
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How Could I Forget? 
 
    Plentiful in Love 
 
    Book 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    N.D. Jackson 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author Contact 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Website: https://ndjacksonwritinstuff.com/ 
 
    Email: ndjacksonauthor@gmail.com 
 
    Facebook: MustangPrairieBooks 
 
    Twitter:  ndjaxn_author 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    She was untouchable 
 
    Gorgeous. Bubbly. Kind. 
 
    And for one night, Kayla had been his. 
 
    One gloriously clumsy but heat filled night, she’d been his 
 
    To do whatever he pleased. Whatever pleased her. 
 
    And then in a flash, it was over. 
 
    Next came caps, gowns and graduation 
 
    Goodbye, forever. 
 
    And just when Dan had given up hope that he would ever seen her again, 
 
    He found her. 
 
    Two doors away. 
 
      
 
    He was the adorable geek with the magnificent eyes 
 
    Smart as hell. Shy. Quiet. 
 
    Four years of barely noticing her and then one night, Dan was hers 
 
    He was nervous, adorable really 
 
    And so curious sometimes a shiver stole through her just thinking about his gentle touch that night 
 
    But it was just one night, as far as he knows. 
 
    As for Kayla, she knows exactly where she was when her life changed forever 
 
    And it was her secret to keep until Dan showed up in Plentiful 
 
    And blew her life to pieces 
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 Prologue 
 
    5 Years Ago 
 
    “Fuck yeah, suck it down baby!” Tyler Henderson knew how to make just about anything sound dirty, but Danny just ignored him and focused on tackling the plastic contraption holding about 100 ounces of cheap beer. He took a deep breath, eyeing the giant red funnel being held by two eager pledges on either side, waiting for their cue to pour. The too long yellowish plastic tube attached to the funnel looked overwhelming but he pulled it to his mouth and wrapped his lips around it anyway. “I don’t know what the hell I was thinking,” he mumbled before nodding his cue to the pledge who tipped the beer into the funnel. He sucked the beer down fast. Too fast, as it turned out. Danny spluttered, spitting out nearly as much beer as he took in and stepping away from the offending beer bong.  
 
    “You just have to open up your throat. Like this.” That voice sounded familiar with its husky honeyed tone. Danny was sure he knew the owner and unless he was drunker than he thought, he knew from which class too. Turning around, he was struck by a somewhat familiar pair of sparkling blue eyes, succulent pink lips curved into a bright smile and a cascade of waves in nearly every shade of red on the spectrum. “Here, let me show you,” she slid around him and grabbed the tube with one hand gesturing the slope of her throat with the other. “Watch my throat. I’m gonna relax it so it opens up and the beer goes right down.” 
 
    “Something you know all about, right Kayla?” Tyler thought he was so damn funny but really he was just an asshole and Danny rolled his eyes in disgust, catching a flash of hurt in her gold-flecked eyes. Kayla never let her hurt show, and he respected her even more for that. Crossing his arms and puffing out his chest, Danny looked at Kayla and flashed a smile of encouragement. “Show me.” He stood back watching in awe as she flashed a wink and a smile at the unsuspecting pledges. They looked as powerless as I felt when she unleashed that smile. 
 
    Danny peeked over her shoulder and his breath caught when she turned her smile up to full wattage and aimed it right at him. Grabbing the tube with both hands she yelled, “Fire it up, boys,” and emptied the beer bong in less than fifteen seconds if his estimates were accurate. She licked at her plump lips to clear away the foam before she turned around with a big smile just for Danny. “See? No spillage and no sucking.” She held out the tube to him. “Ready to give it another go?” Her smirk was a challenge and he’d give anything to get another one of those million watt smiles. 
 
    Regretting his answer before it even left his mouth Danny grabbed the tube with one hand and playfully bumped her hip. “Sure, why not. I can’t look like a bigger idiot.” 
 
    “Sure you can,” she chuckled softly, “they could have used the tube shaped like a three foot dong.” 
 
    Danny threw his head back and laughed harder than he had all semester at the image that formed in his head. “You’re right. Hand it over.”  
 
    “Kayla.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Hand it over, Kayla. That’s me,” she pointed to herself, drawing attention to the cleavage peeking above her tiny pink and white tank top. The same cleavage he’d spent the last ten minutes trying to ignore. 
 
    “I know who you are,” his smile dimmed considerably. “We’ve had five classes together this year, three last semester and two this semester, not to mention all the time you spend here,” he spread his right arm around, gesturing to the frat house he’d joined because his father insisted he would make connections for the future. 
 
    Kayla’s fiery gaze turned ice cold in seconds. Her body stiffened and the bright smile disappeared behind a brief flicker of hurt before transforming into a mask of indifference. “Right,” she muttered before turning and walking away without a glance back at him. 
 
    Dammit what the hell is wrong with you? But he knew what was wrong. He spent three hours every Tuesday and Thursday inhaling her flowery scent and trying to pry his gaze away from her and onto the professor he hoped to wow with his financial prowess. He couldn’t help but notice those never ending legs, that glossy hair framing her gorgeous face and the deep throaty laugh she let loose freely. But it seemed Kayla had no problem keeping her focus off him. Until tonight, dumbass. She was talking to you, smiling at you and maybe even flirting with you but your bruised ego had to go and hurt her feelings. 
 
    Danny knew he should apologize. Would apologize, in fact as soon as he fortified himself with 100 ounces of cheap beer floating down a filthy beer bong. 
 
    After sucking down nearly every ounce, minus a few that dribbled down his chin and stained his shirt, Danny went in search of Kayla. He looked into each room on his left and right, seeing drunken revelers making out, playing Quarters and doing body shots in celebration of tomorrow’s graduation ceremonies. What he didn’t see was Kayla so he headed outside and found her curled into a recliner in the shadows of the colonial revival he called home for the past two years. Her auburn waves shimmered in the moonlight around her face, only the burning tip of her cigarette visible from where he stood. She stared into the distance, looking sadder and more alone than he had ever seen her. As much as Danny wanted to go to her and wrap her in the strength of his arms, knowing he was likely to blame for her melancholy he took a moment to soak in her beauty. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, in real life, movies or magazines, and this would probably be the last time he would ever see her. He made his way over to Kayla cautiously, as she lit a new cigarette with the old one. “Those things will kill you, ya know?”  
 
    She flicked a cold stare his way, inhaling nearly half the cigarette in one breath before refocusing her gaze on some distant point beyond him. Hugging her long legs with her free hand, she looked vulnerable, but she used the gesture to create a barrier between her and the world. Danny wasn’t smart enough to heed the warning.  
 
    “Kayla I’m sorry. Okay? I didn’t mean it like that. Of course I—,” 
 
    She held her hand up to stop his empty words. “It’s fine Danny. Don’t worry about it. I get it,” she almost sighed the last words and sought solace in the nicotine between her long delicate fingers.  
 
    Raking strong fingers through his hair, Danny sighed in frustration. “All I meant was of course I know who you are Kayla. We have tons of classes together. Not that you’d notice,” he murmured the last part wishing he had the strength to leave those words unsaid. But they got her attention.  
 
    Kayla flicked her finished cigarette in his direction and mocked him. “Oh, I’m so sorry Danny your precious male ego is bruised because I paid attention to the professor. You know, the one actually teaching the class? Not all of us can be finance prodigies, okay? But, whatever, apology accepted.” She stood and stomped out the burning tip of her cigarette before turning and walking away, but not before Danny grabbed her wrist, feeling the pulse increase to a rapid gallop. She didn’t even look back at him. “What?” 
 
    “I just…I dunno. I just wanted you to know that I’m sorry, and—” 
 
    “Danny boy there you are!” Tyler’s voice echoed loudly in the dark corner of the porch. “And I see you already met Kayla. Perfect.” 
 
    Confusion settled on his face as he looked from Tyler to Kayla. “What do you need, Ty?” 
 
    Tyler laughed, throwing one well-muscled arm over Danny’s shoulder. “I’m all good, bro. But you? You need to get laid tonight, man and Kayla is just the girl for the job.” The smarmy smile he flung at Kayla made Danny want to puke and kill him at the same time. 
 
    Dan looked to Kayla and his stomach bottomed out as understanding dawned across her face. “I don’t think that’s necessary Ty.”  
 
    Tyler laughed. “Don’t worry Danny. No one is better for your first time than Kayla. She’ll be gentle, teach you a few tricks and leave you well satisfied before the sun comes up, won’t you Kayla?” Ty laughed again, this time clapping Dan on the back with a too loud laugh. “Have fun, kids.” 
 
    The look she hit him with was cold enough to stop lesser men and at the moment Danny was sure there were none lower than him. “Sure,” she shrugged, “that’s why you came out here, isn’t it?”  
 
    Before Danny could form a response, Kayla was walking back into the house. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid. Kayla berated herself as she trudged the familiar path up the sticky stairs of the frat house, making her way to the second story bedrooms. She should have known that Danny was just like all the rest of the guys she knew. Sure, he was kind and geeky and clumsy and even pretty hot underneath those ill-fitting jeans and too small science t-shirts that made jokes out of the periodic chart and math theorems. But despite all of that, she thought, angrily hitting the wall on her way up, he was no different. And…damn did she feel stupid, introducing herself as if he didn’t know who she was. He knew. And he’d apologized, she tried to remind herself but that didn’t help her inner rage. Really though, it was her own stupid fault for thinking any of them would be different. 
 
    They never were.  
 
    And Danny had only apologized so he wouldn’t miss out, that inner cynic reminded her. 
 
    Yeah. That. 
 
    “What the hell. He can be my last hurrah before I get the hell outta here. Once and for all.” As much as she hated being this way, Kayla refused to deny she was this way. She liked boys and she liked sex and she had no problem indulging in both as much as possible. But sometimes she felt so…used. After the gratifying high of an orgasm or two faded, she didn’t like herself very much. Maybe Mom is right and I am just a pretty face too liberal with her affections, she could practically hear her mother’s disapproving voice. “I’d hardly call it affection, Mom.” That thought produced a slight upturn of her plump lips. Her mother never appreciated the answer, which only made Kayla love it more. 
 
    At the top of the stairs Kayla turned right and kept going until she spotted the door with a giant Rubik’s Cube hanging from it. It read ‘Dan the Man’ and she laughed bitterly before pushing the door open and closing it softly behind her. Scanning the room Kayla was surprised to find the room neat and tidy except a few thick textbooks and a laptop on a desk in the corner scattered with graded papers. She was surprised to find just one bed in the room since all the other guys bunked two to a room. It was probably because his GPA allowed the frat to stay active on campus, but whatever the reason she was grateful tonight. Kayla was in no mood to put on a show this evening. Tomorrow would be a long day with her attending the Fashion Department graduation in the morning and the Finance ceremony in the early evening, and she would be doing it all alone. Her parents weren’t coming because they thought a fashion and design degree a waste of money, and her twin sister Kiley had graduated a year early and was knee deep in medical school. She just wanted to get this over with so she could go home and get some sleep. It was such a shame since she’d come here for Danny tonight, anyway.  
 
    Looking at his room she could see why she thought he’d be different. There were posters on the walls of Einstein, Pink Floyd and Malcolm X showing his eccentric taste. “Same guy, different packaging,” she muttered to the empty room. She removed her layered tank tops and threw them on the comforter adorned with graphics of the old video game Asteroid. Toeing off her shoes she pulled a mini bottle of tequila from her purse and sucked it down in one gulp, tossing the purse onto the growing pile on his desk. 
 
    Next to the desk was a bookshelf almost too large for the room. Five shelves high and overflowing with books ranging from stock market analysis to science fiction and tech magazines and crime thrillers. Too bad he really is like all the rest when we have so much in common. I could’ve really liked him. Running a finger wistfully through the dust lining one of the shelves, Kayla wished things were different. But they aren’t, the cynical voice in her head reminded her. You are who you are. No sense in trying to change it now. And wasn’t that the biggest problem of all?  
 
    Shaking off those depressing thoughts Kayla twirled around and plopped down right on top of Asteroid. She knew he’d be coming in any minute. Oh, sure he waited longer than most guys, probably trying to quiet his conscience, but he wouldn’t be able to resist what was offered, or given so freely. She grabbed another bottle from her purse, thanked her roommate and his flight attendant boyfriend for the mini bottles and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    The sound of the door opening ripped Kayla from her thoughts and she stood to face the door. Her emotions were firmly in check, revealing nothing of her inner turmoil. To Danny, she probably looked bored. 
 
    Danny closed the door with a soft click, leaning on it for support as his gaze raked over her. She felt the heat and weight of it, like it was a living, breathing thing as he took in the hot pink lace covering her boobs all the way down to her glittery pink toes. “Uh, hi.”  
 
    “Hi,” she replied, ignoring how his awkwardness made her stomach twist. 
 
    “Look Kayla, I’m sorry about before.” 
 
    She held up her hand to cut him off as she stood and closed the distance between them. “Don’t worry about it Dan. I’m here,” she took a step closer to him, “you’re here,” she unfastened the buttons on her jeans offering him a peek of matching pink underwear. “You’re getting what you want,” she came closer until they stood chest to chest, “and so am I.” Applying the slightest pressure Kayla leaned into Danny, leaving him caught between the hard door and her soft curves. 
 
    Danny’s breathe quickened and his face reddened. “W-W-What you want?” 
 
    Kayla nodded and leaned in to nibble on his left earlobe. “I’ve always thought you were cute Danny. I may be easy but I sleep with who I want, when I want.”  
 
    “Me? Really?” His tone was incredulous and she would have grinned if she hadn’t bitten down on her cheek to stop that nonsense. 
 
    Pushing off the door Kayla took several steps away and kept her back to him. “Yes, really,” she sounded exasperated, annoyed he didn’t get it even to herself. “Advanced Finance Principles, Financial Planning for Alternative Businesses and Corporate Finance,” she recited the classes they shared the previous semester. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Danny we’ve had classes together for years but we have never been introduced.” The truth was he barely said a word to her, no matter how many openings she’d given him. 
 
    He raked a hand through his already messy hair and blew out a frustrated breath. “Shit Kayla I’m sorry. I just assumed, ya know, you’re so gorgeous and you never said anything to me. I don’t know, I guess I thought…Man.” 
 
    Gorgeous? She felt her skin heat as a blush worked its way up her body. Slowly she turned until she was looking at Danny’s forlorn expression. Poor guy was so flustered and he was still trying to find the words. Always with the words. “Danny.”  
 
    That not only shut him up, but had him blinking uncontrollably. “Yeah?” 
 
    She curled one sparkly pink tipped finger to summon him closer and he obliged without protest. When he was close enough to feel her warm, tequila scented breath, Kayla wrapped first one arm and then the other around his neck. “Kiss me.” 
 
    A slow smile crept across his face and he leaned in wrapping one arm around her waist to anchor her and burying the other in her thick mass of waves. Tentatively at first, Danny touched his closed lips to hers until she softened and leaned closer. His tongue swiped across her closed lips, demanding entrance, which she eagerly granted. Lightly tugging her hair to deepen the kiss, she felt him grown hard in response to her needy groan. 
 
    The kiss tortured Kayla. It was just how she’d always wanted to be kissed by a man. Like she was the most beautiful, precious woman in the world. Like she was cherished. Like she mattered. So she eased off the kiss, her body screaming in protest as she unwrapped her arms and leg from Danny’s body and pushed on his chest. “Wow,” she panted staring into his eyes. They were violet but in certain light they were grey.  
 
    A big smile appeared on Danny’s face making his eyes sparkle. “Yeah. Wow.” His grip tightened on her waist and pulled her close enough that she could feel how hard, how long he was. “That was the most spectacular kiss.”  
 
    His voice was filled with awe, sending a shiver down Kayla’s body. Don’t be silly Kayla. Of course, it was the best kiss he ever had, he’s a virgin, she reminded herself brutally. “It was,” she agreed as her breathing finally returned to normal. “But now it’s my turn to kiss you.”  
 
    Confusion flickered across his face before it was masked by delight. He leaned in again and wrapped Kayla’s hair around his hand. “Okay…kiss me.” 
 
    She arched up and kissed his neck as her hands made the path down his surprisingly hard chest and stomach, stopping at the button on his jeans. Removing each button carefully, Kayla reached inside and wrapped a hand around him with enough pressure to pull a moan from him. She stroked him a few times before removing her hand and pulling his pants and boxers to the floor. Pulling away to stare at him until she memorized every inch of him, Kayla slowly sank to her knees. 
 
    “Ah, Kayla you don’t have to do that.” 
 
    Holding him in one hand and gripping his thigh with the other she looked up at him. “I don’t do anything I don’t want to do Danny. And right now, this is what I want to do.” Before he could utter another protest she wrapped her lips around him, smiling at the moan he couldn’t stop or quiet. 
 
    She lost herself in pleasing him because this, sex, was what she was good at aside from school. She knew clothes and she knew money well, but sex she knew very well. From the time she set foot on campus, she’d made out with or had sex with pretty much every guy who did it for her. She had no regrets in all these years, but she had a feeling she would regret Danny. Regret that this hadn’t happened naturally, but had been scheduled. Don’t think about it, she said as she took him deeper and increased the moisture until his hips began to move. Slow, deep strokes slid in and out and she did her best to drive him out of his mind. They only had this one night and then they would be off to pursue their destinies. Worlds apart. 
 
    “Kayla,” he grunted, his head smacked against the door as his fingers tangled in her hair. “Fuck, Kayla.” 
 
    She heard the warning in his tone but she wasn’t shy and she intensified her moves until his words were incoherent grunts and moans. He hardened on her tongue and she felt the moment he let go and his baser instincts take over. She moaned and Danny shouted her name as his hips jerked, sending him deep down her throat. 
 
    “Shit, Kayla. Wow.” His hands cupped her cheeks and his lust glazed eyes stared at her with an affection she told herself meant nothing. All guys look like that after they come. “That was…amazing.” 
 
    She looked up at him and slowly moved back so her lips dragged along every nerve ending of his still leaking cock. “Second most spectacular kiss,” she asked with a cheeky grin. 
 
    Danny threw his head back and laughed. “Something like that,” he chuckled and helped her stand. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. It was like another planet or universe,” he ran one hand through his hair trying to explain the way his body had come to life. Staggering backwards Danny fell onto his bed when his legs hit the mattress. Still mumbling to himself in disbelief, he looked up and noticed Kayla standing in nothing but hot pink lace underwear. “Hey! I wanted to do that,” he pouted. 
 
    Kayla stepped closer. “So do the rest,” she taunted. 
 
    He did. Slowly, almost reverently. “You’re just perfect,” he whispered. 
 
    Grabbing his hands, she helped him stand and switched positions so she was lying on his bed naked. “Danny I know this is your first time,” she began before he cut her off.  
 
    “I’m not ready. Yet.” He stared pointedly down at his satisfied self.  
 
    She smiled. “Of course you’re not. I’m guessing I’m the first naked woman you’ve seen up close?”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Aren’t you curious about a woman’s body?” 
 
    He nodded again.  
 
    “Then use this time to explore. Learn, touch, taste if you want. Trust me, you’ll be ready again soon.” She was more than ready, but despite the fact he’d disappointed her, Kayla’s crush hadn’t quite been extinguished. Yet. 
 
    Big violet eyes rounded in shock and a slow smile spread across his face. Shucking off the pants and boxers around his ankles and removing his shirt, Danny looked down at her while she looked her fill of him. Her breathing was faster than it had been and she was flushed. Who knew Dan Beck had such a hot body? “Uh, okay.” He flashed another boyish grin and her body temperature went up at least ten degrees. 
 
    She closed her eyes as his hands glided up and down her legs, thumbs barely caressing where she ached for his touch. Surprisingly strong hands cupped her breasts and his mouth clumsily made love to her nipples before his lips kissed her everywhere. She found the inexperience of his moves strangely endearing, but the way he paid close attention to her responses to him so he could repeat or intensify his actions, left her legs feeling just this side of soggy, her heart racing, and her crush on him firmly intact. 
 
    For now. In twenty-four hours, he’ll be another memory. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One 
 
    Today 
 
    Kayla woke up two hours before her alarm and stared up at the slice of moonlight that cut across the ceiling. Or was it sunlight since it was technically morning. Three in the morning, to be exact. Not that it really mattered whether it was morning or night, she should get up and take advantage of two and a half hours of kid-free silence. She loved her little ones more than anything, but as much as an early morning wake up would affect her later, it also left her with a few hours of blissful peace to prepare for her day and go over tomorrow’s presentation. 
 
    She’d finally gotten a chance to present her new children’s clothing lines to BCI Worldwide, one of the biggest and most prestigious investment firms in the world. BCI Worldwide, she was happy to learn from her good friend and business partner, Davide Johnson, was also extremely friendly to the fashion and beauty industries. She wanted the financial and creative freedom that her own line would afford her so she could spend more time with her twins, Daniela and Tobin. Kayla never pictured herself as the baking cookies, story time, PTA type of mother, but that was exactly what she wanted to give her kids. And so much more, she thought on a wistful sigh. 
 
    But only if she could get the funding from BCI. Then she could focus solely on the kids line she’d been dreaming of for years, instead of the evening gowns that provided the bulk of her income. Pretty dresses never went out of style yet were constantly changing,  and they were Davide’s preferred designs. So that’s what she’d done and had been doing for years because she needed to survive so that her kids could thrive. 
 
    One day I’ll be able to have fresh ground coffee again, she said to herself as she poured a few scoops of the pre-ground stuff into the filter. One cup, piping hot and uninterrupted while she looked over her notes and then she would shower and get ready to start the day. Officially. 
 
    Kayla had always dreamed of having her own fashion line, only before she’d found out she was pregnant she’d dreamed of a line just like Davide’s, filled with beautiful gowns on the very forefront of the fashion industry. But that had all changed when she found out her last night in college had produced lasting consequences. She’d shifted her focus to children’s clothing, both high end and everyday wear, and she’d run the numbers to make sure it was a viable business. 
 
    It was. 
 
    Now, nearly two hours later, she just had one final decision to make. Whether or not to use her own kids in the presentation art. She didn’t have the money to get professional photos taken, not even for trade, but she’d done a good job with photos of Dani and Tobin. But I don’t want to expose them like that. 
 
    “Brush your teeth Tobin!” 
 
    Kayla smiled at the sound of her bossy daughter, Dani. One day that little girl would run the world. “I did. Comb your hair so Mom doesn’t have to,” Tobin shot back. Her little boy, as sweet and sensitive as he was, definitely was not a morning person. 
 
    He definitely gets that from me, she thought wistfully as she finished her coffee before heading upstairs to make sure Tobin didn’t put on a superhero costume, and that Dani didn’t close her eyes and pick anything. The girl had a love of mixing patterns. Any patterns. Whether or not they matched. Well, the quiet was nice while it lasted. 
 
    Now it was time to get the day started. “All right munchkins, stop your bickering and get ready for school!” 
 
    “Okay Mom,” Tobin called out. 
 
    “Yes Mom,” Dani called, sounding all kinds of annoyed. 
 
    Kayla smiled again at the two little gifts she loved more every day she got to know them better. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Honey the day just started, please tell me you’re not tired already.” Davide, her business partner, fanned himself dramatically, bright wide smile making his cocoa complexion look as smooth and liquid as melted chocolate. 
 
    “Not tired, but six year old twins are exhausting when they’re excited and my babies are crazy excited about their trip to the zoo today.” They’d talked nonstop through breakfast, getting dressed and the short ride to their elementary school where they were halfway through first grade. 
 
    “I used to love the zoo, all those wild animals and their magnificent coats. Then I saw how sad they were and honey, no one who looks that fierce should ever look that sad.” 
 
    Kayla tossed her head back and laughed. “Davide you’re insane, you know that right?” 
 
    He flashed that blinding white smile and the little dimple at the top of his cheek winked. “Thank you, love. I try.” His deep laugh echoed in the workroom of the defunct factory they’d converted for their design house, Witch-Hunt. “Are you ready for your pitch?” 
 
    Kayla nodded, feeling that knot of dread and fear tighten in her gut. The meeting tomorrow would likely be the start of her dream or the end of it. Without additional funding, she couldn’t afford to get her children’s line off the ground, and Davide had no desire to work in ‘kiddie clothing’ as he called it. It wasn’t on brand for him and Kayla understood, she really did, but as a single mother she knew how lucrative children’s clothing could be for the right company at the right time. “As ready as I’ll ever be. I have a few days to practice so I’ll be sure to be as overprepared as possible.” She put her odds at fifty-fifty since she was an unknown entity in the world of kids’ wear. “Do you think this is foolish?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, absolutely not. I think it’s brilliant and I’m sorry I can’t help you. But people are as crazy about their kids as they are about their dogs. It’ll be a gold mine.” 
 
    “You mean you won’t help,” Kayla told him, more bite to her words than she intended. Holding up her hands, she gave a soft apologetic smile, grateful the man she was proud to call her boss and her friend, had the confidence she couldn’t seem to muster for herself. “Thank you. Seriously.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me for the truth, Kayla. You know I would help you even though I’m not crazy about kiddie clothing, but your tween line has been more successful than even I could have dreamed and diverting funds from such a goldmine would be just plain stupid. And you know me, I might do stupid. But I don’t do stupid things.” 
 
    “Except when it comes to men.” Her deadpan delivery lasted a full five seconds before laughter spilled from her lips. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Well I do love pretty things and the prettier they are, the harder I fall.” He pointed a long finger at Kayla across the table piled with fabrics in a variety of colors and styles for their upcoming prom line. “You could stand to fall for a few pretty ones too,” he said and wiggled his eyebrows up and down. 
 
    She shook her head with a sardonic grin. “Yeah, because my life isn’t busy enough.” The truth was, other than a brief fling with a hot Italian that ended the moment she’d tossed her cookies over the side of a yacht they’d been partying on, she hadn’t been with a man. Probably because those tossed cookies were the first sign of her pregnancy and from the moment she learned of her condition, Kayla had focused on nothing but providing the best like she could for them. On her own. “Once Fancy & Free Kids is a success, I’ll put a man on my list of things to do.” 
 
    “Oh honey, you should put that at the very top. I hear that the Beck CEO is quite a looker and a bit of a ladies’ man.” 
 
    That made Kayla frown because she’d done extensive research on the company and could find no photos and no real info on the head of BWI beyond the company’s accomplishments. “Where did you hear any of that? The man is like a ghost online.” 
 
    “Gossip pages. Plus the fashion world is one big grapevine. He dates models, actresses, a princess once and even a governor. I hear he makes them sign NDA’s and that’s why no one knows much about him.” 
 
    She groaned at the picture that immediately came to mind, a much too handsome rich guy who expected women to fall at his feet, because they always did. A quick glance down at her own assets had Kayla groaning louder. “Yeah and showing what cleavage left after nursing two babies is exactly what a guy like that wants to see, right?” It didn’t matter, she stopped using her looks to get her way a long time ago and Kayla wasn’t sure she had looks to use anymore. Oh, she was attractive enough, but not like the girl who strutted around campus like she owned the whole damn place. 
 
    “Oh please girl, you don’t even look like you had kids with that tight little body. And your boobies are just fine. At least think about showing off the girls.” He gave a little shimmy with his toothy grin. 
 
    “No thanks. If my business plan isn’t good enough it’s better to know now before I waste the rest of my life on it.” She was terrified that she’d overestimated the market even though she knew it wasn’t possible. But every time she felt confident about her plan, her father’s voice permeated that confidence to remind her she was nothing but a pretty face who needed a man to guide her. She hadn’t seen or spoken to her father since he’d kicked her out when she told him and her mother about her pregnancy, so it was quite annoying that his voice still managed to make her doubt herself. 
 
    “You know they aren’t mutually exclusive, right?” 
 
    Kayla sighed and unfolded an emerald green silk. “Can we talk about something else? Like whether or not I should use the photos of Dani and Tobin for the presentation?” She had been going back and forth on whether or not it was smart business or exploitation. 
 
    “Most definitely! Your offspring are gorgeous, honey. Just be clear they aren’t models or else you’ll find yourself having to deal with that headache.” He rolled his eyes but a smile curves his lips just the slightest bit. “Those dimples and blue eyes that photograph pure purple, everyone will want to book those pretties.” Davide should know since he’d tried no less than a dozen times. 
 
    Kayla smiled, watching him return to the drafting table he used for drawing designs. The man really was a genius, having worked at two major fashion houses before he was thirty, before returning to his hometown of Plentiful, Illinois to set up his own house. “Thanks, Davide. What would I do without you?” 
 
    “Everything you’re doing now, only it would have taken much longer honey.” 
 
    She laughed, wishing she possessed even an ounce of his confidence. But his words about Dani and Tobin made her thoughts drift to Danny and the memorable night they’d shared that had created her babies. He’d been so sweet and hesitant as he’d learned what she liked and what she loved in bed, and when the night was over he’d given her a gentle kiss goodbye. No one had ever made her feel so cherished, so special before and even as she pressed her lips to his, she’d wondered if anyone ever would again. Danny had seemed heartbroken that they would never see each other again, and truthfully, she’d been a little heartbroken as well. That night had been special for her too, with him stoking emotions in her she’d cynically thought long dead. 
 
    Then she remembered nine weeks and three countries later, when she’d just left Paris working for famed evening gown designer Sabine Montreaux after leaving streetwear designer Miriam Highstreet in London, and had just landed in Italy where she was supposed to spend her final month in Europe with menswear designer Giuseppe Bartolo. On day four of her first week in Italy she’d puked over the side of the yacht, and on day ten she’d learned she was three months pregnant. 
 
    Dammit. Kayla shook her mind free of memories that were useless and added nothing to her life as it was today. Did nothing to ease the burden of raising two small kids on her own. Kayla turned to her own drawing table to finish the sketches for a new line of little black dresses before she had to pick her kids up from school. “I think we’re ready for LBD’s,” she told Davide with an unstoppable grin. “After my meeting tomorrow I’ll get started on making the dresses so we can meet with the seamstresses.” 
 
    “Sounds good, doll. I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    She blinked. “You will?” 
 
    He looked up with a nod. “Yep, Dani invited me for dinner. Didn’t I say?” 
 
    “Well then, I hope you like mac & cheese and hot dogs, Monsieur Robinson.” 
 
    He gave a visible shudder but his smile never dimmed. “I’ll bring dessert.” She opened her mouth to say more but Davide cut her off. “And I’ll make sure there’s fruit somewhere in it.” 
 
    “Thanks. Later.” The drive to Plentiful Elementary School took longer than usual as the town prepared for the annual Spring Cook-off that began Friday and lasted until late Sunday night. The kids loved it, mostly because they got to sample a little bit of everything. And I get to deal with the resulting tummy aches. 
 
    They always had a fun time and Kayla did too, watching her babies grow into tiny humans, exploring different cuisines and becoming individuals, it made her heart soar. And it always caused a pang of worry that maybe she should have tried harder to find Danny when she found out she was pregnant. But they were both just starting out in the world and she’d been kicked out of her family at five months pregnant, so she’d had bigger worries than reaching out to a guy she’d spent one—memorable—night with. And she had no idea of his last name, because back then she didn’t worry about details like that. 
 
    He probably wouldn’t remember her anyway. 
 
    “Hi Mom! I got to see a tortoise and I want one!” Dani flung her little body at her mother as soon as she rounded the car. “We can take care of it, easy,” she insisted. 
 
    Kayla grinned down at her smiling daughter. “You won’t forget to feed him?” 
 
    “No, Mom. Never!” Dani shook her head, black pigtails bouncing every which way. 
 
    “And what about you, Tobin?” 
 
    He flashed his snaggle-toothed grin up at her. “I want a panther, Mom. It’s just a big cat.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and helped them into the car seats they would outgrow too soon. “You guys are killing me. Next you’ll want an elephant or a giraffe.” 
 
    “Oh Mom, can we?” Dani bounced excitedly in her seat, clapping her hands together in anticipation. 
 
    She laughed. “Dani.” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed and crossed her arms. “Fine, but I still want a tortoise.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” Kayla shook her head and pushed the door closed. Her daughter would broker world peace one day with her relentless negotiating. 
 
    She knew she would give in on the pet issue, eventually. Just as soon as she found the perfect one for her kids. It was the least she could do since they had no grandparents to spoil them. Just her and Tilly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need a babysitter, young man. And you’re not too old to take over my knee.” Matilda Beck-Hathaway glared at her nephew as though he were solely responsible for her predicament. 
 
    Dan sighed and raked a hand through his inky black hair, giving himself a few moments to calm down before he said something he’d regret to the stubborn old woman. “Aunt Tilly, you need help but you refuse to let me get you a live-in caregiver. The only other option is a home.” 
 
    She scoffed. “I am a grown damn woman, boy. You can’t give me any options.” Her wrinkled, jewel covered finger jabbed the air in his direction. “Now if you really are concerned about me, I have a room or two you can use. Free of charge.” Her lips curled up into a mischievous smile that said she was up to something. “That is if you can be bothered to stick around for a while.” 
 
    “You know I can’t Aunt Tilly. My business is in Chicago. But I’m happy to find you a place closer to me.” He couldn’t count on his world-traveling parents to keep an eye on her, even though she was his dad’s sister, so Dan would have to do it himself. 
 
    “I am not leaving my home, Danny. You can just forget that. If you won’t give me the help you think I need, then go on back to your fancy place in the city and I’ll stay here. Where I belong.” Arms crossed like a petulant child, she turned to face the flat screen television he’d bought her for Christmas, and turned the volume up. Way up. 
 
    “Aunt Tilly, you can’t drive. How will you do your shopping?” Luckily she hadn’t killed anyone—yet—but she had been deemed a menace by the Sheriff, who confiscated her license. But not her keys. 
 
    “Oh please, the nice young girl up the block does my shopping for me and she picks up my prescriptions whenever I ask.” 
 
    He frowned. “What nice young girl? I hope you’re not giving her access to your bank accounts Tilly.” The last thing he needed to deal with was trying to untangle his aunt from some scam artist. 
 
    “Oh, pish! The child refuses my bank card every time, brings me a receipt so I can pay her back. In case. She understands what it means to a woman to be independent,” she said with a pointed stare in his direction as though he were single handedly trying to take away her independence. 
 
    Dan laughed but it sounded bitter and unamused. “You think I’m trying to take your independence? Aunt Tilly I’m just worried about you.” 
 
    Her expression softened and she patted the seat beside her on the floral print sofa she’d had since he was a little boy. “You’re a good boy, Danny. I always thought so even when you started making all that money. But I’m not leaving Plentiful. It’s my home and people know me here. You don’t have roots so you can’t understand that, but it means something to me.” 
 
    With a sigh he dropped down on the sofa beside Tilly, patting her thigh and noticing, once again, just how frail she seemed now. She was always so full of life, vibrant and loud, that seeing her so old and so small, didn’t sit right with him. “And you mean something to me, Tilly. I practically grew up in this house because you took care of me when my parents couldn’t. I just want to return the favor.” 
 
    “None needed, honey. You do what you have to do but if you think you’re putting me in a home you can think again. I can’t drive and my eyes are old, but I’ve still got it all up here,” she told him, tapping the side of her head with her index finger. 
 
    Dan knew that much was true and that thought contributed to his anxiety because at the end of the day he had no power to move her or place her anywhere she didn’t want to be. “Aunt Tilly you’re a crafty old bird, aren’t you?” 
 
    She laughed, dropping her knitting needles as quickly as she picked them up and smacking her hands together. “I am, aren’t I? Don’t you forget it either. I’ll be kickin’ ass and taking names until I’m old and gray.” 
 
    “Of that I have no doubt, Aunt Tilly.” 
 
    “So, when are you moving in? The unit next door needs to be given a proper cleaning but otherwise it’s good to go. Just for you, my favorite boy.” 
 
    Dan smiled and wrapped an arm around his aunt before dropping a kiss on her forehead. “And you are my favorite old lady even if you do cuss like a sailor and try to manipulate me.” But she’d been his rock growing up. She was there for him when his parents were off hopping the globe as part of the U.S. Foreign Service. And now that she needed him he refused to let her down. “I’ll come back down next weekend after I settle things at the office, but I’ll have to go back up there on occasion.” 
 
    She clucked her tongue. “Heaven forbid one little deal passes you by. Go on and look at the place so you can figure out what you need.” 
 
    “I’ll just stay here with you, or will I cramp your style?” He flashed a grin and she chuckled. 
 
    “Probably but if you don’t mind then neither do I.” 
 
    Dan groaned. “I didn’t need to know that, Tilly.” 
 
    She cackled, head tossed back and her whole body joining in on the fun. “You did ask. Besides you’re not up all night talkin’ Jane Austen with all those women after your money, are you?” 
 
    “Of course I am, old woman. I make sure they know all about a man in possession of a good fortune.” 
 
