe agrees to Adam’s terms. The prickly tension in the room makes me wonder if they’re both okay or if it is that I’m freaking out Joe will still leave.


Adam squats in front of me. “I’d give you rules, but you’d break them. On second thought, leave his sorry ass. Joe’s no good for you.” Adam pulls me into a hug, contradicting what I expect he’d advise. The reason why isn’t lost on me. He wants me to do the opposite: stay with Joe and find some happiness.


He looks up at Joe with the same hardened expression Colton had whenever I brought a new boyfriend home. Then Adam releases a longer sigh than I’ve ever heard anyone make. His gaze falls to me. “Any problems are between Joe and me. We’ll figure it out. For you. I love you, Gracyn.”


“I love you, too. Thank you.” I squeak. It’s one fewer worry I have that my father doesn’t hate me.


I see Adam out and look across the room to Joe. The space seems vast. “Where are we? I feel like I’ve been picked up by a tornado and dropped in three different places tonight.” I cross my arms to my chest and rub the gooseflesh.


Joe licks his bottom lip. “I’m glad he showed up.”


“We can’t stay together if it’s based on having Adam in your back pocket. I won’t be a pawn. I’ll support you running for sheriff. I’ll ignore the nasty comments about our age gap. But not if you’re using my family name to gain office.” 


“I’d never do that.”


I believe his statement, though, I still had to make my stance clear.


“Then why are you still standing by the couch when I’m over here?” My bare foot makes an arc in the plush carpet.


Joe hesitates. “I don’t want to go through breaking up again. Next time, no one will be waiting in the hall to rescue us from ourselves.”


“Then it’s a damn good thing this cop I met has been teaching me mouth to mouth.” It comes out mean, flippant, and challenging.


“Gracyn, I’m sorry.” His hands go slack at his sides. He shakes his head and huffs. I can’t tell if Joe got what he wanted or if I’m not what he wants.


“It seems like you’re apologizing for things you haven’t done wrong yet. Don’t expect me to be sorry about anything, Joe. I don’t get any leeway. It happens once and all of a sudden I’m allowing people to think I regret who I am.”


“Do you?” He approaches me, placing a hand on my hip.


“Somedays.” I loathe confessing, but Joe will keep the confidence. We’re friends if we aren’t anything more.


“I’m remorseful about a lot. The biggest thing is that when I fell in love with you, I didn’t tell your fathers right away and it added to your list of regrets. I want to change the somedays when you question your worth to no days at all. Can I fix that? Could we tell Colton this weekend the way we’d planned to?”


“What about running for sheriff? You want to run or you wouldn’t have… This wouldn’t have happened tonight,” I say, exasperated. Then it dawns on me. “You don’t know which you want more: me or the job.”


“No, Gracyn, I don’t.” The crease in his brow, so tight it could crack, lets me into his troubled mind.


“I want you to have both.”


Joe smiles. “I want you to have everything too. But that’s not the way it works. I guess I need to think about Bart’s offer some more and we’ll cross that bridge when it’s time.”


I nod in agreement, putting Joe before my ego. I want to scream at him for being a colossal jerk, pound my feet to my room, and slam the door so he has some sense of what tonight has been like for me. Instead, I melt into his arms as tears start trickling down my face again. I need Joe in my life for as long as he’ll have me. But between Colton’s impending reaction to us and the election registration deadline not being far off, I can feel the doom of floodwaters seeping toward us.
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“Hey,” I say softly, interrupting Grandad’s thoughts.


Ross is nursing a cold cup of coffee at the big mahogany table in Kingsbrier’s kitchen. It’s still set with seven woven placemats even though he hasn’t shared a family dinner in this room with his quints in decades. He stares out the long windows.


“Your day to check on me?” Ross turns to me with a broad grin.


“I visit every Sunday!” I flop down, exasperated that he’d think I was here for any other reason.


He pats my knee. “I’m picking on ya.” He glances at his watch. “Earlier than normal. Got plans?”


“Temple invited everyone over to the Villa for dinner.”


“Is that so?” Ross’s green eyes light up.


I offer a ride if he’d like to join us.


“I’ve got standing plans with Rodger. Miss Lily Anne is feedin’ me over at Newgate tonight.” He declines, placing a hand over his belly.


I bite my lower lip, wondering what it’s like for him to be alone with his closest friends since Gran has been gone. I’m anxious this will be my reality someday, going through the motions until there’s a new cadence to life. My eyes are open and by not being ready to give Joe up I’m taking a chance. I’ve agreed to the months—or maybe a few years, if he doesn’t run for sheriff—knowing Joe isn’t my forever. If Ross can rebuild without Rose then I can when the time comes, because I love Joe with my whole heart.


“Um, I met someone.” I’m trying to play it cool. The sweat stains under my pits didn’t get the memo so I’m glad the air conditioner is on. I’d planned to tell Grandad beforehand anyhow. Temple did invite everyone over, including Joe.


“You don’t say?”


“You know?” My spine straightens. “Did Gran tell you?” My voice cracks speaking her name. I miss Gran so much. I’ve set my mind to make Ross the priority in her absence.


“Adam came here on his way home. Lots of the big stuff that weighed on his mind he’d ask your grandmother for advice on. I was the next best substitute for his concerns about Joe.”


“Adam’s worried?”


“Adam hasn’t stopped worrying from the day he found out you were his. My son will do anything for you, Gracyn. He even let you go. It broke a place in him, missing out on being your daddy.”


“Adam is Rhiannon’s daddy.” I blow off the comment despite the way it tugs at my childlike heart.


“You might not know this, but in the beginning, no one said a word about whose child you were. All four of your parents decided to go on letting everyone think Colton was your stepfather and that you’d taken his last name. Middle school is tough enough, they didn’t want their mistakes to embarrass you.


“Colton and Keely were busy one day and Adam took you for some shot you needed. The nurse at the clinic asked you who he was. She knew your momma and daddy. You replied, ‘That’s my Uncle Adam. He’s my real father.’ Girl, he was so damned proud of your tenacity. You don’t even know the effect that simple statement had on the man. It was as if you were saying you had the same respect for him. Later, he was standing out in the foyer telling Colton what happened. Adam fell apart when it hit him you were ready to share outside our family that you belonged to him. He’d been trying to build half the connection with you that you already had with his brother.


“The doctor’s appointment was the point it finally clicked. He’d accepted you as his own but needed a sense of reciprocation to validate the choice he’d made. Nobody can force love on anyone and he’s been happy with whatever part of your heart you were willing to share with him. I watched my boys hold each other up. It was one of the moments I was most proud of them for becoming good men. Unselfish men.


“Seein’ the way you reacted to Cass when she was born made Adam all the more excited to give you a baby sister.”


“I don’t follow.”


“Siblings never do… Cass and Rhiannon are cousins, but they act more like sisters. They wouldn’t be half as close if you weren’t around. You’re their bond. You’re everyone’s bond, Gracyn. It’s why they all wanted you to speak at Rose’s funeral.”


“I’ve never felt like that. Most of the time I’m sure I’ll screw it all up for them. Ruin what you and Gran built.”


“Castles don’t crumble overnight.” Ross leans back in his mahogany chair. “The ramparts can sure fall silent right quick, though.”


“Are you still moving, Grandad?” Sadness creeps over me.


He shakes his head, uncertain. “It’s too big for just me. The place was too big for her back when we first met. That is why Miss Lily Anne always vacationed here. To keep Rose company. Then, when it was all seven of us around this table, it was a different story.”


“What was that you mentioned about Uncle Drew’s momma staying here?”


“She spent most of her summers at Kingsbrier keeping your grandmother out of trouble—or finding it along with her.”


“Did she stay upstairs, in the quints’ rooms?” My behind is wagging like an excited puppy and I’m about to fall out of my seat trying to stay calm.


“I can’t recall, which one, but yes.” Ross gives me the side-eye and points to my face. “You’ve got that twinkle, young lady. The one your grandmother used to get when something was afoot. You’re not planning to get hitched to Joe and move him in upstairs are you?”


“Marry Joe? Don’t be ridiculous, Grandad. We still haven’t gotten past the point where Daddy threatens his life.”


This makes Ross full-on belly laugh.


“I’m glad you’re okay with it.” I add in a quiet voice.


“Gracyn, take it from an old coot, life’s problems have a way of working themselves out,” he reminds me as an aside. “Now, there’s steam coming out your ears from all those gears turning. Tell me about your idea.”


“What if people stayed here, like an inn? There’d be someone around to keep you company.” Grandad loves to chat up the vineyard guests. “I mean, I understand this is where you live and it wouldn’t have to be all the time. We could make it an exclusive event. Maybe during the growing season or around harvest?”


“Or year-round,” Ross states with casual agreement.


“You’d go along with something like this?” I wonder if Gran would have. She filled this home with as much love and laughter as possible.


“The trust owns this house. The quints will need to vote on it. Let’s you and me keep talking once your daddy’s done with your new beau. Then we’ll come up with a proposal together.”


I throw my arms around Ross’s neck. “This could work, Grandad.”


“If anyone could make it so, it’d be you. Now scoot. Don’t keep Joe waiting.”
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My sisters are lying on Rhiannon’s bed at Adam’s villa, giggling at a text string. I spy on them for a second before jumping on the bed. They squeal.


“Is that from a boy?” I tease.


“Cassidy’s boyfriend.” Rhiannon nudges her.


“I’d wait to tell Daddy if he doesn’t know yet,” I advise. “What about you?” I tug on Rhiannon’s straight-as-a-pin locks.


“Meh.” She waggles her hand, iffy.


“The right one comes along when you least expect it.” I get up and turn to my room, stopping in the doorway and realizing for the first time why I have a room in this house.


Until my talk with Grandad, it was just one of those things which was. My room at the ranch is now a guest room, where Rhiannon stays. This space is still the same color Adam helped me paint it in middle school. My random stuff is stored in the closet.


“Excusie.” Cass squeezes by me and pulls a swimsuit out of a backpack. Her bag is always pink because mine was when she was little. “You don’t care if I crash here do you? I swear I don’t touch your stuff.”


Her green eye roll makes me laugh.


“You’re good. If you find anything hidden Aunt Temple and Uncle Adam shouldn’t see could you—”


“Got it! You may want to uh…” Cass motions to the dresser.


“There’s a baggie that may be yours taped under the top drawer.” Rhiannon supplies.


I snort and confiscate the weed, flushing it down the toilet.


“She should be glad we didn’t smoke it.” I hear one of my sisters peep.


“Hey, Rhiannon.” I tuck my youngest sister under my arm. “This room needs a little updating. What do you say we ask Dad if he’d help us roll the walls so that when Cassidy is here she’s got a nicer place to stay?”


“My dad? Her dad?” Rhiannon’s confusion is warranted. I’ve never called Adam “Dad”.


“Let’s agree that my dad is your dad and her dad is my daddy.”


“We should paint an enormous tree mural on the wall so everyone can keep that straight.”


“Don’t sass me, Cass, when I’m doin’ you a favor.”


“Sorry and thanks.”


“It’s okay. Thank you for not getting sick smoking my ten-year-old pot. Pick a color and we’ll have a painting party.” I call over my shoulder on my way downstairs to run my idea by Temple. I’m sure that my stepmother will be glad to be rid of my things and has been ready to turn my bedroom into a guest room for a while.


In the kitchen, Temple is busy prepping food. It’s traditional for any family get-together to have a massive spread. Tonight isn’t any different. The pink granite countertops are covered with meat for the grill, pasta, and cannoli. She and Adam move around one another in a coordinated dance. It’s as if they anticipate one another’s movements. I stand in the doorway watching them.


They pause long enough that my dad catches her eye and the sides of his lips curl up.


“Thank you,” he whispers to his wife, placing salad tongs into a bowl.


Temple looks at Adam, but I’ve accidentally bumped into a low cabinet, drawing both of their attention. 


“I didn’t mean to interrupt.” My cheeks flame for spying on them, though, I’ve been nabbed at it a million times before today.


“Did you need something?” my stepmother asks, striking me with the same kind and attentive voice she’s always used when we speak.


As a child, I cut in on her. My very existence interrupted their life together. Temple could have asked Adam to choose or told him I wasn’t welcome here. That’s not what happened. My father’s wife opened her home and her heart to me. I don’t think I’ve ever thanked her for that.


“No, not today.” I answer with the same sincerity she used. It’s obvious that my dad asked Temple to do all of this for me. I’m full of ideas and I won’t bother her with another one of my whims. We can discuss painting later. 


“Would you like me to bring some of these trays outside?” I offer, trying to feign nonchalance, and perhaps make up for all of the times that I wasn’t the perfect stepdaughter.


Taking the appetizers from the counter, I feel the burn of their gaze while padding out onto the cement slab verandah. I put the tray down in front of one of my uncles who has a perplexed expression, questioning why I’m here. In an attempt to act normal, I lean over the nearby bannister. My sisters are now splashing in the swimming pool below.


“Y’all set for this?” I hear my Aunt Brier’s voice in my ear.


“I beginning to feel conspicuous.”


“Nobody knows but who all know, Sugar. Come on and sit with us.”


Brier offers me a glass of wine to ease my nerves. I set it aside on a wrought iron coffee table without sipping. The last thing I need is to guzzle it and make a fool out of myself in front of Joe’s friends. Brier pats the spot next to her on the outdoor sectional.


“We get to find to who Joe’s mystery woman is. When is he getting here?” Alcee claps his hands together with sadistic glee and his wife admonishes him to stop. 


“He’s on duty.” Drew answers my boss.