    “I taught you well.” Her laughter warmed him to his bones and made him feel the way he had as a kid, amused, loved. Cared for. 
 
    That she did. “You sure did Aunt Tilly. I’m awesome and most of that is because of you.” 
 
    “Most?” She scoffed and pinched his cheek. “My sweet boy went and got all handsome and now he forgets the little people,” she grumbled playfully. 
 
    Dan smiled. Living with Tilly again might not be so bad. The woman could make him laugh like no one else, and maybe some time away from the city and the pressure of work would help him get rid of those damn panic attacks he’d been plagued with for the past year. 
 
    Yeah, time in Plentiful might be just what he needed. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When he returned the following week lugging a trailer behind his shiny red BMW that was his pride and joy, Dan frowned at the two little bicycles leaning against the front of the house and wondered where the owners were. He could unpack after he checked on Tilly to make sure she hadn’t gotten herself into any trouble. And that no one is taking advantage of her. He trudged up the cement steps on tired legs because the past week had been hellish, to say the least, before coming to the blue wooden steps desperately in need of a new paint job. Making plans to relocate several hours away from his business wasn’t a smart move but with Tilly being so stubborn it was his only move. He would still put in his regular hours, remotely, while delegated whatever he could. “Tilly!” 
 
    He frowned at the sound of giggles coming from the kitchen and headed that way before Tilly blocked his path. “Danny it’s so good to see you again. You’re early.” Tilly was never one to obey social niceties but even she had never invaded his personal space so obviously before. 
 
    “Yeah, is that all right,” he asked, wondering what the problem was and who she was hiding in the kitchen. Then he felt sick, thinking she was hiding a man. 
 
    “Absolutely, it’s great, but I’d planned to have dinner all cooked by the time you got here.” She nibbled her bottom lip nervously and instantly Dan went on alert. 
 
    “What’s going on Tilly?” 
 
    “Oh nothing. I’m doing a favor for a neighbor who’s doing one for me.” 
 
    Probably that nice young girl again, he thought bitterly as he reminded himself to have a chat with this woman who probably was trying to take advantage of his aunt. Dan couldn’t prove it but he just knew his suspicions were correct. “What kind of favor?” But he didn’t have to wait for an answer as two ebony haired tykes peeked around her long flowing tie-dye dress. 
 
    “Want to meet them?” Tilly looked hopeful and the kids looked wary, but Dan felt nothing but indifferent. 
 
    They were too small to be interesting and he wasn’t all that sure he mixed well with kids. None of his friends in the city, if you could call them friends, had kids and he couldn’t be sure the last time he was even around kids. “Sure. Why not?” He gave a tentative wave and the little girl came forward clearly the brave one of the two. 
 
    “I’m Dani and that’s my brother, Tobin. We’re twins. How do you know Aunt Tilly?” 
 
    She was a fierce little thing with dark hair and a bossy demeanor. And those eyes, they were close to his own color which he’d hated growing up. Violet mixed with brown made a very beautiful color but that’s not what a young boy wants to hear from girls. On Dani it was stunning. He shook himself out of those thoughts and shrugged. “She’s my aunt.” 
 
    Dani looked at him in confusion before turning to Tilly for confirmation. His aunt nodded with an affectionate smile that said she knew these children well. “He’s come to help an old woman out because he’s worried about me.” 
 
    Dani grinned. “Is it ‘cause you drive like the devil?” 
 
    Tilly let out a loud boisterous laugh that startled the children before they joined in, slightly uncertain what was so funny. “That’s right, sugar. Only way to drive in my opinion, but only when you’ve earned it.” 
 
    Dani grinned, clearly used to Tilly’s mouth. “How can I earn it?” 
 
    Tilly tossed her head back and laughed. “By getting old, honey. That’s the only way which means you gotta drive nice and safe for a long, long time. You hear me?” 
 
    Dani nodded and reached for Tilly’s bangle clad arm before she turned another assessing gaze to Dan. “You can’t take Aunt Tilly away. She’s our friend and we love her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the little boy piped in, still hidden by Tilly’s colorful frock. 
 
    “Aunt Tilly loves you both too,” she assured them with gentle pats on their shoulders. “And Danny is here to help out not take me away. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    She was trying to put him on the spot, he realized as two sets of oddly colored eyes waited for him to agree. “Now Aunt Tilly, let’s not be hasty. We have a few things to talk about.” He looked down at the person attached to the hand tugging on his shirt and arched a brow. “Yes?” 
 
    Dani motioned for him to come closer and she held out her hand. “Shake on it.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” He did his best to control his laughter at her serious expression. 
 
    “Shake on it. Mama says a handshake is as good as a promise, so you have to shake on not taking Aunt Tilly away.” 
 
    Dan hid his smirk behind his free hand, looking up at Tilly with a look that said, is she for real? “Oh my,” Tilly gasped looking from Dan to Dani, suddenly in a hurry and he couldn’t figure out why. “Let’s get back to lunch little ones. Danny has some unpacking to do.” 
 
    “Can I help?” The little boy finally came to life, giving Tilly pleading eyes and an expert pout. “Please, Aunt Tilly? I never get to do boy stuff.” 
 
    “You can help but you have to listen to Danny, okay?” 
 
    He laughed and cut a glare up at Dan. “Okay Aunt Tilly.” He wrapped his little arms around her waist and squeezed. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, little boy.” 
 
    He blushed and stood beside Dan, reaching out to take his hand. “Come on, kid.” 
 
    “You and my sister have the same name,” he said with another snort of laughter, reminding Dan of why he steered clear of kids. 
 
    “My name is actually Daniel. Tilly is the only one who calls me Danny.” 
 
    The kid nodded like they were having an adult conversation. “Dani’s real name is Danielle, but everyone calls her Dani, except Mama when she’s upset. But she never stays upset too long, says we’re too cute for that,” he added with a disgusted huff. 
 
    Dan thought it sounded pretty wonderful. His parents had always been mad at him for just being a kid and then later for not following in their footsteps. “Consider yourself lucky.” 
 
    “I guess,” he shrugged as they stopped in front of the trailer. “Aunt Tilly says you can’t take cute to the bank.” 
 
    Dan couldn’t help the bark of laughter that escaped. “She’s right, though I rarely understand half of what she says.” 
 
    Tobin grinned. “Me either but she’s nice and she smells like cookies.” 
 
    That’s exactly what Dan had loved about his aunt when he was a kid. “Too bad she can’t bake to save her life.” 
 
    He released another infectious grin. “I know. Mama always bakes enough for her because she says Aunt Tilly is good people, even though she’s just one people.” He scratched his little head in confusion and Dan had to stifle the urge to laugh again. 
 
    “Person,” Dan corrected automatically and handed him two pillows in a vacuum sealed bag. “Can you carry these?” 
 
    “I’m a big boy,” he said as though it were a sufficient answer, and judging by how quickly he walked away, Dan felt properly told off. 
 
    Thankfully the kid didn’t require much looking after as they kept to themselves while unloading the trailer. Tobin tested a few items and grabbed what he could, sometimes just holding the door open for Dan. He was surprisingly nice to be around. “Thanks Tobin. You deserve a tip, kid.” He didn’t know what was an appropriate tip for a kid so small, but he figured twenty bucks ought to do it. 
 
    “Can you teach me to catch a ball?” 
 
    Crap. “Um, sure. I don’t see why not, if it’s okay with your parents I mean.” 
 
    He beamed a smile so bright Dan smiled back. “Mama will say yes because Aunt Tilly is your aunt too.” Then he ran back into the kitchen and left Dan alone to set up his space right next door to Tilly. 
 
    It’s good to be home. I think. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    You’re ready. You can do this. Kayla said the words to herself in the visor mirror as she prepared for the biggest meeting of her life. She looked in the rearview mirror once again before stepping outside the car, and once again in the mirrored elevators just inside the nondescript office building where the meeting would take place. Her nerves rattled as she wound through a hall lined with bland blue carpeting, glass walled offices on either side until she found the door marked Conference Room 3C. 
 
    She took her time setting up the room as she wanted it for the presentation. It was the best thing about these rental office spaces, you could literally set the stage before a meeting. Kayla stacked papers in front of every other chair so they could follow along plus enough space for water and refreshments, and she’d already taken an extra trip to bring up a few of the samples that were ready to view, a total of six outfits hung behind her to the right. Her laptop was on and charging with the presentation ready to go as soon as the BWI people showed. She glanced down at her watch, heart still pounding in her throat, and sighed. In fifteen minutes. 
 
    Five minutes before the start time, at least a half dozen people filed into the office wearing black and gray suits of varying shades. One woman, a blond, smiled and she’d pegged her as Callie, her point of contact for setting up the meeting and viewing her portfolio. Kayla sucked in an audible breath as the last person filed in, about half a minute behind the rest. Tall and broad, broader than he’d been the last time she laid eyes on him but she’d recognize that raven hair he now wore in a slicked back two hundred dollar cut and style, and those violet eyes that she knew personally, were flecked with a deep caramel brown. She should know them, she saw the same features plus those adorable dimples, every single day on the faces of her little angels. Danny’s here. She swallowed that thought and shook herself out of her stupor. Her life had already been thrown off track once and she wouldn’t let it happen again. Who he is doesn’t matter. Much, she tacked on hesitantly. 
 
    There was always the possibility that he would remember her too and all that bad stuff about the slutty sorority girl who’d taken his virginity. I can’t think about that now. And she didn’t. None of that mattered. She wasn’t that girl, not anymore. When Callie stood to close the door, Kayla took her place at the front of the room and began her presentation. “Thank you all for taking time out of your busy day for this presentation,” she said, her voice still a little shaky but she pressed on, going through every word, every sentence she’d painstakingly crafted over the past few weeks from memory. 
 
    This was her shot. Likely the only one she would get. Better make it worth it. 
 
    She remembered her figures as the BWI people fired questions at her in the middle of her presentation, fighting to keep her pulse steady and even. Kayla wanted to make sure came across as an unflappably cool business woman. She had spent hours studying trends and statistics to the point she knew how large the market was for her lines provided she had the right financial backing. Kayla made sure her gaze never landed fully on Danny, she just couldn’t do it. It wasn’t fair that he’d gotten even better looking, a man now rather than a boy, when she’d gotten extra flab around the middle and her boobs would never be as perky as they once were. Life isn’t ever fair, she reminded herself and finished up the presentation. “Any additional questions?” 
 
    “How current are your numbers,” Danny asked, his voice deep and smooth. More cultured than she remembered, like a man who was well traveled and who mixed in the right circles. Life had been good to him, that much was obvious. 
 
    She nodded and looked at him, or rather just beyond his shoulder so it appeared as if she was looking at him. “As of the end of the most recent quarter.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, all eyes on him. “Okay.” 
 
    “This is an untapped market right now with mass appeal. The right team, investor and designer, will get the biggest slice of the pie if we play our cards right.” She smiled like the professional she was, answered a few more questions and decided to wait until she was in her car before she relaxed. Not that she would ever relax again knowing that her past could bite her in the ass on the most important day of her career. Wouldn’t Dad love knowing how right he was? 
 
    It was hard, but she managed to thank each person for showing up and offering up a card if any questions came to them later. And then she was left all alone. With Danny. Excuse me, Dan, she thought uncharitably. Kayla did her best to ignore him as she collected her papers and returned the outfits back to the garment bags hanging on the wardrobe rack. It would take two trips again but now that she didn’t have the stress ball in her gut, it didn’t really matter. 
 
    When her boxes were stacked by the door and the wardrobe rack had been properly dismantled and shoved into another box, she turned and found Danny still there. Watching. “Thank you for your time today, Mr. Beck.” She wouldn’t even pretend to wait for a call from him or anyone else at the company. Because she wasn’t a glutton for punishment. 
 
    He smiled politely but stayed in his seat staring in uncomfortable silence. She realized he had nothing to say so she grabbed two boxes and pulled the door open with her foot. “Kayla,” he finally said. 
 
    She turned but didn’t drop her load. “Yes?” 
 
    “Would you like to discuss this more, over dinner? Perhaps show me more designs?” 
 
    Of course he still thinks I’m the girl I used to be. “I can’t, but I could bring them to you sometime this week.” She needed to keep it professional and distant between them because, clearly, he had the wrong idea about the woman she was today. “Have a good day.” Kayla left the conference room, fuming silently, hating that the easy girl she’d been back then was ruining her dreams today. It was the first time she’d really understood her parents’ words and worse, wished she’d taken the same route her twin sister had. 
 
    When she returned to the conference room to finish collecting her belongings, it was thankfully empty which allowed her to grab everything quickly and exit the building before she came face to face with her past. Again. 
 
    The building was located on the border of Plentiful and Mustang Prairie, so she aimed her car towards home and called Davide. “Hey honey, tell me how much ass you kicked today. Every single detail.” 
 
    She sighed, already feeling the tears well up. “I killed it. Owned the numbers and knew every answer to each question tossed my way. It was, by any measure, a success.” Not that it mattered. 
 
    “That’s fabulous, but why do you sound like someone ran over the dog you still haven’t gotten those precious twins of yours?” 
 
    A small smile ghosted at the corners of her mouth. Yet another thing she’d failed to do for her kids. “The owner of BWI is Daniel Beck, as in Danny. My Danny, well Dani and Tobin’s father. That Danny.” It felt weird to say it aloud, she’d only ever told Davide the whole truth. Her parents, and her sister hadn’t wanted to hear it. They were so certain they already knew the truth and she hadn’t bothered to correct them. 
 
    “Oh my god, this is the absolute best!” His voice had reached a high pitched squeal and she had to pull the phone away just to maintain some of her hearing. “Talk about serendipity. Did you talk to him?” 
 
    “Of course I did,” she said and rolled her eyes even though he couldn’t see her. “He asked questions about the proposal and I answered them. Superbly I might add, not that it’ll make any difference. It’s as good as a no, Davide.” It was too bad since Kayla was pretty sure she’d never get a chance like that again. Her meeting today had been nearly impossible to get and they’d been the only ones to even respond to her request. “I’ll try to set up a few more meetings and keep my fingers crossed, but it looks like you’re getting your way.” 
 
    He clucked his tongue. “I do not want to hear this defeatist attitude, honey. There is always a chance and what you need to do is keep sending out those good vibes so the universe will return them back to you.” 
 
    I wish I had his positive outlook. Too bad life had made sure she knew better. “You don’t get it, Davide. This wasn’t some college sweetheart scenario. We weren’t Dawson and Joey, we were one night only. He was the adorable virginal geek and I was the slutty chick who’d freed him of it before he went out into the real world,” she sighed, cringing at the memory of who she used to be. “And if he finds out about the kids,” she said more to herself than to her friend because she couldn’t think about it. Absolutely refused to think about what a man with his wealth would do to get them under his thumb. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, girl. I’ve heard it all before. That’s the past and it’s irrelevant. What is relevant though is that you have to tell him about the kids now that you’ve found him. Your final excuse is gone. Give him the opportunity to be an ass.” 
 
    She shook her head even though no one could see her out on the empty highway this time of day. “No, I can’t. He’ll think I’m using it as a bargaining chip for this deal and I’d never do that, or worse he’ll think I’m after his money. It’s better this way.” She hoped, anyway. 
 
    “Better for who?” 
 
    “Everyone. He might have a wife and kids tucked away where ever he lives.” And she couldn’t bear to think of him rejecting Dani and Tobin. They’d been rejected too many times already. By too many people. 
 
    “He doesn’t, and even if he did what about Dani and Tobin? My god, especially Tobin who is so eager for a man to look up to and do manly things with. I love him but I’m not the kind of man he needs. I’ll dress him for his prom, his wedding, his first day as President, but he needs a man to teach him to throw balls and change tires. To teach him how to play in the mud.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve heard the stories about your ball handling capabilities.” 
 
    He cackled for a good long while, making Kayla smile and forget, if only temporarily, how bad today sucked. “Well if it comes to it, Uncle Davi will teach him that too.” 
 
    They shared a laugh, but Kayla knew her friend was right. Tobin was so desperate for a man to look up to, to mimic that she felt terrible withholding his father from him when she knew where he was. Now. Or had been earlier, anyway. “I’ll think about what you said but first I need to focus on getting this funding and coming up with a few alternative plans as well. Then I can worry about…all that.” She needed plans for every possible outcome, now that her dream scenario was off the table. 
 
    He sighed, clearly unhappy with her answer. “Fine, Kay, but listen to me. If you don’t tell him and he finds out another way, he may retaliate in ways you don’t even want to think about.” 
 
    Shit. That’s exactly what she was worried about. Too bad I can only handle one crisis at a time.  
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dan could not believe it. After nearly a decade and crisscrossing the globe he’d finally run into her. Kayla Tomlin. His first lover and the girl he’d crushed on pretty much all throughout college. He smiled at the memory of her that night. She’d been bold and beautiful, so sweet and ten times as sexy. And completely unforgettable. He’d had sex since then, obviously. Good sex too, but none of them had compared to her letting him touch and taste her all over until he was comfortable, at ease with his desires. He thought she was some type of goddess, but there would always be a black mark on the evening for him. 
 
    She’d gotten the wrong impression damn near from the moment she’d approached him at that beer bong. All he wanted was a moment, maybe even a meal, to apologize and clear the air between them. But Kayla had shot him down and she’d done it swiftly, leaving before he could come up with another excuse to see her. 
 
    He smiled as he slipped into his red BMW that the little boy, Tobin, loved so much, thinking that she must live around here somewhere. And that meant he could find her. He could make her listen to his apology and then he could convince her to go out with him. She’d gone for him back when he was a nerdy little boy without a dime to his name. Dan was better looking with a better body, not to mention wealthier than he’d been back then.  
 
    Shouldn’t be too hard. 
 
    Dan couldn’t stop thinking about how sexy she looked in her business suit as he made the drive back to Tilly’s. Her outfit had been simple yet stylish, allowing the focus to remain on her designs, but still he’d been distracted by her curves. That hollow space between her breasts that made his mouth water. She looked the same only more mature with a few more curves. Odds were slim she lived in Plentiful, but he had time to track her down and he would start after he made sure his aunt was all right. 
 
    “Tilly!” The house felt too quiet and when he got no answer, he figured she was gone even though she hadn’t said a thing about her plans today to him. “Tilly are you here?” Like she would answer if she wasn’t. He shook his head and pulled out his phone, pressing the call button. As soon as the call connected Dan let out a curse as his ringtone sounded from upstairs. “Dammit Tilly.” Where on earth could she be at her age? He’d hidden her spare car keys and reprogrammed the garage door opener so she couldn’t get it out, yet somehow she managed to leave. 
 
    That girl! He knew it as soon as the thought had come to him. Too bad he didn’t know where she lived, what she looked like or even her name. So the only thing he could do was wait. And work, since there was never a shortage of emails to answer or reports to scan and sign off on. Dan buried himself in busy work and returning calls to avoid calling the police to start searching for Tilly. 
 
    Hours later the door opened and the sound of metal bangles mixed with laughter. “Home safe and sound now, darling. Thanks for a great evening.” Another quieter female voice spoke in a hushed whisper and then the door closed with a quiet click. 
 
    Dan stood the moment her long purple dress appeared. “Where on earth have you been, Tilly? I was seconds away from calling the police to start a search party!” 
 
    She laughed and waved a hand dismissively. “I’m fine. Just had a nice visit with Kay. Dinner and wine, plus games with the kiddies.” 
 
    “So while I was worrying myself sick to death over you, you were out just gallivanting around? Dammit Tilly.” He couldn’t even really understand why he was so upset or worried when he hadn’t been worried about Tilly for months before now, only that he was. It was disconcerting. 
 
    Tilly laughed again, this time throwing her head back as her shoulders shook with mirth. “If you could see your face! Oh…oh,” she contorted her face in a look he guessed was meant to mimic his own. “You were always such a serious boy,” she said, stopping to pat his cheek as she breezed by. “Have you eaten?” 
 
    “I don’t need you to wait on me, Tilly. Have you eaten?” 
 
    “I did. Chicken fingers, mashed potatoes and green beans. It was delicious,” she said from the kitchen, head stuck in the fridge from the sound of her voice. 
 
    “Aunt Tilly, please.” 
 
    She tried her best to look innocent as she held two armfuls of vegetables. “You still like my submarine sandwiches? I just got some fresh alfalfa from the farmer’s market, well Kay got it for me but it’ll go great with turkey and avocado topped with provolone. Sound good?” 
 
    Dan opened his mouth to tell her to have a seat and let him take care of it but his stomach protested its empty state, loud enough to remind him he hadn’t eaten all day. 
 
    “It’s settled then. Preheat the oven so I can toast the bread.” She hummed as she sliced tomatoes, ripped and rinsed lettuce, all with a small smile on her face. “So how was your day, honey? Make another million?” 
 
    “Not yet, but the day isn’t quite over,” he joked. 
 
    She sighed. “Now all you need is someone to spend that money on, and maybe a few babies to bounce on these knees before they get too old.” She whirled around and put the bread in the oven, setting the time before she turned to him. “Are you gay? Is that what this is all about. I love you either way but I’d just like to know. And if you’re seeing someone, I’d like to meet him.” 
 
    “Tilly for crying out loud, I am not gay.” He would have laughed if her expression weren’t so serious. “I don’t have time to date which means I don’t have time for a family.” He’d dated but not much and nothing that could be classified as serious because he hadn’t met anyone he wanted to see more than a handful of times. He didn’t have time for anything serious and he hadn’t met a woman who could change his mind. There were a few women he saw but mostly for professional reasons and if they had time, a couple hours of physical satisfaction afterwards was the extent of their relationship. 
 
    “Don’t leave it too late, boy. You want to be young enough to be a proper father to your children. Not like Jason,” she added, in a not-so-subtle dig at Dan’s father. Her brother. 
 
    Dan shook his head and eyed the plate. “Is this real turkey or that seitan crap?” 
 
    “It’s as real as anything,” she told him haughtily and took a seat across from him. “Besides, it’s time for you to start worrying about your health.” 
 
    He frowned across the table, wondering if somehow Tilly knew about the attacks he’d been having over the past year. It was unlikely but Tilly had her ways. “I am perfectly healthy.” 
 
    “We all are. Until we’re not.” She sighed and stared just over his shoulder for several peaceful moments while Dan ate. “You know Danny, you have Gavin’s eyes. Nearly purple with hints of caramel, they’re so unique. Jason didn’t get them, but you did.” She shook her head. “No matter where in the world we traveled, I never met another soul with eyes that color.” 
 
    Dan reached across the table and put his hand on top of hers, her sadness was as fresh today as it was thirteen years ago when her husband died. They’d gotten married when she was just seventeen and his uncle was twenty and spent the next forty two years together. He couldn’t imagine loving someone that long but he missed his uncle too. “They’re just eyes.” 
 
    “Wrong, boy. They’re genetics.” Her voice came out fierce and insistent but Dan thought he must have missed a thread in the conversation. Tilly hopped up the second the bell rang. “I love guests.” 
 
    Dan stood to go after her but she stopped him with a glance. “Okay fine.” He smiled and listened as she opened the door and two boisterous voices sounded. 
 
    “You missed me already?” She laughed, sounding so happy and free that Dan couldn’t help but like the kids. He stood and peeked around the corner in time to see Dani hand Tilly a piece of jewelry. 
 
    “I didn’t get to give you the necklace I made. It matches your favorite ring so now you have a set.” She smiled up at Tilly, dark hair standing up in every direction, before accepting the affectionate embrace. 
 
    “You are such a sweet girl when you’re not being a hellion. Thank you.” 
 
    “What’s a hellion?” 
 
    Tilly laughed as Tobin stepped forward. “Is Danny boy here?” 
 
    “Hello, munchkins,” he said, making his presence known. “Isn’t it past your bedtime?” 
 
    “Nope,” Dani told him. “We have one trip around the clock to go,” she answered seriously. 
 
    “Can I sit in your car,” Tobin asked, tugging on his pants pocket. 
 
    Dan looked down with an amused look on his face. “Just sit in it?” 
 
    He nodded. “Mama said I can’t take rides with strange men even if Aunt Tilly knows’em. But she didn’t say we couldn’t sit inside and you can teach me how to drive.” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment and realized there was no real harm in it. “What the hell,” he shrugged and reached for his keys. 
 
    “Can I say hell too?” 
 
    Dani shouted her unhappiness with his word but Dan shrugged. “It’s up to your mother.” 
 
    Tobin groaned at the answer, but the kid perked up the closer they came to the car. “Was this car a lot of money?” 
 
    “I guess it depends on how much is a lot of money to you?” 
 
    Tobin thought about it, scratching his wavy black hair that was about a month past due for a cut. “A million dollars!” 
 
    Dan barked out a laugh as they slid into the car, Tobin’s little hands slid over the leather interior with awe in his eyes. “No, it wasn’t a lot of money then. But it does go fast.” 
 
    “How fast?” 
 
    Dan laughed again and decided that maybe he’d changed his mind about kids not being interesting. Tobin asked plenty of questions but they were good questions and it was clear he had an interest in cars, asking about the pedals and gear shifts, plus all the knobs and buttons on the steering wheel. “Any more questions?” 
 
    “Are we friends, Danny Boy?” 
 
    He bit back another laugh. “You know kid, you can just call me Dan. Tilly still thinks I’m your age.” 
 
    Tobin giggled. “But you’re way bigger than me!” 
 
    “Moms and aunts don’t see that. You will always be a little boy when it comes to your mother.” His mother had been the exception, pushing him to act like a man long before he was ready. These days he didn’t give her time to complain about his faults because he kept his calls short and simple. Just enough to check in and make sure things were going well and nothing more. 
 
    Eyes facing the interior roof of the car, the little boy was lost in thought for a long minute. “So, are we friends,” he asked, apparently ready for a change of subject. 
 
    Dan didn’t know how to answer that. Wasn’t it creepy for an old guy to be friends with such a young kid? “Why would you want to be friends with me when there are plenty of kids your age around?” 
 
    He sighed like he was reluctant to answer. “Because I need a big friend like you who can teach me to do stuff to help my mom, like change a tire or fix the washer when it breaks.” 
 
    “That sounds like a job for a dad.” 
 
    He lifted his little shoulders and dropped them heavily. “Don’t got one of those either.” 
 
    Damn. His heart went out to the little guy. He’d had a father growing up, but he was absent at best and neglectful at worst. “Sure Tobin, we’re friends. But only if it’s all right with your mom.” 
 
    Dan struggled not to laugh at the put out expression the kid wore as he looked over at him. “That’s not being a very nice friend, Dan.” 
 
    This time he let the laugh go with a shrug. “Well I don’t have a lot of those either so I wouldn’t know. But I do know that I don’t want an angry mom on my case.” 
 
    Tobin shook his head. “Mama isn’t angry, she’s the best. She’s pretty and she smells good too, and she loves me a whole lots.” His voice, so matter of fact and certain, made something clench inside Dan. 
 
    “You’re a lucky kid, then. My-,” 
 
    Dani interrupted them with a knock on the window. “Time to go Tobin,” she said with the authority of someone at least three decades older. 
 
    He groaned. “I’m coming.” His little body slid from the car and looked back, “Thank you, Dan.” Then he ran to the porch where his bike rested, leaving Dan alone with the bossy one. 
 
    She stared into the car with a squint. “Are you mean?” 
 
    He blinked. “No, I don’t think I am.” At least he tried not to be, anyway. 
 
    “Okay then. I’m giving you a chance. Aunt Tilly says everyone deserves a chance and it’s up to them to screw it up or not.” She flashed a grin that was beautiful and oddly familiar. “See you later, Danny Boy!” 
 
    He smiled and watched them ride up the block together, talking and laughing like best friends. He’d always wished for that growing up but he’d never wish his childhood on another kid. Even with all the perks. He noted they stopped just a few doors down and decided that tomorrow he would check this woman out, make sure she was a real friend to his aunt.  
 
    Not a threat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    “Knock, knock Tilly! I come bearing the gift of food.” Kayla spoke through the open screen door since her hands were full. She’d decided to come and check on her friend even though she knew Tilly’s nephew had been staying in the empty unit next door to keep an eye on her. Still, she worried. Tilly had become a good friend and sounding board to her since she moved to Plentiful. 
 
    She heard the telltale swish of another of Tilly’s signature muumuus and the jingle of her beloved metal bracelets. When she appeared, her silver hair fell in fat curls all around her shoulders. “Oh goodie! Just in time for lunch too! Please tell me you have time to sit and chat?” Tilly was retired and though she filled her days with activities and charity projects, she craved girl talk as she called it. 
 
    “Of course. That’s why I came. To eat and to chat. How are you doing?” 
 
    She waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Oh I’m doing just fine honey. I have a great green smoothie to help with your energy levels.” Tilly always had a smoothie or a tea that would help whatever ailed you. Sometimes it was a salve, those were Kayla’s least favorite. 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “How did you know?” Of course Tilly knew, she had some weird sixth sense and just knew things. “This is just how I look now, Tilly.” 
 
    “I’d kill to look like you on your worst day,” she said with an amused laugh, pouring two tall glasses of tea which she spiked with a healthy splash of whiskey. “You young people need to learn to appreciate what you have while you still have it.” To punctuate her words Tilly gave a little shimmy and shake. 
 
    “My days are long so how I look is honestly the least of my worries.” She woke up early and went to bed late, leaving many of her tasks unfinished when sleep eventually claimed her. If she managed to comb the knots from her hair and choose a stain-free outfit, Kayla considered that a win. 
 
    “Speaking of your worries, how did your meeting go? You knocked them dead, right? I know you did.” 
 
    Kayla laughed but she heard the lack of amusement in her own voice. “I did well but let’s just say I’m not holding my breath.” Though the truth was that she had been holding her breath but nearly a week had passed with no word from BWI and she’d given herself a deadline. If she didn’t hear from them by Friday, she would consider the deal dead, grieve that death and then she would move on. 
 
    “What happened? You prepared for weeks for that meeting.” Kayla understood Tilly’s confusion. For all they had shared over the years, Tilly’s grief over losing her husband and Kayla’s over losing her family, she hadn’t shared the real truth of who she had been. Who I used to be. 
 
    With a heavy sigh Kayla took a long sip of the spiked tea, letting the icy liquid slide down her throat and burn away the bitterness that sat there now. “Have you ever done something you regret, Tilly?” Kayla thought it was doubtful since Tilly was a go-getter, a lover, a woman who lived life on her own terms. She lived life to ensure she had no regrets, the exact opposite of Kayla. “Anyway, I wasn’t a person worth mentioning or remembering back then and my past has come back to haunt me in the most spectacular of ways.” 
 
    Tilly looked at her closely, assessing her and Kayla fought the need to squirm under her studious glare. “Is this about the kids’ father?” Kayla was grateful Tilly stood and began pulling casserole dishes and other plastic containers from the bag and laying it all out on the table. It gave her just enough time to get her thoughts together. 
 
    “Yes and no. The truth is Tilly, I never told him. I was what you’d call ‘easy’ before the twins came along and I spent one night with what I thought at the time, was a pretty special guy. Just one night. It was sweet and special, different from the rest. For me, at least. It wasn’t that for him and I knew that going in, but I kind of liked him so I convinced myself it didn’t matter.” Even thinking about that night caused conflicting emotions to well up inside of her. Regret that she’d wasted a crush on another unworthy guy and wistfulness at his innocence that night. She’d never been with someone who’d enjoyed sex in such a pure way before. “Anyway I was in Europe when I found out I was pregnant so I came home to my parents. They were disgusted and so damn disappointed in me that they kicked me out. Pretty much disowned me. And they didn’t know the worst part, I didn’t know his last name so it wasn’t like I could have contacted him if I wanted to.” Which wasn’t the complete truth but it was her truth and she was sticking with it. 
 
    “You didn’t want to contact him?” 
 
    She shook her head, feeling good to finally share this part with someone other than her journal. “I thought about it, but in the end I decided that it wasn’t fair for him to be saddled with the responsibility of a child for one night with the campus slut.” The fact that it had ended up being two children was a twist of irony Kayla didn’t let herself dwell on too much. 
 
    Tilly smacked her lips and stood to refill their glasses. “This is where you young women have it all wrong. You’re allowed to satisfy your sexual appetite without it being any more than that. It doesn’t make you a slut, and I’ll tell you I hate that damn word,” she grumbled. “It makes you a modern woman. And that boy is just as responsible for those sweet babies as you are.” 
 
    “That may be so, Tilly but I don’t know his last name. I knew him but only by his first name, so you see, even if I had changed my mind there was no way to find him.” It still made her feel ashamed and dammit she felt angry for feeling ashamed. Tilly was right, they were both responsible. And she wasn’t a slut. 
 
    “How does this relate to your meeting?” 
 
    “The decision maker, he’s the guy.” She would have laughed at the shock on Tilly’s face if it weren’t so tragic. With each day that passed she was able to see more of the humor in that strange circumstance. 
 
    “Wow, that’s a relief.” Hand resting over her heart, Tilly shook her head with a smile. 
 
    “I’m not following you, Tilly. Maybe you gave yourself more whiskey than you gave me.” Kayla jiggled her half-empty glass with a smile. 
 
    “It’s just…you’ll think I’m a silly old woman but I thought there was a chance my nephew might be their father. It’s the eyes you see, they’re so…,” 
 
    “Unique. Unforgettable,” she finished for her friend. “They were the first thing I noticed about Danny in college. Behind those glasses were these big unforgettable eyes. He would turn around to hand me a stack of papers to pass behind me, you know, and bam, I was smacked over the head with how stunning they were. Of course, smart guy that he was, never really noticed me. Until that last night.” And then it had been for one reason only. “Anyway, that’s that. I’m working on getting over it and moving forward.” 
 
    “What about the fashion line?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m going to reach out to some other investment firms and keep on doing what I’ve been doing.” Working and making sure she spent enough time with her babies. “Anyway, I’m sick of talking about me. How are you Tilly?” 
 
    “I’m fine. More tired than usual but it could be all the wine.” Her laughter was melodic as it bounced off the walls. 
 
    “Why don’t you join me for yoga? I try to get it in every morning and sometimes Davide joins in, but only if he’s trying to impress his newest boy toy.” The newest boy toy had been around for a while though, so maybe even Davide was coupling up. Leaving me behind. 
 
    Tilly tossed her head back and laughed. “I could be persuaded if for no other reason than to see that fine specimen in tight pants. Too bad I have no shot with him. You either.” 
 
    Kayla had known her friend liked men from the moment she met him, but he was handsome and she got Tilly’s point. “He’s too high maintenance, even if I had the right anatomy. He’s a great business partner and his fashion sense is better than just about anyone I know.” And once upon a time she’d known some of the best in the business. 
 
    “How about you call me when he’s scheduled to come and I’ll try my best to show up?” Her mischievous smile told Kayla exactly what Tilly had on her mind and they shared a laugh. 
 
    She shook her head. “You know, there’s a hot Spaniard teaching yoga over at the new gym. And I even hear they have senior’s yoga.” 
 
    Tilly sniffed the air. “If I find any seniors I’ll let them know.” 
 
    Kayla laughed and shook her head. “Stubborn old woman. I’ll go with you if you promise to give it a real try.” 
 
    “Oh fine. You’re just as bad as…oh!” 
 
    Kayla was on her feet and at Tilly’s side in a flash. “What’s wrong, Tilly?” Her heart stuttered to a rusty stop and kicked up double time at the thought that something might happen to her friend. “Tilly, talk to me.” 
 
    She squirmed out of Kayla’s grip and braced her hands on the counter. “I’m fine physically, but…oh hell there is no easy way to say this.” She pushed off the counter and swayed slightly. “Hang on,” she walked toward the living room but a deep voice stopped her. 
 
    “No need, Aunt Tilly. I think this is what you’re looking for,” he said gesturing to his face. 
 
    “Danny? What are you doing in here?” Now this was a bit more coincidence than Kayla was prepared for and her own legs threatened to betray her. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Tilly panted and Kayla grabbed her and sat her in a chair. “Just grab the whiskey, dear.” 
 
    She did, but her eyes never left Danny, looking so different now in jeans and a t-shirt. “Well? What gives you the right to just barge into someone’s house?” 
 
    “I have every right when the someone in question is my aunt.” 
 
    She blinked and looked to Tilly and back. “Tilly is your aunt?” He nodded and she looked to Tilly. “This is Danny? He’s a grown man Tilly!” 
 
    She waved a hand like it was no big deal that she had led Kayla to believe that Danny was still a kid, in his twenties tops. “He’ll always be my sweet Danny boy.” 
 
    Kayla turned hurt eyes on her friend. “You knew? Why…never mind. I need to go. Take care of yourself Tilly and take it easy on the whiskey.” She dropped a kiss on her cheek and brush past Danny without touching him. 
 