Oh, God! Why didn’t I realize my boss would be here?


“That’s okay. Keely and Colton got held up at the ranch.” Adam nods in my direction. His comment is for my benefit, making my shoulders relax a fraction of an inch lower than my ears.


The other adults chit chat. No matter how much I try to enter the conversations, I can’t get over the prickling sensation that I’m in the wrong place.


“You’re doing fine, Sugar,” Brier whispers, placing her hand over mine. They’re clammy. I’ve been wringing them in my lap.


“Grandad and I have something else to talk to you all about once this calamity dies down.” I groan at my poor choice of words.


Aunt B nudges my shoulder and smiles. “Want to clue me in now? Give me the thrill of knowing something else before anyone else?”


“Lord, no.” I let out a hesitant laugh and remark, “Maybe I’ll go wait by the pool?” as Drew’s cell buzzes interrupting everyone’s side conversations.


“Hey, Bart, what can I do for you?” Drew’s concerned eyes snap to my face and I start to panic. He fishes into his pocket and tosses a set of keys to my aunt. Then he covers the receiver. “Go start the truck. Take Gracyn,” he instructs Brier.


She pulls me up by the arm quick as a flash.


“We’ll be right there, Bart. I appreciate you letting me know.” Drew finishes the call.


“What’s going on?” Adam rushes over.


Drew stands, glancing between us. “It’s bad.”


I stop breathing. My fingertips touch my trembling lips.


Aunt B squeezes my shoulders. “You told me you could do this, Sugar. He’s one of the best men I’ve ever met. Don’t let him down.”


If I do, she won’t take my side ever again.


But an emptiness has come over me and the only place I want to be right now is wherever Joe is. 


“I’m coming with you,” my dad says before we can scurry to the door, leaving the rest of the guests to wonder why.







[image: ]







In the backseat of Drew’s truck my fingernails dig into Adam’s hand. It’s going to leave marks, but he doesn’t let go during the whole ride to the hospital. My pulse pounds in my ears loud enough that when Aunt Brier has turned to give me any words of reassurance it’s like I’m listening underwater.


The run from the parking lot to the emergency room where Sheriff Bartholdi waits for us seems to take longer than the ride across town. Impatient, I squeeze through the sliding entrance as if I’ve gunned my accelerator to jump a green light.


“What can you tell us?” Drew advocates for me.


The Sheriff has already notified Joe’s next of kin. As far as Bart knew, Drew was the only local person he was close with.


“Joe was on lunch, he called into dispatch that he was stopping at an overpass a road crew is doing maintenance on Monday through Friday. There were two unauthorized vehicles by the side of the road. It was suspicious for a Sunday afternoon. When we didn’t hear from him and he hadn’t returned to the station, we sent a unit out. They found him unconscious in the grass. We pulled his cruiser’s dash camera. It shows the DPW foreman hitting Joe with his car.”


“Christ not again!” Brier gasps. The last time Joe’s injuries were from a routine traffic stop.


“The other vehicle took off, too. We’re still searching for it, but we found the foreman about an hour ago holed up in his garage unloading an estimated ten-K in coke from his trunk.”


“That’s hardly enough to justify running Joe over.” Brier is mad enough to spit.


I’d thought the same. However, a search of his property turned up plenty more.” Bart directs more details toward my aunt because he recognizes as a former cop she’ll hound him for the full story. “He’s been out there on the weekends making small drops, figuring it wouldn’t gain attention since the road was where he was working.”


“What about Joe?” I’m unimpressed that Sheriff Bartholdi is more concerned about the particulars of the case he’s building. Adam’s palms rest on my shoulders.


“He’s in surgery to repair a broken femur. He lost a lot of blood before the ambulance was on site. They’re asking for donations. The patrolmen who found him are up there right now.”


My body tenses, but it’s too late. The dam breaks and tears stream down my face.


“I’ll go for you.” I hear Adam’s words clear as day. Joe is a friend he’ll step up for in an instant. However, my father well intends to donate so I’m not even more scared than I already am.


I wipe my cheeks with the back of my wrists. “I want to do this, Dad. Will you hold my hand?”


Adam cups each side of my head and looks me dead in the eyes. “I’ll do anything for my daughter.”


“I wish I’d realized sooner,” I admit. I can tell my verbal acknowledgment that Adam’s been trying to be a good dad instead of simply a father means the world to him.


The plastic tubing pinches my upper arm and I’m certain I’ll throw up when the sterile needle pokes into the crook of my elbow.


“I’m proud of you.” Adam distracts me. I wince at the puncture and he gives me a tentative smile.


“Thank you.”


He shows me how to squeeze the foam ball with my fist so the blood flows up into the tube.


“Have you done this before?” I ask.


“A few times.”


“Why am I scared of needles and you’re not?”


“You inherited it from Keely.”


“Really?”


“Why do you think I was the one who took you for all those shots?”


I shrug. “It stinks that you got stuck with the raw end of parenting.”


“I didn’t change your diapers. It makes Key and I even… Keep squeezing… Besides, it was a sacrifice I was willing to make to spend time with you. Look how well it worked out. I’m sitting here giving blood with a kid who was deathly afraid of the flu shot last fall.” His joke lightens the mood for a second and I giggle. 


“Did you feel like you had to let Colton take me?”


Adam rubs his jaw. His eyes get shiny and he inhales. “I gave Colton to you, Gracyn. Not the other way around. He was meant to be your daddy, not me. That was what you deserved.”


“It wasn’t what you deserved.” I stop him before he can go on. “I know, a person doesn’t have much of a say in what they deserve.” He’s reinforced the lesson since I was ten.


“In my shoes, would you have taken your daughter from the only parents she’d had?” Adam poses a rhetorical question he won’t let me answer. “Colton loves you. You’re his. And whether Joe being your boyfriend surfaced at the Villa today, or he finds out next Tuesday, your daddy won’t have an easy time with this, Gracyn. He’s going to believe you deserve better than Joe.”


“Then why are you okay with me dating him?”


“Because every choice I make when it comes to you rides on how to keep you in my life. I won’t lose out on another decade by inferring you aren’t able to make your own decisions. If I did, then it means when I had the chance to be with you that I hadn’t raised you well enough.”
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The ICU windows are floor to ceiling and the door to Joe’s room makes the same suctioning sound the massive front door at the mansion does when it gets humid. I trace a fingertip over Joe’s scraped knuckles. His other arm is pinned to his chest. He has a broken collarbone and two broken ribs on the same side from the way he fell. His broken leg is a compound fracture, the white material it is cast in has more color than Joe’s pale face.


The nurses have told me Joe won’t be awake for a while. I’m not sure if he can hear me, but it doesn’t matter. “Please don’t leave me yet. I’m not ready for this to end.” I caress his cheek and lightly touch my lips to his.


When I stand back up, I glance out the windows to where Drew, Brier, and Adam are sitting in a waiting area by the nurses’ station. My dad rises from his uncomfortable chair and my uncle gets a look of dread on his face as Colton approaches them. I see Adam start to explain. All three men make awkward gestures. Brier places her palm on Colton’s bicep and points to the little room Joe and I alone occupy.


My daddy turns. He notices the bandage at the crook of my arm and the nice, darkening bruise forming above it. His face goes from gray and ashen to beet red with anger, confusion, and concern.


“What’s Gracyn doing here?” I read his lips as they move, not catching anything else.


Drew comments something and Colton fists the front of Adam’s shirt. One of the officers who gave blood in the chair next to us instructs my fathers to leave.


More tears tumble down my cheeks. I’m safe from the outside world in here with Joe. However, I have understood all along that this moment was coming. It’s time to take responsibility for my actions and include Daddy in on this part of my life.


“Go ahead, Sugar. I’ll stay with him.” Brier nods to the hall as she enters Joe’s hospital room. “You need to get this over with before Joe’s folks get here.”


In the corridor, things have gotten heated. Colton gesticulates wildly. He loses his balance and catches a wall to stay upright.


“How’d she get the bandage?” Colton is whisper-yelling.


“He needed a transfusion. She wanted to give blood.” Adam sounds proud of me. “She didn’t hesitate. You know her, she’s afraid of needles.”


“You’re telling me Gracyn is Cyn?” Colton seethes. “And you’re encouraging this? You knew?”


“For two days.” I defend Adam.


“Brier? Drew?”


“A bit longer,” I concede.


“You lied.”


“No.” Yes. “I’m entitled to have a private life.”


“Not with one of my friends you’re not! He’s old enough—”


“I’m old enough, Daddy!”


“How are you going to explain this to your mother?”


“The same way I’m explaining it to my fathers. Joe and I are in love.”


“Get your things, Gracyn. I’m taking you home.” Colton barks at me as if I’m an obstinate child.


I shake my head. “I’m not leaving this hospital until Joe does.” I inspect the tile floor. “You should go, though.”


“This is wrong. We’re done talking about it. I’m not giving you over to that…” Colton doesn’t have to finish his sentence. The awful meaning hangs in the air.


I’m reminded of my conversation with Grandad earlier and what it must have been like for Adam the past sixteen years. Adam let his brother love me the way he’d wanted to.


“If you won’t give me over to a man who cares for me, then we’re done here.” I turn on my heel and walk away.
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“Hey, stranger.” The soft twang of a familiar voice hits my ears. “Gladyoudecidedtojoinus.”


I keep blinking until Brier’s face comes into view. She’s leaning her wrists on the bed, looking like the cat who ate the canary. I know her well. From the way her words rushed out, she’s been waiting to use that line. The Cheshire grin fades to a relieved expression.


“I feel like I got hit by a car.” I groan when I try to shift my body. My arm is pinned to my chest and my leg is immobilized and elevated.


“Because you did, Sugar. They got ‘em, though. And you’re going to be alright. That’s what counts.” She sighs with a lilt in her tone. “I suppose this’ll make it harder to catch me in your cruiser for a while… And keep up with your much younger woman.”


“Gracyn?” I scrub my hand over my face.


“I’ll get her.” Brier lifts from the seat. I snag her wrist and she arches a concerned eyebrow. “She’s just outside with her parents. Poor girl needed a break, so I told her I’d sit with you for a while.”


“How long have I been out?”


“Not as long as you think. Although, getting a second call in ten years that you’ve been injured has taken about as much time off of my life. You can’t keep doing this to me, Joe.” She tenses. “I’m beginning to think I shoulda stayed on the force to keep watch on your sorry behind.”


My chest moves, but it hurts to laugh. Hearing hers makes everything better and yet even worse. “Thanks for being here. Again,” I croak.


“Not lying. There are a lot of places I’d rather be, but Drew and me wouldn’t leave you.”


“And the rest of your family?”


“Are you asking if they know about you and Gracyn? They do.”


“I take it the consensus isn’t great?”


Brier shakes her head. “I don’t know how anyone else at Adam’s house reacted. Most of them stayed with Temple to help clean up. Only Colton came and went from the hospital. Adam and Keely are out there with Gracyn right now.”


“Is she—”


“She’s holding it together.” Brier swallows, making me involuntarily do the same.


“What aren’t you saying?”


“All this,” she spreads her hands, indicating my broken body. “It’s not fair that it’s happening now. But you have to make choices, Joe. It won’t take much for friendship to eclipse love. Do right by my niece. For both of your sakes.”


Brier stands again, motioning through the window. I see Gracyn lunge to hug her mother. B opens the door for her and they exchange places at my bedside.


Gracyn’s disheveled. Her face is ruddy with splotch marks, and her wild hair is a matted mess. She’s never been more beautiful. 


Her lips brush my forehead and she caresses the crow’s feet at my temple. Her expression is as tired and sad as the emotions toiling within me.


“How do you feel?” she asks.


“Like Hell.”


When Gracyn first walked in I’d been excited to see her. Now, I’m deflating. The conversation with Brier took a lot out of me. I woke up to a spike of adrenaline, especially recalling that Gracyn should be here. My ability to think straight is failing and I’m not sure how much energy I have left. I’d like to go back to sleep and I’m afraid, if I do, Gracyn won’t be in the waiting room when I wake. She’ll be gone.


This is the second time I realize how my life can precariously hang within a moment. I’ve been in this place before where the woman I love says she’ll stand by me. I believed Chantal. My fiancé left. Not right away. I’m sure the reason she stayed until the doctor discharged me was out of guilt. The one thing I’d never revealed to my friends was that Chantal already had one foot out the door. My shooting should have brought us together. Instead, it drove us further apart.


With the help of some fine pain killers, I fade in and out of consciousness over the next hours, never quite regaining the lucidity the adrenaline rush gave me when I first woke up.


Each time before my eyes flutter open, I’m hit with fragments of what happened. Sometimes it is my cruiser pulling up to the other vehicles, others it’s the face of the assailant when I’d spoken to him in the past. Often there’s a split second of fear, aware the car is about to hit me, but with no memory of the impact itself.


The first time I wake Gracyn hasn’t left my side, but progressively that changes. The second time, Keely has taken her seat and Gracyn is in a hard chair behind her, using the corner of the wall to keep her head up.


I don’t see anyone but Keely when a different nurse comes in a few hours later. My heart sinks and somehow the physical discomfort of my injuries seems a thousand times worse.


The nurse interrupts my slumber a while later. I grimace, frowning in Keely’s direction. When the nurse finishes messing with all the buttons on the monitors and there’s room between us, Keely leans forward and wraps her hand around mine.


“Giving blood wore her out.” She smiles, nodding to the window, encouraging me to turn my head. Gracyn’s lying across some chairs in a fetal position with a sweatshirt draped over her.