    When my past comes back, it does it in spades. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dan couldn’t believe what he’d just walked in on. He’d been so eager to get back and check on Tilly who’d walked away from a sizzling pot on the stove this morning, but instead he’d walked in on a conversation that had effectively changed his life.  
 
    For good.  
 
    What were the odds that Kayla had moved to this particular small town when there was a vast country filled with small towns? What were the odds that Tilly’s friend Kay was also his Kayla? And what were the odds that the little boy he’d been chatting with, who looked at him with hero worship, was also his son?  
 
    Astronomical, he’d guess. 
 
    Instead of charging in there like he’d wanted to and demanding answers, Dan stood there frozen in the front hall as Kayla confessed to her regrets about who she’d been in college. He was more surprised to hear that she’d been attracted to him, and because of his eyes rather than his smarts. She thought I hadn’t noticed her? What a joke. He’d been into her since exactly that day she told Tilly about but he’d been too shy and too self-conscious to approach her. So they’d never been anything other than classmates who smiled and occasionally issued a verbal greeting. 
 
    Until the night before graduation and she’d been the one to approach him. That night Dan felt like the luckiest son of a bitch on campus because Kayla could have had her pick and she had chosen him. From there, he’d blown it figured she never forgave him for the misunderstanding, if she ever thought of him at all. 
 
    Now he knew differently. 
 
    Knew that they had created life together. Lives, he corrected mentally still trying to adjust to the idea that he was a father. To twins. Dani and Tobin were his kids. Mine, he thought instantly as a protective instinct rose up in him that he never knew he possessed. They were his to protect. And to teach. And to love.  
 
    And he’d missed six years of their lives which he should be angry about. Hell, he would be well within his rights to be angry about it. To yell and shout about what he’d been denied. But he wasn’t. How could he be after listening to the unguarded words she’d spoken to his aunt? She thought keeping her pregnancy a secret was doing him a favor, and she’d referred to herself as a slut. 
 
    Was that really how she thought of herself? 
 
    He hated hearing Kayla say those things about herself, but instead of going in there to correct her, all he could do was stand there staring at the ground as she poured her heart out. He absorbed every damn word, let it seep into his pores until he felt as if he had a deep understanding of how she’d come to the decisions she had. 
 
    “Before you go off half-cocked maybe you ought to sit down, have a drink and think about what it is you want.” Despite her grouchy tone, Tilly’s gaze was sharp. All seeing. Like she knew every thought in his mind, which was damn creepy. 
 
    Dan frowned at her. “What do you mean, what I want? I have two children who don’t know a damn thing about me and I intend to make sure they do. To be there for them.” For Kayla too, if she would let him. “Any way I can.” 
 
    Tilly nodded, accepting his words and mulling them over before she gave her opinion, the way she always did. It was what he appreciated most about his aunt, her willingness to consider points of view other than her own. “But what if you don’t want children or a family? You’ve waited this long and managed to convince yourself that it’s fine to live how you do.” 
 
    Dan’s frown deepened at her offensive words. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Tilly held her hand braceleted arms in the air in a defensive posture. “All I’m saying is think about it, really think about it before you do something you can take back.” 
 
    “I would never hurt them,” he said with a passion he hadn’t felt about anything but work in a long damn time. But somehow Dan knew, instinctively he knew that he would move heaven and earth before he let any harm come to them. Ever. 
 
    “Not on purpose. But they live here in Plentiful and your stay is only temporary. If you tell them you’re their daddy they will expect you to be here with them.” She shook her head and smacked her lips in disappointment. “And when you leave that will hurt them.” 
 
    Dan knew he should have heeded his aunt’s warning, but he was too wound up and entirely too emotional to stand still and twiddle his thumbs. He was a man of action, had been since he’d wrapped his fingers around his diploma and set out to conquer the world. Instead of pumping his brakes, Dan turned on his heels and left through the front door, walking up the block to where he thought Kayla lived with her kids.  
 
    Our kids, he corrected mentally. 
 
    He made it about half way up the block, head turning in search of any sign of Kayla or the children when he spotted her curled up on a glider, sketchpad on her lap. She wasn’t aware of him yet so Dan took his time watching the delicate way she held the pencil, the short but graceful flick of her wrist over the paper. The way her teeth sank down into a plump bottom lip, a picture of focus. She looked peaceful. Content. 
 
    “Kayla,” he called out, startling her and ruining her peaceful contentment. 
 
    She turned blue eyes up to him, all emotions shuttered behind those sparkling depths. “Dan. What can I do for you?” 
 
    He came to a stop leaving just three steps between them, with his arms crossed to keep from reaching out and touching her like he desperately wanted. Instead he used the most gruff tone he could manage when he said, “We need to talk.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    Kayla stared at Dan, a white knuckle grip on her sketchpad, which she turned face down as he drew closer. She was unwilling to give him any ammo to use against her. One long breath to calm her racing heart and her grip loosened. By the second breath she almost felt normal. “You mean you have plenty to say and you want me to sit and listen.” She’d come across more than a few men like him in her life and if she pretended to listen, they would be appeased and go away sooner rather than later. “Fine, go.” She gestured for him to get on with it because her life was scheduled to the minute and she was already using up her idea time on this conversation, which she had no desire to have. Whatever it was. Hopefully he finished up before the kids were due home from school because that was the last thing she needed. 
 
    His dark brows furrowed in confusion and if the situation hadn’t been fatally serious, she might have managed a laugh or two. Or worse, she might have pressed her thumb between his brows to smooth that wrinkle. “That’s all you have to say, fine, go? What the hell Kayla?” 
 
    She shrugged because she was mad, but not for the reasons he thought. “I might have had more to say about this situation if you hadn’t already eavesdropped on a very private conversation. You’ve already heard what you needed to hear.” He’d heard it all, damn him. Every dirty, humiliating detail. Even the details she definitely would have omitted if she’d told him on her own terms. 
 
    “I had a right to know!” He was angry, that much she had anticipated as much as she’d ever really thought this day would happen. But he was hurt too and for that, she felt bad. 
 
    Luckily she’d anticipated this. Anger. Righteous indignation. And she was prepared. “You knew we had sex a couple times that night, but it’s funny I didn’t see any missed calls or texts from you to make sure things were okay. That nothing important had resulted from that night.” It was unfair she knew, but it also had the benefit of being true. Petty and defensive, definitely, but also true. 
 
    He paused as her words sank in but the anger and frustration wouldn’t be erased so easily. No, a man with his power would expect more. His posture practically demanded it. “How was I supposed to get in touch with you when you didn’t leave your number?” 
 
    “And how was I to get in touch with you Danny, without knowing your last name or hometown?” She nodded and gave a knowing grin without a hint of amusement. “What you’re saying is that I should have called every Dan that graduated with us and explained to them that I was pregnant with his babies?” That would have gone over really well, and after she’d already dealt with the heartache of her parents rejection, Kayla hadn’t had any more reserves for that level of hurt or rejection. She wouldn’t think of that or of what she hadn’t done back then, instead she held up a hand to stop whatever words were perched on the tip of his lips. “None of that matters anymore. What matters is what you intend to do next.” Because if he planned to go back to wherever he lived, none of this really mattered. And if he didn’t, well it still didn’t matter but they’d have to find a way past the anger and resentment. For the twins. 
 
    He raked first one hand and then the other through his thick ebony hair, eyes wide and wild as he spoke. “Why does everyone keep saying that!” 
 
    Shaking her head in resignation, Kayla envied him his naivete. Any innocence she’d had remaining had fled the day her family had disowned her. “Because you actually have a choice in the matter. Stay or don’t stay,” she shrugged like it didn’t matter, but it did. Not to her, but to Tobin. And to Dani. Though the last thing she wanted was to deal with Dan on a regular basis—he was too big a reminder of who she used to be—she’d love for Dani and Tobin to have a father who cared. If he wanted to be a part of their lives—the kids’, not hers—she would find a way to deal with it. “Since you’ve already met Dani and Tobin there’s no reason to tell them who you are until you’ve made up your mind.” 
 
    “My mind is made up,” he insisted a little too quickly. His body practically vibrated with the kind of certainty that came from being a master of the universe. 
 
    Kayla shook her head, grunting in frustration at the heat her long hair generated and it was definitely the heat. Not the man standing five feet away. “No, that’s guilt Dan. Don’t stick around because you feel guilty. Do it because you want to get to know your son and your daughter, because you want to teach them how to fish or be a whiz at math. Because you want to love them with all your heart. If that’s not what you want, then they are better off without you.” It was better to have a small circle filled with love than a big circle that made you constantly wonder if you really on your own. 
 
    Hands shoved deep into his pockets, Dan blew out a long breath. “You’d just love that wouldn’t you?” 
 
    The laugh she let out was bitter and harsh, brittle just like her mother’s. “As a matter of fact I would, but this isn’t about me. I know what it feels like for a dad to turn his back on you and I would never want my kids to feel that way and if you want to be in their lives Dan, that’s what I want too.” She would hate it, especially because he’d changed from the sweet and cute guy she’d known into some cold, commanding drone. “Anything else?” Her nerves were far too frazzled at the moment and she needed to get her emotions under control before the kids came home. They were too damn perceptive and would pick up on any uneasiness right away. 
 
    “Actually there is,” he began but Kayla’s focus was on something else. A loud rumbling sound at the end of the block. The sound of the school bus engine that was about five years past its prime. The doors had just closed which meant she had about thirty seconds to get rid of Dan before… 
 
    Before it was too late. 
 
    It was too late. Dani and then Tobin skipped down the stairs, legs too short to take them one step at a time. With wide smiles they ran towards her and she jogged down the steps to greet them, bending to accept their hugs. “Hey my little munchkins how was your day?” 
 
    “I got to be the class monitor today!” Dani practically vibrated with happiness at her news. 
 
    Tobin rolled his eyes. “She just likes telling people what to do. We got a pet rabbit today and he can spend a weekend with all of us!” 
 
    Kayla fought a groan through her smile. The class rabbit simply meant on more person to clean up after. “Well it sounds like you both had a pretty good day.” They gave identical nods but as Tobin leaned into his mother, Dani peeked around her shoulder and smiled. 
 
    “Hi Danny boy! Did you come to have dinner with us?” 
 
    What? She hadn’t heard anything about a dinner invitation and she stood, shaking her head while the jerk wore a knowing grin. “I’d love to but only if your mother is all right with it.” And now she couldn’t say no without looking like a liar. 
 
    Kayla would have shot him dead if she had a gun, because two sets of big violet eyes looked up at her and pleaded for his attendance at dinner. “Please, Mom,” Dani insisted. “Say yes!” 
 
    “You want to, Mom.” Tobin tugged on her tunic with the biggest, saddest eyes and her shoulders fell. She couldn’t deny her kids this one small thing, especially considering everything. 
 
    “Fine. Dinner is at six-thirty. Might as well bring Tilly too.” That gave her a few hours to relax and unwind, and prepare herself for sharing a meal with the father of her children. 
 
    But Dan grinned again and held the door open for them, whispering in her ear as she passed. “I’ll help you cook.” 
 
    “I can manage dinner on my own. You should probably go check on Tilly.” His smile dimmed and for a flash of a moment she felt bad, but just a moment. There was no way in hell she would let him seduce her or use her in any way just to get close to the kids. She was much smarter than that these days. 
 
    Both Dani and Tobin froze. “I’ll check on Aunt Tilly,” Dani offered, dropping her backpack in the middle of the living room as she headed back towards the door. 
 
    “And you can help me with my homework,” Tobin offered proudly, smiling at Dan just a little too big for Kayla’s comfort. “Please,” he added with an angelic grin. 
 
    She knew when she was beat and this was a good trial run for Dan. If he really thought he wanted to stick around and be more than a holiday dad, this would let her know. “One hour Dani. You need to finish your lessons before dinner, young lady.” 
 
    “Okay Mom!” 
 
    “Before dinner, I said.” 
 
    She sighed heavily, like she’d jumped ahead a decade to become a surly teenager. “I’ll just walk Aunt Tilly back here. Promise. No stops and no strangers.” 
 
    Smartass. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Am I a nerd, Dan?” Tobin looked up at him with big eyes identical to his own, that question weighing heavy in them. 
 
    He winced at the use of his name but realized he hadn’t earned the right to be called dad just yet. But in this moment he wished he could share the secret of their bond. But he couldn’t. Not yet. As much as he hated to admit it, Kayla and Tilly were right. “What’s wrong with being a nerd? I’ve been one all my life.” Not that he or the world had always appreciated it, but it had served Dan well and he took it as a compliment. 
 
    “Really?” His eyes went round, disbelief clear in his wide-eyed expression. 
 
    Dan nodded with an amused laugh, remembering how much he’d also hated being labeled a ‘brainiac’. “Yep. I was scrawny with no muscles and my head was always buried in a book. I got straight A’s and mostly I hung out with other nerds.” Tobin didn’t look convinced, so he added the kicker. “And now I get to drive a pretty sweet car.” 
 
    That seemed to hit on something that was important to him. “Will I be rich like you one day?” 
 
    Always, the thought came instantly. He would make sure of it. “If you want to be,” he told him instead. “Or you might just decide to make this world a better place.” That probably wasn’t important to a six year old kid, he realized too late. 
 
    Dan tried not to feel too disappointed that his point hadn’t resonated when Tobin asked another all important question. “Will I ever have any friends?” 
 
    “I had friends and you will too. They might not be the friends you think you’ll have, but they’ll be your real friends.” His frat brothers hadn’t been true friends but he’d helped them as much as they’d helped him. It had worked for them all back then. “You’re still a kid but just wait, you’ll find your people. I promise.” 
 
    Tobin grinned and slid over his arithmetic homework for Dan to check. “Mom always says that. You’ll find your tribe, but until then I have her and Dani, and Aunt Tilly.” 
 
    A crazy old hippie, a bossy sister and a loving mom. “I couldn’t think of a better tribe, Tobin.” 
 
    Tobin looked up with an infectious smile. “And now you. Another boy.” 
 
    Dan knew he shouldn’t have let those words or that smile go to his head, but it did. It felt nice to know that his son actually liked him. And when Dani strolled in and climbed in his lap Dan felt his chest swell with something he couldn’t describe, part protective instinct and part something more intense. “Whatcha boys doin’?” Her smile was wide, inquisitive. 
 
    “Boy stuff,” Tobin said, sounding wholly displeased about the question. And the interruption. 
 
    Dani tensed in his arms as anger flashed, but she shrugged and covered her hurt quickly. Just like her mother. She slid from his lap and glared at her brother. “Fine! Keep doing stupid boy stuff and see if I care!” Dani was strong and fiery, quick to temper and he’d bet also quick to forgive. She stomped from the room, making sure the entire house heard her displeasure. 
 
    “That was kind of harsh, don’t you think?” He now understood Kayla’s hesitation to tell them. Kids were moody creatures that he didn’t understand at all. 
 
    “Nah,” he smirked. “Dani’s the strong one.” 
 
    Dan didn’t know how much to say or hold back, but he had to say something. Didn’t he? “I think you’re both strong, just in different ways. Just because she doesn’t cry in front of you or say it, doesn’t mean her feelings aren’t hurt.” She was so much like Kayla in that way. The way she’d been that night, so disappointed yet resigned to how the night would turn out. Eventually she had succumbed to pleasure at his inexperienced hands but the fact she’d been gone when he woke up the next morning told him they would walk away with different memories of the night. I couldn’t have known how right I was. 
 
    Tobin was deep in thought, chin resting in his little hand as he carefully considered Dan’s words. He smiled and then yelled, “Dani!” 
 
    Nothing but silence came in response for several long seconds, aside from a few noises in the kitchen. “What,” she finally yelled back, so much impatience infused in that one syllable. 
 
    He huffed out a breath. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Another long, tense silence passed before she finally shouted back a reply. “Okay!” 
 
    Tobin smiled up at Dan, looking at him like he was some kind of hero. “Thanks.” 
 
    Now that he was getting the hang of this parenting thing, Dan had more to say but Kayla called everyone for dinner. He stood and followed Tobin towards the delicious aromas. “What do you think we’re having?” 
 
    “Tacos!” He even did a little dance, wiggling his hips as his arms flung out in all directions. It was the ugliest little dance had had ever seen, drawing a deep laugh from Dan. “You like tacos too, Dan?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had them, but he’d always liked them. “Are there people who don’t like tacos?” 
 
    Tobin shrugged as Dani rushed past them, feet smacking against the floor. “Even Aunt Tilly likes’em, but with beans,” he added as though it were the worse thing in the world. 
 
    Dan couldn’t have agreed more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad.” Davide arched an eyebrow in her direction, giving her his full attention while they worked separately with different fabrics, draping forms for dresses he insisted would be huge this fall. Kayla didn’t see it but she rarely questioned his fashion clairvoyance anymore, much to Davide’s great pleasure. 
 
    “It wasn’t,” she said with a pout because that was exactly the problem. Dinner had been fine. More than fine. “He was all charming and attentive, sweet and funny. It was disgusting.” And that made her feel like thirteen types of assholes for being angry that he seemed to like his kids and they definitely liked him right back. “I just wonder, is it all an act or does he really give a damn?” She didn’t know why but Kayla couldn’t shake the feeling that this was about more than the kids, but that thought made her feel disloyal for even thinking it. The Danny she knew had been a sweet young man. A nice boy she was sure would grow into a nice man. An upstanding citizen. A nice guy who turned out to be like all the rest, her conscience reminded her. 
 
    “Sorry honey but this particular brand crazy is confusing me.” He gave her a frustrated look and turned back to the dress form, hands moving at whip speed as he draped and pinned the fabric like he was casting a spell. His latest brain child was formal beachwear and they had tons of luxe fabrics in vibrant colors. Very vibrant. His ideas nearly always panned out which was why they could live in Nowhere, Illinois and still make a substantial living. In fashion. Davide finally whipped around to face her again. “Why is this a bad thing, that he’s being all gorgeous and perfect? Because I have to say, it sounds pretty perfect to me.” That’s because Davide was a romantic. He pretended he wasn’t, but while he leaned into compliments and men who oozed charm, Kayla was more skeptical. 
 
    “I don’t trust him.” She didn’t know him to trust him or not, but Dani and Tobin were her responsibility and she wouldn’t let any harm come to them. From their father or anyone else. 
 
    “Or maybe you’re worried that you might want him again. Or still.” Davide’s black brows arched in a knowing expression she could practically hear. 
 
    Kayla frowned. “I hate it when you do that. Not everything is about love or sex or romance. I just don’t trust him.”  
 
    “You’re worried he might want the kids without you?” 
 
    Her chest constricted. “Well I wasn’t until just now!” He couldn’t take her kids. She wouldn’t let him. She would fight and if she had to, she would run. “I am worried that he might actually want to be part of their lives, but I’m more worried that he won’t.” She knew how it sounded. Flighty and indecisive. Emotional. All the things her parents had always accused her of being. “I don’t want them to ever know what it feels like to be rejected by a parent.” She felt that enough for all three of them. 
 
    “Alright Kayla, you’re being about as clear as mud right now.” He shook his head and smacked his lips. “How about you give him a chance to be the jerk you believe him to be? If you’re right, it’ll happen soon-ish and if you’re wrong, the kids win.” 
 
    “Because by then Tobin and Dani will be so attached to him that they’ll be devastated when he moves on. It’s hard enough for them having no grandparents other than Tilly, I don’t want them to lose anyone else.” She was very worried about her babies getting too comfortable with loss. It wasn’t natural and she didn’t want to raise kids who just accepted bad shit as their due. Who expected bad things to come their way because that’s just how life panned out. Nope, she wanted more and she worked hard to make sure they had it. 
 
    “They didn’t lose your parents because they never had them, Kayla. Your parents weren’t right, but trust me when I tell you they will regret it. It took my old man being on his deathbed to forgive me the sin of loving men, though he used much more colorful language I won’t use in mixed company.” 
 
    She found herself laughing. “Because you’re such a bastion of propriety?” 
 
    “Damn straight, honey.” He winked and they both burst out laughing. “Seriously though, no matter what happens in the future, it will be nice for all three of them to get to know one another. A few good memories are better than none at all, or a few bad ones,” he added wisely, though Kayla couldn’t disagree more. 
 
    She knew how much family meant to Davide, she knew he felt peace in his heart over the fact that his father had finally ‘forgiven’ him, no matter how twisted that was. So she kept her thoughts to herself. But she knew the truth. It didn’t matter how charming Dan was or how many smiles he dished out, he wasn’t looking for family or parenthood. He couldn’t handle the everyday messiness of having kids. “Not that there’s anything I can do about it now. He’s at Tilly’s for the foreseeable future.” Which made her increasingly uncomfortable. And wishing she could afford to take them camping for a few weeks. Or something else, preferably indoors. Indoor camping sounded perfect. 
 
    “Then there is no point worrying until there’s something for you to worry about. My Nana always said that,” he said as though his Nana carried that kind of infamy. 
 
    “Ugh, I hate it when you’re all reasonable and shit.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, laughing so loud he made her laugh. “But you needed to hear it. Now let’s finish these dresses while I tell you more about what I think.” 
 
    Kayla groaned. “How about we just finish the dresses?” 
 
    “Oh no, honey,” he shook his head with one hand on his hip. “You started this and now you’re going to hear it all baby doll.” 
 
    “You and that silly rhyming.” The man thought it was hilarious to break out in rhymed speech every now and again. 
 
    “As I was saying. This is a shock for him and for you, but let the kids get to know him. Spend time together, all four of you before you decide whether or not to tell the tykes their old man has finally showed up. For now he’s an old friend of mom’s and you guys are hanging out. Can you handle that?” 
 
    Could she? I don’t know. She’d always liked Danny but she wasn’t a fan of the older, colder version of him. Then again, she hadn’t really given this new Dan a chance to prove what kind of man he was. She had already judged and dismissed him. It wasn’t fair, but maybe it would make it easy to spend time with him without getting attached. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to solve string theory, honey.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Smart ass. What do you even know about string theory?” 
 
    “Sorry, did you say firm ass?” David took a moment and laughed at his own joke before turning back to Kayla. “The fact that you can’t answer it tells me everything I need to know. Maybe you need to engage in a little revenge bang?” He wiggled his perfectly sculpted brows suggestively. “And I watch The Big Bang Theory,” he said smugly and stuck out his tongue. “I know science stuff.” 
 
    “Revenge?” She scoffed at the idea of revenge in general and with this man specifically. “He’s more handsome now, successful and rich. How does that work, exactly?” Not that she was considering it. The last time she’d slept with Dan had been physically pleasurable but beyond that it had not been a good experience for her. Emotionally. Mentally. 
 
    He waved a hand at her dismissively. “Okay fine, maybe just a good bang for old time’s sake. For auld lang syne, or whatever.” 
 
    Kayla laughed again. “You’re always trying to get me laid.” 
 
    “Perfect way to get the creative juices flowing. It’s my fiduciary responsibility to get you as creative as possible.” 
 
    She didn’t believe that for a second, but she allowed Davide his daytime delusion because she knew he believed it. “I’m not sleeping with him.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she insisted, perhaps a bit too hard. When Davide said nothing in reply Kayla turned back to the turquoise dress she’d been working on all morning, which she really needed to learn to love. Designing and creating was her passion, had always been. But lately, Kayla had started to feel as if she were spinning her wheels. Hers was a good job, designing beautiful, fashion forward clothes and she made enough to give her family a good life and pocket away a few bucks every week. With some equity in the company she could have a little extra saved for the future.  
 
    It was a good life. 
 
    And I’m okay with good. Everyone didn’t need great, most people didn’t even get within spitting distance of great so she wasn’t a big failure. Just an average failure, thank you very much. Thankfully her phone vibrated and pulled her from her morose thoughts. Time to go. “I’ll work on this tonight. I’ve got the harness beaded and just about ready to attach. Later.” 
 
    “Remember what I said, Kay. There’s a direct line from the g-spot to the bottom line!” 
 
    Kayla laughed as she walked out into the early afternoon sunshine and winced, blindly searching her purse for her sunglasses. She thought about her friend. Davide was a romantic and way more comfortable with his adult sexuality than she was because she’d gone from one end of the spectrum to the other, practically becoming re-virginized thanks to her aversion to men and relationships of all types. She’d done her time in that arena, had more relationships than she could count and when she needed someone she found out she was on her own. 
 
    So Kayla didn’t have time for relationships, and more importantly, she didn’t have time to deal with the fallout of failed relationships. Platonic or otherwise. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “I think we should tell the children.” In hindsight, Dan realized he shouldn’t have just blurted the words out like that. It made him seem careless, and worse, callous. Kayla needed preparation. Easing in to something new and big like sharing the children. 
 
    From the stiff set of her shoulders to the bored fatigued in her gaze, everything about Kayla screamed exhaustion. “I’m great, thanks for asking.” She stepped over his extended legs and climbed up two more steps and she did it all with two large grocery bags in her arms and messenger bag draped across her chest, but still she moved gracefully. 
 
    Dan scrambled to his feet and followed her inside, and he did not take a long appreciative look at her legs as he did. And he definitely didn’t take notice of the way her waist nipped in before flaring out to womanly hips that made his hands itch to touch her again. She said something, but those long legs wrapped in denim were distracting as hell. “What?” He looked up into a tired but smirking face. 
 
    “Why? What’s changed in the past couple days?” There was no hint of playfulness in her gaze, just a burning suspicion and genuine confusion. 
 
    Why? She was crazy, that was the only explanation for her ability to stay calm when Dan was busy flipping out inside. Desire and unease warred for position within him and the end result was just good old fashioned discomfort. “What’s changed is that I can’t stop thinking about how I’m here, so close, and they don’t even know who I am.” He hadn’t been able to think of anything but Tobin and Dani since he found out about them. Fatherhood. His whole life was different now and Dan wanted to be there for his kids. There was no other choice really. He couldn’t knowingly abandon his own children. He would never be that kind of man, but the truth was that his life and his business were in St. Louis, not Plentiful. A problem for another day. 
 
    But Kayla, she was ready, almost as if she’d been expecting him to go back on his word at any moment. Her shoulders rounded inward as she leaned on the counter between the two canvas sacks, big blue eyes studying him. “All right, let’s do this then. You’ve decided to stick around Plentiful? Maybe move your company closer to town? Or are you just planning to return to your company and your condo in the city, leaving me to explain why you’re not around anymore?” Her words were sharp like a million daggers slashed across his skin, but her tone was almost serene. Like she was ready for either option. 
 
    And that only made him angrier, at her calm in the face of his inner turmoil. He scraped his fingertips through his hair so the end result was that it stood up all over his head. “It’s not that simple, Kayla.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. That’s why I asked you to think this through. Now I’m going to have to insist you think this through, make sure you can make a commitment this big.” 
 
    “They’re children, not pets.” 
 
    She laughed, pulling an elastic band from her heavy auburn locks. They fell in beautiful, sexy waves around her shoulders and Dan wanted to cry as she gathered it all up again into that damn elastic band into one of those messy half-bun things. “Believe me I know. But they are a full-time job. They need a lot of time and attention and energy, and you seem like a man who works eighty hours a week. Or more.” Her words were meant to challenge him, Dan knew that, but he had to push back. It’s who he was. 
 
    “It’s just all or nothing with you, isn’t it?” He shook his head as his frustration grew. He wasn’t used to people questioning him or his motives and definitely not his abilities. “Plenty of people manage this just fine.” 
 
    She nodded. “Just fine for the parents maybe, but I don’t want to raise kids who expect to be disappointed all the time. If you take this to court I can’t stop you, but if you don’t mean this or if you’re doing it out of some misplaced sense of obligation, I am telling you that it is okay to walk away.” 
 
    Dan didn’t understand. He was a good man, some people even considered him a catch. Why was she so eager to get rid of him? “What’s your game here, Kayla? Is there some man lined up ready to play daddy to my kids?” Dan regretted the words the moment they were out, but really it didn’t make sense. She should be jumping at the chance to let him ease her burdens. 
 
    She didn’t yell and she didn’t scream. She didn’t even appear to get angry other than that deep vee that appeared between her deep red brows. “If that’s what you think then I think we should do this the right way.” Arms folded, she was a study in stony stoicism. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean? Is that some kind of threat?” No one threatened Dan anymore. Not ever. 
 
    “It means that if you want to tell them, go ahead. After we do an official paternity test and visitation arbitration. This way it’ll be nice and clean. Easy and uncomplicated.” Her face gave nothing away, a blank mask as she looked at the spot just behind Dan’s left shoulder. 
 
    “Is that how you really want to do this, Kayla? Because I have to tell you, I don’t lose.” 
 
    “Does it really matter what I want? I told you I thought we should wait but clearly you know my children better than I do after one damn dinner. So, let’s just do it this way.” She picked up two cartons of milk and shoved them in the fridge angrily, turning her back to him as she arranged and rearranged items in the fridge until they fit or were just how she wanted them, maybe until she wasn’t angry enough to strangle him. He wasn’t sure but Dan was thankful for her restraint. Anger practically vibrated off of her as she put away the groceries but he was upset too, dammit. 
 
    “I don’t want to involve the courts or the media if I can help it Kayla, but I also can’t trust that your goals and mine will always intersect.” 
 
    She sighed and nodded, brushing her hair from her shoulders. “You can trust that my goal is to keep my kids safe and happy. Always. If your goal, honestly, is what’s best for Dani and Tobin then I will be a supportive co-parent. But right now, you’re just talking about your ego.” 
 
    “I’ve missed so many years.” His voice sounded desperate even to his own ears but Dan honestly felt haunted just thinking about all the years he’d missed with them. The things he would never get to witness like first steps, learning to ride a bike, listening to them sound out their first words. “So many years.” 
 
    “I know and I can’t apologize enough for that, Dan. I thought I was doing the right thing. But since you have the luxury now, I have to ask you to make this decision for the right reasons, okay?” 
 
    He looked at Kayla again. Really looked at her. Even exhausted she was stunning and despite her words he didn’t see any signs of manipulation on her face, then again it wouldn’t be the first time he’d been blinded by her beauty. He thought maybe she wanted him to have a relationship with their children, but he was sure that was just wishful thinking. “Okay, fine. But if I have questions, you have to let me ask you.” He planned to tackle parenting the way he tackled everything else, by over preparing. 
 
    She flashed a mischievous smile. “I’ll do you one better. You can come for dinner or dessert most nights so you can see them at their best and their worst.” 
 
    He blinked slowly, a look of innocence on his face. “They have a worst? I won’t believe it.”  
 
    She laughed and it was sweet and soft, but full of amusement at his expense and Dan didn’t mind. “They seem so sweet, but Dani is pretty scary. She’s bossy for someone who’s three feet tall.” Her smile turned wistful as she talked about the twins, her love for them evident with every syllable she spoke and every story she told. “She is one tough cookie and far more mature than she needs to be. Let’s not forget protective as hell of everyone she considers hers. Or those who she thinks need to be protected.” Her hands began to work quickly with the ingredients, putting together sandwich triangles and fruit slices. “Just come around a bit and get to know them, see how this parenthood thing works.” 
 
    A grin split his face. “I would love to but I can’t promise that I’ll move my entire life down here.” 
 
    She nodded. “Fair enough. I’m not asking you to, not yet, but I am asking you to take your time. For now. Slow down. Is that something you think you can do?” 
 
    “I promise to do my absolute best,” he told her holding up three fingers. 
 
    “You were a Scout?”  
 
    “No,” he grinned, “but I feel like one in spirit.” She laughed at him and Dan took a moment to look at her. To really look at her again and this time he noticed the ways she’d changed over the years. She was softer now, less bony and with more curves but it wasn’t just her outer shell that was different. She was more self-assured, but it was the quiet confidence of a grown woman rather than the showy, look at me confidence of her younger self. 
 
    “What? Do I have broccoli in my teeth?” She flashed a wide, toothy grin. 
 
    “Did you have broccoli today?” 
 
    “No,” she said as a blush crept up her cheeks. “But that would only make it even more embarrassing if you had said yeah.” 
 
    “I was just thinking that you’re different now. A good different, but different.” He hoped he hadn’t overstepped but it was the truth and she should know he thought so. 
 
    She grinned, her gaze sharpening in on him and Dan wondered what she saw when she looked at him. The geeky kid with no game that he used to be, or the cold, unfeeling man he showed to the world? “You’re different too. Jury’s still out on the rest though.” 
 
    That was fair, and considering that she’d been raising his kids alone for years now he figured she deserved more time to figure him out. “How about I make dinner tonight?” The smile she flashed at his question transported him back in time. To that night. His first time touching a naked woman, tasting more than her mouth. She’d smiled and laughed freely as she guided him along with her words and her moans. God, those moans! She’d been encouraging and sexy. Bold and responsive, though he hadn’t appreciated it as much as he did today. 
 
    “I’ll never say no to someone else cooking a meal around here. You’ve found my weakness.” 
 
    “Great! I’ll run to the store and get everything.” The more the idea settled with Dan, the more excited he got. “Anything I shouldn’t get?” He’d heard the horror stories of kids only eating one color of food and other weird ticks that sounded like a complete hassle. 
 
    “Nope. We always find ways to make it work,” she told him with a tired smile. “I’m going to start a load of laundry,” she said with a tired sigh, picking up a few stray items of clothing on her way to a room down the hall just off the kitchen. “Just come on in when you get back.” 
 
    Dan couldn’t remember the last time he’d done his own grocery shopping, usually leaving the job to his housekeeper or the private chef he sometimes used, but he was quick, getting only what he needed and rushing through the store so he could hurry back just in case Kayla changed her mind about him. He wanted to spend more time with Kayla as much as he wanted to spend time with his kids, a fact that confused the hell out of him. Dan refused to give it too much attention, focusing instead on everything he had to do, and with an audience no less. 
 
    Still when he returned from the store, Dan found Kayla in the kitchen. Cleaning. She looked at him over her shoulder, brows practically invisible behind her curtain of red hair. “You were offering to cook dinner just tonight or for the rest of the week?” She eyed his four bags with wide eyes. 
 
    “We’re doing a slider bar. Food is an excellent icebreaker. You get to find out what people like and don’t like, and I need all the help I can get.” He always preferred to meet new hires over lunch. It kept them off guard and allowed him to see who they really were in a more relaxed setting. And it was the best way to judge who had a future with his company and who would only benefit from his success before they moved on. 
 
    She stared at the items he pulled from the bag, one by one, with a blank expression. “That’s actually a good idea. Yell if you need help, I’ll be around here cleaning…or something.” 
 
    As he put away the food and marinated the meat, Dan let his thoughts wander to Kayla’s life. He never really stopped to think about it what life was like as a parent, never mind a single parent. The nonstop chores and tasks, she probably never had a day off from her life or anyone to share the burden of raising children alone. She didn’t seem to resent it but he made a mental note to set up some type of child support payment for all the years he missed. 
 
    There wasn’t much he could add to her life but he could relieve the financial burden. And he would. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    What was I thinking? It was at least the ninth time Kayla had asked herself that question since the kids came barreling through the door filled with excited energy that nearly exploded at the sight of Dan. They sat on either side of him at the dinner table, both vying for his attention and leaving their mother feeling a bit like chopped liver. Even if she had no right to feel that way. 
 
    Kayla shoved those emotions down deep because there was a part of her that was delighted that Dani and Tobin were being given this chance to get to know Dan. It helped that she had to be okay with all this because it was her new reality. At least for now, she thought as tension threaded through her at the thought that he might—and very well could—walk out on her precious babies. “Mom can I try the blue cheese? It smells stinky but Dan likes it!” Tobin, her sweet boy, was determined to do everything he considered ultra male, which tonight meant everything Dan did. I am totally okay with this. 
 
    “You should try a small piece first to see if you like it, before wasting a whole burger.” Not that Dan was worried about it, she was sure, because the man had bought more toppings than a Fuddruckers. 
 
    Dan. She had to give him credit for the way he had fallen right into the role of a dad, holding a bit of the stinky blue stuff on the edge of a spoon for Tobin to taste. Waiting patiently as the little boy danced with it before leaning forward to taste it. “Weird,” he twisted his face up in disgust. “But kinda good.” 
 
    “I wanna try too,” Dani insisted at her brother’s pronouncement. 
 
    “What about you, Kayla?” Dan held out the same spoon with an amused grin and she shook her head. 
 
    “No thanks. I know exactly how much I dislike blue cheese. You guys enjoy it and I’ll stick with my smoked cheddar.” She’d made all three of her sliders the same with a dollop of ketchup and mustard, a small round of smoked cheese and two pickle slices. It was her favorite and one less thing to stress over. “Thanks for that, by the way,” she told Dan with a genuine smile, but Kayla was not prepared for the heat that flamed her cheeks at his slow wink. 
 
    “Mom eats the same thing all the time,” Dani tattled. “Aunt Tilly says she needs to ex-ex, to grow her horizons.” 
 
    “Busted,” she admitted and bit into slider number two. “Your horizons are expansive enough for the whole family, little girl.” Dani would eat barbecue crickets if you set them in front of her, before forming an opinion. Some days Kayla wished she was as brave as her daughter. “I’ll expand my horizons when you eat your carrots without having to be told.” 
 
    The little girl huffed just as Kayla knew she would. “When I’m a grownup and can eat whatever I want, I’m never eating veggies.” 
 
    “Me too,” Tobin added around a mouthful of food while the adults laughed. 
 
    “Then you’d better be rich because you’re going to have all kinds of health problems and doctors are expensive.” She’d only recently finished paying off her own medical debt from having the twins. It had cost more than her education and it was worth every damn penny. All twenty million or so of them, at least that’s how it felt. 
 
    “I can be a doctor and fix myself,” Dani said with so much confidence Kayla couldn’t help but laugh. Dan was laughing along too, looking at Dani like she was the cleverest little girl alive. She was sure it was the same look she wore most of the time. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they frown on that.” Dan frowned, barely holding back a grin. 
 
    Dani sighed. “Maybe our dad is rich and he can help us.” She sounded so dejected Kayla felt her own heart seize in her chest at her daughter’s pain. 
 
    Pain you could stop, her conscience nagged. She could tell them the truth but now wasn’t a good time. And her hatred of vegetables was not a good enough reason to change Kayla’s mind. “Even if he is,” she began, avoiding Dan’s gaze, “don’t you want to just stay healthy? Trust me when I say that you don’t want to visit the dentist every month.” 
 
    Dani’s eyes widened in horror. The twins had just undergone their first cleaning a few months back and neither was looking forward to going back. Ever. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Think about it. Put some pickles and tomato on your burger. Or avocado, that’s a vegetable.” 
 
    “It’s yummy too, Dani!” Tobin held up a slice and shoved it into his happy, smiling mouth. 
 
    Kayla smiled. She could always count on her little peacemaker to keep things calm especially where his sister was concerned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    “It’s my turn to mix the batter,” Dani insisted, doing her best to push her brother away from the bowl of waffle batter without actually pushing him. 
 
    “No it’s not, you did it last weekend!” 
 
    “Did not! Aunt Tilly let me help make cornbread and that doesn’t count, right Mom?” Tobin looked up at her with such an earnest expression that Kayla couldn’t help but smile at those big, violet eyes. Cooking breakfast with the twins on Saturday mornings was a ritual, and an ordeal. 
 
    “He’s right, Dani. You set the table. Next Saturday you make the batter.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped, but she wasn’t a child who stayed down for long. “Can we have bacon too? Please?” Dani squeezed her palms together in a begging motion and jumped up and down. “Please, please please?” 
 
    Kayla tried to limit how much cured meats and other processed foods her kids ate but bacon did sound really good. “That depends. I was thinking we could go to the carnival today,” she began but was instantly cut off by two suddenly animated children screaming and talking over each other, bubbling with excited energy. 
 
    “I want cotton candy,” Dani proclaimed. 
 
    “I’m gonna eat a corndog and a fried candy bar,” Tobin decided. 
 
    Kayla shook her head, making a mental note to pick up some kiddie antacid and ginger ale because they would need it after a day at the carnival. “Then we’re agreed, no bacon for breakfast,” she said as she beat the eggs, having one of those rare moments where she feel like she’d conquered motherhood. 
 
    “Mom we have to go on the good rides this year,” Dani insisted, always the daredevil who jumped in first and hoped for the best. 
 
    “Aren’t all the rides good? I love the Tilt-A-Whirl!” It was just fast enough to give her rush but slow enough not to traumatize her. Or the children. 
 
    Dani let out a sound that was half groan and half whine, the sound a perfect mixture of six going on sixteen. “Mom, that’s a kid ride.” 
 
    “You’re a kid, little girl.” She stuck out her tongue and ruffled Dani’s hair, making her daughter laugh. “You like it, right Tobin?” 
 
    He bobbed his head up and down with a bright smile that never failed to squeeze her heart in a vise grip. “It’s fine, Mom, but we have to do a big kid ride too. Can we invite Dan,” he asked, at the same time Dani asked a question of her own. 
 
    “Are you and Danny Boy friends?” The question was asked in that innocent but inquisitive way that kids had, but still it threw Kayla off. 
 
    Kayla had no idea how to answer that. She and Dan were plenty of things, former one night lovers, potential co-parents and virtual strangers. What they weren’t now, or had never been, was friends. But that might have to change. If not friends, they would have to form some kind of civil working relationship. “Invite Dan if you want. Tilly too.” She knew the older woman wouldn’t accept the invitation because it was too much walking, but she sent a quick wish out into the universe that Tilly felt twenty years younger today and would act as a buffer because there was no way in hell Dan wouldn’t go. 
 
    “I’ll go since I’m done,” Dani offered, already walking towards the front door, making Kayla think she needed to be a bit more careful about letting them run down to Tilly’s. Especially now that she could end up with a custody battle on her hands. 
 
    “Not so fast little girl. Call first. It’s still early.” And there were no energetic little kids at Tilly’s house to wake everyone up at a completely unreasonable hour. Besides, Tilly could have a guest of her own. 
 
    With a huff of indignation, Dani climbed up on the chair and hit the speed dial number for Tilly. “I could just run over there,” she insisted even as the phone rang. “It would be quicker.” 
 
    Kayla tuned her daughter out, already more wound up than she should be over the thought of spending a full day with Dan. Not that she would ever deny him time with the kids, especially since they seemed to enjoy him just as much, but that didn’t mean she felt comfortable around him. Especially now. He’d used his time since college to create an empire, meanwhile she was still toiling away on the dream her parents had insisted was unattainable and had refused to pay for. It felt unfair, but a small part of her was proud that the boy she’d known as Danny had become the successful man she knew he would become. 
 
    Even if he is kind of an arrogant jerk. 
 
    Thanks to her precocious twins, the arrogant jerk walked so close to her through the carnival grounds their shoulders brushed. Constantly. People did double takes as they took in the similarities between Dan and the twins, but she hoped they had enough sense to keep their mouths shut in front of the children. Though, truth be told, her anxiety was because they looked too much like a family, were pretending to be a family and dammit, it felt really good.  
 
    Too good. 
 
    And it didn’t help that Dan was a natural with the kids. Goofy and fun-loving, but also informative, dropping bits of information into conversation designed to keep them interested rather than rowdy. Well, too rowdy, anyway. He braved every ride, even The Zipper and The Tornado, much to the kid’s squealing delight. Even now he guided them towards the line for the miniature train ride that he would, undoubtedly, have to fold himself up into a pretzel just to fit. 
 
    “You’re too big,” Tobin insisted with a laugh as he perched comfortably on a bench seat, watching Dan’s contortionist act. 
 
    “This isn’t how you ride small trains?” The question was asked innocently enough, only ruined by the wink thought it did draw laughter from both kids. Kayla couldn’t help covertly snapping a few shots with her phone before she got roped into the collective silliness. 
 
    “No, you have to get inside,” Dani giggled as she tugged on his hand with all her might and then resorted to trying to push him inside to make him fit. 
 
    “If we don’t ride it now, I won’t fit after we eat,” he told them, casting a glance at each child as he patted his belly and wiggled his eyebrows. 
 
    Those words were all it took to distract the kids from the train ride. “I want barbecue and fries,” Tobin insisted, even though Kayla knew he’d changed it after Dan practically salivated over the aroma. 
 
    “I want a sausage and a funnel cake.” Dani’s words were spoken with an air of authority, like she was the sole arbiter of quality festival food. 
 
    Three sets of eyes turned to Kayla in search of a final decision and she sighed, knowing when she was beat and this wasn’t a fight she wanted to have. “I’ll get the sausage and Dan can get the barbecue, with vegetables,” she insisted in her best mom voice, ignoring his teasing smile. “We’ll meet at the picnic tables to share. Family style.” In for a penny and all that, she said to herself as she grabbed Dani’s hand and tugged her along in the direction of the grill sausage kiosk, allowing Tobin to stay with Dan. His new favorite person in the world. 
 
    “Mom?” Dani held her hand, an uncharacteristic move lately and smiled up at her, still bearing more than a passing resemblance to the little girl she was. 
 
    “Yes, Dani.” Kayla knew that tone could mean a thousand different things and she learned long ago never to guess. Not aloud anyway. 
 
    “How come you don’t like Danny boy?” 
 
    And here I thought I’d done such a good job of hiding my discomfort. “I don’t dislike him, honey.” 
 
    “Then why do you act so weird?” Dani skipped in place as they settled in line at the Booker Brothers Sausage Co., tent. Two big bearded gingers with round bellies, Bobby and Ben Booker made sausage out of any and everything. 
 
    She didn’t want to make a habit of lying to her daughter but there was no way she could tell her the truth right now. If ever, she added silently. “You really want to know?” Her shiny black ponytail bobbed up and down wildly. “The truth is I went to college with Dan and I was a very different person back then, so it’s strange to be around him.” 
 
    “You weren’t a mom back then,” she said and rolled her eyes. “Aunt Tilly says young people should be wild. It makes old age more interesting.” 
 
    Against her will, Kayla laughed and made a mental note to remind Tilly that her kids were, well, kids. They picked up everything you said with no context and had a bad habit of repeating it at the most inopportune times. “You asked and that’s the answer. Sweet sausages?” 
 
    “No, cheesy ones!” 
 
    In the end, she got a little bit of everything offered in the B&B Sampler. “Add a basket of fries and lemon mustard slaw please, Ben.” 
 
    His grin spread wide and he bent over to high-five Dani. “How’s my second favorite twin?” 
 
    “Good. Can I help you make sausage yet?” She was entirely too fascinated with the business of making sausage, in her mother’s opinion. 
 
    Ben flicked a gaze at Kayla who discreetly shook her head. “I’ll let ya know, kid. Okay?” 
 
    “That means no.” Dani pouted and stomped her foot with a frown. “Why? I just want to see what goes in’em and how you make them into sausages.” She peeked out with one eye to check her audience and closed it quickly as her shoulders fell in disappointment. “That’s all.” 
 
    “One day soon,” Ben promised and scurried off to prepare their order. 
 
    “That wasn’t very nice, young lady.” Dani had a bad habit of putting adults on the spot, using her adorableness to make it hard to say no to her. 
 
    She sighed. “I know, but I bet it’s so cool!” Her little girl was so precocious, so eager to learn and try new things and Kayla tried her best not to stifle that instinct. 
 
    She promised herself she would reconsider but not until after she’d seen how the sausage was made for herself. “Thank you, Bobby.” The quieter of the two twins, Bobby’s hair was a little more vibrant. As were his freckles. 
 
    His weathered skin pinkened. “Always forget you’re used to tellin’ twins apart. I added napkins and forks in this bag. It’s nice to see you with a fella, Kayla.” 
 
    “Oh it’s not…he’s not my…never mind. Thanks.” Looping the plastic bag around her wrist, she held the covered dishes while Dani skipped along beside her. 
 
    She swore she heard Danni sing, “Weird,” under her breath as she skipped and smiled. 
 
    She’s not wrong.  
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    This has to be a dream. Dan had that thought at least one hundred times as either Dani or Tobin hung off one arm as they walked around the festival grounds. Definitely a dream. If someone had asked him even six months ago, if he would enjoy spending an entire day at a small town carnival, he would have given a loud and forceful, “Hell no.” But inexplicably, he had a really good time. 
 
    Tobin was inquisitive and had a mild case of hero worship going on, but he listened and absorbed every word that fell from Dan’s lips. And Dani, well she was bossy and opinionated, and smart with these flashes of sweet that made him want to stick around to see it again and again. She was shaping up to be a heartbreaker and that already had him worried.  
 
    They were great, both of them. Entertaining. Engaging. The more time he spent with them, the more the idea of being around more started to seem like a good idea. Good, but stupid. 
 
    He had a business to run, an empire to grow. He couldn’t think of changing his life around in such a big way. Not now. Not when he was so close to having everything he ever wanted. And that was what he needed to focus on, the goals he could achieve rather than the pipe dreams he couldn’t control. And there was the fact that they still didn’t know he was who he was. 
 
    “Did you know that when hippos get mad they have red sweat?” 
 
    Dan blinked to clear his mind as Tobin tugged on his hand. “I did not know that. Why is it red?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s something to protect their skin, I think.” Dan watched him, lips twitching as he put napkins in four spots along with the wet towels that came with the barbecue dishes. When he was finished, he took the seat across from Dan and rested his chin in the palm of his hand. 
 
    Dani skipped up to the table with even more napkins and plastic cutlery, not to mention a beaming smile as she turned to her brother. “Mr. Ben is gonna let me make sausage!” 
 
    “I said we’ll see,” Kayla said with firm affection. “Take a seat so we can all eat.” Before she could sit, Tobin grabbed his sister’s hand and yanked her down into the seat beside him. “Everyone has to take a vegetable.” 
 
    Dan smiled. “Everyone?” 
 
    Kayla nodded and gifted him a soft feminine smile. “You’re never too old to eat your veggies. Don’t you want to grow up to be big and strong?” 
 
    Dan swallowed and sent her a heated look that he hoped let her know exactly how big and strong he was. But Tobin interrupted the moment, and Dan kept the sigh to himself. “He’s already big and strong, Mom.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dan tossed out simply because he could. And because he loved the way she blushed prettily at his kidding. “I’m already big and strong.” To further prove his point, Dan flexed his biceps, a move that sent both kids into a fit of laughter. 
 
    She glared at Dan, but he caught the twinkle of amusement in her blue eyes as she picked up an ear of corn and dropped it on his plate. “Eat your veggies, Dan.” 
 
    The sound of Dani and Tobin laughing caused something warm and content to bloom inside of him, and Dan joined in, laughing like they were one big happy family. He’d felt that way all day, and an hour later when they each held a sleeping kid as they made their way back to his car, Dan knew he’d gotten a glimpse of what he’d been missing all these years. He’d never been able to name or define it and there hadn’t been time to explore it while he built his business. He hadn’t been all that interested in figuring it out once his panic attacks hard started but today, it had all just clicked into place. And Dan just knew. 
 
    “Thank you for today Kayla. I had a really fun time.” He flashed a smile at her and then started the car, waiting for a long line of cars exiting before he could even shift out of park. “They are…amazing.” 
 
    She huffed out a laugh. “I think the word you’re looking for is exhausting.”  
 
    “That too, but I don’t remember kids being so much like a real person. They have personalities and interests, and they’re so curious.” He couldn’t believe they asked him so many questions, but he never got sick of them, especially when he had such an attentive audience. “You’ve done a great job. Is that okay to say?” Dan didn’t want to offend her, but he was impressed as hell by the kids. My kids. 
 
    She shrugged and turned a full watt smile on him. “I don’t know about a great job, but it’s nice to hear. So, thank you.” 
 
    He meant it, but it was clear the compliment made her uncomfortable for some reason. If he’d done all that she had on his own, Dan knew he’d strut around like he was the big man on campus. He’d feel even more accomplished than he already felt, yet she downplayed her hard work. He thought about all she’d likely been through since learning she was pregnant and the more it all sank in, the more impressed he was by her strength. Her courage. Her ability to push forward no matter how hard it got. “Okay, how do we do this?” 
 
    “I’ll take Tobin since he’s lighter and open the door. You get Dani and just follow the sounds.” 
 
    Dan didn’t know what that meant but he did as instructed, climbing the stairs until he heard sounds of a struggle. Kayla already had Tobin’s shoes and pants off, but she struggled with his shirt since he was talking animatedly. Taking Dani to the unoccupied bed, he slowly undressed the little girl, keeping a close eye on Kayla as he mimicked her moves. “Do kids wear pajamas?” 
 
    She laughed quietly, going to the blue and red dressers and pulling out two pairs of the tiniest pajamas Dan had ever seen and tossed a pair his way. “They’re just like us, only smaller.” 
 
    “I don’t sleep in pajamas.” 
 
    She froze but just for a half a second before one dark brow arched at him. “Well when you have roommates that’s not an option.” He felt properly chastened by her tone. 
 
    But Dan wouldn’t let anything ruin his good mood. “You mean you’ve never wanted to live on the edge? Not even a little?” 
 
    She laughed. “The edge? The entire town would know by noon that I sleep in my birthday suit with the way these two love to talk.” She motioned to the half asleep kids with affection and love in her eyes. 
 
    An image of her, laid out on his bed, smiling and giggling while his fingertips brushed against her skin, popped into his mind’s eye. It was his most cherished memory, her smiling affectionately with the flash of desire twinkling in her gaze. “Maybe you’ll start a trend.” 
 
    A light laugh escaped as she bent and kissed Tobin and then Dani, stopping at the door and waiting for him. Dan awkwardly kissed each child before joining her at the door. “You survived.” 
 
    “Thanks to you, I did. They have a lot of energy. A lot. I’m surprised you’re not run ragged.” 
 
    She laughed and Dan followed her down to the living room where she began picking up discarded clothes and toys. “Oh please, that’s called make up and persistence.” 
 
    Dan disagreed. She was more beautiful now than she had been as a girl with a perfectly made up face and all that youthful bravado. “Are kids that age usually so smart?” He didn’t know if he’d fallen under their spell, now thinking they were the smartest, funniest, most spectacular kids on the planet. Or was it an objective thing, they were just really great? 
 
    Kayla laughed again as she picked up a sock with three Easter eggs inside it and tossed the sock in a nearby laundry basket and the eggs in the toy bin. Impressive. “While I understand your hesitation, I am completely biased when it comes to those two. They are the cleverest little kids that ever lived. Funny and creative, bossy and loud. Just incredible.” 
 
    “You sound like Tilly.” She’d always spoken of him like that and now Dan knew, she’d given him the type of maternal love he’d craved. All this time he’d been worried about what he hadn’t gotten from the mother who birthed him when Tilly had given him everything he needed. 
 
    “Us moms all sound alike when we talk about our babies.” She gave him a look he couldn’t figure out, and when a smile bloomed, Dan felt his unease grow. “She’s actually told me quite a bit about you, Danny Boy. I never would have pegged you for a troublemaker.” 
 
    “I was mischievous, at best.” He’d mostly done experiments that required a major town-wide clean up, repairs, both or long weekends working to payback some damaged property or other. He’d been curious and precocious. And the slightest bit reckless. 
 
    “I’ve heard the stories, Trouble.” She laughed and shook her head, and if Dan wasn’t mistaken there was a hint of affection burning in her blue depths. 
 
    He grinned and puffed out his chest just a little, inching closer to that smile and that intoxicating flowery scent. “I think I like you thinking of me as a bad boy.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you have a trail of broken hearts behind you by now.” 
 
    “One of these days we can talk war stories over dinner.” Dan smiled at the fact that he could still surprise her. “But I should get back to check on Tilly.” He didn’t want to leave because it finally felt like they were making progress, but he had other responsibilities. 
 
    “Hang on one sec!” Kayla disappeared into the kitchen and he followed. “I picked these up for Tilly. The woman has a weird thing for jelly and preserves. I get it for her wherever I go but I never see her eating it.”  
 
    He threw his head back and let out a loud, barking laugh. “So you’re the one I have to thank or maybe blame for all the jelly and preserves lining my shelves?” 
 
    Understanding flashed in her eyes. “Makes sense now.” Her blue eyes glittered up at him with a look of longing, he thought but maybe it was just nostalgia. Then a moment later the look changed, darkened as the air thickened around them. “Dan,” she whispered, nibbling her lip. 
 
    That’s all it took before his mouth crashed down on hers, tongue slicking across the seam of her full mouth until she opened for him. Dan’s fingers sifted through her hair before his palms cradled her face delicately even as his mouth moved hungrily against hers. She tasted of cotton candy, chocolate and that dark beer she’d finally given in to drinking at the festival. Dan thought maybe he should stop, maybe kissing the mother of his children might complicate an already complicated situation, but she tasted too good to stop, like apple pie and Saturday nights. And he felt like, well he felt like he’d been thrown back in time to that night in his dorm room, and given a second chance. Maybe. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    At some point Dan pulled back because the need to breathe overwhelmed him, and Dan thought he might just take her right there on the kitchen floor. “Well,” Kayla’s nervous laughter broke the silence. “That was a damn fine thank you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t…I mean it’s not a, ah, hell Kayla. That mouth just…,” he raked a hand through his hair and blew out a breath before diving in for another fiery kiss that made his blood boil. “It wasn’t gratitude. It was desire” he grumbled and stole another kiss at her silent shock. “Goodnight, Kayla.” Dan walked away with a satisfied smile that would make it hard—very hard—to sleep alone tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Another VC firm, another disappointment. At least Kayla assumed it would be another disappointment, if she ever heard from them again. The meeting had gone well enough but it was clear they were looking into more cutting-edge fashion options because all they wanted to talk about was 3-D printed clothing that changed colors and nano-fabrics. She had nothing like that in her portfolio which meant she stood next to no chance at securing funding from them. That had become clear about fifteen minutes into her pitch, but Kayla was a professional so she answered their questions as thoroughly as she could and she’d done it with a smile. Kayla thanked them for their time before she packed up her junk and got the hell out of dodge. Still, I’m hopeful, she reminded herself before she went out of her mind overthinking it. Kayla had to be hopeful because if she didn’t have that, then what did she have? 
 
    The drive back to Plentiful from the Chicago Loop would take forever, at least the first hour usually did. But when there was an accident—like now—it could take twice as long, which was more than enough time to play and replay that damn kiss with Dan. That incredibly hot, panty melting, bone destroying kiss. She’d thought about it too many times to count because it was the hottest thing to happen to her in way too long. Nothing good can come from thinking about this, she told herself as she slogged through congested city traffic until it—slowly—became suburban traffic. No matter how hot or erotic the kiss was, or how her whole body had caught flame, nothing good could come from this level of scrutiny.  
 
    Co-parents and nothing more, Kayla reminded herself. It was important they kept their relationship clearly defined so the twins didn’t get confused. They already loved him and it remained to be seen if Dan would stick around beyond the next few weeks. If he did stick around, they would have to remain cordial and civil for the rest of their lives, which meant all they could be was platonic. Co-parents and nothing else. 
 
    When fifteen minutes passed and traffic hadn’t moved but a few feet, Kayla knew she needed to make a few calls. Another fifteen minutes like this and she’d be at least an hour late to meet the kids when they got off the school bus. She called Davide first but of course he didn’t answer, probably because he was busy sketching with his headphones on and the music blaring. Either that or he somehow knew she needed him but didn’t want to risk missing his date tonight. “I can’t call Tilly,” she told herself at least a dozen times. Tilly was getting up in age and didn’t need to watch the twins for more than a couple hours. Today Kayla needed more help and she didn’t have the time or the money to get it. 
 
    She sucked in a breath and stared at herself in the rearview mirror, ignoring the lines of exhaustion around her blue eyes, the dull sheen to her coppery red locks. The signs of aging were everywhere, making her feel at least a decade older than what her driver’s license indicated. I’m just procrastinating. She knew it but Kayla couldn’t help herself, she delayed until she had no choice but to pick up the phone and dial the newest entry. “I need a favor.” 
 
    The deep voice on the other end of the line immediately erupted in laughter. “Hello Kayla. I’m fine, thanks for asking. How are you?” Okay so maybe she did sound a bit like a dictator and on any other day she might have been charmed by him. Today was not that day. 
 
    “Dan, I need you to meet Dani and Tobin when they get off the bus. Tilly has a spare key if you want to stay at my house with them. Give them a snack but otherwise you don’t need to do anything.” Kayla sucked in several deep breaths, realizing she was rambling. Nervously. Breathe, she reminded herself and took another look in the mirror. “Dan?” 
 
    “Okay,” he said easily, shocking her. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah Kayla, okay.” 
 
    Okay good. That’s good. She could relax a little knowing there would be an adult to meet Dani and Tobin. “Very good. Thank you. There’s a list on the board near the fridge with all the important stuff you need to know. You have my number if you need anything. Anything.” 
 
    Dan was quiet for a moment. “I don’t want to interrupt.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to interrupt Dan, especially when it comes to my kids.” One of Kayla’s proudest accomplishments was that she’d been able to carve out a career for herself without neglecting her babies. “Don’t be nervous. You got this.” She hoped so anyway, but she remembered what it was like to come home from the hospital, alone with the twins, no back up plan. No support. No clue what the hell she was doing. 
 
    “I’ll call if I have any questions but I’m sure Dani will tell me what I need to know.” 
 
    Kayla smirked at the truth of that statement. “See, you already know her so well.” She sobered at the realization of what was happening. She was trusting Dan to look after her kids—his kids—without any other adult supervision. “Thank you, Dan.” 
 
    “You, ah, don’t have to thank me Kayla.” She could hear the discomfort in his voice and imagined him wearing an awkward smile as he raked one hand through his wake up perfect hair. 
 
    “Well I am thanking you. Talk to you later Dan.” She ended the call determined to shake off any soft feelings she had about the father of her children and cranked up the stereo. Kayla smiled because the only good thing about the congested traffic was that she could listen to actual songs on the radio and not kiddie pop. She could grip the steering wheel tight and belt out her favorite songs, musical therapy she called it because it happened so infrequently. She rarely had an hour to herself, never mind more than one without her twins.  
 
    Closer to Plentiful there were just a handful of half decent stations and sometimes if you were lucky, the college radio signal could burn pretty strong but otherwise it was talk radio or country music. Neither of which were her jam. So Kayla bopped and shoulder- shimmied and danced to the different beats the deejay introduced one after the other, so much that Kayla barely noticed that she’d gone about five whole miles in the past forty minutes. “Even I could run faster than this,” she grumbled when the music went to a commercial break and she struggled to reach the bottle of water that had somehow fallen onto the floor and rolled under the passenger seat. “Dang it!” 
 
    Another song had just started, one of her favorites to belt out when she was alone in the shower or better yet, in the car with the air conditioning cranked up to max. Then the phone rang. Kayla groaned at the unfamiliar number from the familiar area code and hesitated before she tapped the answer button. “Hello?” She gritted her teeth, hoping it wasn’t a sales call since she didn’t have the patience at the moment, and really hoping it wasn’t another call. 
 
    “Kay?” The voice was soft and familiar, but more vulnerable than she remembered. 
 
    “Kiley?” She hadn’t seen or heard from her twin sister since her parents kicked her out at five months pregnant and disowned her, which only made her curiosity burn bright at the reason for the sudden out of the blue call. “Are Mom and Dad all right?” It was the only thing that made sense and immediately her mind raced with all the ways she would have to rearrange her life to care for a sick parent. Should I be planning anything? Would they even want my help? Probably not since they’d so kindly suggested she go far, far away so as not to embarrass them. Or perfect little Kiley, the good sister. 
 
    “They’re fine,” she finally answered, voice stilted and odd. Mostly cold, too. From what Kayla remembered it was an  odd tone, but Kayla reminded herself it had been a long damn time and she no longer knew her twin. “But.” 
 
    Hate that damn word, she said to herself and gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white, suddenly grateful traffic was at a near standstill. “But, what? Why did you call Kara?” 
 
    “I need…,” she let the rest of the sentence go unspoken and Kayla wondered how that question or request would end. “Can I, um, come and see you?” 
 
    Hell no. It was on the tip of her tongue but then it happened, the thing she hadn’t felt in so long she feared it was gone forever. That strange tingling sensation that skittered over her skin and felt a little like nausea and longing in her chest and her stomach. “Sure Kiley. When?” A few weeks to get used to the idea and another few to plan, and then maybe Kayla would be ready to see her sister again. 
 
    “Soon,” she said, a small sniffle escaping before she could pull the phone away, at least Kayla thought so. “I can’t say when exactly because I need to clear up a few things first. Are you still in that town, Plentiful?” 
 
    If Kayla was surprised her sister knew where she was, she didn’t let it show. “Have been for years.” 
 
    “Right. Thanks. I’ll see you soon.” The call ended just like that, leaving Kayla with an acute sense of whiplash and an even bigger case of what in the hell was that? She hadn’t heard from her sister in ages and now she wanted to visit.  
 
    It didn’t make sense. 
 
    Something was wrong, she could feel as if that feeling had never abandoned her but Kayla couldn’t bring herself to worry about the twin who had so easily abandoned her because those thoughts inevitably led to the parent’s who’d done the same with such ease it was heartbreaking. And maddening. And that only led to thoughts of the man who’d kissed her just to get his kicks. 
 
    That used to be me.  
 
    The thought brought a smile to her face, or maybe it was the suddenly moving traffic that had lightened right along with her spirits. Whatever it was, Kayla had learned not to question any brief moments of happiness or contentment or amusement, and she was amused thinking how much things had changed. How she and Dan had traded places since that night back in college. 
 
    And on the heels of that thought came another as she sailed passed a broken down muscle car that had finally been moved to the shoulder of thee highway.  
 
    Maybe I ought to stop at that big sex shop off the expressway. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    This can’t be happening. That was one thought playing on a loop in Dan’s mind as his heart raced, hands trembled and he found it hard to suck down oxygen. Even though Dan refused to name it because naming it would give it a power he couldn’t afford to concede to, he knew exactly what it was. The reason I’m down here in the first damn place. He hadn’t put forth much effort in figuring out the cause of his panic attacks because Dan was sure they were stress related. His job was stressful, that was the nature of the beast and since he had no plans to change things up anytime soon, what was the point in addressing them? 
 
    And why the hell am I panicking now? It was a good damn question, especially since he wasn’t stressed. At least he didn’t feel stressed. Dani and Tobin were easy to look after and care for. Hell, they were so self sufficient he was basically a chaperone. Maybe even downgraded to a supervisor. 
 
    His breaths came in short, sharp spurts and the tiny guest bathroom felt like it was closing in on him as his heart beat a tattoo trying to break free of his chest. No. Not now. He’d only had about a dozen episodes over the past few months but his doctor and his shrink had insisted that was too many for such a short span of time. They’d forced this break on him, well as much as anyone could force anything on him, because they assumed that work was the problem when Dan was convinced it might be the perfect solution. 
 
    Slow deep breaths. In and out. Slow deep breaths. Dan repeated the words over and over until his heart rate slowed to something resembling normal, but the sound of the blood rushing through his veins and his ears couldn’t be quieted. Wouldn’t. Dan’s hand gripped the edge of the sink as he sucked in a deep breath for seven seconds and released it for another seven. Over and over he let out the long breaths until he felt better. 
 
    It wasn’t working. 
 
    Dammit it wasn’t working. 
 
    “What’s wrong Dan?” The small voice startled him but Dan refused to show it, clenching his teeth to avoid any semblance of fear. He looked down with what he hoped was a smile. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong kid, just feeling a little tired.” It wasn’t a lie. The attacks had just one benefit, they exhausted him to the point that all Dan could do was lie down and close his eyes for a few minutes, maybe a few hours, of blessed sleep. “What’s up?” 
 
    Tobin shrugged and stepped inside the bathroom, placing his little hands on top of Dan’s bigger one on the vanity and looking up at him with trusting eyes. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    Great, now he thinks his dad is a headcase. Dad. Just thinking that in his current state was enough to take his legs out from under him, and Dan dropped down on the toilet. The little kids with shockingly familiar eyes—both of them—were counting on him. “I’m fine, Tobin. Just having a hard time right now but I’ll be good in a minute. Go keep an eye on your sister.” 
 
    His lips twitched into a sardonic smile. “She’s fine. Dani’s drawing in front of the TV.” His gaze turned from Dan’s face to the mirror where the little boy held his gaze, serious and sober. “I can help.” 
 
    Dan’s surprised must have shown on his face because Tobin lifted a shoulder and diverted his gaze, suddenly finding his shoes very interesting. “Yeah?” 
 
    He nodded, still unable to look up and his words came out barely above a whisper. “Sometimes it happens to me too.” 
 
    Ah, hell. That was the last thing he expected to hear but when his son waved him down, Dan slid off the toilet and dropped down on his haunches so they were eye to eye. “They do?” He wondered what gave the boy anxiety and made a note to ask Kayla about it. 
 
    Tobin nodded, violet eyes earnest as he cupped Dan’s face in his tiny hands that were smudged with chalk or maybe it was marker. “You’re fine Dan,” he said in an even toned, soothing voice. “It’s just a little freak out and we all need to freak out once in a while.” He repeated the words over and over, surprisingly making Dan feel calmer with every round. 
 
    He opened his eyes to find Tobin wearing a satisfied smile, which he’d damn well earned because those soft, soothing words, had worked. “Thanks kid. You’re pretty handy to have around.” 
 
    His lips curved into a proud smile and his little chest puffed out adorably. “Really? Thanks, Dan!” He flung his little body at Dan, who was powerless to do anything but catch him and hold his tiny frame close so close the racing thump of his little heart beat against Dan’s chest until his breathing had returned to normal. “You will be okay, Dan.” 
 
    Something warm and unfamiliar bloomed in his chest and he held Tobin tight before releasing him to stand. “You know what, Tobin? I think you’re right. Let’s see if we can rustle up a snack, I’m suddenly hungry again.” 
 
    Tobin beamed a wide smile up at Dan at those words, grabbed his hand and tugged him out of the bathroom and down the hall to the kitchen, yelling at his sister as they passed. “Dani, we gotta help Dan make a snack!” 
 
    Dani ran into the kitchen wearing an adorable frown that looked exactly like her mother as her gaze swept the empty, clean kitchen. “Where’s Mom? It’s hoagie day!” She pouted adorably and shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans. 
 
    “She’s stuck in traffic and asked me to feed you guys and make sure you don’t burn down the house.” Both kids laughed at that as they scurried around the kitchen, collecting all the ingredients for their hoagie sandwiches. 
 
    Dan watched the twins work, a tiny unit who knew how to function as one. They were a team, running around grabbing bread and meat and vegetables, only consulting him when something was too high or required tools they couldn’t use. Like knives. “Okay, who wants what?” He flashed a bright smile at both kids, watching them climb the stools so they could watch as he assembled the hoagies. 
 
    It was all very domestic. Very homey. 
 
    Almost like they were a family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    “Mama!” 
 
    Kayla startled at the sound of her daughter’s voice, lost in thought while she chopped vegetables for dinner. Even though she wasn’t a spectacular cook, prepping ingredients for dinner always helped Kayla sort out her thoughts. Tonight though, it hadn’t helped her figure out how to proceed with her career so she welcomed Dani’s interruption. “What’s up, honey?” 
 
    “Where is Dan?” 
 
    Her shoulders fell at the question she had been expecting yet somehow still made a knot of dread form in her gut. She hadn’t seen Dan in a couple days and when she’d gotten home from that hellish traffic situation, he’d been quiet before begging off for the rest of the night.  
 
    Then he’d made excuses for the past few days. 
 
    Including today. “He’s not feeling well, I guess, so he won’t be coming for dinner tonight, guys.” She hated disappointing them but there was no way around it because she refused to hunt Dan down like she really wanted to. Again. This is exactly what I was afraid of. It was why she hadn’t rushed into telling the kids that Dan was their father, because she wasn’t sure of his commitment level. Now she was afraid they’d reached his emotional limit and he was starting to pull back. 
 
    “Should we bring him soup, Mama?” Tobin, my little sweetheart. He stood beside her, looking up at her with eyes so close to his father’s that it made her breath catch in her throat. “Should we?” 
 
    “It’s a migraine sweetheart so soup won’t help.” Her little boy had the biggest heart of anyone she knew but she couldn’t let Dan break his heart. 
 
    “It won’t hurt him though, right?”  
 
    Her lips quirked up into a smile. He was a clever little thing too. “No, it won’t. Let me worry about getting us fed and then we can figure something out for Dan, okay?”  
 
    “Okay Mama.” He smiled and climbed up on his tiptoes in an effort to see the contents on top of the counter. “Need some help?” 
 
    “Sure. Go around and climb up. You can be the official carrot peeler.” 
 
    Tobin’s lips pulled into an even bigger smile as he turned and ran around the counter, where he froze and then retraced his steps. “Gotta wash my hands first.” 
 
    Progress. “That’s right.” It was the small moments like this one, she always thought, that made the difficulties of single parenthood worth it. So worth it.  
 
    He climbed up on the chair and rested on his knees, elbows on the counter while his hands cradled his adorable little face. “What are we havin’, Mama?” 
 
    “Vegetables and couscous.” It wasn’t the most inspired meal but it was nutritious and it would taste good. She hoped. 
 
    “What’s couscous?” 
 