I sigh because I haven’t lost her yet. “Blood?” My brain isn’t firing on all cylinders.


“They’d asked for donations when you were in surgery. Gracyn went to donate with Adam.” Keely squeezes my hand and lets go.


Gracyn hates needles. I’m scared for and proud of her at the same moment. Her shoulders rise and fall under the soft cotton.


“She’s been here the whole time. Go back to sleep, Joe. You need your rest. I’ll take care of my daughter.”


Keely’s reassurance has me fading back into oblivion.


She’s the one gone a few hours later. Gracyn’s sleeping with her head on the bed. I can see the black and blue at the crook of her arm and can’t believe she did that for me. I rub a finger over her forearm. She shivers, lifting her chin to look at me.


“Come here.” I hold out my good arm. I can’t move over much. It’s not a huge dilemma since I want nothing more than to be close to her.


Gracyn bends to pick up the fallen sweatshirt before climbing into bed with me. She only has a fraction of an inch of the mattress. “There’s not a lot of room.” Her voice is sleepy. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”


“Not at all,” I whisper as she rests in the crook of my arm. My limbs are like spaghetti from the drugs, but I hold her as close to me as possible while we doze.


In the future, I may not remember much of yesterday or today, but I’m hoping I won’t forget the way she feels against me when she’s gone.


I lick my lips, realizing my jaw has tensed, anticipating when Gracyn finally tells me we’re over. It’s odd that my teeth don’t hurt. Instead, everything inside of me does; my heart, my soul, my past.


I must have furrowed my brow because her fingertip brushes from between my eyes down to my nose. “Always pensive when you wake. What are you thinking about now?”


“How long it’ll be before I’m back behind my desk.”


“Liar.” Her accusatory words aren’t venomous, they float from her mouth as if she has all the time in the world for me to get a grip and tell her my deepest darkest secrets.


I want to reach out and touch her bandage, comfort her the way she’s doing for me. This accident is so much worse than being shot. Between my leg and shoulder, I’m going to be an invalid until I’m ready for physical therapy… And even then? I’m in my forties for Christ’s sake. This isn’t an easy recovery for someone half my age.


“Why did you—How,… What made you?” I stumble for the right question to ask behind her motivation to let someone take her blood. Did Adam drag her in some parental “come to Jesus moment” where he put down his foot, insisting she act like an adult?


“Because I love you.”


It’s so plain. So simple. I can feel some of my angst wash away like the way the water trickles over the stones in Taysha Creek in the spring.


“Tell me.” Gracyn insists. I’m aware she’s using my weaknesses against me. “Even if you hide what’s on your mind from me, I’ll always know it’s there threatening to come between us.” She looks up and curls her palm around my ear, brushing her thumb against the auricle.


I thread my finger into her soft brown hair and rub her back. Gracyn is right. 


Unsure where to start, I let her take the lead.


“She left after your accident and you think this is too much for me. For us to weather. That I can’t handle everything we had going against us twelve hours ago along with where we find ourselves now.”


“You shouldn’t have to, Gracyn.” I let out a heavy breath. “Your whole life is in front of you. My recovery? It will be six months. A year. Too long to put everything on pause and then see where this is taking us when we both know it won’t end up with us being together forever.”


“My gran didn’t get forever with my grandad.”


“Don’t be obstinate.”


“I’m not. I didn’t have the luxury of narcotics to get through the past day. I’ll remember every second, worrying if I’d already lost you, wondering if the doctor was giving us false hope and we weren’t getting you back. I’ll take whatever magic beans you’ll throw me so I can grow old with you… Even if that’s only as much time as my grandparents got.” She brings her thumbnail to her lip, hesitating.


“There’s a catch.”


“I won’t let the way someone else hurt you undermine what we have. There was always more to your decision to break up with me and I want the truth.”


“So, you’ll walk out now if I don’t come clean?”


“No, but I’ll be a holy terror until you do.”


She makes me laugh. “Ouch!” My ribs ache.


Gracyn sits up and smoothes her palm over what little of my chest is accessible. I wrap my good arm around her waist and she looks at me expectantly.


“Chantal left once she thought you were going to be okay,” she states.


I puff out my cheeks, closing my eyes. When I open them Gracyn is still there. I love her devil horns and her tail, and the way her halo sits askew as she pushes me to open up. I love every damned thing about the chaos she leaves in her wake. She means more to me than any other woman has. Or ever will. I don’t want to tell her about Chantal because the relationship is so far in my past. Yet, it haunts me.


“She’d met someone else before the shooting.”


“But you were engaged?” Gracyn cod-fishes.


“They were acquaintances. Chantal said nothing was going on, but her attraction to him made her rethink if she wanted to get married. We put the wedding plans on hold, trying to work out our differences. Differences I’m not sure existed until this guy showed up. She said she wasn’t seeing him anymore and getting us back on track was the most important thing. Then the call came that I was down. She sat in my hospital room and cried. I thought it was her fear of losing me. Then the days wore on and she was still a wreck. Telling her we’d get through made it worse.


“The doctors let me out of the hospital and, when Chantal brought me home, her bags were packed by the front door. She said me being a cop was too much for her. She’d just found stability and was ready to get back to planning our future together when it was almost ripped away.”


“So she tore off the bandage herself.”


“For her, it made more sense to leave everything we had together before anyone took it from her.”


“Rather short-sighted.” Gracyn looks down at our joined hands. “Her loss.” She’s reflective for a moment. “Is that why you threw yourself into work?”


“I would’ve told you ‘no’ before. Now? It was likely for the best if it is what I’d done. I mean, how else was I supposed to pass those years waiting for you?”
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“You’re cheating.” I toss my losing cards down and slide my last few poker chips across the tray table.


Ross cackles, re-shuffling the deck. “Boy, didn’t they teach you at the academy not to insult a man in his own home?”


I throw my head back against a pillow. My ribs are almost healed and it doesn’t hurt as much to laugh anymore. This is the second hand in a row he’s blown me away. I’m glad we’re not playing for cash or my bank account might be as broke as my body is broken.


My eyes land on Gracyn. She’s wound her curly hair into a bun and is securing it with a pen. Deep in thought, she doesn’t notice her shorts have ridden up, exposing the tops of her thighs. I shouldn’t either, but after four weeks of convalescing, I haven’t had much to occupy my mind.


Ross punches my shoulder. “Don’t look at my granddaughter like that.”


“I’m sorry, sir.” I take a sip of water, crunching down on an ice cube.


Ross’s chest shakes and a wide grin breaks out on his face. “I’m harassing you. She’s pretty as a picture. Reminds me of her grandmother sitting there.” Recognizing Gracyn’s focused on her laptop screen, he suggests under his breath, “You should make an honest woman out of her. I don’t have any great-grandchildren yet.”


I choke on his comment. My mother alluded to the same thing when she met Gracyn at the hospital, except my parents are gunning for grandchildren. With my luck they’re all in cahoots—Well, everyone minus Colton.


I’ve been watching Gracyn as she keeps my family apprised of my progress. She’s going to be a great mother. Imagining myself wrangling a bunch of mini-whirlwinds hadn’t even entered my mind. I’ve been happy on the periphery of the storm. So when did I become a storm chaser? And why am I looking at this incredibly sexy woman, puffed up by her grandfather’s approval?


“Grandad,” Gracyn saves the day by interrupting our game to pepper Ross with more questions. “Is three rooms enough?”


“Three can still be six to twelve guests, depending on occupancy.”


“But what if two rooms share a single bathroom the way it was—”


“Your great-grandmother set up your grandmother’s room so there was a sitting area, pass between bathroom, and her bedroom. Now, Lily Anne could’ve stayed in any other room, but she always liked being close to Rose. So during her visits, she slept in the lounge. It was all frilly and feminine. Go talk to your Uncle Drew’s momma. She’ll describe it much better than I can. Might even have some pictures of back then.” Ross talks animatedly about Rose as if she’s quite alive. For the number of evenings we’ve spent here, it’s rare if he falls into a funk. I’m sure having someone to share with relieves his grief.


For me, it’s nice to go someplace else between my medical appointments. I appreciate getting out of the cabin, especially after Gracyn’s done her nine-to-five at the corporate office. Ross and I tend to play cards after dinner. However, the real reason we’re here is that Ross and Gracyn are coming up with a business plan to turn one wing of the Tudor-style mansion into a bed and breakfast. 


She’s got whiteboards choc-a-block full of ideas filling the room and their conversations tangent left and right when Ross encourages her enthusiasm. I’ve learned about as much about the history of the house as she has.


Gracyn snags her phone and starts texting Lily Anne to set up a coffee date. By the time she’s done, it has changed to dessert a week from now at Newgate and we’re all invited. This woman, as much as I’d like to bottle her energy and keep her all to myself, she loves people.


“What about the cook?”


“She didn’t reside here,” Ross replies. 


“She was the housekeeper too.”


“For one child and a widower who spent most of his time in Houston.”


“We could convert a front room overlooking the driveway to a residence,” Gracyn suggests.


“You’re getting ahead of yourself, Sugar. Let’s go back over immediate needs. Does having a cook here at three in the morning serve a purpose? Can you hire a desk clerk who can do light housekeeping overnight, someone to call for repairs instead of being the repairman?”


“What if the board thinks that’s juvenile?” She protests and I know the long day has become too much for Gracyn. She’s burning the candle at both ends.


“There are more rooms than bedrooms up there?” I interject.


“A few. They’re bigger, like billiard-style rooms, more for entertaining. You’ve never been upstairs, have you? That will be the first place I take you once the cast is off.” Gracyn winks. Her happy face goes ashen when we hear the front door open and close.


Heavy footfalls echo our way and Colton appears in the threshold. He disregards Gracyn altogether and would look past me if Ross wasn’t sitting in front of me.


“I saw the light on as I passed by and took the chance you’d be up. I have some of the preliminary zoning information Corey’s accomplished on the senior community for you to take a look at.” He addresses his father.


“No time like the present.” Ross lifts his weary bones from the chair. “We were between hands anyhow. I’ll be back, Joe.”


Gracyn tries to pretend Colton ignoring her isn’t bothersome. However, once her daddy and grandaddy leave the room, she’s easily distracted by knickknacks on Miss Rose’s desk and swaying tree limbs outside the window. 


“Close up shop. It’s my bedtime.” I stack the cards and move the tray table to the side. Then, as Gracyn finishes powering down, I hold out my good arm to her, beckoning her across the room to give her the hug she deserves.


Hesitant, her eyes dart to the doorframe. I tug at her waist, pulling her to sit astride my lap. She shifts all her weight to one side so that there’s not any pressure on my busted leg.


“You’re tired.” I notice her body is tense too. The strain has been building the past few weeks. Gracyn’s held her own for the winery, toted me to appointments, and made sure Ross has a consistent companion while she creates the inn business plan to present to Kingsbrier’s Board. She needs a break before the stress gets to her.


I pull the pen out of her hair, letting the bun fall and then tuck her curls behind her ear. “Do you have any idea how much I want to drive you home and make love to you?”


She blushes, leaning in to kiss me. “As much as I’d love it. But alas, I am still your chauffeur for quite a while.” There’s a wicked smile on her face. “You’re stuck with me.”


“Nobody I’d rather be joined at the hip with. Listen, you’re doing great taking care of me, but something has to give soon. Let me call Drew or B to see if they can give me a ride to my next appointment. It’s not as if I don’t want you there—”


“I understand.” She cuts me off. “Everybody has offered. I just didn’t want anyone to think…”


“You were cutting out? Gracyn, at this point you’ve seen me at my worst. Nowadays, I’m more worried you are exhausting yourself. This recovery is a long haul. We still have another month until my sling is off. And this cast? It makes me fucking sick to think of how far off the date is to finally be walking without it.”


She cups my cheek and I bring my palm up, encasing hers.


“We need to start thinking about who is taking care of you.” I want to call her sugar or sweetheart, love of my life, any term of endearment which makes her understand how much I appreciate everything she’s so willing to do for me. However, she prefers Gracyn. And what counts is that she says she’s mine. 


She concedes by tucking her nose to my neck and sighing. “I’ll call Aunt B.”


“Let me do it. I have plenty of free time.”


“I love you.” Her voice cracks.


“Jesus Christ,” Colton grumbles in a cutting tone.


I’m not sure when he came back into the den, but he’s slammed the massive front door before Gracyn can slide off my lap. Any sense of relief has disappeared. She bites her lower lip to stop it from trembling. I reach for her, but she backs away.


“No. No, he’s the only one. Adam is taking me to lunch this week. We’re, ah, talking about organizing a blood drive.” A fat tear tumbles down her cheek. She quickly wipes it away, rubbing her nose and sniffling.


I’m proud of Gracyn for trying to act so mature and stunned she’s considering donating again. Her attitude has changed so much for a girl who couldn’t manage the flu shot on her own. Yet, the disconnect from her daddy when they’ve always been close is a tough pill for Gracyn to swallow. 


After saying goodnight to Ross, a bleary-eyed Gracyn helps me into and out of the car. Then up the steps once we’re back at the cabin. She’s been living out of a suitcase. I’d like to change that soon. The only problem is, I’m not mobile enough to reorganize and give her space in my closet. It seems unwelcoming to make her do it herself and at this point, I want Gracyn’s home to be with me. I’m hoping once the sling is gone and I have two functioning arms, she’ll walk in and kick off her heels in the evening and I’ll be able to have a meal ready for her. We’re not even a quarter into my disability time off. It’s one thing to comprehend the healing process and another to sit on your ass for months on end.