    “It’s a grain, kind of like rice except it’s a crushed grain from Africa, I think.” Kayla liked couscous even better than rice because it took five minutes to cook and two more to flavor. Couscous never failed in a pinch and there was a pinch at least once a week. 
 
    “Okay.” Tobin got busy peeling two large carrots carefully, tongue poking out of one corner of his mouth, brows furrowed in concentration. “Do you think Dan is mad at me?” 
 
    Kayla blinked, clenching her jaw to avoid frowning at the question before Tobin picked up on anything. “No, why would he be mad at you?” Neither Dan or Dani had said anything about any problems the other day but Kayla thought maybe she’d been remiss in not asking Tobin. 
 
    He sighed and focused on the last of the carrot before he spoke. “’Cause he had an attack like me the other day. Maybe he’s mad I saw him like that?” 
 
    She sucked in a breath so sharp it choked her. Dan had a panic attack? He hadn’t said a word to her about it, then again was it really her concern? “When did it happen?” She could just about guess, but Kayla wanted to hear it for herself first. 
 
    Tobin shrugged and set down the peeler, holding up the carrots to be examined. “I found him in the bathroom and I helped him the way you always help me.” 
 
    Kayla gave a satisfactory nod at the excellently peeled potatoes, pinching her lips together tightly so she wouldn’t laugh at the image in her head of Tobin holding Dan’s face in his hands. “Good job, Tobin. As always. And I’m sure Dan appreciated your help, but maybe he’s embarrassed. Remember how embarrassed you were the first time it happened at school?” Her little boy had been so humiliated he’d insisted they move to Mars and she’d considered it, just to take away his pain. 
 
    “He’s too cool to get embarrassed, Mama.” 
 
    She laughed at his mature, worldly tone. “You think so?” 
 
    He thought about it for a second, lips twisting adorably while the gears turned in his head. “Maybe. Can you ask him if I made him mad and if he says yes, tell him I’m sorry? Please, Mama?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said because no other answer would soothe him or get him to drop the subject. “Want to scrub a potato for me?” 
 
    His eyes lit with the promise of playing in dirt, even if it was on a supermarket potato but the doorbell captured his attention first. “I’ll get it!” Tobin was off the stool and running before she could remind him that he was too young to answer the doo without supervision. 
 
    “Don’t open that door, young man!” Like the good son he was, Tobin stopped with his hand on the doorknob, a low groan coming from his throat. 
 
    “It’s Tilly, Mama. I can see her.” He smiled and waved through the window beside the door and Kayla knew she was overreacting. 
 
    “Well go on and open it up, then.” Tilly stood there wearing a big smile and a long flowing turquoise dress with giant flowers around the hem. It was such a Tilly outfit and Kayla realized she’d missed the older woman. They hadn’t touched based in a few days, and Kayla made a mental note to keep her relationship with Tilly separate from Dan. “Tilly, so good to see you. Come on in.” 
 
    “I made too many French fries and Dan’s already in bed for the night. Hope that’s all right,” she said even though she had already made her way to the kitchen and pulled out a large plate to dump them on. “Poor boy has another one of those migraines that get so bad that sleep’s the only thing that’ll help.” Tilly shook her head but Kayla spotted the lines of worry that said it was more than just a migraine. 
 
    She wondered if he was sick. “Is he all right?” 
 
    “Tilly!” Dani ran into the kitchen and wrapped her arms around her honorary aunt, lingering for just a moment. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hey beautiful. How’s it going?” 
 
    “I’m making a feel better card for Danny Boy. Can I have a fry?” 
 
    Tilly nodded but Kayla spoke up. “With dinner, sure. Tilly’s staying, aren’t you?” It would be nice to catch up with her without Dan’s presence adding tension and expectation to the room. 
 
    “I suppose I am. Thanks for the invite.”  
 
    Kayla gave her a look that said, really and the older woman laughed. “You’re family, you don’t need an invite to join us.” Dani watched curiously and soon Tobin was by her side. 
 
    “All finished Mama!” 
 
    “Thank you for your help. Now go into the living room and I’ll call you when dinner is ready.” She shooed them off, ignoring their protests and sad eyed looks. Kayla went back to the counter and though she was silent, Tilly’s gaze on her spoke volumes. 
 
    “Dan’s fine so you don’t need to worry about that, Kayla. He gets migraines sometimes when he’s stressed, and now with the panic attacks I guess he’s got reason enough to stress.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” She was. Tilly was a special woman and she loved Dan to pieces, this news had to have her worried. “Is that why he’s down here?” 
 
    Tilly rolled her eyes. “No. He’s down here to check on me. I might have started acting a little erratically to get him down here once I heard about his little problems.” The pleased smile on her face answered Kayla’s question before she’d even asked it. Tilly had schemed to get Dan to take care of himself. 
 
    “You, my friend, are sneaky as hell.” 
 
    Tilly threw her head back and laughed. “Thank you. It’s nice to be appreciated for one’s skills.” 
 
    That surprised another laugh out of Kayla and she shook her head at Tilly’s ability to laugh at herself and at life. “I admire your ability to turn anything into a compliment, Tilly.” 
 
    Her grin spread and she raised both arms in the air, bracelets creating a symphony of song as she waved her hands around. “Just because someone else thinks it’s a bad thing doesn’t mean that I have to, or that I do.” 
 
    The wisdom that comes from living. “I never thought of it like that.” 
 
    “Of course not, you think I was this way at your age? Oh please, I still thought it was all about being a pretty thing to look at and I was a very pretty thing but it didn’t attract the most interesting men.” She gave a wistful smile and lifted delicate shoulders before dropping them with a dramatic sigh. “You know who you are Kayla, don’t ever let anyone else convince of anything else.” 
 
    Kayla thought about Tilly’s words all throughout dinner. She’d let too much of her self worth today be defined by who she was in college and the actions she’d made afterward. A few years and that’s just who she was, a girl who was good and kind if a little free with her body. I made the choice to do it and I never expected anything more than a good time. That much was true, so why did she look back on that time with such self-loathing? Hatred? Because I’m an idiot, that’s why. She’d met a lot of good guys and a few not so good ones, but they were good and other than that last night, no one had ever made her feel bad about wanting to get laid. It was time she shook it off and she would. 
 
    In time. 
 
    After dinner she and Tilly had a glass of spiked lemonade while the kids finished their cards for Dan. Kayla was relaxed and not even thinking about her never ending list of things that needed to be done. “Thank you for what you said earlier, Tilly. It helped. A lot.” Barely an hour had passed and she already felt lighter. Happier. Free. 
 
    “Good, I’m glad. You’re a good girl and I want you to be open to life’s possibilities.” 
 
    Kayla smelled a matchmaker but she was impervious to that with Dan so she wasn’t worried. “I want that too.” 
 
    The doorbell rang and Tilly’s brows arched in surprise. “Expecting a tall dark and handsome man with a voice like Barry White?” 
 
    Kayla laughed and pushed off the sofa. “Barry White? You need to update your references if we’re gonna turn you into a proper cougar, Tilly.” 
 
    She let out another one of those loud, full-bodied laughs that were absolutely contagious. “Cougar? I think I’m more like a wolf or a bobcat, maybe. Something slightly older than a cougar.” 
 
    Whatever words Kayla would say next died on her lips at the sight of the person standing on her doorstep. “Kiley? What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “I told you I was coming. Did you forget?” 
 
    Kayla crossed her arms and stared at the face so similar to hers yet so different and resisted the urge to slam the door in her face. Kiley hadn’t changed all that much over the years, at least not from the outside. “I didn’t forget but you didn’t say when you’d be here. And I didn’t think you were actually coming.” They hadn’t spoken in years and hadn’t been close in even longer than that so Kayla had no reason to expect her sister to show up on her doorstep. Especially since she hadn’t heard a word from her since that random daytime phone call. 
 
    “Well I’m here now. Can I come in?” She wore that same exasperated expression, and her tone dripped with condescension as if she wasn’t the one asking for a favor. 
 
    It was on the tip of Kayla’s mouth to say no, to tell her one and only sister—her twin sister—to turn around and go someplace else, anyplace else because she couldn’t come in. Not into Kayla’s home. Her refuge from the storm. Instead she stepped back with a nod and waved Kiley into the house. “I suppose you can.” 
 
    “You don’t have to sound so happy about it.” 
 
    “Why should I be happy about any of this? Because now that you need something you’ve finally decided I can be part of your life? Just get inside and we’ll figure the rest out.” She shooed her sister inside, reluctantly grabbing one of the bags and pointedly setting it down right beside the door. 
 
    “I deserve that Kay, and I’m sorry.” She looked sorry but then again Kayla didn’t know her sister all that well anymore, maybe she was a practiced liar, someone who told lies with relative ease. Maybe she was more like their parents than Kayla ever let herself truly believe. How would she know, anyway? It’s not like she’d ever been the best judge of character. 
 
    “Sure. Why don’t you tell me what’s so bad that my house is the only place you could run?” It wasn’t a judgment, no matter what it sounded like from the outside. Kayla knew Kiley wouldn’t be here if there was any other choice. She was, literally, the last choice. On Earth. 
 
    Kiley slid a pointed look down to her slightly rounded belly before her worried blue gaze met Kayla’s inquisitive one. On second thought, Kayla realized that Kiley was different than she remembered but in small ways. Her hair seemed to be even redder than usual, a proper ginger with hair so red it was almost orange, which only made her pale skin and big blue eyes look more pronounced. Kayla used to envy the way Kiley was so strong and capable but gave off this air of vulnerability that made men flock to her. She’d envied that when they were younger, now it just seemed exhausting, the same thing she thought about the young woman she used to be. 
 
    Guess we’re not so different, after all. 
 
    Kiley let out a long, frustrated sigh as though even thinking about her predicament was too much. “Same old story I guess. I was seeing a guy, at work,” she flashed a knowing grin and rolled her eyes. “Cliché I know but the life of a resident is crazy busy and I don’t have time to meet anyone but doctors, nurses and med techs. Anyway, I thought we were getting serious since we’d been seeing each other for a little over a year and then the stick turned pink and he got angry. Really angry, more so than I’ve ever seen him.” She shook her head as though reliving the painful moment of rejection. “Said his wife would kill him if this happened again. Again, Kay. Can you fucking believe that?” 
 
    I guess being a bad judge of character is also genetic. It was a completely uncharitable thought and Kayla knew that, but she felt justified. Somewhat. It really was a strange twist of irony considering how everything had gone done with her family when she was pregnant. But Kayla was older now, and wiser, and she refused to be bitter. Or giddy. Only supportive.  “What do you plan to do?” 
 
    Kiley froze and glared at her. “That’s all you have to say to me? I’m pouring my heart out and you want to know what I plan to do? What I plan to do? How in the hell should I know?” One shaky hand scraped through her hair and Kiley had a crazed look in her eyes. 
 
    Kayla stepped in close to her sister before she looked over her shoulder to make sure her little spies were still distracted by Tilly and art work. “You need to figure it out because that baby is coming whether you’re ready or not. Whether or not you figure out why you fell for such a jerk and if he should be involved. You need to have a plan. Trust me, a plan will make you feel better.” 
 
    Kiley’s bony shoulders fell and her blunt cut bangs brushed her eyelashes. “I guess if anyone knows, it’s you.” 
 
    Kayla glared but she didn’t bother to comment. Not at first. “Yeah, it is because I had no plan and no support system. At all.” Without another word Kayla turned away from her sister and marched into the living room, feeling a ball of dread slide down her throat before it took up residence deep in her gut. “Kids, we have a visitor.” Two sets of identical eyes stared at her with expectant gazes while Tilly’s was more curious. 
 
    “Is it Dan? Is he better?” Dani and Tobin were both on their feet, jumping up and down in anticipation of seeing the favorite new adult. 
 
    “No, it’s not Dan. It’s my sister, Kiley. Your aunt.” 
 
    “The one who sends the kids gifts without a personal card? Can’t wait to meet this paragon of good behavior,” Tilly muttered and sank back into the sofa as she crossed her legs. 
 
    “Be nice, Tilly. Come on in here Kiley.” 
 
    She stepped forward and the kids stared at her for a long minute, their little minds adjusting to someone having the same face as their mom. “Hey kids. You guys have gotten so big.” 
 
    “That’s what kids do,” Tobin said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Why are you here?” Dani’s little face was twisted in confusion but Kayla didn’t miss the hint of protectiveness in her daughter’s voice and she felt her heart squeeze. 
 
    Kiley was taken aback and Kayla had to suppress a laugh. Tobin might be the inquisitive one, but Dani was the protective one. “I, um, thought it would be nice to come for a visit.” 
 
    “You never visited before,” Dani insisted, arms folded with a distrustful expression on her face. 
 
    “All right kids, that’s enough. Kiley is here now and she’ll be here for a little while. There will be plenty of time to interrogate her. Later.” She gave them her best mom stare and then her smile softened. “Finish up your cards and then we’ll do a story before bed, okay?” 
 
    “Yes!” Dani did a little shake and shimmy move she’d learned from Davide and went back to her art work. 
 
    “How about I tell you a story tonight so your mom and aunt can catch up?” Tobin was on that idea like it was the best he’d ever heard, turning big violet eyes up to her, his voice pleading. 
 
    “Can Aunt Tilly tell us a story tonight, Mama? Please?” He stuck out his bottom lip just enough and she was a goner. “Please,” he added for good measure. 
 
    “As long you really don’t mind?” 
 
    Tilly waved her off. “Oh please, honey. I love sharing my stories with a captive audience and these little buggers don’t forget a thing.” She winked and pulled Tobin in, smiling when his little arms wrapped around her neck. Kayla loved that feeling more than anything in the world. 
 
    “Thanks, Tilly. And thank you for the fries.” 
 
    “Thanks for dinner and the company.” They shared another smile filled with affection and gratitude, neither of them putting a voice to the connection, the bond they shared, but both women knew it was there. Cherished it. 
 
    Kayla led her sister into the kitchen, pushing down the negative thoughts that threatened to overwhelm her. I can do this, be an adult. A supportive sibling even if she doesn’t deserve it. “Hungry? Thirsty?” 
 
    “I have to pee like crazy.” If Kiley hadn’t looked so mortified by the admission Kayla might have thought her sister had changed beyond her physical appearance, but she was still as worried about appearances as she ever was. 
 
    Kayla gave her directions to the downstairs bathroom and took advantage of the moment alone to collect her thoughts. To formulate a plan. Kiley, her sister and sometimes nemesis was here in her house. Probably for the foreseeable future, too. And she was pregnant. Knocked up by a married man. Karma you are a bad bitch, she thought with a wicked smile she kicked to the curb before her sister came back from the bathroom. 
 
    “Look I know this isn’t ideal and I’m sorry to intrude like this, but you know I wouldn’t have bothered you if-,” 
 
    “If you had someplace else to go? Don’t worry Kiley I am well aware I was your last choice. I’ll get you settled in the guest room once Tilly and the kids have headed upstairs or else they’ll never get to sleep.” 
 
    She nodded, rubbing a circle into the table with her index finger. “I have a job interview tomorrow at the hospital here in town. It just opened and it has an amazing trauma center. If I get the job I won’t be here longer than two months. I swear.” 
 
    Already so eager to leave again. Kayla should be used to it, at the very least she shouldn’t let it get to her anymore, and she hated herself that it still got to her. Was disgusted that she still longed for a relationship with her twin, even knowing how impossible that was. “What did Mom and Dad have to say?” 
 
    Kiley shrugged and rolled her eyes, tucking a few strands of hair behind her ear, proof of how upset she actually was by her current situation because the twin she remembered would never put on such a subconscious display of weakness. “Angry as hell, of course. They wanted me to terminate so it wouldn’t ‘divert my career trajectory’.” She shook her head in disbelief. “So cold and unfeeling, I couldn’t believe it.” 
 
    “Now that I find hard to believe.” They’d had no problem turning her away after she refused to terminate her pregnancy. That was the only help they’d been willing to give, the cost of a doctor’s visit and nothing more. 
 
    Kiley realized her mistake immediately and her cheeks pinkened. “I’m sorry, Kayla. We didn’t treat you right and I have no excuse except that I wanted to believe every bad thing they said because I was sick with jealousy. And I was scared it would happen to me. Ironic, right?” 
 
    Kayla ignored all that and shook her head, focused on one part of that statement. “Why the hell were you jealous of me?” She barked out a laugh at her sister’s ridiculous words. “You were always smart as hell Kiley. Straight A’s and you’re a doctor.” She’d been the golden twin, the one that could do no wrong. The one who fit their parent’s image of the perfect daughter. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe so but you were smart too, effortlessly so and beautiful and bubbly. People just always wanted to be around you and it killed me.” 
 
    Those were the last words Kayla expected to hear from her sister’s lips. Jealousy was a dangerous thing. “It never occurred to me that you were jealous. You were the good twin, the smart one who could do no wrong.” It was a role she’d relished, using it against Kayla whenever she could. 
 
    “That’s where you have it wrong. I had to study and to work so damn hard to be that smart. To do better than you, while you partied and went to dances and still graduated near the top of the class.” 
 
    Five spots lower than you. This was ridiculous. “You never had a reason to be jealous of me, I always wanted us to be friends.” But Kiley hadn’t been interested, she’d been more concerned with creating an enemy and siding with their parents to make sure Kayla knew exactly how much of a disappointment she was and would always bee. She shook her head, sending those thoughts flying right out of her mind. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore. You’re here and you need help.” For her it was just that simple. Both Tilly and Davide had done the same for her and they were her family now. 
 
    “That’s it? I’m forgiven just like that?” 
 
    Kayla laughed and shook her head, feeling that things might just work out. “Forgiven? No. You can stay here and I won’t make you feel like shit for not doing the same for me. Take as long as you need to get on your feet. It’ll take longer than you realize to adjust to being a working mother.” She had too many other balls up in the air and Kayla knew that a simmering, festering hate for her sister would only get in the way of other more important things she had to do. Like get my own career off the ground. 
 
    Like figure out what was happening between her and Dan. 
 
    Like figure out how to tell the kids he was their father. 
 
    Like figuring out if she could trust Dan with her children. And if she would ever get used to calling them his children too. 
 
    Our children, she corrected herself for the first time, smiling and proud at the thought she might have experienced some personal growth no matter how tiny. Kayla was always on the lookout for progress but she didn’t think she’d ever experienced it before. 
 
    “So that’s it, we can’t be sisters anymore?” Kiley looked hurt, maybe even offended and Kayla just didn’t understand. It’s like her sister was trying to rewrite history. 
 
    “Were we ever, Kiley? We’re just two people with the same face and the same birthday. If you’re serious about being sisters or friends, be serious about it. You don’t have to do it in order to stay here so if you don’t mean it, don’t say it.” 
 
    “Mama it’s time to say goodnight!” Tobin never failed to pull a smile from Kayla no matter how bad her day was. 
 
    She grinned and stood. “I’m coming honey, just enjoying a nice anchovy sandwich first!” She waited a beat and then came the expected gagging and barfing noises. 
 
    “Brush your teeth first please!” She laughed again and noticed the odd expression on Kiley’s face. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “You guys are all okay. Better than okay, you’re a team.” 
 
    She did have a team. A tribe, as she’d explained to Tobin. “We are. We take care of each other and for a while, that means we’re taking care of you too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    After days of stumbling around in a hazy fog of pain and fear, Dan was finally on the mend. He woke up feeling refreshed, energized and ready to take on the world now that his mind was clear and focused. If he was being honest, Dan also felt a little hollow. Three days without the constant questions and hugs and smiles from the kids was…a lot. He’d missed them more than he thought possible considering they had no idea of their actual connection to him. The past few days had felt quiet—too quiet—without the boisterous noise of dinner, homework, chores and bedtime. He missed Dani’s smart mouth and Tobin’s sweet nature. 
 
    He even missed Kayla. 
 
    Kayla who probably hated his guts right now. Kayla had called him at least a dozen times, pleading and begging with him to call her and let her know what was going on. Then she’d gotten angry. Really angry, if the last two messages were anything to go by. Selfish and unfeeling, she’d called him. Him. With a straight face. 
 
    He’d stewed about it all morning as he went through his daily routine that consisted of a shower, shave, emails and then breakfast. Dan was a firm believer that getting an early start made the day more productive and now that he felt better, it was time to get back to it. Nothing, not even a few panic attacks and migraines, would keep him from building his empire. Expanding it. By the time he’d finished replying to emails, listening in on team and department meetings at the office and inhaling a bagel with cream cheese, Dan was ready for the work day to be over. 
 
    Which was a surprise in and of itself. 
 
    “Anything else I need to know?” His assistant Mika was the most efficient person Dan knew. She didn’t let things like emotions and personal business get in the way of running his desk, his calendar and his life. He trusted her, more than anyone else, to keep his business running while he was away. Forced to deal with personal business. 
 
    “It’s not related to work but you wanted to know about Ms. Tomlin’s efforts to secure funding.” Most people would’ve thought that pause one of judgment, but Dan knew Mika was just giving him a chance to toss out more orders. “BVC is interested in her designs. Very interested. Seems like they’re putting together an enticing offer.” 
 
    Shit. That wasn’t the news he wanted hear and Dan couldn’t even say why. He’d already passed on funding her new line and therefore had no say on who she went with. Or where. “Binary Venture is located in Toronto, why the hell would they fund a startup like this from so far away?” 
 
    “Don’t know, maybe the see the promise in her ideas. That’s just a guess though.” Dan couldn’t help but smile at what passed for sarcasm with his assistant. “Is there a reason other than sex that you care so much?” 
 
    “Yes but I’m not ready to talk about it. Yet.” 
 
    There was a long pause and then a sigh. “All right. I’ll keep you apprised of any changes where Ms. Tomlin is concerned. Are you relaxing? Doing your breathing exercises? Have you found a therapist yet?” 
 
    Dan groaned. “Mika, please.” 
 
    “As much as I love telling all these people what to do, your job is not my dream job. You need to come back.” Mika never complained so Dan knew she meant what she said. 
 
    “I’m…working on it. I promise.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” she groaned and then the line went dead. 
 
    Instead of dwelling on Mika’s words or Kayla’s anger, Dan focused on his next task. Lunch. To that end, he found Tilly with her head stuck in the fridge, backside wiggling in an orange and turquoise dress that could probably help airplanes land. “Anything interesting in there or are you battling hot flashes again?” 
 
    Tilly turned with a sly smile over her shoulder and arched a brow. “Bite your tongue. I’m decades too young for hot flashes and you damn well know it, boy.” She aimed a long pink nail at him and shook her finger. 
 
    “Far too young,” he agreed. “Which is why it’s so alarming to see you using the fridge as air conditioning.” 
 
    Tilly stepped back with a raucous laugh that shook her whole body, most especially the copper bracelets dangling from one slender arm. “It is cooler in there than out here, but I was hoping something would reach out and grab me for lunch.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Dan reached out and wrapped an arm around his aunt’s slender shoulder and pulled her close. “I was wondering if you’d let me take you out to lunch and now I know the answer is yes.” He smacked a kiss to her cheek, making her laugh. 
 
    “You buying?” 
 
    “Of course. Like I’d pass up a chance to buy a beautiful woman a meal.” 
 
    Aunt Tilly blushed prettily and patted his cheek before she took a step back and spun with a flourish. “You’re such a charmer, it’s a miracle you’re still single. Especially with that handsome face of yours and all that cash.” She frowned. “We’ll talk about why that is over lunch.” 
 
    Dan barely suppressed a groan and led Tilly out of the house and to his bright red sports car. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s such a nice day, why don’t we walk?” He worried about her overexerting herself, but Dan trusted—mostly trusted—Tilly to make the best decision for her health. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    With a huff, she glared at him. “That’s how things work down here. We don’t drive when we can get someplace with our legs. Unless your city legs can’t handle a few blocks in the sun?” He heard the challenge in her voice and just like when he was a boy, Dan couldn’t resist her challenges. 
 
    “As long as you can, I can.” He let her hook her arm through his and they walked the three blocks to the center of Plentiful where many of the shops and restaurants were located, along with the post office, police station and city hall, all occupying one big white building at the end of the block. “This place is just how I remember it.” 
 
    Tilly laughed and laid her head on Dan’s shoulder. “It’s all a bit more modern now but pretty much the same. There are more restaurants and shopping options, but it’s still the Plentiful I know and love.” She fluffed her hair as an older man with a shock of silver hair and blue eyes strolled over to them, a lightweight gray suit that nearly swamped his lithe frame. “Mayor Knapp, nice to see you.” 
 
    The older man blushed and took Tilly’s hand. “It’s always lovely to see you Tilly. You always make the prettiest picture.” 
 
    Oh god, I’m gonna be sick. Dan stood quietly watching the old folks flirt and trying like hell not to seem uncomfortable. “Thank you, Charlie. You say the sweetest things. You remember my nephew Dan?” 
 
    “Nice to see you again, Mayor.” Dan barely remembered the man but there was one thing he did remember. “You have a twin at the bank.” 
 
    He laughed, eyes never leaving Tilly. “Yep, Jack owns the bank but everyone knows I’m the better looking twin.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” Tilly cooed quietly and Dan had reached his capacity. 
 
    Charlie flashed her a pleased smile and stood up a little taller, showing off broad shoulders that were still just a little bit intimidating. “You always did have excellent taste Tilly.” He turned to Dan. “Are you considering a move to Plentiful or are you just visiting?” 
 
    “Just visiting,” he answered quickly because Plentiful wasn’t his home. It was his respite, his place to regroup so he could return to the office stronger than ever. “In fact, we were just headed to lunch. Care to join us?” 
 
    Mayor Knapp shook his head. “Can’t. Meeting my boys for lunch since its so rare the schedules line up like this. Where are you two headed?” 
 
    Dan looked to Tilly with a shrug. “I was thinking Rafa’s? We could eat some tapas and drink sangria in the middle of the day.” 
 
    Tilly’s smile was bright enough to light up the whole town and Dan knew he’d made the right decision. “That sounds exactly like my kind of siesta.” 
 
    Dan walked behind Tilly and Charlie, ignoring the flirting and the way their fingers brushed together intentionally, wondering if it really was as easy as the older pair made it seem. Dan didn’t know what he wanted but he was starting to suspect it had something to do with Kayla. And the kids. As much as he didn’t want to think about that, watching the flirting fifty year olds made it nearly impossible. It was even more so when they were seated alone at Rafa’s and Tilly began her interrogation. 
 
    “So, are you planning on becoming a permanent part of the twins’ lives?” 
 
    He blew out a long breath and scraped a hand over his face. “You don’t start easy, do you Tilly?” 
 
    Her chuckle was low and deep, utterly amused. “No point in beating around the bush, especially where family is concerned.” 
 
    She was right and Dan needed someone to talk to, who better than his wise aunt? “I want to be there, Tilly. They’re so great, so smart and precocious, so inquisitive and they have so much energy. But I don’t see how I can have a permanent role in their lives, not when my company and my life is in the city.” It always came back to that and Dan worried it always would. 
 
    “Hmph,” she said slowly, drawing the word out until it was about eight syllables long. “I don’t think you have much of a life in that city of yours. No friends have come to see you or check on you after all that went on. The only person who checks in is your assistant Mika.” Tilly shook her head, disappointment radiating off her until Dan’s head dropped. “Know what I think? I think you want to believe your life is in the city so you don’t have to make the hard choice.” 
 
    The hard choice. “It’s not just one choice, Tilly. It would be a series of life altering choices.” He’d have to move his whole life, his whole company along with hundreds of employees, all for kids who didn’t know he was their father. “And none of them are easy.” And his worst fear was that they wouldn’t care. 
 
    She smiled. “That’s the beauty of being a man, isn’t it? You can delay those tough choices until you’re ready to make it, but a pregnant young woman has no choice to but make the choice now. Before time runs out.” Tilly closed the menu with a loud smack and sighed. “Just another privilege of being a man.” 
 
    Dan groaned and rolled his eyes. “I see you still haven’t gotten any gentler at giving out advice.” 
 
    Tilly stared and then tossed her head back with a loud laugh that drew the stares of the other diners, but of course Tilly didn’t notice. “Sometimes a man doesn’t need gentle. He needs the unvarnished truth, son. And the truth is that you’ve had it easy all these years while Kayla has struggled. Hard. Now you’re here and you want to be a fun friend or uncle, make them love you all so you can leave them. Sounds pretty damn easy to me.” 
 
    That was thing, none of it was easy. None of it. As they dug into the tapas and drunk too much sangria, Dan couldn’t help but think of Tilly’s words. The thought of Kayla struggling on her own to take care of his kids made his gut turn sour. He’d transferred money to her and he planned to do more and do it regularly, but the thing he couldn’t do was make up for the time she’d lost. The career she could’ve had. “Shit.” 
 
    Tilly smiled and pushed the last piece of grilled octopus towards Dan. “All I want you to do, Dan, is think long and hard about what you’re going to do. I have a feeling that if you decide to walk away now, that’ll be it. Forever.” 
 
    Forever. That word hit him like a ton of bricks. Could he really do that, spend the next fifty years of his life knowing Dani and Tobin were out there growing and learning, living and loving, and that he was no part of it? The answer came swiftly. Hell no, I can’t do that. Which meant he had plenty of things to think about. “Thanks Tilly.” 
 
    She stood and patted his cheek. “I just want you to be happy, my boy. I have a feeling that Kayla and the kids might be exactly what you need.” Her smile brightened as she smoothed down the sides of her dress. “Now I have to get to my knitting circle-,” 
 
    “Drinking club,” Dan corrected because she’d been going to this circle for as long as he’d been alive and had a grand total of two blankets created. 
 
    “Knitting circle,” she said a little bit louder and gave him a pointed look. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Call me when you’re done. The last thing we need is you stumbling around town in a haze of schnapps.” 
 
    Tilly laughed and ruffled his hair before she made her way to the door. “You do have a way with words Dan. See you later!” And then she was gone, leaving Dan with the huge bombs she’d dropped on him. 
 
    His mind was too full to work so Dan paid the bill and made his way back to Tilly’s to pick up his car. Unlike city driving, here he could get in his car and drive, letting the Porsche stretch her legs on the highway with no congestion or accidents clogging up the road. It was exactly what he needed after being cooped up in the house for days, barely leaving his bedroom other than for a few traumatic trips to the bathroom. 
 
    There was a bright gleaming office building that sat on the border between Plentiful and Mustang Prairie and before Dan knew what he was doing, he’d taken the exit to inquire about the For Sale/Rent sign out front. He hadn’t made any decisions yet but before he could do that, he needed options. 
 
    Choices. 
 
    By the time he finished speaking with the realtor, the bones of a plan had begun to form. A plan that might allow him to watch Dani and Tobin grow up, to see if they would inherit more of his Beck features or would they become miniature versions of their mother? 
 
    A smile touched his lips at thoughts of Kayla and Dan picked up the phone, smiling when he got her voicemail because she couldn’t say no. “I’m bringing stuff for dinner. See you soon.” Now that a few decisions had been officially put on his to do lost, Dan felt lighter. 
 
    The band around his chest relaxed.  
 
    Just a little. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Once Dan had a plan of action, very little could stop his forward momentum and something as simple as dinner with Kayla and the kids had now become just as important as any business deal. Maybe bigger. That was a thought that terrified him as much as it appealed to him. Part of today’s plan of action was the supermarket, which he’d learned to avoid during daytime hours but this was an emergency. 
 
    And a mistake. 
 
    “You’re Tilly’s boy.” An older woman with a shock of red hair stopped in front of Dan, sizing him up with a steady nod of her head. He recognized it as approval. “I’d know those eyes anywhere.” 
 
    Dan was immediately on alert. It had taken him seconds to figure it out and this busybody was looking for something juicy. “I am and I need to get going. It was nice talking to you,” he told her and grabbed a cart, pushing it in the opposite direction so fast he thought a patrol car might appear out of thin air to ticket him. By the time he reached the produce section, Dan was breathing hard and looking over his shoulder. Like a fugitive. It was his own damn fault for entering through the exit. 
 
    “She’s nosy as hell but she’s mostly harmless.” 
 
    Dan startled at the deep, amused voice behind him. He turned with a glare. “You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” The man shrugged wide shoulders but he wore an unapologetic smile and carried himself with an air of authority. “I thought you saw me.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I was…running.” 
 
    “From an old lady,” he finished for Dan. “Chris Knapp.” 
 
    He blinked. “The Mayor’s kid?” How small is this town? 
 
    “One of them. The police officer. Chris.” He held out his hand and Dan took it, respecting his firm grip and capable handshake. 
 
    “Nice to meet you Chris. I’m Dan. Tilly’s nephew in case you haven’t heard.” 
 
    He laughed but his gaze was even more assessing than the old woman’s had been. “I know and I heard. How is Tilly?” 
 
    “Crazy. A handful. Rebellious.” Dan shrugged. 
 
    “So exactly the same as she’s always been?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Dan agreed and shook his head with a rueful smile. He hoped he was as lively as his aunt when he was her age. Life hadn’t beaten her down or tired her out, even now she grabbed it by the balls and enjoyed every single day. 
 
    Can I say the same? No. No he could not. 
 
    “Having a party?” 
 
    “No, just uh, picking up a few things for dinner.” Dan really didn’t want to get into his relationship with Kayla—whatever it was—and he certainly didn’t want to explain his connection to Tobin and Dani. To anyone. Not yet. 
 
    “Right. Well it was nice to meet you Dan. Stay out of trouble.” 
 
    Dan gave the man an odd look and shrugged. “I work at it everyday officer.” 
 
    “Good to know.” And then the broad shouldered man with the boyish face was gone. 
 
    And it was time for Dan to get the hell out of the supermarket before he was accosted by another twin or worse, a triplet. That pair at the ice cream shop had creeped him out. Big time. He made quick work of his shopping list and hurried to Kayla’s house, using the key she’d accidentally left with him to go inside. “Hey Kayla, it’s me and I come bearing gifts. Well not necessarily gifts but food. Lots and lots of food,” he called out as he set the bags down in the kitchen and looked down. “Maybe I did go a little bit overboard but since that migraine knocked me on my ass…oh. You’re not Kayla.” She had Kayla’s face only it was a little more worn, less sun kissed and her hair was cut short and blunt. Functional. “You must be Kiley. The doctor.” 
 
    When the woman arched her auburn brows she looked exactly like Kayla, yet not one of his loins stirred. He had no reaction, well none aside from the anger he had at himself for leaving Kayla to handle it all on her own. “So she has talked about me?” She was so surprised and so sure the answer was no, Dan wished he could wipe that smug look off her face. 
 
    “Only to explain that she had a twin sister and as such, twins run in the family.” He had the impression they weren’t very close now or back then, which only made him wonder what in the hell she was doing inside Kayla’s house. 
 
    Kiley took a few steps into the kitchen and stared at him, taking slow, deliberate steps around him until she’d taken in every detail from his desperately in need of a cut curly black hair to his signature dimples and impossible to forget violet eyes. “Holy shit. You’re him. The father.” Kiley leaned in even closer to take in even the minutest of details. “The kid she thought was too impressive to track down so he could own up to his responsibilities.” She smiled and shook her head, her tone and expression flippant. “So tell me, what makes you so special?” 
 
    She must have him mistaken for someone else because there were many words Kayla would use to describe him but special was not one of them. “I never claimed to be special. I was a nerd most of my life and I put it to good use to make money so I could have a better life.” It was the same tired spiel he always gave and with every passing day it felt less and less true. “I wish she would have found me.” 
 
    “Then you wouldn’t be quite so impressive, now would you?” Her words had bite to them but as he looked closer, Dan realized there was no malice. No judgment. 
 
    “Maybe not. Or maybe I would have found a different way to make it all work in my favor.” He’d thought of nothing else since he found out about the kids, all the different paths he could have taken. A slower path that would have allowed for more human connection while he built. 
 
    Kiley snorted and rubbed her slightly rounded belly. “All. What a lie that turned out to be.” 
 
    Dan quirked a black brow at the woman he felt oddly comfortable with. “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Nope.” She stepped back and walked around him to the bags on the counter. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll just be in here. Out of your way,” he said to let her know she didn’t need to stay to watch him or keep him company. 
 
    “You’re comfortable here,” she noted, arms crossed with that same studious look he was beginning to think was her default setting. 
 
    “I’ve been here a bit recently. Kayla’s been nice enough to let me get to know the kids, but we haven’t told them. Yet. So don’t say a word.” 
 
    “My lips are sealed but I’d bet good money that one or both of them have figured it out already. Those kids are scary smart,” she said with a sad smile. “Just like Kay.” 
 
    Dan frowned. That didn’t sound like the words of an estranged sister. He made a note to talk to Kayla about it. Later. Over tequila. “They are great, aren’t they?” 
 
    “So great! Kay’s done such an amazing job with them.” Kiley looked almost wistful, like maybe she regretted their strained relationship. 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” Dan spun around to find Kayla standing in the doorway that separated the living room from the kitchen, one hand on her hip and the other holding a canvas bag full of groceries. 
 
    “I left a message about dinner. Didn’t you get it?” He hoped tonight wasn’t a bad night because he’d been excited all day to spend time with the kids. To spend a few more hours staring at Kayla. Laughing with her. 
 
    Making her laugh. Yeah, nothing was better than being the reason for that deep, husky laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    His message. Kayla snorted. She’d gotten the message all right, and she’d ignored it the same way he had no problem ignoring the kids for almost a week. “I must have missed the part where you asked if you could come make dinner here. At my house.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Kiley said from her spot at the kitchen table. 
 
    “You’re upset.” He said it like it was an explanation and that just pissed her off. 
 
    “No, I’m not upset Dan. I’m furious. Tobin asked me if you were mad at him. Mad, Dan. At him!” She raked a hand through her hair, which she wore loose and wavy today. Touchable. Sexy because she needed to feel something other than angry and rejected. She cast a quick glance back at her sister before leaning in closer to Dan. “He thinks you’re upset with him because he saw you having a panic attack.” 
 
    Dan is surprised Tobin had said a word about it. “He told you that?” 
 
    “Of course he did,” she spat out the words and crossed her arms the minute she sat her own bag beside his. “He’s my son and he tells me everything. You can’t just disappear Dan. We talked about this.” 
 
    Dan nodded, looking guilty as hell and if not for the forward slump of his shoulders, Kayla would’ve said more. A lot more. “I know and the truth is that I really did have a migraine for the past three days. I barely made it out of bed to do anything other than go to the bathroom. It hasn’t happened for so long,” he said and let his gaze dart around the kitchen, anywhere but at her. He’s embarrassed, she realized and it immediately endeared him to her. Which she hated. “I spent all night last night and this morning catching up with work and I…well I missed all of you so I brought dinner. Tacos.” 
 
    Tobin’s favorite. 
 
    “You know, panic attacks are nothing to be afraid of,” Kiley offered with expertise. “It is a physiological response but the problem is in here,” she tapped one finger to the side of her head. “I can recommend some exercises if you want.” 
 
    “He’s fine, Kiley. But thanks,” she rushed to add and she didn’t know why she was worried about her sister’s feelings, which only pissed her off even more. “I’m glad you’re feeling better Dan but you have to call. Let them hear that you’re sick, it’s better than thinking the worst. Especially for Tobin.” She didn’t know how to make him understand how sensitive Tobin was and how he took things much too personally. But she would find a way. 
 
    If he sticks around.  
 
    “I got mahi mahi for you. And tequila and strawberries.” 
 
    Oh he thinks he’s so irresistible, she sneered to herself. “Thank you but that doesn’t change anything Dan.” 
 
    “I know,” his shoulders fell in resignation and Kayla felt a little better knowing that Dan knew how much he screwed up. “What can I do?” 
 
    Kayla stared at him, taking her time making up her mind. She could continue to be the hard ass mama bear, protecting her precious little cubs. Or I could be a grownup. That meant reaching out to Dan and showing him the man Dani and Tobin needed him to be, even if getting closer to him and knowing his problems made it harder to keep a certain amount of distance between them. “We need to have a talk.” They were long overdue for one in fact. 
 
    Dan blinked, looking confused and a bit thrown off balance. “Okay. How about after dinner?” 
 
    Kayla smiled. “Now’s great. Kiley can hold down things until we get back, can’t you?” Her tone, she knew, brooked no argument and though Kayla was feeling charitable, she wasn’t feeling that charitable. 
 
    “Uh, sure. What do I have to do?” She eyed the food like it might come to life and bite her and Kayla shook her head in disbelief that she was the useless twin. 
 
    “Nothing,” Dan assured her. “I’ll take care of it when we get back. Maybe, uh, take a load off?” 
 
    “Thanks,” she deadpanned and sent Kayla a ‘can you believe this guy’ look. 
 
    She grabbed her watering can and stepped into the backyard. Might as well water her plants and flowers while they acted like mature adults. “So, panic attacks?” So much time had passed that Kayla began to wonder if Dan was even there and she looked up and found him standing there with pink cheeks and a sheepish expression on his face. 
 
    “Now I see where they get that whole ‘dive right into the hard stuff’ thing they have going on.” He was nervous, she realized, and it only made him more charming. 
 
    “It’s less intimidating once its out there in the open. At least I find that to be the case.” Saying she was pregnant had lost the ability to make her cry after about the three hundredth time. 
 
    He nodded and started to speak while Kayla went back to watering her garden and plucking out a few wayward weeds. “They started about six months ago, but if I’m being honest they started more than a year ago and I don’t know the cause. The shrink thinks its stress and basically ordered me to stop working for the next few months.” 
 
    She felt for him, she really did, but she had two kids to worry about who were already used to having him around. “And then?” 
 
    He shrugged. “No damn idea. I just had one a few days ago so clearly it’s not stress, or not just stress.” Dan’s violet eyes were wide and wild, and Kayla could just about feel the worry coursing through his veins. 
 
    “Maybe it is. Were you feeling overwhelmed by watching the twins? I wouldn’t blame you, they require a lot of energy if you’re not used to them. Even if you are, to be honest.” Her smile was weak but sympathetic 
 
    He smirked and took the empty watering can from her, walking to the hose to refill it. “I wasn’t. I was just sitting there watching them color and talk and it started, the sound of blood rushing in my ears, my racing heart and blurred vision. It came out of nowhere.” 
 
    Kayla accepted the can with a smile and went to the plant section that was her personal favorite. It was thick and green and lush, and her own personal haven when she needed a moment or ten of peace. “Maybe it wasn’t watching the kids in that moment Dan. Have you fully processed the whole being a dad thing? Missing out on so many years? Them not knowing?” 
 
    His hands began to flex into fists and then his fingers stretched straight out like they were trying to run right off his arms. Several times his fists bunched and flexed. Bunched and flexed. His nostrils flared and she didn’t think it was the sun responsible for turning his pale skin an angry shade of red. “Are you trying to piss me off?” 
 
    “No,” she crossed her arms and glared at him. Dan wasn’t the first man who thought a deep voice could intimidate her, but just like the others, he would learn. Quickly. “But if that’s your reaction then I guess I have my answer. You need to deal with your crap, Dan. If not for your own peace of mind then for Dani and Tobin.” If he refused to do that, she’d be forced to take action. 
 
    “Stop it!” His chest heaved as he sucked oxygen into his lungs, eyes wild and angry. Very angry. “Stop telling me what to do. How to act. How to feel. This is all new to me, dammit, and I didn’t have years to get used to it.” 
 
    “And I’m not holding that against you, am I?” 
 
    He sucked in an outraged breath and if he’d been anyone else, Kayla might have given up a step or two in the name of self protection. “I didn’t know,” he insisted, a tired refrain that was quickly becoming like one of those pop song earwigs on the radio. 
 
    “And you didn’t work too hard to find out, did you? You do have a basic understanding of how sex and babies work, right?” Kayla knew she played a role in hurting him but she hadn’t been alone that night. “You seem to think it was easy for me and it wasn’t, but I can’t change the past so let’s move past it or move on.” 
 
    He glared. “Move on? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means just that, move on Dan. If you plan to be around, and that’s still a big if as far as I’m concerned, then you need to deal with your issues. What if you have a panic attack on the expressway with the kids in the backseat and they run off to get help?” 
 
    “Stop.”  
 
    “What if you’re in a mall and feel the walls closing in on you so you don’t notice someone taking off with one of my babies, Dan?” 
 
    “Dammit, Kayla! I said stop.” His hands shook and his breathing was shallow. 
 
    Her first aid experience kicked in instantly, making Kayla feel proud and grateful she’d kept it up for the sake of the kids. “Look at me, Dan. Look at me,” she said again, a little more firmly the second time. And the third. “That’s it, now follow my breathing.” She sucked in a long slow breath and held it for a few seconds before she released it with a smile. “Again.” 
 
    “Sor-,” 
 
    Kayla gripped his face to make sure his eyes never left her face. “Quiet. No apology necessary just listen.” She kept her breathing slow and even until Dan’s breaths matched her own. “See, you’re all good. Back to normal.” 
 
    He snorted. “Nothing about this is normal, Kayla.” 
 
    “Maybe not but I live in a world where you have to roll with the punches and try to manage with a black eye and bruised ribs.” 
 
    “Colorful,” he responded, his voice thick with sarcasm and amusement. “But maybe you have a point.” 
 
    “I do. Talk to your therapist if you’re still seeing one and deal with how you feel about all of this. It’s the only way forward.” Kayla snorted and rolled her eyes. “Now you’ve done it, made me start speaking like a damn self-help book.” 
 
    That pulled a reluctant laugh out of Dan and the sound was rich and masculine, slightly rusty like he was still getting used to the act of laughing. “Thank you Kayla. For everything.” He was in her space, making her heart thunder like a storm was raging in her chest. “For doing such a great job with almost no help and for allowing me to get to know them.” 
 
    “They already adore you Dan and it has nothing to do with me. I just need to be sure you plan to have a role in their lives before we…tell them.” Kayla was terrified of telling them because she had no clue how they would react. Would Tobin close in on himself for days, maybe weeks until he sorted out his feelings? Would Dani act out in anger and get in trouble at school? It was all too risky but she was low on family, which meant her kids were too. I owe them a bigger circle, she thought as she finished the last of the flowers and set the can beside the hose. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Kayla nodded, the eager look on his face too much for her to bear. She ducked inside the house and hid out in her room until she heard the school bus turn onto their block.  
 
    Then she went out to greet the twins. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Taco night wasn’t supposed to be tense. That was a rule, it had to be. And if it wasn’t, Dan thought it sure as hell should be, especially with the way Kayla was staring daggers at him when she thought no one was looking. Luckily for him, Tobin and Dani were excellent buffers and Kiley was the perfect secondary distraction. Between their excited chatter and at least a million and one questions about what kind of doctor their aunt was, there wasn’t one moment of silence throughout dinner. 
 
    The only silence came from Kayla’s side of the table, while Dani and Tobin asked Kiley questions about her life, stories about them as children and any other question that popped into their little heads. She did a good job of maintaining a cool, detached façade but Dan could see how much the information was killing her. To learn details of her sister’s life, her parents’ lives after exiling her, had to be heartbreaking. Hell, Dan was mad on her behalf. 
 
    The only hint that she was feeling anything at all was the little crinkles that framed her blue eyes, otherwise she was a blank slate. “I love tacos,” Tobin said on a sigh, rubbing his little belly which he’d stuffed. 
 
    “Really, I hadn’t noticed.” Kiley winked at him, making him giggle. “You only had three.” 
 
    “I was hungry,” he insisted. “Mama says I’m a growing boy.” 
 
    Her smile was soft and gentle for Tobin. “You’re growing so fast. Too fast.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh, I’m growing ju-uuust right.” 
 
    The kid couldn’t be more adorable if he tried, then again maybe Dan was just biased. “Pretty soon you’ll be bigger than I am.” 
 
    “Really?” Violet eyes went round in surprise, excited at the prospect of being bigger. Typical guy, Dan thought with a wry grin. 
 
    Kayla glared at him as if he’d said something wrong, but Tobin’s eyes said he wanted to hear more. “Of course, really. Eat your veggies and you’ll grow big and strong.” 
 
    “There’s also a genetic component, of course,” Kiley added. “If your mother and father are both tall, chances are good-,” 
 
    “Kiley!” Kayla snapped, drawing four sets of eyes on her angry face. 
 
    “What? I’m merely explaining-,” Dan thought maybe Kiley had a death wish. 
 
    “You’re explaining things to my kids you have no business explaining.” Apparently done with the conversation, Kayla glanced at the kids. “Are we done eating?” Tobin was all done but Dani had been the questioner-in-chief and had barely made a dent in her tacos. 
 
    “Soon, Mom.” 
 
    “All right,” she said, sending the little girl a soft smile. 
 
    Must be nice, Dan thought as he and Kiley sat at the table, uninvited guests but guests all the same. Like they were family. Like we have the right. “Why don’t I get started on the dishes?” Dan was no fool, he knew helping out was the best way to get back into Kayla’s good graces while also helping in a way he knew she would accept. 
 
    “I’ll do the dishes. I thought you might like to read the kids a bedtime story tonight?” 
 
    Seriously? “I would love that, Kayla. Thank you,” he whispered so the too smart for their own damn good kids wouldn’t see what a big deal it was to him. 
 
    “No problem. Don’t let them talk you into more than one story.” 
 
    “Aw, Mama,” Tobin said, his voice as filled with mischief as his eyes. “Two is better.” 
 
    “Maybe so but you both are already lazy bums in the morning so one story or no story. What’ll it be?” 
 
    “One story is fine,” Dani rushed out, willing to play peacekeeper to help her brother out. “Okay I’m done!” She held her arms in the air like it was a cooking competition as she waited for Kayla to assess her plate. 
 
    “Finish your water and then you can have your story.”  Without a word, Dani chugged down her water and set it down with a slam before she slid off the chair—Tobin on her heels—and ran upstairs like a monster was chasing her. Them. “Don’t forget to brush your teeth!” 
 
    Dan flashed a grateful smile and followed the twins at a more sedate pace to hide his own eagerness at performing such a parental task. Kayla hadn’t asked much of him and he suspected she hadn’t touched the money he’d given her either, but the fact that she’d let him be the one to tuck the kids in tonight, well it meant something. Even if she only did it so she could rightfully yell at her sister. Dan was a pragmatist, he didn’t care about her motivations as long as the solution worked in his favor. 
 
    Reading a bedtime story was a novel experience for Dan, one he hadn’t participated in since he was their age, but as they settled in to read an action adventure story about—what else?—twins, he felt like this was where he should be. Where he was meant to be, with two little bodies squished against his, so warm and so trusting as they faded into sleep. 
 
    His thoughts took a disturbing turn to places it shouldn’t. Places like maybe it wouldn’t be so bad tucking Dani and Tobin into bed a few nights a week, reading them stories and maybe even helping with homework when the time came. He knew it was nothing more than a fantasy since his business wasn’t in Plentiful and he was in no position to ask or demand that Kayla move anywhere. No matter how much I might want her to.  
 
    He had an office building full of people counting on him to show up, to be present and to use his big brain to make sure they all had someplace to go every day from eight to seven, because his workers didn’t keep banker’s hours. “G’night Dan,” Tobin mumbled in his sleep and turned over. 
 
    “Good night little man.” Dan stood between the beds watching them sleep. They were similar in so many ways but they slept as different as their personalities with Tobin curled into a ball on his side, cheek resting on one little hand. Dani had all four limbs spread apart, blankets half on the floor and hair scattered over every free surface. Damn they are incredible. It was still hard to believe they were his kids, that he’d had anything to do with such incredible kids, but Dan was grateful for every day he spent with them. He pressed a kiss to Tobin’s forehead, pulling his blankets up before he went to Dani to do the same. “Night kiddo.” 
 
    “Good night, Danny Boy. Thank you for the story.” Dani flung her arms around him and held on tight, shocking the hell out of him and before he could fully enjoy it, she collapsed back onto the bed. Soundly asleep. 
 
    They say kids keep you humble. He watched them for a little while longer, just absorbing their presence. Dan knew he had some thinking to do about his future but right now he just wanted to bask in the simplicity of life in Plentiful. 
 
    Raised voices came from the kitchen as he descended the staircase, debating if he should interrupt a familial fight or let them drag it out, before his good sense kicked in. “The kids are fast asleep with a mouth full of clean teeth.” Neither of the sisters smiled but they wore matching expressions of tension. 
 
    “Thanks, Dan.” 
 
    “Thank you for letting me read to them tonight. It was…special.” Kayla smiled wistfully and in that moment he knew how much it cost her to give up one of those cherished moments with them, and he was even more grateful. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow?” She nodded her agreement and Dan didn’t know if it was her eagerness to get rid of him or if she looked forward to his visits as much as he did, but he didn’t plan on asking. “Good night, ladies.” 
 
    He practically floated home, feeling light and happy and free. But Dan knew it was temporary because he still had a lot of thinking to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    “Are you sure I’m not putting you out?” The skin between Kiley’s brows pinched with concern. Kayla knew her sister was worried since she hadn’t heard from the hospital about the job yet but soothing her sister’s concerns was something she didn’t have time to do, today or any day. 
 
    “I’m sure, Kiley. If it wasn’t okay I would tell you.” It wasn’t like she had any real loyalty to the woman with her face and her DNA, not after all this time. All the history they shared. “What’s really bothering you?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and dropped down onto the daybed in Kayla’s home office with a dramatic huff. “What if the hospital staff, more importantly the administrators, have heard the gossip from my last hospital and refuse to hire me?” 
 
    Why is this my problem? She wanted to turn her head to the sky and shout at the unfairness of it all. Of her being forced to be the voice of reason, being the one to make her sister feel better. For getting knocked up by a married man. She didn’t say any of that. Instead she flashed what she hoped was a sympathetic smile and patted Kiley’s shoulder. “They’ll give you a fair shake because of me. It’s not arrogance but that just the way things are here in Plentiful. Impress them with your skills and you should be fine.” Assuming she was as brilliant as their parents had always believed. 
 
    Kiley sat up on the bed and rubbed her belly with a frown. “Why aren’t you angry with me? Hell, I’d have slammed the door in my face after…everything.” 
 
    Everything? “Oh you mean like you turning your back on me when I needed you, anyone, most? Newsflash Kiley, I am angry. Pissed as hell in fact but what good would that do right now? You’d still be pregnant, alone and unemployed.” Her jaw cracked from the force of trying to keep her voice even. “You need help and I’m offering it. Take it or don’t.” 
 
    She at least, Kayla thought, had the good grace to flush in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I really am incredibly grateful that you’re a better person than me. Otherwise I’d be out on my ass.” 
 
    “Glad I can be useful for something.” She regretted the words the minute they left her lips. “Sorry. Look, this isn’t as easy as it seems but it has to appear that way. For Dani and Tobin. But I am trying and I am happy to see you again.” She’d felt a deep sense of loss over the years without her sister, her twin. Her other half. Having her back, even as a temporary last resort, left Kayla with a deep sense of relief. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you too. Well I guess I would be if you didn’t look so damn good. How are we the same age?” 
 
    “We’re not, actually. You’re seven minutes older than me.” Kayla’s eyes lit with laughter at Kiley’s pout. “It’s true.” 
 
    “Now I feel worse,” she said with a laugh. “So what’s up with you and Dan? There’s so much smoke coming off you two, even I need a cigarette.” She fanned herself to bring the point home and Kayla rolled her eyes. 
 
    “It’s just chemistry, which is how I ended up with the twins. And even if I were interested, which I’m not, his life isn’t in Plentiful. This is a vacation for him, a temporary move.” And the more she said it aloud, the more the words sank in. The more she believed them. 
 
    “Does your life have to be in Plentiful?” 
 
    She should have known Kiley wouldn’t get it. That baby was growing in her belly but she wasn’t a mother yet, not in the ways that really mattered. “Plentiful is our home.” This had been a safe place to land when her world had fallen apart and the town had rallied around to help her, a complete stranger. “Besides Davide is here and the business is here.” Not to mention the few friends she had, like Tilly. 
 
    Kiley nodded like maybe she might just get it. “Then at least sleep with him again so you can act normal when you’re together.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy.” Not that she hadn’t thought about it, because she had. On more than one occasion, in fact. But she couldn’t go there. Not again. 
 
    “Why not? You’ve slept with guys for a lot less.” The joking smile she wore did nothing to ease the sting of her words because that was a joke for a close friend, a sister who was actually a sister. Not a stranger. 
 
    “Right.” That was all she said, sending her sister a glare that told her exactly what she thought about that comment. Then she left the room before she did something crazy, like try to suffocate her twin with a pillow. 
 
    Why did I ever think things would be different? They wouldn’t be, probably not ever. She’d let Kiley stay but Kayla would protect herself and her kids. She would keep her distance, making sure none of them got too close. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dan heard the sniffles while he was looking for Kayla. He’d stopped by to see if she and the kids wanted to go out for dinner tonight so neither of them would have to cook for a change. Not that he minded cooking, but he figured Kayla might like a night off. 
 
    Then he’d found her crying. No, not crying, she was sniffling. Working like hell not to cry. Something in his chest cracked at the figure she presented, hunched over with her face buried between her hands while she tried so damn hard to stay strong. Before he could think better of it, Dan was at her side with a hand resting low on her back. “Hey, what’s wrong?” 
 
    The sound of his voice startled a gasp out of her and she looked up, turning those big blue eyes, filled with pain, on him. “Dan.” His name came out on a tortured whisper but she tried—hard—to recover. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Tell me what’s wrong Kayla.” 
 
    She shook her head even as tears continued to fall. Kayla was a stubborn woman, Dan was learning, but he could be stubborn as well. “Nothing important,” she huffed out a laugh. “Just the future of my career. My life’s dream. The usual.” Her attempt at a joke fell flat between them and Dan’s heart went out to her. 
 
    “Is that all?” He gave her a small smile that made her lips twitch as he helped her to her feet, and that little move made him feel like he was a man who could move mountains. “Tell me everything.” Dan didn’t know what to do for Kayla but he did know women and often they just needed someone to listen, so that’s what he did. 
 
    “Just that another venture capitalist firm turned me down. It feels like it’s the ten thousandth rejection I’ve gotten. So many you think I’d be used to it by now.” She flashed a sardonic grin that twisted all the bits and pieces keeping his heart inside his chest. “It’s pointless and I think it’s time to give up on wanting more.” 
 
    The last thing she needed was to give up on her dreams. Dan had a feeling those dreams were all that kept her going for the kids some days. No, not the kids. His kids. Their kids. “Don’t give up. Readjust your expectations and your pitch.” He might not know how to make her feel better but business was his strong suit and he could help her with that. “I can help.” 
 
    Big bright blue eyes looked up at him, suspicious yet hopeful. “How? More importantly, why?” 
 
    Dan flashed a benign smile and flung an arm over her shoulder. “Because. We’re friends, Kayla.” She leaned into him for just a moment and in that one tiny moment, Dan felt like a Viking of old, protecting his woman even though the truth was she was choosing to let him be there for her. 
 
    It’s not the same, he had to remind himself. 
 
    Kayla shook her head, messy waves falling around delicate shoulders. “I appreciate the offer but we both know it would be a waste of your time.” He could see that down to the depths of her soul, she believed that. Dan hoped it was just momentary depression over another rejection because he feared he wasn’t equipped to handle anything more significant because he never had to. Never wanted to. 
 
    “I don’t know any such thing and I’m pretty sure Dani would give you a piece of her mind if she heard you.” Those words had the desired effect of pulling a small chuckle from her and Dan used the distraction to grab her by the shoulders and point her towards the back door that led inside. “Let’s dry those tears and make a plan.” 
 
    Kayla snorted but her feet made steady progress towards the door and Dan hoped it wasn’t just because he was behind her, pushing her. “A plan?” She snorted. “My new plan is to have no plan at all. Other people can get by without one, why not me?” 
 
    “Because you, beautiful girl,” he gave her a gentle shove inside, “are not built that way.”  
 
    “I could be,” she insisted with her chin notched high in the air, the picture of defiance. “In fact, I am going to be built that way. From this moment forward. I’m heading to the bathroom, maybe I’ll wash my face. Maybe I won’t. Who knows?” She gave a shrug that was meant to be determined but came across as adorable before she escaped to the guest bathroom downstairs. 
 
    Dan watched Kayla go, a sinking, worrying sensation gnawed at his insides. Losing something as big as a lifelong dream, a goal, could change a person in ways they couldn’t possibly imagine. 
 
    “Don’t look so worried Dan. I’ll be fine.” She reappeared in the doorway looking fresh faced and naturally beautiful, all traces of her earlier turmoil erased. 
 
    “Easy to say but the fact is, I am worried.” His brows dipped low as he took in her stoic expression and her rod straight spine, every inch of her screaming that she didn’t need anyone. Wouldn’t allow herself to need anyone. 
 
    “Well you don’t need to be. I worry about me and I’m not worried at all.” 
 
    “Say ‘worried’ one more time and maybe I’ll believe you.” When she didn’t respond, he put on a kettle for tea since that was supposed to calm people down. It didn’t calm him down for shit but he hoped it worked for Kayla. “We all need somebody.” 
 
    “I used to think that too,” she said easily as she went to the cabinet and rifled through her tin filled with tea bags. “But then there was the time I really needed people and there was no one around to need. Turns out we don’t all need somebody.” 
 
    Dan didn’t like this new cynicism and bitterness, it wasn’t the fun loving girl he remembered with the killer smile that always went up to her eyes. Always. He’d seen plenty evidence that girl was still in there since they’d reconnected and he hated seeing her feel so down. “So you don’t want my help?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope. I have equity in a business that works and already makes money, so I’ll just stick with what’s working if it’s all the same to you.” Defensive as ever, she hopped up when the kettle began to whistle and busied herself preparing two mugs with her back to him. She set both mugs on the table and stared at Dan with daggers in her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe just stop feeling sorry for yourself. Dust that cute little ass off and get back out there. Again and again, for as long as it takes.” For a moment Dan thought maybe he’d gone too far with the tough love, but her lips crinkled up at the corners and she pushed at his chest. 
 
    “Easy for you to say when you went out there and conquered the world before your thirtieth birthday. Beck Industries,” she practically spat the words like they left a bad taste in her mouth. 
 
    He smiled at her vehemence because it meant the fire was still there. Inside of her. Dan didn’t want to fight and even he could see she was spoiling for a fight. Instead he closed the gap between them and pressed his lips to hers, hard and intense at first before they found a good, slow, rhythm. 
 
    Slow and languorous, the kiss seemed to go on forever and when Kayla’s fingers played in the soft hairs at the base of his neck, Dan shivered. Deepened the kiss and pressed his body against hers, trapping her against the fridge. “Kayla,” he groaned into her mouth. 
 
    “Yes, Dan. Me too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    This would either be the best idea Dan had since he left a good paying job on the partner track to start his own firm or it would be the biggest disaster since letting Kayla go the first time around. He wanted to take a minute to look around her bedroom, to pick up clues about the woman she was today, but Kayla pressed her body against his and Dan couldn’t think straight. “Your skin is so damn soft.” Silky smooth and so touchable he couldn’t move his hands away from her tempting flesh, could only glide them slowly up her body. 
 
    “Don’t tease me Dan. Please.” 
 
    He couldn’t hold back the groan that escaped at her low, throaty plea so he leaned in with a smile. “But you look so pretty when I do this,” he told her and touched her where she was slick and swollen, throbbing gently. “Yeah, that look right there. I’ve never forgotten it,” he told her honestly and touched her the same way he’d touched her back then just to see her reaction again. Head tossed back and mouth open as her back arched forward, nipples straining towards the sky. “Beautiful.” 
 
    “Dan,” she growled, drawing a chuckle from him. 
 
    “Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry at all, he knew that but tasting her was more important and Dan took his sweet time, pressing his lips and his tongue to every inch of her soft skin. 
 
    “Dan.” This time her tone was a warning as she pulled him close and swiped her tongue across his bottom lip until he groaned. “Do you want me to beg, is that what all this is about?” 
 
    His smile came unbidden, slow and bemused. “No, I’m just enjoying the view. Savoring the flavor. Is that all right with you?” He grew harder at the flare of her nostrils, the way her gaze darkened with desire. 
 
    “It is,” she said so primly he wanted to slid deep and pound hard until he was satisfied and halfway to a peaceful sleep. “But I reserve the right to change your mind.” Her hands, soft and slightly roughened, reached out and wrapped around his erection, pulling another groan from him. Slowly she stroked him, blue gaze daring him to look away but she didn’t need to bother, Dan couldn’t have looked away if he’d wanted to.  
 
    “Not. Fair.” He was barely able to get the words out as she stroked him gently at first, brushing him against her slick swollen lips just often enough to remind him that she was in charge. I don’t think so. He ground his hips against her, pulling a moan from her as he connected with her clit. “Impatient.” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    He could feel how ready she was but Dan wanted to savor this moment for as long as he could, knowing this could screw everything up. Irreparably. “Do you trust me to take care of you?” Dan pretended that it didn’t sting like hell that she hesitated and he focused on the shy, slightly teasing nod she gave. 
 
    “Yes. Please.” 
 
    “Good.” He kissed his way down her body, noting all the differences since he’d last touched her this way. Intimately. She was curvier, her breasts and hips were fuller, her body more of a woman’s than a young girl’s. He held her legs open and swiped his tongue up her sex, the low keening moan she released sending shivers all the way down to his toes.  
 
    Dan lost himself in the sounds Kayla made, the way she fully embraced her pleasure and begged for more. With her sweet mouth and hot body. He smiled against her skin, kissing and nibbling his way back up her body, loving the way she arched into him, clung to him and tangled her fingers in his hair. “Dan.” His name came out on barely a whisper but Dan heard it. Loved it. 
 
    Craved it. 
 
    When he was buried deep inside Kayla, Dan felt like he’d come home. Like with her was right where he belonged, which logically he knew was the high of pleasure hormones released during sex, but other parts of him, the parts that had started to act out lately—like the damn panic attacks—felt different. “Kayla.” 
 
    “Dan,” she purred and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down so she could devour his mouth and rather than resist, rather than insist on leading, Dan gave in. He tasted her sweet mouth and stroked deep as she licked his lips, sucked his tongue and kissed him like he was the only man on earth. “Mmm,” she moaned when he slammed into her, harder and faster, she practically climbed his body as pleasure overtook her.  
 
    Dan was bewitched by the sight she made, red hair spread all over the bed, pink nipples a breath away from his mouth, skin flushed and slightly slick with sweat as she clung to him. “Kay.” 
 
    “Yes, Dan. Yes.” 
 
    He smiled and sat up, holding her legs as he sought his own pleasure, using hers to push him over the edge. Her name fell from his lips on a roar as he pulsed into her body until his spine tingled, until his legs went numb and he fell on top of her trembling body. “You’re a witch.” It was the only explanation that made sense. That made his feelings make sense. 
 
    She laughed, deep and throaty and the sound tightened around him and they both twitched with aftershocks. “Thank you. I think.” Another laugh bubbled up and Dan smacked a kiss just beside her nipple, enjoying the shiver that shot through her. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous when you come, Kayla.” 
 
    “You’re a talker now,” she said on an amused laugh that made him smile. “I’m not sure how I feel about it.” 
 
    She liked it and Dan knew he would enjoy showing just her how much she would like it. “You like it. When you’re turned on, your nipples and your lips are the same color,” he told her, brushing a kiss against her mouth for emphasis. 
 
    “They are not.” 
 
    Dan pulled back with an arched brow. “Need photographic evidence?” Her eyes widened and he laughed again, reluctant to separate their bodies even as her laughter pushed him free of her body. “I didn’t think so.” 
 
    “That was impressive.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think. Does that mean I was less than impressive last time?” He shouldn’t have asked but dammit he’d wondered for years. 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    Damn straight he was serious. “I am.” 
 
    She sat up and rested her head in her hand, the other one drawing a slow line up and down his midsection. Kayla froze. “What time is it?” Before he could answer she found a clock and bit out a curse. “The kids’ bus is around the corner. It’ll be here any minute!” 
 
    “Excellent hearing.” Kayla heard the amusement in his tone but she refused to rise to the bait, especially when she couldn’t let Dani and Tobin catch them like this. Refused to give them the false hope of a full-time father when nothing was further from the truth. 
 
    “Hurry up and get dressed Dan!” She didn’t mean to snap at him, okay maybe she did, but he was moving like there weren’t two impressionable and precocious kids headed this way. “They’ll get the wrong idea about this.” 
 
    That seemed to shake him out of his molasses induced stupor. And it would have been funny, watching him scramble around the room in search of his clothes, if it weren’t her kids on their way home. Our kids, she silently corrected. “My boxers have disappeared.” 
 
    “On the handle,” she said, hiding a smirk as she pointed to the gray and white striped underwear hanging from the brass knob of her chest of drawers. 
 
    He snatched them up and stepped into them with a bemused grin. “See? Witch.” 
 
    “More of a fold’em up first kind of guy?” 
 
    He glared. 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “We’ll talk about all of this,” he motioned between the two of them and the crumpled bed, his expression serious, “Later.” 
 
    “Talk about what?” It was sex. It was no big deal. 
 
    “You know what.” He leaned forward with a wide open grin and pressed a hot, short kiss that stole her breath right from her chest. “See you later Kayla.” 
 
    Kayla nodded absently as Dan dressed quickly and rushed from her room, bra still in her hands. It was only the sound of the big, lumbering bus as it turned onto her block that made Kayla move into gear, dressing quickly and running a couple of wet hands through her hair, she made it outside just in time to catch Dani and Tobin as they rushed off the bus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    “I am seriously at my wit’s end, Davide. The complete and total end.” Kayla’s shoulders slumped forward in defeat. Not even an earth shattering orgasm—in the middle of the day—could shake her out of her funk. She’d gotten two more rejections from other VC firms and she was pretty sure that meant her idea was a bad one. A terrible plan that no one in the business of giving out money was willing to fund. “I’m just going to keep my head down and work.” 
 
    “Not that I don’t appreciate that honey, a focused partner is a lucrative one, but that just isn’t the healthy way to handle this.” He rounded the work tables that separated them, looking fabulous in perfectly tailored dark wash denim and a black dress shirt that was made just for him. “I know you feel like giving up but you can’t. It’ll drain your creativity and that won’t work for either of us.” 
 
    Kayla snorted a laugh at her friend’s self-serving words. “Thanks. Davi. It’s good to know you really care.” 
 
    He smacked his lush, glossy lips together and grinned wide, showing off two spectacular rows of white teeth. “You know I care, that’s why I’m being honest. It’s also why I didn’t say anything about that little nickname you keep trying to pull off.” He arched a brow that only made her laugh. “You want me to make some calls? Because for you I will.” 
 
    Kayla knew he would. Davide had never, not once in all the years they’d been friends, boss and employee and then partners, had he tried to hold her back. Ever. “Thanks but no. I’m done, at least for now. I have too much on my plate with Kiley’s arrival and uncertain future. Dan. The kids. Telling the kids about Dan.” The more she thought about it, the more Kayla figured she’d rather face another hundred VC firms and the subsequent rejections. 
 
    Davide stood, resolve settled well and truly on the barely there lines in his mahogany skin. “I’ll make some calls,” he said in that tone of his that brooked no argument. 
 
    “Don’t bother. Seriously. I need to focus on right now and what is truly possible.” Which was being just a co-designer and a glorified seamstress for someone else’s designs. Forever. 
 
    “And what about your designs, huh? They’re beautiful and hip and fabulous, not to mention affordable and eco-friendly.” 
 
    Kayla snorted a laugh. “Maybe that was my flaw, not using you to do the pitches.” It was good that she could laugh about it because the only other was choice was tears and she didn’t have time for an emotional breakdown. “I’ll burn the designs or sell them, unless you want them.” Maybe Davide could repurpose them into something more fitting for one of his collections. At least then she’d be selling her fashions. Sort of. 
 
    “That’s it honey.” Hands on his hips and a don’t screw with me expression on his face, Davide stood tall and motioned for her to stand as well. “Put down that work and come with me.” 
 
    “Where are we going? Don’t we have a collection or two we should be working on?” Without any future income from her own lines or designs, she needed every one of his designs to knock it out of the park. Every season. And Kayla would do her part to help make that happen. 
 
    “Work will always be here, girl. Always. Come on.” She let him tug her out of the building and over to his cherry red luxury SUV. “Hop in.” 
 
    “Where are we going,” she asked as soon as the doors unlocked. She envied Davide’s car because it was gorgeous and quiet and sleek, but mostly because it was always so clean. 
 
    He groaned. “You’ll see when we get there.” His hands moved smoothly around the steering wheel until they were on the road, sun beating on her face so at odds with her dark mood. “You need a pick me up and luckily for you, they’re my specialty.” 
 
    “I don’t need a pick me up. I needed a reality check and now I’ve gotten what, two dozen?” Kayla let out a sad, frustrated sigh. “I know what I need to do, and I will. As soon as I get over myself.” It was the one major downside to single parenting, how much stuff you had to bury just to make it through the day. Eventually every setback, every heartache, rose to the surface and left you an emotional wreck. Something Kayla didn’t have the time to be. 
 
    “Get over yourself,” he laughed sarcastically. “Kayla honey, I love you. I do. You’re the sister I never had, but you are trying my patience like nobody’s business. You are allowed to mourn, to grieve any setback or rejection. Always. What you’re not allowed to do, is give up. Ever.” 
 