I settle on my back into our bed and Gracyn pulls the covers over us. She nestles at my side, kissing my bicep, and exhaling. I press my lips to her curls, inhaling the smell of my soap mixed with her shampoo. It is the fragrance the pillows now have. Right after the accident before she left for the office, Gracyn fussed over me, tucking one under my leg and another behind my back to keep me comfortable. Like an elixir, the scent of us allowed me to relax.


I rub my palm over her thigh, missing her body. Although, it’s tucked right up against me, where I’m sure it has always belonged.


Her throaty laugh would be inaudible if not for the silence of the room.


I hum, encouraging her to talk to me in the darkness.


“I miss you. It sounds funny to voice it out loud because you’re right here… And we waited so long after the first time that I can be patient. But I miss the way you’d take me in your arms after a bad day and we’d rock together until we fell asleep. And some mornings I dream you’ve woken me up.”


“How am I waking you?” I can tell by the way she mentions it that the way she rises is disappointing.


“You know exactly how, Joe!” She bats my chest.


I make a fist around hers to stop her from taking it back.


“Come here. Get up,” I say, making Gracyn move from the cocoon of warm sheets. She sits astride my stomach in a tiny t-shirt. I brush my thumb over her mound and then under her panties.


“I don’t want to hurt you.” She gasps when I press the pad of my thumb to her nub and my to-hell-with-waiting dick jumps to attention. Soft moans slip past her lips as my nimble fingers work her clit, making her wet.


“Take these off and take what you need.”


Gracyn shimmies out of her nightclothes. The fact that I need her assistance to help undress should unman me. Once my boxers are off, I’m more intent on the way she moves to the foot of the bed, eyeing my cock.


“Uh-uh. No. This isn’t about me.” Though somewhat domineering, I’ve managed to twist and wrap Gracyn’s dark hair around my hand and drag her back up my body.


“You need to fuck. You need to come.” I kiss her lips hard. “Use me.”


She vacillates and I skate my fingertips up her stomach to her breast, pinching her nipples, and making her moan. She finally lifts her hips, taking me inside of her where I’ve always belonged. Gracyn rises and falls on her knees, watching our bodies movements with rapt attention. Every sensation is heightened from the absence of this from our lives. Her pussy is tight, milking me with each stroke, finding a rhythm. I could die a happy man. Watching this woman find pleasure.


She grinds her clit to the base of my shaft, using my good shoulder to brace herself as she starts to come. I dig my fingers into her ass. The unrelenting pressure makes me forget any pain I could be in. With a scream, Gracyn tumbles forward. My orgasm follows hers, better than any drug I’ve taken. 






















[image: ]







[image: ]







“Thanks again for the ride.” I turn to Keely as she pulls up the driveway at the cabin.


“Stop thanking me, Joe. It’s what friends do. What this family does.” She smiles brightly, shifting the car into park.


We both know it’s not true. While on several occasions Keely’s been kind enough to give me a lift to physical therapy, her husband is far more apt to drag my lifeless body behind his truck before he’d accept my relationship with Gracyn. Colton hasn’t seen his daughter since that night at Kingsbrier. I won’t pick at a festering wound. We all pretend nothing is wrong whenever Key drops in to see Gracyn.


“I appreciate people are going out of their way.”


It has taken so much pressure off Gracyn. She wants to do it all, but we’ve found a system where she’s able to delegate tasks and I find a lift for my doctor’s appointments. It’s not like I was incapable of managing my life before we met. However, I’ll admit there’s a sweetness to existing when someone cares so much about you that they don’t want you to have to manage on your own.


“Which is why we all make sure you get where you need to go. Besides, sometimes it’s interesting to watch your therapy sessions as an outsider.” Keely is a physical therapist herself. I’m certain Gracyn goes to her mother—and her stepmother, who is a family practitioner—for advice on my aches and pains.


“How much longer until you’re cleared to go back to the department?”


“Four excruciating months.” I’m trying to find a way to get back behind my desk earlier at least part-time. Although, I haven’t brought it up to Bart or Gracyn. I’m not sure who will be tougher to negotiate it with. At least, Gracyn seems to understand that I’ve relied on myself most of my life so sitting around makes me feel useless. “The timeline is likely worse on Ross.” I add as an aside. “I’m not much competition at cards.” 


“He loves having you over. The company is good for him. We’re all glad he’s not alone. That it’s one more reason you aren’t anymore either.”


“Yeah, the two old men keeping each other out of trouble.” 


“Watch the old cracks.” She jabs me with her elbow. “You and I are the same age!”


“Doesn’t feel like it right now.” I laugh. “Can I ask you a question?”


Keely nods, using the rearview mirror to see her reflection in while securing her long blonde hair in a ponytail. “Sure. I have plenty of time before I hit the gym,” she says as if she’s anticipated this conversation.


“Why are you okay with us? I mean, as you said, we’re the same age and Gracyn is your daughter. You could have encouraged her to leave me after the hit and run.”


Key’s face flashes to mine. “Are we still talking about Gracyn? You have met my daughter?” She looks at me like I have two heads. “She’s as obstinate as they come, Joe. When she was a baby I was sure she’d inherited the absolute worst parts of the quints. And the fallen branches on my side’s family tree didn’t do her much good. Attempting to keep her in line was a losing battle. She was stubborn to a fault—and still is. But she also had a compassion about her. I was never sure where it came from… The thing is, Joe, I could try talking Gracyn out of being with you until I am blue in the face. But she’d already made her mind up. Think back to when she destroyed her car. As far as Gracyn was concerned, nothing was stopping her from getting to Kingsbrier.” Keely pauses. “If I haven’t said thank you for rescuing her then this is my official thanks. I’ve worried since I was seventeen that I’d lose Gracyn. Not that I didn’t consider killing her on quite a few occasions.” Keely’s joke has us both enjoying a laugh. “If she hadn’t thought you were supposed to play an important role in her life after that night, you wouldn’t be where you are now. She doesn’t give up. Gracyn goes after what she wants.”


Key opens the driver’s side door, circling the hood to the passenger side. She pulls my crutches from the backseat as I maneuver out, shifting my weight to lean against the car. I’m more mobile each day, but because I’m always worn out after PT, Gracyn’s mother patiently waits until I’m ready to walk toward the cabin.


“What if my recovery was too much for her and she didn’t want to lose face with anyone?”


“The only opinions she’s ever cared about were Miss Rose’s and her daddy’s.”


My brow furrows. By choosing me, or pretending to, Gracyn has lost the second of the two most important people to her. One has gone right after the other.


“Gracyn’s either all in or all out. There’s no in-between, Sugar. She’s got no room for doubt when it comes to loving you.”


“Are you suggesting she doesn’t care about what Colton thinks anymore.” I unlock the front door.


“Nah, she does. She wants his approval, but she’s also become an adult who recognizes she can love her daddy, have respect for his opinions, and still not agree with them.”


We enter my cheery cabin. There are little feminine touches all over the room. Comfortable in the house her daughter stays in, Keely wanders the way Gracyn had the first night she was here. Key picks up the book all the wives are reading for Brier’s “book club”—a loose term for the second ladies’ night out each month where Brier serves copious amounts of wine at her house. I don’t think they talk about the book at all. The corners of her lips turn up and so do mine. It means so much to me that B’s including Gracyn. Keely must feel the same.


I smirk when she folds a sweatshirt Gracyn wore last night that’s slung over the arm of the couch. Watching her motherly action, I consider asking Keely if she’ll do me another favor. I still haven’t made enough space for Gracyn here so she’s able to move out of the apartment she shares with Corey. I want to make this place homier than her presence has already made it. I have a feeling once she is here on a permanent basis that we’ll be busting at the seams and I cannot wait. However, I also believe there are boundaries. The same ones I don’t cross with Brier I won’t ever breach with Gracyn’s mom. They’re even more important to maintain. 


“My turn to ask.” Key’s expression changes to forlorn, inquiring about her husband. “Has she said anything against him?”


“No, not at all. But she cries a lot, Key, when she thinks I’m not looking. And I don’t know how to fix it unless I bow out.”


“That won’t fix a thing.”


“What do I do then?” I’d be able to stand one of my closest friends despising me if I hadn’t made him hate his daughter. I’m at a loss to give Gracyn back the life she had, the whole family she deserved. 


“Same thing her daddy did for me. Same thing I’m doing for Colton. You love her through it.” Key hugs me. “I’m watching my girl turn into a better person than even I knew she could be. It takes a lot to stand up to your daddy, tell him you’re staying with a man he’s unsure of, and still need his vote to move on your business proposal.”


I run my hand over my forehead and down to the scruff on my jaw. “She wants this inn so bad she can taste it.” All of her spare hours go into planning alongside Ross. Hell, Gracyn even started asking Daveigh if she’s ever cared for alpacas at the veterinary clinic.


Key hums in agreement. “Was there a point you actually believed Gracyn wouldn’t be your girlfriend?”


“Yes.”


“Didn’t take long to figure she wasn’t going to take no for an answer, did it?”


“Stop worrying?” It’s what she’s saying, but hard to do. Making a life with Gracyn is the number one thing on my mind when I wake up in the morning. 


“Keep calm and Gracyn on,” Key remarks, heading back down the steps.


We might need to make a shirt with that saying. If anyone shrugs off adversity and keeps moving forward it’s my girl. Woman? I’m not sure she’d appreciate me making her sound insignificant. All I know is Gracyn is all mine.


After Keely’s car disappears from view. I have enough time to get a glass of water before the next set of tires rumbles toward the cabin.


I meet Bart and Grady, shaking his hand for being willing to come all the way out here during the middle of the day and bring her along. Grady gives me a quick hug, insisting I’ll be back on the job before they’ve had enough of a chance to miss me.


Part of the feeling is mutual. It’s not as if I don’t want my routine back, but the accident put a new perspective on my life. I’ve kept Bart in limbo for most of the summer and extending it is unfair. 


“I didn’t mind waiting the extra time for your answer,” he tells me once I’ve explained the situation to Grady. She’s flat out stunned, not only that Bart’s ready to retire, but that I’m throwing my support behind her instead of my hat into the race.


“You could win in a landslide with the Cavanaugh’s behind you.” Grady protests in astonishment.


“So can you. Miss Rose didn’t challenge the establishment in this community for her granddaughter’s boyfriend to become sheriff. She empowered women so the rest of us saw what they were capable of. If you want to be Sheriff, Grady, then don’t let anything stop you. My problem is being sheriff is as far as I’ll ever go. There’s nothing beyond my career for me, and this year I’ve realized what could lie ahead. It’s your chance to take.”


I putter around the kitchen after they leave, tossing together a salad and flipping the steaks so that they’re fully marinated for dinnertime. I’m energized—likely too much so—and the domesticity of my tasks following the conversation with Grady isn’t lost on me. 


“Heya!” Gracyn calls, coming in from work. “I saw Bart’s cruiser on the way home… What are you doing? Sit down!” She puts her hands on her hips, throwing out a sexy leg from the side slit in her pencil skirt.


My fingertips itch to touch Gracyn and I know beyond a doubt that I’ve definitely made the right choice.


I hobble over to kiss her hello and she forces me to sit down.


“I’m not an invalid,” I insist as she snuggles next to me, kicking off her heels and tucking her knees up.


“You’re also not supposed to overdo it. Don’t ruin all the good progress and set yourself back. What if it extends your disability and some girl needs rescuing?” she barbs.


I grab Gracyn’s neck, pulling her lips to mine. Her breasts brush against me and, fuck, if I’m not thrilled to palm them with both of my hands again. She moans into my mouth.


“What am I going to do with you?”


“I have a fantasy about those handcuffs.” She raises a brow. “But you may have to have the uniform on for the full effect.”


My chest rumbles. “You’re a hot ticket. I’m glad I caught you.”


“Me too.”


I brush my finger over the bridge of Gracyn’s nose, taking in the beauty of the freckles which darkened over the summer months.


“Bart was here… With Grady,” I add.


Gracyn tilts her chin, questioning. I peck her on the lips for good measure.


“Having all this time to think, I’ve come to the conclusion that running for sheriff isn’t the right choice for me.”


“But, Joe!” Gracyn pulls back. She thinks I’d be a great sheriff. I don’t doubt it myself. She pushes me to be better. If I was elected, I wouldn’t let her down. I see the torment it causes when someone does.


Whatever his reasons are, Colton isn’t standing up for Gracyn. It leaves me with two choices. One, kick his ass or two, make her realize she can depend on me to be there. Always. And the second part is what it’s all about. 


“Before the accident Bart asked me where I saw myself in the next few years. I’d worked so hard that, in the back of my mind, I figured I was supposed to be his second in command. The next rung down the ladder based on tenure. I hadn’t given a second thought to him leaving. My life was status quo until you barreled into it.


“After I got out of the hospital, I started wondering what might have become of me if I’d never passed you on the road. This recovery would be harder. Sure, my friends were there when I was shot, but not the way they surround us now. I wouldn’t have half the support, not inasmuch as they do things for me because of you. More that there’s more value in it since you fill up a spot I hadn’t realized was empty. They help me so I can support you and then it goes back around. Sometimes in the opposite direction too when I get to be there with Ross while you’re knee-deep ensuring the family business he started stays a living, breathing part of your family.” I make a circle in the air. “Sort of like your gran’s list. There’s no beginning and no end. Whatever this feeling is, it gets bigger.”


“We can build your platform—” She starts chattering and I shush her with a finger.