    The car came to a stop outside a row of four squat apartment buildings. Every one of them uniform with five stories, two windows on each side of the front entrance. “What are we doing in Mustang Prairie?” 
 
    “This is where I grew up.” 
 
    “You did?” She’d always thought he came from up north because it seemed that’s where everyone down here originated. 
 
    “I did. It’s nothing exciting or glamorous. Hell, it’s even more small town than Plentiful if that’s possible but it was home. I grew up here, I was loved and cared for, but we weren’t rich. We were barely middle class which meant life was about survival. Finding ways to make it from one day to the next, one week to the next.” 
 
    “I know all about survival, believe me.” 
 
    Davide nodded absently, half with her and half in the past. “You do but you also know about pursuing your dreams to the point you went to college to make sure you did it. For me, it was always nothing but a pipe dream. I went from being David Jamal Robinson to Davide Robichaud just to make sure I stood out. To make sure people noticed me, not what I didn’t have.” 
 
    Kayla smiled at the memory. “I love Davide. His accent is horrible and insufferable, but he’s great. He’s also my best friend.” 
 
    “He is,” he agreed with pride. “And he served a purpose on my journey to this,” he motioned to his well-dressed figure. “But Davide is me. He is who I am down to my bones and it took me a long time to find him. To claim him.” 
 
    And Kayla was glad he had, she just didn’t understand what any of that had to do with her and her quarter-life—basically—crisis. “And?” 
 
    “And,” he sighed and rolled his eyes as they leaned against the passenger side of his car and stared at the gray buildings that hadn’t been washed in thirty years. “There are a hell of a lot of bumps on the road to success and happiness, and there seems to be even more of them when you’re trying to do something big. Something that matters.” 
 
    Kayla snorted. “It’s fashion, not rocket science Davi.” 
 
    He sucked in a breath and stared at her like she’d grown another head. “Now you’re starting to sound like the parents who tossed you out.” 
 
    It was Kayla’s turn to suck in an outraged breath. “I do not!” 
 
    “Bull. He thinks fashion is a waste of time, but we know its not. It is important and it does matter, because it matters to you. Fashion is how you feed and clothe your kids. Take them on trips. It’s how you give them a good life, how is that not important?” 
 
    Her shoulders sank and whatever argument she was about to make died on her lips. “You’re right.” The one person in the world she would rather die than sound like and those words and just fallen from her lips. “See how crazy everything’s got me? I’m sounding like my uptight tyrant of a father. Ugh, of all people!” Kayla shook her head, trying to free of it any thoughts so she could have a moment of peace. Just one moment, that’s all I ask. 
 
    “Who can blame you? Between the arrival of your baby daddy and your estranged sister, you should be catatonic. Throw in taking care of two kids on your own, an old lady and trying to launch an independent fashion label and I’m proud of you for not spending all day in a dark corner knocking back Manhattans.” She laughed and her best friend’s shoulders sank in relief as he joined in. “The journey is hard and most of the time it sucks balls, but I swear to you it’s worth it. I’d rather make what we make together in a year than triple it making someone else’s designs.” 
 
    She nodded, understanding that sentiment all too well. But Kayla was no longer sure the journey was worth it. Not anymore. She was tired of struggling and tired of rejection. She was tired of being tired all the damn time and she couldn’t say any of that to her friend because he wouldn’t understand. Instead she blurted out, “I slept with Dan. It was incredible and impulsive and stupid. Did I mention it was amazing?” 
 
    His full lips twitched with amusement. “Hang on a sec, let me get my head screwed back on, I think your subject change gave me whiplash.” 
 
    She smacked his arm. “Drama queen.” 
 
    “Damn straight, babe.” He winked and wiped invisible dust from his sleeves before pushing off the car. “So the sex was good. You were impulsive, which is good. Why was it stupid?” 
 
    “Are you crazy? The kids don’t know who he is, not for real anyway. Oh and he’s going back home. Eventually.” If that thought caused a little tug somewhere deep in her chest, well that feeling would go in the box of things she didn’t have time to deal with now. Maybe, ever. 
 
    “If only there was some, non-traumatic way they could learn this news. With their mother close by, perhaps?” 
 
    When he said it out loud, it sounded so simple. All her reasons for keeping it from them sounded like excuses. Because they are. She knew that, as long as they didn’t know they were losing their father, she could minimize their hurt when he went back to his life. “Then everything changes.” 
 
    “Then everything changes,” he repeated but the way Davide said it made it sound like a possibility not foregone conclusion. “So how was the sex,” he asked after they’d been driving for a few minutes in silence. 
 
    “Quick. Hot. Dirty.” Thinking about it made her skin turn hot and pink. Her nipples pebbled and then a shiver stole through her, making Davide laugh. 
 
    “Use that dirty sex energy to create something new. Something amazing. You’ll feel better.” 
 
    Maybe she would. Maybe she wouldn’t. At this point, Kayla didn’t know anymore. Maybe her dreams of being a fashion designer were like her father had always said, just a passing fancy. Maybe she wasn’t as talented as she thought. Maybe I should just be happy working with Davi, producing his ideas. 
 
    “Did you hear anything I just said?” 
 
    Kayla shook her head, realizing the car had stopped. “Where are we now?” She looked around and they were parked in front of a pizzeria. It was quirky and adorable. She liked it instantly. 
 
    “We’re getting the best pizza this far from Chicago and cupcakes that will make you believe there’s still good in this world. Come on.” 
 
    It was a bold promise, but if it came to close to what he promised, then Kayla was all in. “You never said you were from Mustang Prairie.” 
 
    “I’m not. David Jamal is. Davide was born much later in a town far, far away.” Coming from anyone else that might have sounded weird, but from him it made a lot of sense. 
 
    Loaded up with pizza, salad and cupcakes, they made it to her place where she hoped they’d get to enjoy a glass of wine in peace before chaos descended once again. 
 
    A hope quickly dashed when they were greeted at the door by Kiley. And Dan. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dan was at home, well at his temporary home even though it felt more like home than his place in the city, and he was doing exactly what he would be back in the city. Working. Working and thinking about Kayla.  Specifically about how quiet she’d been for the last week or more. The lack of VC support got to her more than he realized it would, though that was his own fault for underestimating her dreams. 
 
    Maybe there was also some guilt because his firm had passed too, based more on their shared history than his dislike of her actual pitch. Dammit. Things like this were exactly why he kept business and professional matters separate. Kayla hadn’t asked him to help her out, and she wouldn’t, but for some reason Dan wanted to help make her dreams come true. 
 
    It really was selfish on his part because it killed him to see Kayla without her spark, it was one of those undefinable things that made her, her, and it was missing. The life seemed to be sucked right out of her and she wore her defeat like a favorite sweater, not wallowing in but she was resigned to things being how they were. Never to change. If only there was something I could do. He knew there was nothing he could do that she would accept, stubborn woman that she was, so Dan attempted to turn his attention back to work. Work was something he could control, something that had actual solutions instead of just emotions. Messy emotions with no tangible solutions. 
 
    Work was a comfort to him, an acceptable way for Dan to get out of social events or socializing in general, or simply to ignore the parts of his life that weren’t as successful as his professional life. It was a legitimate option, one that everyone—except Tilly—let him get away with. 
 
    But he was here in Plentiful to unwind, to learn to relax more and smell the roses, or so his shrink had said. Having something to focus on other than work was healthy. Apparently. Then again, hadn’t Dan himself noted how much calmer he felt? How his shoulders never seemed to bunch up to his ears when there were too many deadlines to meet and too many phone calls to return and meetings to attend. In Plentiful, with Dani and Tobin, he learned how to relax. How to stop and smell the roses once in awhile. To focus on the here and now instead of the next deal. How to enjoy the present. Hell, Dan was finally starting to enjoy his life. 
 
    It was that thought that sparked an idea of something he could do for Kayla. She was a single mother—to his kids—and it was up to him to make sure she was taken care of as well. Realizing that his work day had officially ended about an hour ago when he’d stared at an email for two whole minutes without comprehending, or responding, Dan shut his laptop and went in search of two things. His sneakers and his aunt. 
 
    Tilly was, of course, out painting the town some awful shade of tangerine he was sure, but it made Dan feel good to know she had people down here who loved her. People like Kayla who looked in on her while he was too busy with his life. His work because work was Dan’s life. Just like my parents. No, he wasn’t like them. He was busy, sure, but he made time for important things. When he could. 
 
    Sick and tired of his own thoughts, Dan managed to make his way to the market to pick up a few things before he headed to Kayla’s house, thinking about what his assistant would say if she could see him now, doing his own shopping and cooking. And the truth of it was, he didn’t hate it. Sure it was tedious, but coming up with healthy things that the twins would love was it’s own challenge and Dan loved a challenge. Their squeals of happiness and gratitude made it all worth it. 
 
    He thought about those tomato smeared smiled from pizza night or the gallon of soda Tobin needed after one little dollop of wasabi after sushi night as he climbed the stairs and pushed into Kayla’s house. Like I belong here. “Hello?” 
 
    “In here,” Kiley called out. Though they were twins, the women were as different as night and day. Same red hair but cut in different styles, one short and functional and the other long and functional. The same blue eyes, wary and mistrusting. The same slim frame, though Kayla’s had more curves, probably due to the twins. Both women had, apparently, taken a shine to his aunt who sat lounging at one end of the kitchen table. “What did you bring us today?” Her words were playful and mischief bloomed on her face. 
 
    Dan smiled, wishing he could be here tonight when the twins realized what he’d planned for them. “Something fun and nutritious.” He pulled out the ingredients for chicken fingers, whole wheat waffles and asparagus fries. “I need you guys to watch the kids tonight so I can take Kayla out to dinner.” It wasn’t thee most original plan in the world but it was a good start. 
 
    Kiley folded her arms over her chest and sized Dan up. He allowed it but only for so long because she had no right to play the role of overprotective sister. “Does Kayla know about this?” 
 
    “No. But she will, soon.” He’d already made sure his invitation arrived in style. Hard to forget style. 
 
    “And what exactly do you have planned?” Her words, again, were teasing but this time there was a serious gleam in her eye and the threat was clear. Screw with my sister and I will hurt you. Badly. 
 
    But Dan wasn’t interested in pretending their roles were different. “Do you really care?” After spending more than a few nights chatting with Kiley, even he couldn’t tell if she honestly gave a damn about Kayla or if she’d only landed here because she was out of options. She hadn’t said as much to him, but Dan suspected even Kayla wasn’t entirely sure. 
 
    “I do.” Her delicate shoulders sank and her hand unconsciously rubbed her slightly rounded belly. “She’s too polite to say so, but Kay thinks the only reason I’m here is because I have no place else to go.” 
 
    Dan blinked as if she’d somehow read his mind and Tilly shook her head at him to say nothing. “Then it’s up to you to show her, through your actions, that you’re right where you want to be. Maybe you came here for all the wrong reasons, but if you two can love and support each other, maybe get back to being sisters again, then Kayla won’t care about the reasons.” 
 
    Kiley looked at Tilly as if she’d grown an extra head. “You shouldn’t make sense, but you do.” 
 
    “It’s my curse,” Tilly said and pushed off the table. “I’ve got a few errands to run if I’m gonna make it back for dinner with the little ones. See you soon other twin.” 
 
    “Later, tree hugging hippie.” It was all in good nature but Dan felt genuinely confused. Two of the prickliest women he had ever met and they’d taken to one another like old friends. Or as Tilly would say, they got on like gangbusters.  
 
    When Tilly was gone, Kiley turned back to Dan. “Is this romance?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Right now it’s just a night out with another adult. A meal she doesn’t have to cook or clean up after. A nice night out.” It was simple but Kayla was a simple girl. 
 
    “She’ll appreciate that. Kayla always did have simple tastes and guys never understood it. They would do big prom-posals, flashy gifts and even flashier cars, and none of it worked.” Kiley studied him for a long time. “She must have really liked you, back then I mean, to let you have your life while she had…this one.” 
 
    Dan knew what Kiley meant but it rubbed him the wrong way. “She got Tobin and Dani every damn day of their lives, I’d say she got the better deal.” 
 
    Kiley shrugged, agreeing to disagree. For once. “If you say so.” 
 
    He frowned but didn’t think it was his place to lecture her on the life growing in her belly. “If you want Kayla to think you want to be here, try to keep the snark to a minimum. She did this, all of it, on her own. You have no idea how hard it is going to get and already you need help. Just cut her some slack. Please.” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” she shot back with more attitude than was necessary. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He flashed a wide, boyish grin. “Working on it.” 
 
    “Yes,” she finally relented. “I’ll watch the tykes tonight.” 
 
    “Perfect. I have everything you need for chicken fingers, waffles and asparagus fries.” 
 
    She groaned. “What the hell are asparagus fries?” 
 
    “Asparagus cut in half the long way and pan fried. Dipped in ketchup.” He’d learned that you could call just about anything fries if you had ketchup or barbecue sauce to dip in it. Kids, they were a font of information. 
 
    “Wow.” Her blue eyes widened in surprise. “You really are taking to this dad thing. Those are two lucky damn kids.” 
 
    “Nah,” he shot back with a proud grin. “I’m the lucky one. They’re so great it feels like an honor to watch them grow and learn.” 
 
    “Ugh, seriously? You really might be too good to be true, of course you’re in love with Kayla.” She sounded half amused and half annoyed by the revelation but Dan stood beside her, stunned. “Don’t get all weird about it. She doesn’t know and even if she did, she’d never believe it.” 
 
    That didn’t sound right. He remembered Kayla’s confidence, her easy sex appeal. It was different now, more mature but even more effortless than it had been when they were young. It doesn’t matter. He wasn’t in love with Kayla. He couldn’t be, not when he didn’t even know her. It was just plain impossible and with that thought, he got busy prepping everything for dinner so Kiley and Tilly could supervise the energetic duo. 
 
    While he non-romanced their mother. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    “You surprised me with this invite, Dan.” In fact, she was more than surprised, she’d been gob smacked by him. “And the flowers you sent to the office were nice, but unnecessary.” It had been…never, actually since a man had sent her flowers. College boys didn’t think of things like that and certainly not for girls like her. 
 
    “It’s never unnecessary to make a beautiful woman smile,” he told her easily and though his words should have sounded like a smarmy line, from Dan they sounded sincere. Genuine. “Besides I have a few things I wanted to talk about, and maybe I was hoping to get a few hours alone with you.” The twinkle in his eyes was irresistible and Kayla found herself leaning forward to be closer to him and that intoxicating scent he wore. 
 
    “Yeah, why me?” 
 
    “For starters, because this weird blue-green dress you’re wearing is definitely your color. It makes your eyes do that smoldering glowing thing and that messy ‘do makes your hair look like a wildfire, and your ass? Well it’s best when totally bare but the way the dress hugs it is a close second. Very close.” 
 
    Kayla laughed at his playful but bold flirtations. Is that what dating is like now? It had been so long since she had a real date and even longer since she’d had a good date, that she really didn’t know anymore. The date had barely begun—wine was on the table and appetizers were on the way—and so far it was the best date she’d had by a long shot. “Thanks. You clean up well, though I guess this is what you normally look like every day, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Mostly,” he said, almost shy. “Except picture me in a tie most days.” 
 
    She’d bet he looked even more gorgeous in a tie, with the whole king of the world thing going on that was about a million lightyears away from her reality. But she had a question. “If you’re the boss, why bother with a tie at all?” Nearly every meeting she’d had to pitch her clothing line was with men wearing tie-less suits. 
 
    Dan shrugged and thought about the question, which she appreciated. Most men simply told her what they thought she wanted to hear, even though they hadn’t a clue. “I don’t know, because it’s expected I guess.” 
 
    That made sense. Dan was exactly the type to do what was expected of him, a fact she needed to remember as they enjoyed a grownup dinner in this romantic setting, all the eyeballs in town wondering if Kayla had finally broken her dating dry spell. “You always do what’s expected of you?” 
 
    He frowned at the question but gave it serious thought while he took a long sip of his red wine. “Not any more than anyone else, I guess. I mean, my parents would be happy if I settled down then again they’d be happy if I started funding businesses that provided no benefit to humanity.” His words were angry and bitter, echoing the words Tilly had shared with her about her brother and sister-in-law. 
 
    “But none of that would make you happy?” The more Kayla got to know Dan, the more she realized she had no clue who he was and she never had. “Sorry, this isn’t an interrogation. Anyway, you look good in a suit.” As if he didn’t already know that, she berated herself. 
 
    “I don’t mind if you interrogate me. It means you want to get to know me.” His words were as playful as the look on his face, half of which disappeared into his glass. 
 
    “What makes you think I don’t want to get to know you?” The truth was that Kayla found this grown up, more self-assured version of Dan too appealing and more potent than any alcohol. 
 
    “The huge wall you refuse to let me even try to break down, let alone scale.” It wasn’t an accusation or even an admonishment, just a fact as far as he was concerned. 
 
    Kayla sighed. One of the reasons she’d agreed to this date was so she and Dan could clear the air. So they could talk like adults without any underage interruptions. “You have no idea how hard it is to date as a single parent.” She held up a hand to stop any apologies she knew were headed her way. “It’s not a judgment or a plea for sympathy, I promise. If you do like someone you have to walk the tightrope to make sure he’s getting enough attention without the kids having to suffer for it. Then comes the decision about whether or not to introduce him to the kids, which would make my life a lot easier but only in the short term.” Kayla knew she was rambling but she couldn’t help herself. “So it’s best not to get too close.” 
 
    “Because I already met the kids?” She nodded, happy no further explanation was needed. 
 
    “Anyway, you’re pretty tight lipped about your life away from Plentiful.” She assumed there was at least one semi-casual woman back at home and he couldn’t talk about his life there without mentioning her. 
 
    “I am an open book,” he insisted. 
 
    “Right.” She didn’t believe that but after weeks upon weeks of thinking about everything, Kayla realized she didn’t need to know everything about him. Sure it would be nice and it would make her heart rest a lot easier if the time ever came where Dan wanted to have the twins on his own. In the city. A thought that had her barely suppressing a shudder. She didn’t want the evening to devolve into an argument so it was time to play nice. “The flowers were a nice touch today but the dim sum was downright genius.” 
 
    Dan smiled and then he tossed his head back and barked out a loud, amused laughed. “I’m glad because I love feeding you. I’ve never met a person who enjoys food as much as you do Kayla.” 
 
    Coming from any other man that might have sounded like an insult but she knew that her love of food bordered on obsession. “It worked and helped get our creative juices flowing.” Davide had come up with a neat little twist for his Spring is Sexy line and the mid-afternoon treat had been just greasy and fatty enough for her to work happily until her day was over. 
 
    “Then I’m even happier that I sent it. And the flowers.” He smiled again and Kayla was pretty sure that one more glimpse of his perfectly straight smile and she’d end up a puddle of goo on the floor. 
 
    “I’m happy about this dinner too and not just because I don’t have to cook it or clean up afterwards. There’s something I want to talk about with you.” Kayla had spent no less than a full week thinking this over, though truthfully she hadn’t stopped thinking about it since Dan reappeared in her life last month, and now she would have to wait. 
 
    Mayor Charlie Knapp and his twin brother Jack came to a stop at their table, smiling kindly at the twosome. “Kayla you look beautiful this evening.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mayor. You fellas clean up well too. Does that mean your wife is wondering where you both have gotten off to?” Both men were pillars of the community and took their roles seriously, often stopping just to check in with random citizens to make sure they were all right. It was a trait Kayla admired, even while she pitied their loss of privacy. And peace. 
 
    Jack at least blushed. “We’ll be on our way. Soon. But we heard Tilly’s nephew had come for a visit. How are you, son?” 
 
    Dan blinked, looking taken aback at the middle aged twins who regarded him, a stranger as far as they were concerned, carefully. “I’m good, sir. You? Both of you,” he corrected quickly. 
 
    “Just fine. You’re not trying to put Tilly in one of those homes are you?” Mayor Knapp’s frown told anyone within earshot exactly what he thought of that. 
 
    “Not at all, just trying to get her to listen when her body tells her something is wrong.” Kayla could hear the frustration in his voice and knew his pain well. Tilly was stubborn and the woman had a deep seated mistrust of doctors. 
 
    “An uphill battle if there ever was one, and now we have another ally. Nothing wrong with that, right Mayor?” 
 
    “Nothing at all, Kayla.” He winked and pat his slightly rounded belly. “Enjoy your meal, kids.” As soon as they were gone, Dan’s shoulders visibly relaxed. 
 
    “Are they always such a tough crowd?” 
 
    She laughed. “Not always, but Tilly is a beloved member of this community. And I think the mayor has a small crush.” 
 
    “Has been for as long as I can remember,” he said wistfully. “Beloved, not crushed on by the mayor. I don’t know about that and I don’t want to know.” 
 
    She nodded barely listening to his nervous rant, unable to keep the words she wanted to say to herself any longer. “I think it’s time we tell the kids.” 
 
    Dan looked up, his oddly colored eyes wide with surprise or maybe it was shock. She’d been reluctant and he probably assumed she’d given up ever telling the twins the truth. “You do?” 
 
    Kayla nodded and turned her attention to another matched pair as they approached the table. “Darla, what a pretty picture you make in that polka dot dress.” Darla was the main cook at Gemini’s Landing and her twin brother Drake ran the place. 
 
    “Thanks. I never get dressed up to go out but I’ve got a blind date and I’m as nervous as can be.” Darla hadn’t dated anyone since she was jilted on her wedding day two years ago. 
 
    “You look beautiful and if anyone should be nervous, its your date. Have you seen what that red does to your lips?” Kayla smiled when the woman blushed prettily. 
 
    “You’re sweet.” 
 
    “I’m not. Just honest. Have you met Tilly’s nephew?” It was better to bring it up first otherwise the town would paint their own picture and fill in the blanks as they saw fit. Truth was, they would do that anyway. 
 
    “No but she’s always singing your praises. How do you do?” 
 
    Dan blinked again, caught off guard by the familiarity of the folks of Plentiful. “Great and Kayla is right, you look incredible.” 
 
    It was just what Darla needed to hear and when she left, Kayla noticed a swing in her hips and a strut to her step that hadn’t been there moments earlier. “That was nice of you,” she told Dan when they were alone again. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    “You mean it?” His eyes were wide and the smile spread slowly across his face. “You really want to tell them?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” Kayla hoped she hadn’t read him wrong. “You do, right?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I do. I’ve just been trying to give you space to get used to me being around. I didn’t want to push.” 
 
    She felt a telltale tingle behind her eyes and cursed his sweetness. His ability to accommodate needs she hadn’t voiced. “Thank you, but when it comes to them, always push. Okay?” 
 
    Dan grinned that unstoppable boyish grin of his and nodded. “I promise. Now, do we tell them tonight or do we wait until we’re at the cabin?” 
 
    Kayla frowned. “The cabin? What cabin?” 
 
    It was Dan’s turn to frown. “Kiley didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Tell me what?” She was starting to feel that racing feeling in her heart and not the good kind but the kind that resulted in multiple lists and inevitably forgotten items. 
 
    “I thought we should go away for the long holiday weekend. All four of us, that way you can relax too because I’ll be there to take up the slack so you don’t worry nonstop. If that’s even possible,” he said playfully and leaned in, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “A getaway?” The words felt foreign on her tongue it had been so long since she’d done anything that resembled a getaway. Trips with the twins meant she was on non-stop mom duty, no breaks and no downtime. 
 
    “Yes. When a person gets away from their every day life. Just for a little while.” 
 
    Kind of like what you’re doing here. The thought came to Kayla unbidden but it was true never the less. “Where?” It wouldn’t do to focus on what she couldn’t change. Not now, anyway. Later, she would worry plenty. 
 
    “Technically it’s still Plentiful, but the Twin Lakes had a vacancy around the lake on the south end of town. It’s a three bedroom rental. I figured the kids could share.” 
 
    She smiled at how cute he was when he was nervous. She didn’t imagine that Dan ever got nervous in his normal life but here and now, when it came to the kids—their kids—he was. Or we could share. She’d never say that, of course, but the thought was there. Lingering. Was that what this weekend was about, a repeat of their naked afternoon? Did she care? No? There wasn’t enough certainty to say yes to anything more than the long weekend and it would be a nice distraction if the twins needed one. I hope. “Davide is heading to Chicago for the weekend so I don’t see why not. We could leave early Friday morning to make the most of it.” 
 
    She held her breath and waited for him to speak. Then his smile spread and Kayla allowed her shoulders to relax just a little bit. “Excellent. I’ll take care of everything.” Dan reached for her hand, nothing crazy just placing his hand on top of hers. It was sweet and warm and comforting. She didn’t want to reject him even if she had the energy to do so, not when he looked so innocent and vulnerable. So happy. “I’m happy you want to tell them. I know I’ve been there and doing things, but I’m ready. I’m scared as hell Kayla, buy I’m ready for them to know. To answer any questions they might have, if that’s all right?” 
 
    “Most of their questions,” she shot back with a teasing smile. “They’re too young to know everything.” Kayla was well aware how she would appear in the story of how her babies came to be. “This was nice,” she sighed, aware the night was drawing to a close. “Grown up time isn’t something I’ve had a lot of in the past few years, aside from Tilly and honestly she’s a big kid herself.” 
 
    Dan nodded but she could see he was barely paying attention and her suspicions were confirmed when he said, “I have three types of ice cream in my fridge, if you’re up for dessert that is.” 
 
    Kayla swallowed. Hard. She was up for something sweet but it wasn’t ice cream. Then again, ice cream was a good way to start just about anything. Even seduction. “Ice cream sounds perfect.” She couldn’t resist the urge to lick her lips and there was no way in hell she’d ever forget the way heat—actual fire—flared in his gaze when she did. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
     
 
    Dan was feeling even better than good as he held the door to his temporary home open for Kayla, after what he would call a very successful date. Dinner had gone well, better than he could have possibly anticipated which probably said more about his expectations than Kayla’s reasonableness, but he considered it win. Not only had he flirted—again, successfully—with the beautiful mother of his children, but she had also agreed to tell the twins about their paternity. Without any prodding on his part. 
 
    The fact that Dani and Tobin would soon know that he was their father and not just some cool grownup they knew, made Dan feel strange. Odd. Like maybe he was stepping into a role he wasn’t quite prepared for, but also so damn excited he could barely contain himself as he motioned for Kayla to step inside. “After you. Beautiful.” He couldn’t help the smile that spread from one side of his face to the other and the blush that stained her cheeks. 
 
    “Is this what a date with the Danny Beck is like?”  He knew she was joking but even still, a slight thrill ran through him at the idea that he had a reputation. 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m just being honest. Drink or dessert?” He didn’t want to talk about the outside world, just them. Him and Kayla and whatever came next. 
 
    Her smile was slow and sensual, a fire just finding its legs. “Yes,” she said simply, without clarification. 
 
    “To both?” Dan groaned inwardly. Was he always doomed to be a total nerd when it came to this woman? 
 
    Kayla only nodded and followed him down the hall and through the sparsely decorated living room and into the more well appointed kitchen, thanks to Tilly. “What a great kitchen!” Her eyes lit up and she did a cute little twirl that made him forget what they were talking about. 
 
    Dan looked around at the brightly colored appliances, the cheerful sunflower print curtains with matching oven mitts and kitchen towels, conceding the point, albeit silently. “What do you like about it?” 
 
    She gave him a look like he might be crazy. “Are you kidding? It’s so bright and colorful and I’ll bet you get a ton of sun in here for most of the day.” Her enthusiasm was damn near contagious and Dan found himself grinning. Again. 
 
    “I never gave it much thought but it is nice to look at.” His words were mild and her quirked auburn brows echoed the sentiment, but Dan only shrugged as he poured bourbon on top of two scoops of vanilla ice cream before sliding the tall glass across the counter. “There you are, dessert in a glass.” 
 
    Kayla’s smile bloomed bright enough to compete with the sun and the moon as she took a sip and closed her eyes with a deep, sultry groan that hit him square in the chest. And yeah, maybe lower too. “That is amazing.” Her smile never wavered as she lifted her glass in his direction. “To a really great, if surprising, evening.” 
 
    “The best evening,” he agreed, ignoring the surprising part of her comment. There were some serious vibes, some explosive chemistry working between them tonight and he wasn’t sure if he should act on it considering how complicated their relationship was about to get. Kayla hadn’t said a thing about what happened between them before so Dan followed her lead and said nothing, but now he was getting serious sex vibes. The kind that were hard to ignore for more than a few minutes. 
 
    “Are you ready for the rollercoaster of traveling with children?” He knew what she was doing, putting distance between them. Putting the kids between them in an effort quash the heat and electricity arcing between them. 
 
    “It’s fifteen miles. I’m sure I can handle it.” Her laugh was full on amusement, feminine and contagious. “With your help.” 
 
    “Says a man who has never, ever traveled with kids. That’s okay,” she said, her voice dripping with mischief. “You can totally handle it. Those fifteen miles will feel like fifty, I promise.” 
 
    Dan wasn’t deterred. Knowing that soon they would know who their father was left Dan more excited than he ever could have imagined. “It’ll be fun. When they know who I am we can start bonding as family.” 
 
    Kayla stopped all talk of twins and vacations and parental responsibility when she sat on his lap, lips still wrapped around the metal straw Tilly had insisted was good for the environment. “Later,” she said, her voice firm and sultry. “We can talk about all of that later. I don’t want to talk anymore.” 
 
    Dan knew when to keep his mouth shut and he did, as Kayla leaned in and pressed those full, lush lips to his in a slow, sensual kiss that had him hard and aching in seconds. He held her hips in his hands, savoring the feel of her soft curves, her warmth. “No talking. Got it.” He groaned when she wiggled on his lap, nestling him in the warm crook of her thighs. “What do you want to do Kayla?” 
 
    “Good question Dan.” She smiled and wiggled some more, giving him a glimpse of the woman who had rocked his world for one wild night, a million years ago. “This is a pretty good start.” 
 
    He couldn’t agree more, gripping her hips tighter as she rocked, slowly, back and forth. Driving him mad with desire. Dan didn’t know how he’d gotten so lucky but he was smart enough not to question when fortune shined down on him, and he just went with it. For the first time in his life, he decided to simply go with the flow. And the flow was beautiful, gorgeous and all consuming, it pulled him into the undertow until he didn’t know which way was up or down. Until he didn’t know where he ended and where Kayla began. It all happened so fast he couldn’t be sure who’d initiated it or who finished it, all he knew was that they were both breathless and panting, wearing the goofy satisfied smile of the well loved. Of the completely and utterly satisfied. “Holy hell, woman.” 
 
    Kayla let out a husky, satisfied laugh that hit him in the chest. And lower. “Right? That was fast but, oh so good. Right?” 
 
    All he could do was nod and enjoy the wide, satisfied smile that spread across his face and the way his lids were too heavy to stay open and stare at the vision of Kayla, skin pink from exertion and pleasure. “Too fast?” 
 
    She shrugged and leaned forward to place a delicate kiss to one corner of his mouth and then the other. “You don’t hear me complaining, do you?” 
 
    He smiled again, thinking that this Kayla right here with him was a lot like the girl he’d known in college. This Kayla was more self-assured and maybe a bit more hardened than her carefree younger self but she was still fun and sexy. And fun. “Not yet I don’t. But, there’s still time,” he said, only half joking. 
 
    “There’s bad fast and then there’s just fast because you both are so wound up that you don’t need a lot of foreplay or extras and this was definitely...the latter.” 
 
    Dan thought about her words and about every time they were together, naked and breathing heavy. Each time had been a brief interlude. A short encounter that he didn’t feel all that great about. Kayla deserved more than a quick, hard screw, no matter how much she enjoyed it. As the mother of his child she deserved candlelit dinners and long talks in front of a roaring fireplace. Not quick, possibly meaningless, hookups. So do I, he thought suddenly and with a clarity that shocked him. “I think I might be insulted.” 
 
    Kayla laughed and attempted to wiggle off his lap but Dan held her in place, keeping her right where he wanted her, where their bodies were still entwined. Like lovers, possibly more than lovers. And that was a crazy thought, he knew it as soon as it came to him, but Dan couldn’t stop the idea that this was all playing out exactly as it was meant to. 
 
    As it was fated to. 
 
    “Insulted? You have nothing to be insulted about. It was great…wasn’t it?” 
 
    Dan nodded. “Maybe it was,” he told her with a soft, sultry smile. “But maybe I’m aiming for a bit more than great. I think,” he whispered and slowly began to kiss his way down her body, between her breasts and down her slightly rounded belly until he was right where he wanted to be, breathing in her erotic scent. “Maybe I want you to be out of your mind with pleasure. Maybe I want you so pent up with it that you beg me for release.” The more he spoke, the more his objective became clear. 
 
    “You want me to beg?” Her words came out husky and thick with desire like she was just as turned on as he was. Maybe even more so. Her next statement left no doubt about what she was feeling. “Make me.” 
 
    Dan smiled at her, a dark intense smile that had that little pulse at the base of her neck fluttering like a butterfly or maybe a hummingbird, in the wind. “If you insist,” he told her and then spent the rest of the night making her beg and cry and scream his name and her pleasure until she went limp from satisfaction. 
 
    Replete with pleasure.  
 
    Dan wanted to make sure he was the only thing on her mind when she fell asleep and he knew, by the way she clung to him and wrapped her arms around him and the way she snuggled into the crook of his neck, that he had succeeded. Which went a long way to explain why he fell asleep wearing the biggest, goofiest grin ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
    How had my life become this? Long weekends at rented cabins by the lake? There had been a few years, a long time ago when she’d dreamed of someone to share her kids with, to spend weekends like this together. Laughing and talking, singing along to kid’s songs that thankfully wouldn’t have time to play on an endless loop. Her kids didn’t need music. Between the arrival of their aunt and the presence of Dan, they were plenty distracted. 
 
    “She said twins were weird and I told her she was just jealous because no one wanted to share an egg with her.” 
 
    Kayla froze and slowly turned her head to look at her daughter. “Where did you learn that?” 
 
    “Aunt Kylie.” At least she knew her sister would keep it clinical. And dreadfully boring. “What’s it mean, Mama?” 
 
    “You’re too young to know,” Kayla shot back automatically and whipped out her phone to go over her checklist one final time. They were closer to their destination than her house, but if the twins had to do without something important, they would make everyone around them miserable.  
 
    “Relax.” Dan’s hand wrapped around her forearm and slid down, slowly, gently until his fingers wrapped around hers. “We went over the list at least a dozen times.” 
 
    Kayla glared at Dan’s exaggeration. “It was just a couple times,” she insisted though she couldn’t be sure. “I’m fine.” She would be, as soon as she had confirmation the first big problem wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    “You are.” He flashed a boyish grin that made her thankful cold air blasted through the vents, erasing all signs of her elevated body temperature. “Relax anyway. This is supposed to be a vacation for all of us. That includes you.” 
 
    Kayla smiled, wishing she could share the sentiment. Vacations were never really hers, not when there were two energetic kids to keep a constant eye on, but any time to relax was always welcome. “Totally relaxed,” she told him and slid down in her seat just to show that she was unaffected. Relaxed. 
 
    “Mama, are you and Dan boyfriend and girlfriend?” Kayla wasn’t surprised that Dani had been elected as the speaker but she was curious what gave them away. 
 
    “Dan and I are friends honey.” Probably. They were friends. Aren’t we? 
 
    “Friends who kiss,” Tobin said, the accusation a deep vein in his voice. “We saw you guys kissing.” 
 
    “Twice,” Dani said, teasing and making kissy face noises. 
 
    Dammit. They’d been trying to be extra careful when the kids were around, which was almost always. She tried to sneak a look in the back seat to see what her kids were thinking. They did think it was a good thing she and Dan were…together? Luckily for her swirling thoughts, Dan came to a stop in front of the cabin about an hour later. 
 
    “Dan do you want to show the kids to their rooms while I start unloading the car?” She hoped he wouldn’t argue and just take the out she was giving him so she could get most of the unpacking done in peace. 
 
    “Uh, sure.” Before he could ask what she was up to, the kids grabbed one hand each and tugged him forward. 
 
    Kayla used her time wisely, unpacking the car first and then lining everything near the door in order of importance, starting with kitchen items and all the kids’ belongings. She made it half way through bringing everything inside the cabin by the time Dan rejoined her with the kids. “So, what do you guys think?” They started talking at the same time about the most random details. 
 
    “There was a butterfly outside,” Tobin, her creative little boy said wistfully. 
 