“I like roads, Gracyn. I miss the highway department. Those streets brought you to me.” I chortle. “I could do that the rest of my career and not feel like I lost out. I love you. And I don’t want to miss out on watching you live this life. In fact, I want to be there, excited for your accomplishments, and enjoying every minute alongside you. Taking on more responsibility in the county means I won’t be there when you decide you want to bring home a baby.”


She gasps. “You said having kids wasn’t in the cards for you.”


“And you told me it was your someday plan. I’ll do anything for you, including making that happen.” 
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I haven’t stopped wringing my hands since Joe told me we’re done living day by day and have a future together. If it ends tomorrow, so be it. The man wants to give me babies. I may not be ready for them yet, but the fact that he understands my someday plan is as important to me as taking on the world every day is, fills me with joy.


“I dunno what it is about me, Gran.” I talk to her aloud as I prepare to go up against each of her five children. “I should cut my losses now that I have Joe. He says I’m what he needs and he understands how important family is to me.”


I stop wandering the den and take a good look at my reflection in the mirror over the mantle. Huffing a laugh, I pull my curly hair up in a twist. Somehow I work better with it off my neck. I feel more confident. Although, I prefer it down and, if I’m working in the mansion after this, then I want a relaxed atmosphere so presenting myself the same way is part of my plan.


“I get it. Act the part.”


The smile shining back at me is hers and I tear up a little. 


“I should take what I have, hold it tight, and not ask for more. He gave up sheriff for me and I’m… I’m asking him to stick by while I start a new venture?” My thumbs brush across each other. “Did you feel like this? Like Grandad was more than you could have asked for but you kept asking anyway?”


My eyes fall to the side table filled with our family pictures. More weddings and cousins than you can shake a stick at. There are winery ribbon cuttings and a snapshot of the day that Gran—in a beautiful white suit and elegant updo—left it all behind when she dissolved the holding company my great-grandfather left to her.


I glance at the next frame. It’s of her infant quints on a blanket out back under the peach tree. My dad is on one end and my daddy is at the other. Adam, Aunt Brier, Uncle Eric, Aunt Daveigh, and Colton are dressed in matching sweaters and their big green eyes are dazzled by whatever is behind the camera. Probably Gran herself.


“You did, didn’t you? You asked for more when it was something which meant more than anything. Is that why I never take ‘no’ as an answer?” I wipe under my eye.


“I can’t thank you enough for showing me what being part of a family is like. And I’m okay with taking the ups with the downs. I’m so close to having everything I want. And maybe that’s why this means something, Gran. Because it’s our family, and I understand after ten years without one, losing you, and Joe’s accident, how not everyone gets half of what I did. 


“I don’t want to give up on the winery. I don’t even think it’s a good idea for Alcee or Uncle Cris to be cutting back our distribution lines—By the way, that was a lightbulb moment. You should see this year’s crop.” I roll my eyes at myself for being short-sighted. “I want to share a little of us with everyone else. Welcome them to our family the way you did.”


I look back at Gran’s lovely ladies’ desk where my notes sit scattered across the surface. My laptop is open next to one last beautiful frame holding the final circular list Gran wrote out.


“Okay,” I shrug. “I’ll admit I want the desk too.” I slide into her seat and stack everything in a neat pile so it’s ready for my meeting across the hall.


I sit in peaceful silence, closed off in Gran’s sanctuary, until hearing a side door open. Firm hands come to rest on my shoulders.


“They’re all ready for you, Sugar,” Ross says. I pat his hand. “No matter what the board decides, Gracyn, I’m proud of how hard you worked on this. Don’t let any setback get in your way. Lord knows your grandmother blazed trails and rerouted rivers to get to where she was, earning everyone’s respect it the process.”


“Thanks, Grandad. It means a lot that you think I can do this.”


“You’d better bet I believe in you. I spent my life in the eye of a hurricane with the woman. You’re just a whirlwind, but you’ll get there.” He knocks my chin with his fist.


“I may not have that kind of force behind me, but there’s wind in my sails today.”


“We’ll make a great team, you n’ me… Maybe I’ll let your young man join in. Someday. If he learns to play cards a little better.” Grandad makes me laugh because he loves teaching Joe how to win as much as he loves winning against him.


We glide over the marble foyer tiles and past the grand staircase arm in arm. It’s as if we’re on a little boat with the sun at our faces.


I lay out my proposal to his children with Grandad seated to my right. He’s coached me the way he did Uncle Cris when they went into the winemaking business, Uncle Eric when he left Cavanaugh Construction to him, and later my daddy.


A lifetime of building his Texas empire, Ross has the personal finances to back my project. What he doesn’t have, and never did, is ownership of the mansion. We’re both at the mercy of his children.


“I don’t like it.” Aunt B is the first to voice her opinion about turning the mansion into a bed and breakfast. “Even if Daddy didn’t live here, Kingsbrier is still our home. The center of our family.” We’re becoming friends, but I didn’t expect her, of any of the quints, to be the first to rollover. 


“Is it the house or the ranch in general?” My Uncle Eric asks her.


“What difference does that make?” she responds.


“We’ve let others onto the ranch. The vineyard visitors. Guests at the banquet hall. So you agree the house we all grew up in is off-limits.” He cocks a light eyebrow and I can’t tell if he’s egging her on or concurs.


The five board members bounce comments back-and-forth. Some are adamant that my plan is bad for our family. Others play devil’s advocate because they haven’t made up their minds.


“We do this and what’s out of bounds, Daddy?” My Aunt Daveigh turns to Ross. “Your room? Momma’s den? Where do we gather for holidays? There is a big difference between celebrating a wedding at the banquet hall and someone who is vacationing in our living room forcing us to have Christmas there—”


“So we shut down for the holidays, Daveigh. That way any family from out of town could use the rooms.”


“Colette and Devon stay at Newgate.” Brier interrupts. “Our rooms haven’t been used in years. The rest of our kids haven’t even spent the night here since they were babies.”


“Which is exactly why it makes sense to fill them,” I argue. “Kingsbrier is silent. All Gran ever wanted was joy within these walls and, with her not here, it’s even more important to grant that wish.” I look at Grandad and he grips my hand, tilting his chin, and nudging me to continue fighting.


“I’m asking again: What’s off-limits?”


“My space. Gran’s office. The kitchen—but only from the perspective that we’d have to hire a cook and house staff and we wouldn’t want guests interrupting where there’s work going on,” Ross supplies.


“Are you staying in the house while the rooms are booked, Daddy? You want random people walking in and out like it’s a hotel?” Colton asks.


Ross sighs. “I don’t know. I might try it out for a few months.” He huffs and laughs, leaning back. “The stairs are getting mighty steep.”


“We can put in a chair lift,” Aunt B squawks.


“Or an elevator,” Eric suggests, making me think there’s a chance he’s coming around to the idea since Grandad is on my side.


“That’ll be a fun renovation. Put Corey on it, STAT.” Colton wipes his hands together as if he wants nothing to do with the project.


Daddy and I are still on the outs. I’ve never known Colton to hold grudges, but I expected this reaction to the proposal.


Although I figure I won’t always get along with her, Brier’s opinion took me off guard. I’m still trying to figure out if Aunt Daveigh and Uncle Eric will vote in my direction. Even with their spouses’ varying vested interests in Grandad’s companies and the ranch, only the quints can cast votes. With five of them there is never a tie and each branch of the family is represented.


“I never considered an elevator.” Grandad scratches his chin and gets a glint in his green eyes.


“None of us ever want you to feel as if you’d have to leave,” Brier assures.


Eric and Daveigh agree.


My head bounces back-and-forth like a ping-pong ball watching this unfold. One minute I’m hopeful. The next I’m inclined to worry that Grandad’s health will decline and believe opening Kingsbrier as an inn isn’t the best choice.


Grandad and I toiled hard on this plan. He even helped me come up with an estimate for start-up costs and an operating budget. He’s looking at me now the way Gran looked at me. I don’t want to let him down. Grandad must be trying to hold back his excitement so as not to sway anyone’s perception. Most of all I realize he’s behind me because he loved Gran with every fiber of his being. Someplace deep-down Ross knows Rose would be okay with opening the mansion up to the public. She couldn’t stand a quiet house. It’s too bad she’s not here now because the seven of us are meeting around the dining room table. Each of us occupies a spot that had been filled when the quints were growing up and the house was brimming with joy.


“So, we get an elevator and some guests—But not at the holidays,” Ross states, pointing at Daveigh.


“What about Alcee?” Adam asks.


I shake my head, not understanding. 


“You’ve been in the corporate office. Who is running this? Getting it off the ground?”


“I thought it was obvious that was me.” I shrug.


Adam tilts his head. “Just wanted to be sure.”


“You’re giving up on running the vineyard?” Colton’s jaw clenches.


“How is trying something new giving up? Uncle Cris taught me winemaking. I’ve worked the banquet hall, same as the other cousins, and in the store.”


“You have no experience.”


“And you did when you took over commercial building at Cavanaugh Construction?” My eyes widen in a dare.


“You’re asking us to finance a lark. What if it goes under?”


“What if it doesn’t?” Aunt Daveigh speaks for me. “What if the bed and breakfast becomes as popular a destination as the banquet hall? We took a chance on that.”


“We took a chance on the damned winery,” Eric adds. He nudges Colton’s knee. “You got out of plowing the fields and now you’ll get out of putting in the elevator.”


“I’ll put in the fucking elevator if it’s a unanimous decision. But if one of us isn’t on board then we shouldn’t bother to vote.”


“Now we’re voting to vote?” Brier’s hands slap the dark wooden tabletop. “Y’all are worse than the county’s red tape. We’re a family.”


“Which is why we should all agree.” Adam leans back. “I love you, Gracyn. But I’m siding with Colton. It’s an all or nothing vote. What are we getting out of this past a new revenue stream?”


I look at my hands, splayed against the table. “Maybe we get the best of her back? Gran opened her door to everyone. She made this monstrous house a home and made sure people felt welcome here.”


They’re quiet for a moment.


“I want to make a point before we vote.” Uncle Eric says. He’s the most level-headed person I’ve ever met. Any sensibility and practicality genes went all to him. His sibling’s give him the floor.


“We voted sixteen years ago to dissolve the holding company and create this board. It was in everyone’s best interest. Everyone’s except Gracyn’s. If Grandaddy had his way this would all be hers.” He holds up his hands to the ornate room. “The house was supposed to go from momma to Adam to Gracyn, and the remaining four of us got whatever crumbs they were willing to bestow.”


“Grandaddy was a chauvinist and if he did have his way momma would have married someone else.” Brier quips.


“He was also a damned fine businessman, B. You wouldn’t have grown up in this house with half of what you did if he weren’t.” Ross defends his father-in-law.


“If Momma hadn’t added the mansion into this corporation, as of today, Adam would own it.” Eric continues. “He wouldn’t need our vote for his daughter to kick Daddy out, level the whole damned place, and put up a strip mall. Not to mention, our brother is siding with us the way he did back then. Adam won’t vote unless we’re all in. I’d like to take it to mean if someday when one of our other kids comes to the board with an idea that we’d do the same. The questions we should be asking before we cast any ballots are; what do we do to make this happen and how long do we give Gracyn to turn a profit?”
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I was twelve the last time I flew down the granite front steps in front of the mansion as fast as I am this afternoon. Corey had challenged me to scale the six-foot stone security walls separating the ranch from the county road and walk the length backward all the way to the entrance to Colton’s driveway. When I got to our house, I climbed back up onto the next section and—much to Corey’s horror—did a cartwheel, continuing on past the horse stables, and rounding the corner to Aunt D’s clinic. There, being a preteen show-off, I fell jumping to the ground and skinned both my knees. But proving I was brave enough to overcome his silly dare was all I cared about.


My cousin is out in front of the Tudor, using the running board of his truck as a bench. He’s hunched over with his fist at his chin. My feet lift off the ground as I lunge off of the last stone step and skid to halt by his scuffed, tan work boots. 


“That was impressive in heels.” Corey teases me. “I take it the vote went your way?”


“They were tough. I only have twenty-four months to turn a profit after the grand opening. I have to get the zoning board approval… And who do I see about an elevator?” My eyes widen, questioning who in their right mind would put me in charge of renovations to the Tudor.


“I may have an in for you with the zoning board,” Corey’s lips curl up at the edge. He has to have sweet talked someone there into doing his bidding. “Why isn’t my daddy taking care of the elevator?” Corey hesitates, stopping himself from asking, “or yours?” 


I bite my lower lip and puff out my cheeks.


Corey assures me he has the wherewithal to solve my construction issues. “I take it your daddy was the hardest sell?”


I sigh. “It’s not even that I thought he didn’t want to vote in my favor. He was just being hard-headed, asking shitty questions, like if I was moving Joe in.” My voice comes out dopey and sarcastic and I roll my eyes.


It may be juvenile, but this is the boy I grew up with. Corey’s been one of my best friends my whole life. He’s the only person besides Joe who knows me inside and out. And to be honest, there’s a lot Corey has been privy to I’m hoping Joe never finds out.


“It’s a legit concern.” My cousin agrees.


“It is not! Colton acted as if Joe intends to wheeze off of me. It’s despicable. Colton and Joe have been friends for years.”


“Gracyn, his friend is fucking his daughter. He’s entitled to have a hard time getting past it.”


“Adam didn’t.” I scoff like a kindergartner despite being prepared for all four of my parents to disown me.


Maybe that’s what makes it worse. Colton is the holdout. Or even how I was certain Adam would go along with my whims because it was what he’d done by letting the man I wanted to be my father more than anything in the world raise me. Understanding Adam’s perspective changes mine.


“Let’s get back to my concerns.”


“Which are? Why are you here anyway?” My nose scrunches. I feel like a class-A jerk for not recognizing the obvious sooner. For the better part of the year, I’ve been completely self-involved. I suppose it makes sense, given my age, sneaking around with my new boyfriend, and Joe’s accident. Corey hadn’t been at the apartment much before Joe. It may be why I’m surprised he’s sought me out at the ranch.


“Are you and Joe moving to Kingsbrier?”


“Heck no. We’ve got a nice little place in the woods. You should come over sometime. We can go fishing.”


“Sound great. But I have one request.” It comes out a little snarky like he’s holding a can of worms and a spoon, intending for it to be my afternoon snack.


I put my hands on my hips.


“Move your shit out of the apartment so I can get a new roommate.” His lip twitches the same way it did when he mentioned connections at the county office.


“Does this roommate need her own room?”


“Nope. But she’s not willing to move her stuff in until yours is gone.”


“Do I get to meet said bedmate?”


Corey ponders for a second. “You already know her. Not well, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t embarrass me.”


“I make no assurances.” I hold up my hand promising.


“I have ammo on you too, ya know?”


“Fine.” I deadpan. “I guess I’m always supposed to act all grown up now?”


“You’re fucking a soon-to-be AARP member, Gracyn. It comes with the territory.”


I smack Corey’s chest as he doubles over. We tumble into a fit of giggles.


“It’s not fucking. It’s making loooove.”


Corey stands tall. “You’re right. It is.” He brushes his blond hair back and a ray of fading sunlight catches on it. “I’m really happy for you, Gracyn.” Corey presses his lips together, trying to stifle a broad grin. A faint red seeps into his pale cheeks. Leaving me with a feeling that whoever is moving in, won’t be moving out. 


“I am for you too.”


Holy shit, I think, hugging my cousin before he jumps up on the running board and his tires kick gravel in their wake. We are all grown up. Our paths will diverge and I hope like hell we’ve dug deep enough roots that whenever there’s trouble Kingsbrier is a safe place we can all come back to. 


My cell buzzes making an awful noise.


“What is that sound?” I ask, answering Joe.


“A repeated string of alpaca orgles.”


“You have too much time on your hands.” I laugh, getting into my truck.


“Are you going to tell me?”


“No, you have to wait until I get home.”


“You’ve left me waiting long enough. I mean, I did have to stay single until you were an adult. There isn’t much time until my foot’s in the grave—”


“Don’t say things like that!” I giggle, admonishing him. The old jokes are exactly that nowadays. We’re comfortable with the banter.


“Come home so I can orgle you, Gracyn.”


“I’m on my way.”


“And, Gracyn?” He commands my attention sweetly.


“Yes, Joe?”


“Steer clear of puddles.”
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I watch Gracyn hit enter, close her computer screen, and fold her hands in her lap. Miss Rose’s desk faces out the front window. The sun is streaming in. Over the past few weeks, Gracyn has rearranged things. Nothing ever lasted long in a new spot. She’s told me it’s as if her Gran knew precisely how to decorate the den.


She smooths her hands over the blotter while she stares at the framed circular list. I wonder who is on Gracyn’s, but don’t dare ask. It’s presumptuous that I’m on it and impertinent to ponder if Colton has fallen off. The continued divide with her daddy tears at Gracyn.


I took Keely’s advice from months ago to heart: All I can do is love her through it. I hope that Colton isn’t erased because Gracyn and he have opposing opinions. Not that there isn’t part of me that’s tired of getting snubbed when the guys go out or thinks the way he treats Gracyn and I when everyone is together is wrong.


I’m not lying when I tell Gracyn I want to give her everything she deserves. But the one thing she’s been outspoken about is that she doesn’t need me escalating the issue and confronting Colton. Her choices. Her daddy. Her fight because she knows I have her back. I can’t be the hero in this situation even if I want to.


“Are you finished?” I ask, trying not to startle her.


Lost in thought, Gracyn jumps out of her skin, placing her hand over her rapidly beating chest.


I lean against the doorjamb. The grey Kingsbrier Vineyard tee she’s picked out for me to wear stretches over my chest, held taut at the armpit by my crutches. Keely has helped me find a modified workout so that my jeans haven’t gotten too baggy from the muscle loss. I’ve got one shit-kicker on the foot that can wear a shoe.


Gracyn licks her lips in appreciation, pushing back from the desk that is officially hers.


“It was a quick reply.” She saunters across the room.


I slide a hand over her bottom, pulling her close. Gracyn’s outfit matches mine, except she’s rolled the hem of her pants and has on a pair of sneakers. Her hair cascades over her shoulders. She puts a hand in my back pocket and squeezes. Our kiss is chaste considering there is no one else in the mansion.


“Thank you for letting me deal with business.” Gracyn smiles against my lips. 


She’s hoping to have all the permits in order to open the bed and breakfast in the spring. The placeholder website she’s put up gets daily hits and inquiries and she likes to respond to each e-mail with a personal touch. 


“It’s important to you to extend the same courtesy as Miss Rose did,” I remark with a hint of pride. She so damned pretty and smart enough that, if we’d encountered one another when she was younger, I don’t doubt I’d be standing right where I am now. “Things will still be crazy for a bit. But not what they were while you worked on the proposal with your grandfather and for Alcee at the same time. It’s going to slow down and we’ll have time for other things.” I link my arms behind her back. Her eyes widen. It’s not a belt buckle she feels pressing into her stomach.


Over Gracyn’s shoulder is the grand staircase leading to six empty bedrooms. We both know that taking advantage is a distinct possibility once I can get up those steps.


“We made a deal that neither of us would turn in to workaholics.” She sounds almost apologetic.


Gracyn takes a crutch from me and tucks under my arm. We meander towards the kitchen and back door. Today it’s a crapshoot finding a parking spot over by the banquet hall. So, like the rest of her family has done, Gracyn’s truck is in the mansion’s circular driveway and we’re going in between the house and other buildings using golf carts.


“You mean back into one.” I made my personal life second to my career. It’s why, even though this cast comes off soon and I’m ready to get back to the department, I’m throwing my full support behind Grady. It was fine to bide my time while Gracyn was growing up, but the wait is over.


“Yes.” She stops by a settee before we’ve left the foyer, agreeing. Her fingertips linger on the soft cotton over where the shirt is tucked into my waistband. “And here I have you giving tours on the busiest day at the ranch.”


It’s harvest time at Kingsbrier and all hands are on deck; including mine. The corporate offices are closed and Cavanaugh Construction manages on a skeleton crew so they can participate in all the activities at the vineyard. It’s sort of an employment perk that includes smashing grapes in half cut barrels between your toes for fun and getting paid at the end of the day in cases of scuppernong.


As the guy who is normally directing traffic to the ranch, seeing harvest from this perspective has opened my eyes to what an impressive undertaking it is. The grapes imported from all around the southern states are the first to be processed. The winery invests in small vineyards from North Carolina to Louisiana in case our crops are ever wiped out during a hurricane. Semis loaded with flats of muscadine grapes line the access road dividing the horse stable and vet center from Daveigh and Cris’s Victorian. They wait in a long queue across the bridge to the warehouse, where the crusher and destemmer are, for their turn to unload. We only have a matter of days to get the produce, fresh from the field, juiced so those operations go on twenty-four-seven until the last truck disappears and the shiny holding tanks are brimming. Then it’s off to the back-forty and beyond to harvest what’s grown on our acreage.


According to Ross, it has been an outstanding growing year. Hot and humid—exactly the way muscadine like it—to the point that Cris was concerned they’d run out of space and have to toss out a portion of the Kingsbrier crop. In year’s past, after a hurricane, I’d seen the grapes they couldn’t get processed in time decomposing by the side of the road. Based on everyone’s reactions, there’s more than one way to spill your life’s blood.


These people are dedicated to one another, to the land, and to leaving a legacy for the next generation. The Cavanaugh’s hard work culminates when the season ends and Gracyn’s grandad throws an enormous celebration. This year it is paired with the groundbreaking for the senior community.


There have been lots of lookie loos and a fair amount of serious interest. How do I know this?


For reasons I’m only beginning to comprehend, Ross picked me up at the cabin on a day that Gracyn was at work and I didn’t have physical therapy. We wound up at the vineyard where, after a few sample glasses of wine, Ross convinced me to get behind the bar and pour for our guests. The next thing I know, the old man had tossed me the keys to a golf cart and the two of us are giving an “exclusive” tour for a pair of septuagenarians. Since then, we’ve even taken older couples around the construction site while I get driving time in that Gracyn won’t give me behind the wheel of my truck. I love her, but I want my department cruiser back in the worst way.


“Better watch out for my sisters,” Gracyn chuckles. She’s aware that I use phrases like “our grapes” now when we are at home. “At the rate that Grandad is bringing you into the fold, they’re bound to slide a stool up to the register and teach you how to cash out customers at the winery store. I love those girls, but if they do, make sure you get paid,” she instructs.


As if Cass and Rhiannon will get into half the trouble Gracyn did.


“It’s fun for now.” I shrug. “I’m not interested in quitting my day job before getting it back, but I do know that everyone at the ranch looks out for one another. I appreciate being able to be involved. Plus, I like Ross. He and I have a lot in common.”


“Have the two of you been getting into his bourbon?” Gracyn gives me the side-eye as if to say, “how dare you without me”.


I smirk. “Ross mentioned this is your favorite day of the year.”


“It is. Everyone’s here. The last thing I wanted to do was to duck away. I just wanted to make sure—” Gracyn is about to prattle on about future guests and making them feel welcome.


“It’s fine, Gracyn. You don’t need to apologize.”


“Maybe someday I’ll learn how to.” She glances away. “At some point you’re going to get sick of me not using the actual words ‘I’m’ and ‘sorry’.”


“Actions speak louder than words.” I pull her toward me for another kiss.


Damn, how long until they get that elevator installed? I’m having a lot of impure thoughts and we’re not desecrating the couch in the den. Or that desk… Not yet anyway.


“Why do you let me get away with so much?” She scrunches her freckled nose.


“Because you’ve always been one step ahead of me, Gracyn.” I use both palms to cup her cheeks. “I’ve been the one who needed to catch up to you. Have you drag me along with you.”


“Joe, I love you. Grow old with me?” 


I brush her lush curls behind her ears. “You’re the love of my life, Gracyn.” She blushes each time I’ve told her this. “We’re both already old enough. How about we join your family at the winery and enjoy the living part of life?”
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“Miss me yet?” I joke with Alcee as Joe and I approach where my family has gathered in front of the banquet hall on the vineyard side of Kingsbrier.


“Given how much I see of you now that you and Joe are dating? Hardly. Plus, I still need to backfill your role at corporate.”


“That should be easy enough.” His wife, Tessa, moves her seat closer to Alcee so that everyone has a space in the shade.


“You’d be surprised. No one works harder for the Cavanaughs than a Cavanaugh.” The way Alcee says this makes me beam. He was such an encouraging boss.


When it comes down to it, I’m glad I learned winemaking from my Uncle Cris and memorized hex colors for the Kingsbrier brand under Alcee’s tutelage. I’m thankful for the times when I was a girl that I tagged along with Grandaddy while he gave tours and for all the history he’s taught me—Not only about our vineyard, but our family—and every night when I’d come home with sore feet from waiting tables at the banquet center was worthwhile. All of those little things added up to broaden my experiences. They make me confident in the inn’s success.


“I’m sure you’ll find someone, Alcee.” I lay Joe’s crutches against a tree trunk and wait for him to settle into a lounge chair. There’s no place to sit except on the ground in front of Joe. I’m actually happy to do so, but Uncle Drew makes Dash go find me a stool so I can tuck next to Joe. Joe thanks Dash. I lean an elbow on the arm of his chair and we lace our fingers together. Joe kisses the back of my hand. None of the other husbands hold back their affection and I like that Joe isn’t ashamed of our relationship either.


“Alcee and I are hosting dinner next week?” With slight hesitation, Tessa asks if we’d like to join them. 


Temple is walking up behind her sister with Aunt B. She overhears the invitation and, with wide-eyes, starts nodding her head with excited insistence that Joe and I need to come.


“I-I’d like that… A lot.”


The way Tessa smiles back at me gives me pause. On a technicality, my stepmother’s sister is my aunt. Yet, I’ve never given Tessa the same credit I have to my Aunt Brier or Aunt Daveigh—And definitely not the way I do for my Aunt Ginny, who is not only my mother’s sister, but my Uncle Eric’s wife. It reminds me of how convoluted our family tree is.


“Temple,” I say to my stepmother. “Before Joe’s accident, Cass, Rhiannon, and I were talking about redoing my room at your house. Maybe making it into a guest room? I was wondering if Tessa might want to help us… And Journey too.” I’m seeing things from a different perspective and feel the need to include Alcee and Tessa’s daughter. Journey is my cousin, although, it’s like I’ve kept an imaginary wall up. Everyone has done as I say and, wow, if that doesn’t make me feel childish.


“Do I get to come?” Keely joins the rest of her friends.


“Only if she thinks it’s okay.” I point to Temple.


“I’m all for this.” Temple grabs ahold of Mom’s forearms as Keely wraps her arms around my stepmother. They look at Joe and me and start whispering about how cute we are.


“Why do you let me rule the roost?” I raise an eyebrow.


“Sometimes you have good ideas,” Temple replies, glancing at an unaware Tessa as if to thank me for finally accepting her.


“And we knew eventually you’d grow up.” Mom adds, laughing. “Brier did.”


Aunt B playfully whacks Keely.


“What she said,” Uncle Drew agrees.


I laugh out loud when Brier punches him hard.


“You’re going to find yourself back on the sofa, buddy.”


“Not for long. It’s never for long!” Drew grabs Brier and wraps his mammoth body over her tiny form. She squirms on his lap until she’s kissing him in a fit of giggles.


“The two of you have got to stop.” Joe covers his eyes.


“The two of them are as bad as the two of you.” Mom teases.


“You have to agree, it’s sweet. Especially them after so many years. It keeps the rest of the guys on their romantic little twinkle toes.” Temple turns her fingers into tiny dancers.


Mom snorts, patting Temple’s shoulder as Adam runs past the tree.


“Where’s the fire?” Temple yells.


“I’ll be right back. You want wine?” he calls.


“Yes!” 


I look at Joe and Joe looks at me. He gives me a peck on the cheek. “I love you,” he whispers.


“I love you, too. You want wine?” I repeat my father’s question.


“Sure do.”


I leave Joe to talk with Tessa and Alcee and go to fill our glasses. 


Someone decided to put the wet bar to the side of the banquet hall figuring the shade near the garden bench provided protection. What they hadn’t done was post any security so the underage kids at the party couldn’t swipe it.


“Stop in the name of the law.” I intercept my baby sisters as they try to scamper away with bottles of wine in their hands.


Rhiannon and Cass turn on their heels.


“So close.” I hear Cass’s low grumble.


“You know, you were a lot more fun before you got the hot cop boyfriend.” Rhiannon rolls her eyes at me.


“Come on, Gracyn. We’re just going into the woods. Nobody’s gonna see and nobody’s here.” Cass tries to plead their case.


“The whole fucking town is here!” I scold her for acting as if I’m dumb.


With four bottles of wine between them, they’ve gotta be meeting a group of friends beyond the tree line. If anyone should know what they’re up to it’s me because it is exactly what I’d done.


Without speaking, I point to the empty slots in the cardboard wine case, instructing the girls to put them back and vamoose. I don’t want anyone to see what they’ve been up to and there is no reason to embarrass them for acting like teenagers. Nobody is fooling anyone. I wasn’t kidding when I said half the county was at the ranch. 


“You’re the last person I would have thought would stop them from taking off with booze.” A female voice marvels from behind me.


“Well, they should have been better at sneaking it,” I reply. I’d wanted to say the same to my sisters, but they’re right, Joe’s changed my perspective.


I turn to face whomever is speaking to me. “As I live and breathe, Hickory Wellspring. You are the last person I expected at Kingsbrier. What have you been up to?”


“I work for the county.” As reluctant to share as I can recall her being, Hickory gives me the one basic fact I need to put two and two together.


“Oh!” My cheeks apple, smiling broadly the way Corey was trying not to. “You moved recently, didn’t you? I hope you like your new place.”


For a split-second I think Hickory may open up, shedding light on my mild curiosity about my cousin’s love life. Leaves rustling by the side of the building sour my stomach. My bright excitement fades as my daddy walks up to the makeshift bar. 


“I found a box that you left behind and put it in the closet. Let us know whenever you’d like to pick it up.” Hickory tells me, trying to extricate herself from a sticky situation. The family grapevine must now extend to her if she’s privy to the trouble between Colton and me.


I thank her and promise to get it soon.


Recognizing that I’m not staying with my cousin anymore, Colton sets his jaw. With fire in his eyes, he watches me pour into two glasses.


“You’re doting on him today? Can’t the man pour his own damn cup?” He grinds his teeth.


I set the wine bottle to the side with a clank, ready to defend Joe. I’m not doing anything different than I saw either of my sets of parents do for one another. I hadn’t believed my kindness was more than when Temple makes my dad lasagna or Keely spots Daddy in the gym. Joe’s as likely to refill my bourbon as I was to offer to do this for him.


“Get over it,” Adam commands, walking in on our confrontation.


“Get over it?” Colton repeats. “You want me to just hand her over on a silver platter the way you are?”


“Is that what you believe I did when Gracyn was ten?”


My fathers bicker over me as if I’m not present. 


“What I think is Gracyn doesn’t need to be saddled with someone as old as me or broken like me. I wanted more for her.” His voice gets louder.


“And I didn’t? Gracyn chose. She chose you as her father and I lived with it. Then somehow along the way, because of what you’d been through, she grew up with a greater sense of compassion. Now you’re saying my sacrifice wasn’t good enough? That what I trusted you to teach her when Gracyn wanted you as her daddy that somehow she missed the mark on or doesn’t count? That none of us managed to raise an adult with an ounce of responsibility? It’s a slap in the face.”


“I didn’t steal your kid!”


“I never said you did. If you got over yourself for half a second and saw that Gracyn’s been in control of her life this whole time, you’d also see how living under your roof is why her relationship with Joe makes perfect sense. She could have walked away from Joe after the accident, but she’d seen Keely care for you at your worst. That’s her first memory of the way a family works. You don’t cut bait and run on someone you love! It’s a two-way street. You taught her that when you loved Key at her lowest point too! I admired you for it. But not honoring Gracyn’s choice because Joe is your friend?”


“As if he’s not yours too.” Colton volleys back. His jaw twitches and I can see the resolve on his face cracking.


“Nobody will be good enough for her, Colton.” Adam shakes his head. “Never. Ever. But if I’ve trusted Joe to keep the county safe, to bring my daughter home when she’s made awful choices, to show up in support of the rest of our family whenever we’ve needed him—and he’s standing up to my brother right now by being here for Gracyn—then I’m going to trust him with her heart. Joe has always stuck up for everyone else. Isn’t it about time we have the same respect for him?”


Colton’s eyes find mine before landing at the ground by his feet. They dart back up when I speak.


“I don’t need Adam to defend me and I refuse to apologize. I love Joe. It’s as simple as that. You never once asked for redemption for falling in love with Mom. She had a baby by your brother for Christ’s sake.”


“Sugar n’ Spice, I don’t—”


“No. With every defiant bone in my body, no, Daddy.” I tear up. “From the moment you washed my first skinned knee, I counted on you being better than this. I knew someday I’d find someone who’d take care of me the same way that you took care of Mom. There’s nothing you can do to change the way I feel about Joe. And there’s nothing you can do that will fix the way it hurts knowing you don’t want to be a part of my life anymore.”


I break down into wretched sobs. Colton was the first man I wanted in my life forever. But Adam is the one who wraps his arms around me, reminding me he’s always been there.


My daddy scrubs his face. He starts toward me as if to wrench me from Adam and then stalls. He walks out of the bar area and across the grass. I’m positive Colton has left me behind. I mean nothing to him anymore. He has another daughter with my mother who is truly his. I won’t say it doesn’t hurt. But I also won’t blame my sisters for who they are and how they came to be when, deep down, I’ve felt judged on that most of my life.


I close my eyes as Adam strokes my hair and, more than ever, I’m aware of the times he wasn’t the parent doing this. And the precious times he was there holding my hand.


“Gracyn.” My dad’s voice encourages me to look up.


I blink away the wetness. Colton has stopped under the shade of the tree. He towers over Joe where my boyfriend sits and holds out his hand. I don’t miss Colton’s brooding scowl or Joe’s hesitation before he agrees to shake.


My daddy pulls Joe up to standing. They give each other a once over, simultaneously turning their heads toward me. Colton gets distracted by my mother reaching out to him. His hard face softens to the same visage as Joe’s.
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I dry my hands on a soft towel and lean over the sink inspecting my face for any signs of dark circles under my eyes. I’ve put a bit too much pressure on my stomach leaning over and feel a butterfly kick as I stand back.


“Oops. Sorry!” I rub my bump and pull my shirt down smoothing it into place. Then I touch the crib in our bedroom before wandering out onto the back deck and down the stairs towards the creek.


It’s obvious I like being pregnant and a good thing too. Joe’s hands are all over my belly as much as mine are, wondrously enjoying every minute.


I’m still stunned I got to give him this. That the good and bad we’ve endured over the past few years my husband has only shared with me. It is a powerful feeling. Like the storm we got caught in, the strides we take together are forces of nature that belong side by side. Thunder and lightning. Sunrises and sunsets.


Drew and Colton are by the stream. It’s as swollen as my belly this time of year from the rain and prime for fishing. I’m never sure who will show up at the cabin on a weekend. We love entertaining. I’ve got this new and unusual friendship with my aunts because they’re married to Joe’s buddies. They include me in all of the couples’ gatherings the same way Joe is expected at family events nowadays—As if he’d miss any. Sometimes I forget I’m the niece. These are women who always have my best interests at heart. I’m thankful the advice they give about raising children won’t steer me wrong. Lord knows I’m going to need all the help I can get.


“Hey, Grandpa,” I tease my daddy.


Keely’s eaten up her role since the first time she was called “Grandma” and we chose just as special monikers for Temple and Adam so that the baby understands their importance.


However, after I announced I was expecting, Colton had joked he was going to pull out his old walker. He hobbled hunched over, pretending he had rickety bones. One of the residents of the senior community overheard him and it stuck. “Grandpa” is what they’ve taken to calling Colton. It’s especially funny seeing as Daddy is several decades their junior. He’s so into this role now I can’t help tearing up remembering how amazing my daddy was with me when I was a little girl.


“Corey give you the plans for the cabin addition?” he asks, making sure I’m still being taken care of.


“Yup.” I pop the p. “He dropped them by yesterday.” I’d never change our little house, except the need to expand the cabin is happening as rapidly as I am. We could move someplace bigger. I enjoy spending my days at Kingsbrier running the inn, but this? This is our home. 


“Your husband is downstream.” Colton throws a thumb over his shoulder.


“Thanks. You need me to fetch anything before I go that way?”


“Nah, Sugar n’ Spice. Your dad will be here soon and if I get into any trouble until then Drew will bail me out.”


My mothers and Aunt Brier will be here to grill this afternoon as well. I peck Daddy on the cheek. He grins at my chubby profile.


“I’m so happy you’re here,” I say.


“I’m glad you’re happy with what you have. Family means everything, Gracyn. I’m proud of you… I’m still too young to be a grandparent, but that ship’s sailed.”


I punch Colton in the shoulder. He tugs me in for a hug.


“She’d think this was great, Sugar n’ Spice. You see how Ross looks at you. The pride he has whenever he greets a new guest arriving at the inn? Rose, she’d want this all for you too. But your grandmother’s biggest success wasn’t running a company. It was raising a family. She’d be thrilled that you’re doing both.”


“I wish she was here, Daddy.” I’m crying in earnest now.


“Have you looked in the mirror. Gracyn? I may have seen your Aunt Daveigh the first real time I saw you, but after that? It was those big brown eyes. They were full of the same mischief and joy your Gran’s were.” Colton wipes my cheeks. “Get down there before Joe thinks I upset you for a less sentimental reason.”


“Okay.” I mouth.


I wander slow, careful of the rocks, twigs, and muddy patches so I won’t accidentally slip. The extra time lets my ruddy face clear.


Joe’s squatting down by the water.


“What did you find?”


“A frog.” He calls over his shoulder.


“Y’all wanna help a girl over a puddle?” It’s shallow and not so wide that I couldn’t have crossed it when my center of gravity was, uh, thinner, but I know my limits. 


Joe chuckles and stands, tipping his head down to whisper, “Thank goodness for small favors.”


“You know, you’ve got a decent dad-bod.” I orgle his firm ass. The way the man fills out a pair of jeans is sort of how I wound up in this condition.


This has him full out laughing as he turns. I’m hit with two wide grins. The shake of his chest has our infant son jumping in the baby carrier attached to Joe’s front.


“Heya, you!” I coo. “You gonna help Daddy rescue Momma?”


Yeah, it’s a good thing I enjoy being pregnant because—the same way I didn’t see Joe on my horizon—I hadn’t seen having two under two either.


Perhaps because he was so sure he’d missed out on this, Joe’s a middle of the night feeding, diaper changing, love machine. Being a father’s taken a decade off of his age. It’s also matured me as much in the opposite direction.


“Dude, you’re cute enough. Stop trying to butter my woman up with the toothless smile. Dentures are my thing,” Joe teases the baby.


Cue the old man jokes.


My guys help me hop over the puddle. Joe steadies me as I land on my feet. He places a hand on our baby girl when he kisses me, caressing my belly similar to the way does to our son’s temple to get him to fall asleep.


“What do you think she’ll be like?” I ask.


“Funny and smart. Wild, scared, brave. Full of adventure. Unstoppable. Same as her Momma.”


“You mean perfect.” I lift a brow challenging Joe.


“Absolutely perfect. Someone’s going to wait their whole life to meet her, Gracyn, and it’ll be worth it.”
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There will never be enough words to express how much I appreciate the time you took to read this book. My goal is to make the characters come to life on the pages. I hope that any imperfections didn’t take away from your enjoyment!


If you believe you’ve happened to have found an error, it has slipped by multiple software programs and several sets of human eyes.


I’d be glad to look at it myself and take the time to make necessary corrections. All you have to do is take a screen shot, circle the issue, and e-mail it to me at jodykayewrites@gmail.com.


Thank you so much!
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I remember the exact moment this story began. It was a Wednesday. I was three days from finishing Colton—the last of the Quints books. Eric was ready to dial Joe at the Sheriff’s Department to expand the search for Gracyn. In my head I heard Brier drawl, “poor Joe.” At first I thought it was because I’d changed my mind and decided that he wouldn’t be called in. Joe wouldn’t even get a cameo in the book. Then I recognized it as the same tone Brier had used when she was disappointed Joe and Daveigh wouldn’t work out because Daveigh was with Cris. It was her sadness that her friend would’t get a chance for his own happy ending.


For as much as I’ve been ready to move on from the quints, I’ve always got bits and bots of Kingsbrier bouncing in my head. Ideas for a new generation characters. Gracyn has been a player as long as the rest of quints. I’ve said before that her storyline began in Eric even though she was never mentioned until much later. Joe, he was a simple peripheral character there to support Brier’s story the way Alcee and Tessa do in Adam’s.


(By the way, I had to overthink bringing Alcee back and how much of a role he played in Gray Sin for this reason. He wound up making a good foil for Joe, proving it wasn’t any handsome older man who Gracyn would fall for.)


My gut reaction to Brier’s voice was that I had drafts for other books going and plots for different genres to explore. Creating a backstory for Joe was a very. bad. idea.


Know who loves bad ideas? Gracyn.


Later that evening I was cooking dinner (much to my family’s amazement. I haven’t been very consistent at this since we moved to NC.) Suddenly, in my head Gracyn is pulling her car into a puddle and Joe was rescuing her. I pushed off writing the last few thousand words on Colton and had the entire first chapter of Gray Sin drafted by noon the next day. The whole plot flowed as quickly. So as soon, as Colton was finished, I dove right back into writing a Kingsbrier story, calling it a May-December romance whenever anyone asked. MJA and I had been talking about me penning a few standalone romances and I didn’t want him believing I was traveling the series path again so soon. Also, none of my readers knew of Gracyn’s existence yet. That was bound to be a shocker.


Speaking of…


I know a lot of you are upset that Miss Rose passed in this story. If you’ve had the chance to read Going Down—Dash Newhouse’s short story which takes place after Gray Sin—you may have noticed the roots of Dash’s tree of life tattoo end with a Rose with a teardrop on the petal. I was trying to forewarn you in my own subtle way… In any event, Rose’s death was crucial to the plot in Gray Sin. Rose is such a beloved character that there was no way I was going to give her a terrible disease or heart attack, accident or what have you. She needed to stay this beautiful person that you all loved.


I mourned Rose too, but have zero remorse for letting her go because in some of my other Kingsbrier Legacy drafts (those bits and bots I talked about before) she is alive. From now on, each time you go back to Kingsbrier it’s going to be in a different place in time. I actually have software that tracks births, deaths, ages and how each chapter falls within all of the other Kingsbrier books. OCD much? Yup!


Another thing I was concerned about was ensuring that age did not equal power. This is the reason why Gracyn is not a teenager when she reencounters Joe. I’d been to an RWA lecture on feminism in romance in 2019, which even effected the way Colton and Keely’s love story turned out. Colton was always double-checking, giving Keely an out until he had to stand up for Cassidy. Joe didn’t have much experience in relationships with women by choice so it sort of evened the playing field there, allowing him to make “rookie mistakes”. Giving Gracyn those few more years to grow up may have made it less taboo for some readers, but it also stopped her from becoming a brat. And let’s face it, 18-year-old Rose, Brier, and Gracyn are all cut from the same cloth. Heck, twenty-two-year-old Rose was still wild and makes Gracyn look downright proper!


So where do we go from here? Who gets the next Kingsbrier book? I’m not certain. The top choices are Corey or Lily and Roseanne. I know what Mateo is up to and Cricket and Cruz float around in my head. There have also been request for Quints short stories as they enter their forties. The tough part with that is y’all would crucify me if I broke up Drew and Brier’s marriage! I do know there’s more Kingsbrier coming and can’t wait for you to dig in!


A huge thank you to all my readers at Quintessential—especially Kim, Cindy, and Rachael, and to everyone there who has been reading my books since I first published and still comes back for more. I’m glad you let me share my little world with you.


Molly, Kristina, & Alicia—Thanks for keeping me sane throughout the week.


Jill—I think she’d be pretty proud of how we worked together on this. Thank you so much for taking a chance on reading what goes on inside my brain and for all of your help.


Heya MJA—I wrote another Kingsbrier book #sorrynotsorry. I know you think you do!
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ERIC — The Kingsbrier Quintuplets #1





Born smack-dab in the middle of a wild set of quintuplets somehow Eric became the level-headed one. As his four siblings fly the nest, Eric's feet are grounded in a plan to take over the family construction business. Goals. Persistence. Patience. Those paid off when he went after the quiet girl of his dreams... And someday down the line, Eric’s going to make Ginny his wife. 





Ginny knows one thing: She loves Eric. His notoriety as one of the infamous Kingsbrier Quintuplets or the fact that his granddaddy left each of the quints more money than God? That means nothing because Ginny's seen the courage of an accepting boy who has given her life stability since her father died. Yet, Ginny's uncertain how they'll manage to stay together when she leaves for college. Will Eric will still want her four years from now?





When Ginny’s forced to admit to the lengths she's gone to keep Eric, will her deceit become the roadblock that tears them apart or the stepping stone to a different life neither had imagined?







BRIER — The Kingsbrier Quintuplets #2





If growing up as a quintuplet wasn't hard enough, wild Brier Cavanaugh also wondered if men were more interested in her or her trust fund?





Brier’s defiant streak kept that hurt at bay. She left Kingsbrier unwilling to let the man she loved stop her from pursuing her dreams. Now, despite a fulfilling career, Brier knows something is missing from her life. When circumstances bring her back home, Brier confronts the one person she's avoided for years.





Drew Newhouse has never backed down from a challenge. He's let his childhood sweetheart push him away because he knows they have always been meant to be. This time, he’s playing for keeps.





With the help of the other quints, will Drew win Brier’s trust? Can Brier put her heart on the line and give Drew the chance they both deserve?







DAVEIGH — The Kingsbrier Quintuplets #3





Cris Sanchez prefers to admire Daveigh Cavanaugh from afar. He’s a widower with a young son. She’s the boss’s daughter. The eight years that separate their age—and the exact time that Daveigh has been away for college and veterinary school—should have sealed their fate. Instead, Cris’s dedication to the family business and Daveigh’s love of animals has drawn them close. Now the pair must contend with the impending loss of a confidant they've shared for close to a decade.





Daveigh has returned to Kingsbrier harboring a secret, but none that cuts as deep as the one Cris has held onto. After allowing herself time to heal, will Daveigh find strength in their friendship to return to her studies? Or will she settle for half her dreams for the chance to be with the man she’s always loved? 







Miss CAVANAUGH — A Kingsbrier Quintuplets Novella





Cris Sanchez’s world was turned upside down when his wife died. He never expected to find that kind of happiness again—let alone at Kingsbrier… Since she was eighteen, Daveigh Cavanaugh has never loved anyone but Kingsbrier’s ranch manager, Cris. Their family’s roots have intertwined, giving both wings to build the life they both deserve.





Now Cris and Daveigh are finally getting married. Though, Daveigh never thought her momma would be the one stopping her from having the kind of wedding day she’s always wanted.







CAVANAUGH — A Kingsbrier Quintuplets Novel (prequel)





Rose Kingsbrier should’ve had it all. That changed the day her momma died, leaving her alone living a solitary life in a mansion that was more like a mausoleum. She tried for years to get her father’s attention eventually finding it easier to become his source of grief than to live in grief's shadow.





Convinced that his daughter is irresponsible, now Eric Kingsbrier wants to marry Rose off and make the son of some two-bit business partner his successor at Kingsbrier Holdings. But Rose isn’t going let herself be bartered away and finally forgotten quite so easily.





When his construction company is hired renovate the Kingsbrier mansion, Ross Cavanaugh gets swept up in the scheming whirlwind that is Rose. He knows this woman is going to be a noose around his neck and take him for one heck of a ride. But Ross can’t seem to help himself around her until Rose proposes a marriage of convenience.





She may not mind dragging her own reputation through the mud, but Ross has worked too hard to be accused of fortune hunting. Except that Rose gets herself in over her head and agreeing to her offer may be the only way to save her.








**Cavanaugh is a standalone novel set over thirty years in the past. There is sensitive matter and the characters react to those circumstances based on the time period. Please consider reading reviews or contacting the author if you have questions.







ADAM — The Kingsbrier Quintuplets #4





Since quitting med school, Adam Cavanaugh has lied about everything, and the truth is catching up with him. He knows it’s time to prove he’s someone his family can be proud of.





Temple has high standards—ones Adam will never reach. But he wants a woman like her in his life someday and is willing to let Temple teach him how to be a better man. That is, if he can keep his heart out of the equation.





Who would have guessed that her perfect life was an illusion? Or that she was falling for him too? And when Adam’s conscience compels him to tell the truth about his past, will his deceit stop Temple from trusting anyone ever again?







COLETTE — The Kingsbrier Quintuplets #5





I know how to make a man want. I do it so well that it gained me a stalker. I’m not afraid of him, but of men like him. So living an orderly and private life keeps my anxiety at bay and my family out of the tabloids.





Devon shows me how freeing chaos can be. He refuses to accept the face I show the world. But Devon also holds me at arms length… And when he reveals the darkest places inside of him, I can’t help wondering if he wants me at all.





**Colette’s story was written by fan request. It is a standalone with events that link ADAM and COLTON. It also marks the change of the series from third to first person point of view.







COLTON — The Kingsbrier Quintuplets #6





I spent years in the military molding myself into someone better. After the accident, entire parts of my life missing. Memories, my career, my leg... My one and only best friend who has run off and gotten married. Didn't she know I was in love with her?





With nothing left, I give up and block everyone out. That's when my family brings Keely here to get me back on my feet. She's regimented and won't put up with my lousy attitude. Sure wish Keely used the same tactics on her daughter. That girl is out of control.





I won't put up with the kid's bad attitude and put my foot down. That's when the three of us turn into something more. The family of my own I never thought I'd get. The life I was so sure I'd lost out on.





A struggling single mom is the last woman I’d expect to heal a loner’s soul and rebuild their confidence. Except as Keely unlocks my heart, the secret she's kept to keep her child safe may destroy me.




**This book deals with themes that include PTSD and darker emotional scenarios. Please consider reading reviews or contacting the author if you have questions.
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GRAY SIN





JOE— I was doing my job when I rescued Gracyn. But I should have known better than to bring her back to my cabin. She has a reputation for getting whatever she wants. I’d never considered she’d be interested in someone as old as her father. I wasn’t attracted to anyone so young until that night. Now I’m in bed with the devil, trying to keep my buddies from finding out that she’s everything I ever wanted.





GRACYN— Joe was another one of my parent’s friends not worth paying attention to until he saves me from myself. It was only supposed to be one sinful night. Now, I temp fate each time I go back for more. I’ve fallen for a much older man and we’re treading in gray waters. To keep him I’ll have to come clean to my family. But does friendship eclipse love?







GOING DOWN (Short Story)





Devastated by her parent’s divorce, Kat’s looking to regain the stability she took for granted. Dash Newhouse is a drifter, paying his bills by skiing at a new mountain each season. Paired together on ski patrol Dash reminds Kat that she can’t live life to the fullest while playing it safe. But when the snow melts, will he ride off with her heart?
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I love the personal messages readers send me requesting more Kingsbrier stories and saying how much they’ve connected with a character. I wish I could share them because most of these e-mails are exactly what goes into a review.


Writers leave review reminders for one simple reason: The fewer reviews we have, the less retailers believe we’re worthy of your precious time. They’re quick to suggest someone else; an author with more reviews.


The amazing thing is that your favorite retailer makes it easy to rate and review when you get to the end of an ebook. The stars appear right in the app to touch. Reviewing is simple. Just a sentence or two that tells other readers what you liked or that you’d recommend this book. You can also leave a review on Goodreads or BookBub.


Reviews are the best way to help an author. I’d really appreciate a review this (or one of my other books) so that I can keep writing for you. Thanks!
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Social Media

Facebook

Twitter

Instagram

Pinterest

Join Quintessential to interact with Jody




For updates and information on

new releases and sales:

Sign up for Jody’s Newsletter




Don’t forget to review!

Goodreads

BookBub




Visit www.jodykaye.com

Search #kingsbrier or @kingsbrier
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The Kingsbrier Quintuplets

Eric

Brier

Daveigh

Miss Cavanaugh

Cavanaugh

Adam

Colette

Colton




The Kingsbrier Legacy

Gray Sin

Going Down




The Canvas Duet

Canvas

Imprint




To stay informed about upcoming release and giveaways, please subscribe to Jody’s newsletter.

www.jodykaye.com/newsletter
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Jody’s husband asked what she’d been doing all day. After five years she finally confessed, “When no one is around, I write.”


Okay, It was more like a bunch stammering and trying to get out of saying a thing. Jody’s a writer. You want it pretty. Let’s compromise.


“Just finish one,” he said, challenging her to complete a story and share it. Little did he know that those words of encouragement meant they’d return from a family vacation with a wild and defiant set of quintuplets stumbling their way into adulthood. Wasn’t raising their three sons enough?


A native of nowhere, Jody settled in New England for 17 years before agreeing to uproot her brood of boys and move to North Carolina. She’s a part-time graphic designer and marketeer with over twenty years experience, and full-time writer. If Jody ever gets lost, you’ll find her reading, all the while hoping that her ravenous children haven’t managed to eat all the ingredients before she’s cooked dinner.


Get to know her better at www.jodykaye.com.
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