    “Our room has a fort Mama! A fort!” Dani could barely contain her excitement. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Then if I were you, I would hurry up and unpack my things so I could play in that fort.” Kayla let her words sink in, barely able to contain her laugh at the quickness with which her kids moved to grabbed their kid-sized bags and using teamwork for the larger bag. 
 
    “I’ll grab that one,” Dan offered with a bemused laugh before turning to Kayla and mouthing the words, “You are incredible.” 
 
    She took a moment to bask in the compliment before getting back to work, unpacking the kitchen. There was surprisingly very little to be done since Dan had gotten a fully furnished cottage that included top of the line cookware and utensils. That pretty much described the entire place with its rustic charm while catering to your every modern need. 
 
    “Well? Does it meet with the lady’s approval?” She turned to find his smiling face less than a foot from hers. 
 
    “Absolutely. I wasn’t expecting it to be so…easy.” 
 
    “I wanted this to be a vacation for you too, as much as possible anyway.” If she wasn’t already touched to her very core by his words, that boyish shrug would have done her in. Completely. 
 
    Kayla took one step forward and then another until his face was cradled in her hand, her thumb stroking the sharp line of his jaw. “Thank you, Dan. That was very sweet.” 
 
    “Sweet,” he snorted and put one hand on her hip. “I’ll show you sweet.” Dan fused his lips to Kayla’s for a long, intense moment while electricity arced back and forth between their overheated flesh, and then his tongue slipped back and forth across her lips. Kayla moaned and Dan’s grip tightened. 
 
    She let her fingers tangle in his dark locks that had grown too much during his time in Plentiful, curling her fingers around thick waves to pull him closer while she devoured his mouth. She gasped loudly when his finger brushed against her bare nipple, making it pebble instantly. “Dan,” she panted. 
 
    “Too much? I’m sorry, I coul-,” 
 
    “The kids,” she said on another harsh breath and pointed to the ceiling where the sound of their heavy footfalls grew louder. “Are coming.” 
 
    His bewildered expression brought another smile to Kayla’s face. “I didn’t hear a thing.” 
 
    “It’s a developed skill.” 
 
    “Good thing,” he groaned and adjusted the bulge behind his zipper. “Should we do lunch?” 
 
    “How about a dip in the water first and then lunch?”  
 
    Dan smiled and stepped into her space again, pressing his hips against hers. “Good idea. Glad I’m not the only one in need of a long dip in a cold pond.” 
 
    Kayla inhaled his scent, long and deep, brushing her lips against the column of his throat before stepping back. “Hey kids! Dan wants to go swimming, who’s coming with us?” She smiled when a chorus of agreement rang out, dousing her arousal and reminding her what was really important here. 
 
    Dani and Tobin. 
 
      
 
     ~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We saw you guys kissing. Again.” Tobin sounded more put out and disgusted by it and Dan didn’t know if that was a relief or not. He sat across from Kayla on the porch, Dani to his left and Tobin to his right. “It looked gross.” He gave a shudder that added credence to his point. 
 
    Kayla sighed and set down her glass of lemonade and focused her gaze on the little boy. “Were you spying again? Didn’t we talk about this already?” 
 
    “He wasn’t spying,” Dani insisted, always willing to jump in to help out her brother, something Dan admired and appreciated about his daughter. “We wanted a freeze pop and came to ask if we could have one but you two were kissing. And touching.” 
 
    Dan swore he heard a strangled groan coming from Kayla but her expression was pure stone. “Fine, you weren’t spying but what you saw is nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
    Ouch. Dan kept a smile on his face, pretending her words didn’t sting even though he was pretty sure she’d said them for the sake of the kids. 
 
    “Is he your boyfriend now?” Dani wasn’t swayed quite so easily. 
 
    “No, he’s my friend. We were friends back in college and we, kind of liked each other back then. The kiss was a natural product of that but we are just friends. Right Dan?” 
 
    Dan blinked, pulling his gaze from the sticky mist clinging to her skin from the humidity in the air and up to waiting blue eyes. “Yep. Friends.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be Mama’s boyfriend?” Tobin looked up at him with identical violet-brown eyes, frowning. “Why?” 
 
    “You’re mom is lovely, but I think that’s between us. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Nope,” Dani insisted, doing her best to look like a grownup but it was difficult to pull off with mustard smeared on her cheeks. 
 
    “Dani. Tobin. Please.” Kayla rubbed her temples and sent each of them her best mom look. “Whether we are kissing or dating is not the point.” 
 
    “Why not,” Tobin asked around a much too big bite of hot dog. 
 
    “What is the point,” the more direct Dani asked. 
 
    Kayla’s eyes met Dan’s, an expression swimming in those depths he couldn’t identify but he gave her a supportive nod. He’d be there for her. Whatever she needed. “The point, smarty pants, is that I have something important I want to tell you.” 
 
    “Are we finally getting a puppy?” Dani, again. 
 
    “The answer is still no,” she answered easily. “Remember how I told you that your dad didn’t know about you and how I couldn’t find him?” Both kids nodded, chins resting in their ketchup and mustard stained hands, attention focused completely on Kayla. “Well I told him about you and I think it’s time you both know that Dan is your father.” 
 
    Both gazes swung to Dan and he nodded, backing her up silently because he didn’t know what to say. Did this moment call for dad jokes or some big sappy moment? He had no clue, there were no books on this topic, none that he could find anyway. But it felt like a moment he should have prepared a speech for, or something. 
 
    The kids, both of them, were quiet for so long that Dan began to squirm. The sounds of the lake, kids playing Marco Polo in the water, motors on small boats, meat sizzling on the grill, was all drowned out and the only thing he could hear was the nonstop pounding of his heart against his chest.  Dani turned to Tobin and a slow smiled formed on her face, then on Tobin’s. “Told you!” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Tobin shot back. “You said maybe.” 
 
    “I said probably!” They went back and forth at least a dozen times before Kayla intervened. “Do you have questions? For either of us?” 
 
    Tobin’s head swung towards Dan. “Does this mean we can call you Dad now?” 
 
    Dan swallowed, nodding slowly. It hadn’t occurred to him that they might want to call him dad or that they would even consider him a father figure. They’d gone plenty of years without him, but still the question touched him. “If you want to I have no problem with that. In fact, I hope that over time you will call me Dad.” 
 
    “Are you gonna be our full time dad or a part time dad, like Audrey has?” 
 
    Ouch. Dan shrugged. “I guess only time will tell, right?” 
 
    Dani nodded but he noticed that somewhere along the way he’d lost Kayla. That little light of contentment had been vanquished but her serene smile remained in place. “I guess so.” 
 
    Tobin raised his hand, giggling when Kayla poked his side. “Are you guys gonna keep kissing?” 
 
    “No,” Kayla said automatically. 
 
    “Yep,” Dan offered up with a wide, flirtatious grin. 
 
    Kayla glared but he could only shrug and smile, not feeling sorry even one bit. “Clean up,” she began, stopping at the automatic groan from Dani and Tobin. “And then we’ll hit the water for a while.” 
 
    Those words got the kids to their feet, hauling paper plates and plastic flatware to the recycling bins on the side of the cabin. Dan smiled as he watched them go, wishing he had even half their energy. “That went better than expected.” 
 
    “For now. Let’s give it a few days and see how the news settles. For now, let’s just enjoy this mini vacation.” Kayla finished her lemonade and stood, carefully gathering the rest of the lunch debris from the table. “You could use some sun.” 
 
    Dan nodded his agreement, but he didn’t miss the heat in her gaze when it landed on the open strip of his shirt. There was no point ruining what had started as a good holiday by moving too fast. “Can’t wait to see you in a bikini.” He laughed at the little bursts of pink that bloomed on her cheeks. 
 
    He wouldn’t move too fast, but he’d make damn sure she wanted him to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    “You rented a boat.” Kayla’s words held no real emotion, they were completely blank and Dan didn’t know how to take that. “For the four of us. You rented a boat?” 
 
    Dan nodded. “I wanted us to enjoy the day together without a lot of distractions.” He didn’t think it needed to be said, but their time together was limited. At least he still thought it was. “Is it too much?” 
 
    She nodded and then shook her head, the queen of mixed messages in the moment. “It’s not that it’s too much, it’s just…we’ve never done anything like this before.” She shook her head and then raked one hand through mussed auburn locks, blowing a stray lock from her face. “This is very kind of you Dan. Thanks.” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder, catching on quickly that he needed to check for kid ears and eyeballs whenever he was tempted to say or do something that wasn’t for a PG audience. “You know what it does to me when you get all prim and proper, Kayla?” 
 
    She turned to him, big blue eyes wide and streaked with gold this close up. Then one coppery red brow arched as a slow smile spread across her face. “No, what?” 
 
    Minx. “You’re playing a dangerous game, woman.” 
 
    Her laugh was beautiful, feminine and lyrical. “Too easy.” She called for the Dani and Tobin, who came running making as much noise as an entire professional football team. 
 
    “We’re ready, Mama!” Dani held a sand bucket and pail in one hand and a towel in the other, her smile the only thing not hidden under her fashionable sunglasses and big floppy hat. 
 
    Kayla took both kids in with a critical eye, sighing affectionately at the sight they made in perfectly appropriate beach wear. “You think that’s enough to go on a boat for a whole day?” 
 
    Dani froze and looked up at Dan, a question in her eyes. “A whole day? Are we gonna have food?” 
 
    “Yep. A chef is making lunch for us on the boat. Plus we’ll do some fishing and maybe see some hidden wonders. Who knows what this beautiful day will hold for us?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tobin agreed, awe thickening his voice and snuck his little hand into Dan’s. “We could find pirate treasure or maybe a really big adventure, like rescuing a shipwrecked crew!” 
 
    Dan’s grip tightened on the boy’s, feeling his chest swell at how easily the kid had put his trust in him. It was both humbling and terrifying. Could a man ever earn the love his children gave him so freely? “Tobin’s got it right ladies. We’re going on an adventure.” 
 
    “All right,” Kayla said with a smile. “Before we go conquer the seven seas, we need a change of clothes, sunscreen and more than toys and bathing suits, guys.” 
 
    It took twenty minutes but eventually Kayla, with Dan’s help, was able to get everyone out the door and to the dock to meet the captain and crew who would be with them for the day. By the time they hit the water, Dan was nervous but hopeful. He had a feeling this trip might be the start of something great. “So, what do you guys think?” 
 
    “There’s so much water,” Tobin enthused, the awe in his voice palpable. “It’s everywhere.” Dan smiled, already planning a trip to show him the ocean. 
 
    Dan put a hand to the boy’s shoulder, feeling his own sense of wonder and pride that he’d had a hand in creating such a wonderful little kid. “Imagine all the life that lives under the surface. Fish and lizards, frogs and snakes.” 
 
    “Snails and turtles, too.” Tobin rattled off a few more lake living creatures, along with stats Dan feared he would never be able to forget. 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Who’s up for fishing?” 
 
    Tobin jumped up and down excitedly while Kayla and Dani scrunched their noses in distaste. “No thanks,” Kayla said as she stripped off her t-shirt, drawing Dan’s gaze and no shortage of inappropriate thoughts scampering through his mind. “Dani and I will work on our tans over there while the men folk catch us some lunch. Sound good?” Her lips curved into the tiniest of smiles, and he couldn’t tell if she was merely amused or mocking him. 
 
    Dan wanted to ask her to stay by his side, to brush her warm soft skin against his occasionally to help him remember he was alive and not a slave to success. But he suspected she was giving him time alone with Tobin so he nodded. “I guess it’s just us men, buddy. You okay with that?” 
 
    Tobin nodded. “We’re men Mama. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Kayla could barely suppress her laughter as she and Dani sauntered off, laying out two towels as they stripped down to their swimwear and Dan couldn’t take his eyes off Kayla in her bright green bikini that showed off a slender waist and long, toned legs that had him thinking about the last time those legs were wrapped around his waist. 
 
    “Did you hear me, Dad?” 
 
    That one word penetrated his brain and Dan looked down at his son. “What was that?” 
 
    “I asked if you’re happy you’re our dad?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Are you happy about it?” 
 
    He shrugged, gaze laser focused on putting the lure on the hook since he refused live bait. “Dani guessed fast ‘cause of our eyes but I didn’t believe her. Do you have other kids?” 
 
    “Uh, no. Do you?” 
 
    Tobin giggled. “I’m just a kid.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Dan wasn’t sure how to ask the questions he wanted to ask and he didn’t want to leave Tobin unattended so, he tried and hoped for the best. “I’m very happy that you and Dani know the truth and if you have any questions, you can ask me.” 
 
    “Do I have a grandma and grandpa? Besides Aunt Tilly, I mean.” 
 
    He sighed, head nodding absently while he stared off into the distance. “You do. My mom and dad.” 
 
    “Do they live here too?” 
 
    “They don’t really live anywhere, honestly. They travel a lot.” They hadn’t slowed down when they had children and he didn’t think they would for grandchildren either. 
 
    “Like on vacation?” 
 
    “That’s what I used to think,” he told him honestly, looking down into eyes so much like his own, except filled with the kind of trust that could only come from innocence. “They work for the government, helping in all kinds of ways.” 
 
    “Like spies?” 
 
    Dan laughed at how similar Tobin’s question had been to his own. “No. My father helps American businesses that want to open in a particular country. He knows the laws and the paperwork.” 
 
    “Okay.” Tobin shrugged, probably wishing he hadn’t asked. “What about your mom?” 
 
    “She’s brilliant. Speaks nine different languages and she helps new diplomats understand how to live and work in a different culture. Sometimes she teaches others about American culture.” 
 
    His face twisted in a confused frown. “Like TV and stuff?” 
 
    “Yes, and food and music. Language, customs like singing around a birthday cake.” 
 
    “Everyone doesn’t do that?” 
 
    Dan’s mouth curled into a grin and he savored this moment with Tobin. With his son. “I was just s surprised as you are now.” 
 
    “Uh, Dad?” 
 
    Dan wore a goofy grin as he stood beside Tobin, staring out at the water. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I think I got a fish.” 
 
    He looked down and sure enough, Tobin struggled with the bouncing fishing pole until Dan steadied it. “Now we give a little bit of slack,” he told him, covering Tobin’s hands so he could assist as he walked the boy through the steps, “and now we reel and lift. Reel and lift.” 
 
    “Reel and lift,” Tobin repeated, his tongue sticking out the side of his mouth. 
 
    It took no time at all to get the fish onto the boat and off the hook, Tobin moved swiftly and with ease. “You’re good at that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” His words came out shy but proud. Then he tossed the fish back into the water. 
 
    “Was there a problem with the fish?” 
 
    “No but maybe his dad is missing him.” His words came out so innocent, so trusting in the goodness of the world that it made Dan feel a hundred years old. 
 
    Had he ever been so innocent? “Okay.” 
 
    “You’re not mad?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Though he did wonder why the kid wanted to go fishing if he didn’t want to keep the fish. 
 
    “I just wanted to go fishing with my dad. I always throw them back, but Billy’s dad gets mad about that.” 
 
    Billy’s dad sounded like an asshole. “Why do you throw them back?” 
 
    He shrugged but Dan suspected that was self-consciousness. “I don’t want to kill them or eat them, just meet them and see’em up close. I never keep them.” 
 
    Dan realized in that moment that Tobin was a gentle soul, kind and sweet. Like Tilly. “Well I really wanted to catch one and I still haven’t yet so maybe some of your luck can rub off on me. What do you say?” 
 
    “I can do that.” The smile he wore nearly split his face in half. 
 
    “Great. While we wait for the luck to rub off you can tell me something about yourself.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Dan had no idea what a kid his age should know or like. “Like your favorite thing to eat? Favorite book to read? Worst part about school?” He closed his eyes for a brief moment to enjoy the trusting weight of the little boy beside him, smiling at the sun as his son spent the next thirty minutes answering three simple questions. 
 
    It was surprisingly relaxing and it made Dan think. It made him wonder, could this be his future? Long weekends at a cabin by the lake with his woman and his kids? Could this be his present? Did he want it to be? That was the one question he could answer easily. Yes, he wanted it. 
 
    But was it possible? He didn’t think so. Kayla’s life, the twins’ lives were here in Plentiful.  
 
    His life was not. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Sorry I didn’t warn you about Tobin and fishing.” Kayla had looked up, mildly mortified, just as her son had tossed the fish back into the water. “I wanted him to figure it out for himself.” But maybe she shouldn’t have. The fear she’d seen on his face was real, leftovers from those jerks posing as fathers. 
 
    “I think you did the right thing. I asked and he told me why he did it.” His smile was bemused as he raked a hand through his hair, enjoying the way her hair fluttered in the breeze. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I accepted it. I’m proud as hell, and flattered, that he didn’t go against his beliefs to make me happy. And I’m even more proud that he found a way to get what he wanted without compromising himself.” That was something it took most men a lifetime to learn. “You’re a wonderful mother.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied sincerely, looking away and hoping that the moonlight would cover the blush staining her cheeks. And her neck and chest. “You were good with Tobin today. He couldn’t stop talking about you during bath time.” It was almost annoying, except she couldn’t feel anything but joy at seeing her little boy so happy. 
 
    “Are the kids asleep?” He’d enjoyed being around them today. All day. Dani was a firecracker, up for anything and impervious to fear. He’d enjoyed showing her some of the underwater life in the lake. But he was ready for adult time. With Kayla. 
 
    “They are fast asleep. I had to carry them both from the bathtub.” She shook her head at how thoroughly her kids had been worn out. Yawning during playtime and compliant during wash time. It was a nice change, one she planned to cherish the next time bath time ended with her own clothes soaking wet. 
 
    “Does that mean we can enjoy a bit of champagne? A toast for being awesome, attentive parents for a whole day, especially when you were so tempting. So distracting in that bikini.” 
 
    Kayla felt a shiver shake her whole body and bead her nipples as a cool breeze swept over them. “I wouldn’t say no to a glass of champagne.” She shouldn’t say yes but she would. To anything tonight. 
 
    Dan poured two glasses and lifted his in the air. “To distracting bikinis.” 
 
    “To new adventures.” Sipping the champagne Kayla felt like someone other than herself. Someone who wasn’t a single mother, a boring homebody who preferred to Netflix & Design rather than go out and actually meet new people. But right now, she felt like the kind of woman who spent a night on a boat.  
 
    An adventurous night on a boat. 
 
    “Today was a bit of an adventure for me. It’s just-,” 
 
    Kayla put a finger to his lips, feeling bold and more than a little aroused when his tongue swiped against the pad of her finger. “No more talk of the kids. Got it?” 
 
    He nodded, smiling behind her finger. “Got it.” The words were muffled but she understood. 
 
    “I’ve never had sex on a boat.” 
 
    He blinked several times and when his gaze settled on hers again, it was nearly black with desire. With carnal heat she felt down to her bones. “Me either.” 
 
    Kayla felt her whole body light up at his words and the way his eyes caressed her body. “Good. Let’s talk about that.” But she didn’t give him a chance, instead Kayla fitted her body to his bigger, stronger, harder one and pressed her lips to his. Giving him a kiss worthy of the adventurous seductress she longed to be. 
 
    Her tongue crept out and slicked against his lips, back and forth. Back and forth. His hands reached out lightning quick, grabbing her and pulling her close even as the kiss deepened, intensified. 
 
    Scorched her skin. 
 
    “Guest room,” she panted remembering the empty room down the hall from the kids, she smiled into the kiss as he descended the narrow staircase. It was too narrow and they laughed. “My legs are shaky but I think I can make it.” 
 
    Dan let her go briefly, his gaze near combustion as he crowded in on her, practically carrying her down the stairs and into the room on the left. “Tell me more about these shaky legs,” he growled in her ear before nipping it and kissing his way down her jaw and to her throat. Her collarbone. 
 
    The swell of her cleavage. 
 
    “Dan.” She moaned his name, softly. Gently. So at odds with the physical turmoil her body was experiencing as his lips set her on fire, his tongue left a trail of heat down her spine and Kayla gave herself over to this man. To this moment. To this night. 
 
    She arched into Dan and took all the pleasure he offered her and then she took a little bit more, waiting until he was perched on the very edge of ecstasy before giving it all back to him. It was a night to remember. 
 
    It felt like something she wouldn’t be able to forget. Even if she wanted to. 
 
    It was hot and different, intense and frenetic, like they couldn’t get enough of each other. But it was fun.  
 
    Exciting.  
 
    Intoxicating. 
 
    Kayla slammed her eyes shut against the thoughts racing through her mind, listening to the soothing, even breathing beneath her ear. Dan had fallen asleep easily, not as emotionally disturbed as she was by what had happened tonight. By what it could mean. 
 
    For her heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Dan had been sure Dani would pick something like going into town for ice cream or any of the dozen or so fast food restaurants that peppered the town. Instead she shocked him to his core when she asked if he wanted to catch lightning bugs with her. 
 
    “I’m sure. It’s so fun but Tobin says they deserve to be free.” Dan couldn’t help but smile at her reluctant acceptance of Tobin’s words. 
 
    “You’re a good sister.” She was the caretaker and the bodyguard of the family, much like her mother. 
 
    “He’s a good brother too. But sometimes I just want to catch lightning bugs.” 
 
    Dan laughed from his spot across from her in the rowboat. The old man who owned the bait shop swore the best fireflies in central Illinois were located on the other side of the lake. So that’s where they were headed. “No kidding.” 
 
    “I’m glad you told us,” she said after a long period of silence. “We dreamed of you and what you would be like, all this time.” 
 
    “And?” Dan held his breath, not entirely sure he wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    “You’re even better ‘cause you like Mama.” The smile she beamed up at him was magnificent. And terrifying. “Come on, we have to start close to the trees.” She summoned him closer, as bossy as she ever was, making no adjustments for adults or loved ones. 
 
    “Is there some firefly class that I missed out on?” He watched in awe, as Dani make split-second decisions before heading off towards a cloud of the luminescent creatures. 
 
    “Nope. Just lots of practice.” Another radiant smile and Dan felt his heart swell, which made him panic. Not completely. 
 
    But enough. As the evening wore on Dan’s mood swung from light and carefree to weight of the world on his shoulders. It was hard to be in a bad mood in Dani’s company, which only made his inner turmoil worse. He should be enjoying some alone time with his daughter, not worrying about the future. A future we can’t have. Not realistically. Every day, hell every hour he spent with them—Tobin and Dani and Kayla—he wanted another hour, another day. Another week. Another year. 
 
    It was bittersweet. “Hey, I think I caught one!” Dan held up a jar for the little girl’s inspection and Dani did not disappoint, leaning in extra close until the bug flashed its beauty. 
 
    She jumped back and gasped. “You got one. Good job!” Her smile came fast, wide and unabashed. “So good!” 
 
    Dan grinned and felt his chest puff out a little bit with pride. The man he was just weeks ago wouldn’t have had time for something as pointless as catching fireflies but tonight he had the time of his life. Her pride in him warmed him all over, made him want to be the father she deserved. They both deserved. “Thanks. How many do we need?” 
 
    Dani shrugged and gave him a quick look over her shoulder, keen eyes searching for another cluster. “Not too many because they get squished.” 
 
    His lips curled into an irrepressible grin when he realized that her brother’s love of animals had rubbed off on her. She wanted to enjoy them, not destroy them. Then she took off to the left, her laughter making his heart swell until it ached. “Got it.” 
 
    They spun in circles and crawled on the ground, faces just inches from the ground until they were covered in dirt and grass stains. Dan couldn’t remember doing anything like this as a kid. How much time had passed, he couldn’t say because he hadn’t glanced at his watch once. Until Dani yawned. 
 
    “I guess we should head back to the cabin.”  
 
    Her quick agreement was the second sign he should have paid closer attention to the time. “If you want.” 
 
    She was stubborn just like Kayla but he couldn’t stop smiling so he just nodded. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Me too,” she conceded easily and put her little hand in his, looking up at him with trusting eyes. “Ready to let them go?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “One,” she grinned and twisted the lid on her jar. 
 
    “Two,” he counted and twisted his own lid with a wide smile. 
 
    “Three,” she said, a surge of excitement in her voice as she snatched the lid away and watched with awe and wonder, as the lightning bugs danced in a tornado of vibrant flashes of light. Her giggles wafted on the night breeze and she slid her hand back into his. “Isn’t it pretty?” 
 
    “Very pretty,” he told her but the truth was her gap toothed grin was the most beautiful thing he’d seen all day. They watched until the last bug flickered before flying off to wherever lightning bugs went after performing nature’s tricks for humans. “Ready to head home?” 
 
    Dani gave a tired nod and leaned against Dan, so trusting until they were in the boat rowing towards their cabin. He took his time, rowing slowly because he was distracted by his thoughts. By too many thoughts during what was supposed to be a relaxing weekend. With my kids. Who was he kidding? There was no way this weekend could have been anything but emotionally tumultuous given all the information he and the kids had to absorb. 
 
    Still the joy he felt mixed with fear. Uncertainty. If he got attached, which to be fair he already had, then he’d have to get used to being a part-time dad, something he never envisioned. Dan didn’t do anything by halves, he graduated at the top of his class and he’d put forth maximum effort every step of the way to building his business, which is why becoming a weekend dad was unfathomable. 
 
    Unthinkable. 
 
    But the other option, that this was all the time he would ever have with them aside from holiday cards, was impossible. His heart wouldn’t be able to take that. He knew it now. Hell, he knew it when they both tucked their little hands into his with all the trust in the world. He knew it when Tobin mimicked him like Dan was some kind of hero, and when Dani looked up at him like he was a source of knowledge, the highest honor for her. 
 
    My little girl. 
 
    It was incredible. And it was awful. 
 
    “Okay kiddo, we’re…here.” Dan looked up and found Dani sound asleep on the other bench which meant he got to perform another parental rite of passage, carrying a sleeping child up to bed. 
 
    After a full day of spending time with the kids and with Kayla, Dan felt happy. Satisfied. Content. And he also felt confused. He wanted this with Kayla and the twins. But could he have it? Was it right to even want it knowing how impossible it was? Knowing that in order to be together someone had to give up something important. 
 
    He wasn’t sure could, which meant he couldn’t ask Kayla to do what he wouldn’t.  
 
    Which meant he was screwed. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
     “Exhausted?” Kayla tried her best to maintain an upbeat, positive attitude even though something was clearly going on with Dan. She figured he’d had enough of parent time and was ready to get back to his regularly scheduled life, but it was killing her not knowing what had caused it. He’d spent most of the day with Dani, who could be bossy but she was so sweet the way she reveled in teaching new things to anyone willing to learn. Maybe it was Tobin and tossing back the fish. The point was, Kayla had no idea and she didn’t like that. She wished he would just be a damn grownup and say what was on his mind. 
 
    But on the heels of that thought, came another. Screw him. If a couple of days with two bright kids was too much for him, now was the time to figure it out. Now, before anybody got too attached. Before it was too hard to walk away. 
 
    “Exhausted is one way to put it. Bone deep tired is another.” He flashed a tired smile from his spot in the doorway that separated the kitchen from the living room, legs crossed at the ankles with one hand gripping the top of the archway. He was fresh from the shower with damp dark hair and small rivulets of water still dripping onto his light gray t-shirt. “It was fun, but where do they get all that energy?” 
 
    Kayla laughed and shook her head as she pulled two juicy burgers from the broiler. “I ask myself that question at least once a day. If I could just bottle it all of our money worries would disappear.” Her laugh felt good and Kayla realized she felt relaxed for the first time since he and Dani took off to chase fireflies. 
 
    “If you need money,” he began clumsily and raked a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Relax Dan, I’m not angling for any of your money. I just meant they have so much energy it would make anyone rich who could sell it. Never mind,” she sighed, wondering when this awkwardness had come about. 
 
    They both fell into a long thoughtful silence and she busied herself with hamburger fixings, slicing tomatoes and pickles, chopping lettuce and onions. It was easy work. Busy work even, but it helped her focus on the task at hand and nothing more. Not even the future. 
 
    Especially not the future. 
 
    “Too bad Dani missed the burger bar. She’ll be bummed.” 
 
    “Somehow I think she would still choose chasing fireflies with you.” 
 
    He barked out a laugh and shook his head before standing and stretching his hands over his head. Kayla couldn’t look away, not from that tan strip of skin between his t-shirt and jeans, the mouthwatering muscles at his sides, or the way his biceps bunched and flexed as he moved. He was so damn beautiful she thought it was unfair. “She does seem to have an affinity for those bugs.” He walked away abruptly and Kayla didn’t know what to make of it so she shrugged and pulled the buns from the toaster and add the fries to a shared platter for the middle of the table. “The perfect elixir after a long day.” He held up an expensive looking bottle of amber liquid. 
 
    “Scotch?” 
 
    He frowned. “Irish whiskey. Don’t let Tilly hear you say that,” he admonished, sounding so much like his aunt Kayla could just imagine the older woman imparting that particular bit of wisdom to a miniature version of the man before her. “Aged well.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means but I’ll get two cups.” 
 
    “Cups? No, I’ll get glasses from the wet bar.” He winked and left her alone with her thoughts, which were mostly confusing. One minute he was quiet and brooding and now he was flirting and winking. Kayla couldn’t keep up so she accepted the glass of whiskey and decided she was Miss Go With The Flow tonight. No overthinking. No overanalyzing. 
 
    No stressing. 
 
    “To tasty burgers,” she toasted and raised her glass. 
 
    “And even tastier company,” he finished with another dark, seductive look in her direction. 
 
    Unsure what to say to that, Kayla took a sip and let the room temperature liquid slide its way down her throat, not stopping until the burn spread throughout her belly and her chest, and then the stress started to melt away. “It’s good. Strong but good.” Kayla held back the first cough but the second wouldn’t be contained. 
 
    “Exactly what makes it perfect,” he moaned and took another sip. When Dan fell silent this time, Kayla figured it was best to get it out in the open. 
 
    “Did something happen with you and Dani out there?” 
 
    Dan blinked big, confused violet eyes at her. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve been quiet and distracted, maybe even a little withdrawn since you guys got back and I guess I’m just wondering why.” There, she’d said it. The words were out there now. 
 
    “Do you know that I can’t remember the last time I chased lightning bugs? The last time I had that kind of fun?” Kayla shook her head, a smile curling her lips at the wistful wonder in his voice. “Neither do I, honestly which means its been too damn long.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good thing.” It didn’t make a lot of sense when stacked up against his behavior, but maybe she was overreacting. Maybe. 
 
    “It is. A damn good thing but it makes me wonder if I’ve sacrificed too much for success.” 
 
    Kayla would kill to have his success. “If you had found something on your way to empire building, maybe you would have found a balance. You would have had a reason to seek out that balance.” She would like to think that she would have found a way to balance single motherhood with success, if she ever caught a glimpse of professional success. 
 
    “Maybe, but it’s easy to say now isn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe it is. Or maybe you just know who you are. Whatever you’ve given up it’s not too late to get it now. You’re still young, at least that’s what I tell myself every morning.” She rolled her eyes playfully, hoping he didn’t look too closely at the wrinkles. 
 
    “I think you’re beautiful, Kayla. I always have.” 
 
    She felt the blush all the way to her toes. “Thank you Dan. I wasn’t fishing.” Finally the food was on the table and they were face to face, the moment as thick and tense as the space between them. 
 
    “Fish away. I’ll happily tell you how gorgeous you are. How I can’t stop looking at those beautiful breasts of yours, those long shapely legs that I daydream of having wrapped around me daily.” He winked and licked his lips as his gaze slipped to her breasts, bare beneath her t-shirt. “And don’t even get me started on the sounds you make when I make you feel good.” 
 
    “Okay stop,” she practically begged, holding a hand up between them. “I got it. Thanks.” 
 
    “Too bad. I was just getting started.” 
 
    His words made her choke on the final sip of whiskey. “You’re bad.” 
 
    “No, I’m hungry. As good as these burgers smell, that coconut and flower stuff you wear is far more enticing.” He licked his lips and Kayla slammed her knees together to stop the throb of desire that snaked its way through her veins. 
 
    “It’s body wash,” she managed to stammer out as she reached for her empty glass of whiskey. 
 
    “Here you are.” Amusement laced his voice as he poured two healthy glugs into her glass. “Drink up.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks.” What in the hell was happening to her? Get it together Kayla. Now. Her hand snaked out and grabbed a fry, flaked with fluffy white sea salt that melted on her tongue. 
 
    Dan laughed again. “You’re nervous.” 
 
    Kayla’s blue eyes opened wide. “Am not. I’m just…hungry.” 
 
    This time the chuckle came out deep and rumbly, sexy as hell as it slammed into her belly and her chest, making one clench tight and the other heave deeply. “Good to know.” 
 
    “That’s not…you’re twisting my words.” 
 
    “No, I’m just hearing what I want to hear.” His words came out like the purr of a big game cat, vibrating as he closed in on his prey. Dan leaned on the table until barely two inches separated their mouths. “I’m hearing what you’re trying very hard not to say.” 
 
    That was true, dammit. “You’re confusing me.” Kayla pushed her chair back and stood abruptly. “You’re cold and then you’re hot.” She began to pace. 
 
    “I know and I’m sorry.” His voice sounded right beside her ear and she gasped, startled at how fast he advanced on her. “But I’m confused as hell about everything except how much I want you Kayla.” His teeth sank into the flesh of her ear and he nibbled until she shivered. “What do you want?” 
 
    You. The answer came quickly, almost instantly. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” he growled and nipped her lobe again, this time a little harder. The sensation zipped down her belly and settled between her thighs. “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “You know that I want you Dan. But I don’t want to be another complication or obligation.” That was why she hadn’t bothered to do more to track him down. 
 
    “You’re a lot of things Kayla,” his lips pressed against the vein on the side of her neck. “Distracting.” His tongue swept across her collarbone, dipping inside that little pulse before finishing the journey to the other side of her neck. “Beautiful.” He nibbled her ear again and Kayla moaned. It came from somewhere deep inside of her, low and husky. “Talented.” 
 
    “Dan. Don’t tease.” Her body was already strung tight and anymore teasing would tie her in knots. 
 
    “But it’s so fun to tease you. The little hiccupping gasps you make when I touch you.” His fingertips grazed the bare spots on her skin, her neck and arms, her waist. The small of her back. “So damn hot.” 
 
    Kayla said nothing as her head fell back, eyes closed while his mouth did wonderful things to her overheated skin. She fell into his kiss, into his strong embrace and let go. She succumbed to the moment and let his kisses overwhelm her until she was dizzy and her legs wobbled, until she had to hold on to him for dear life or risk being carried away by desire. 
 
    In the next moment they were both naked and breathless, bodies intertwined in erotic poses she would never forget, not the intensity or the heat that swirled between them, fogging up all the windows in the kitchen. “Kayla,” he panted, smiling with his lips pressed against hers. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I can’t stop.” 
 
    Kayla found herself smiling against his lips at those words, making her feel like more than a mother. More than just a woman. His words made her feel like a woman, a sexy and desirable woman. “Who asked you to?” The truth was she couldn’t get enough of him either, she didn’t want him to stop. It didn’t matter that her thighs burned or that she was drenched in sweat, or that she didn’t think she had another orgasm in her, all that mattered was she was right where she wanted to be. 
 
    With him. 
 
    And when she tumbled over the edge, Kayla looked up and found those stunning violet eyes looking at her intensely. His gaze was far more serious than the moment warranted and she was transfixed, unable to decipher the emotions playing across his face but unable to look away. He thrust again and again and then Dan joined her, floating over the edge of the cliff wrapped in a warm blanket of arousal and ecstasy. Her legs stayed wrapped around him for a long time, eyes drinking him in and enjoying the sight he made with his face twisted in pleasure. His muscles on full display. “Kayla,” he growled. 
 
    “I’m right here Dan.” And finally they were on the same page, lips fused together mirroring the way their bodies moved as pleasure poured out of them both, permeating the air with their essence. When they finally landed softly on the ground, Kayla let out a sigh. “Wow.” 
 
    His lips curled into a wide smile. “More than wow. That was…holy shit.” Dan buried his face into the crook of her neck, tongue tracing light circles against her sensitized skin. “Damn.” 
 
    “I think I’m floating.” She laughed softly at first and then harder and harder until her body shook with post-orgasmic giddiness. 
 
    “I think I’d feel it if you were.” His hips flexed against hers and she gasped, letting her eyes roll back in her head. “But I’ll take the compliment.” 
 
    Kayla saw something alarming in Dan’s eyes. Sadness. No, not sad and not resigned. It was much worse. 
 
    It was goodbye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    Dan couldn’t remember the last time he smiled so much. Or for so long at once. It had to be back in college but honestly maybe not even then. He wasn’t the cool kid, he just hung around the cool kids because his GPA allowed them to keep partying and they’re connections had helped him start his business. It had all worked out in the end, yet nothing topped the way he felt in that moment. 
 
    Dani and Tobin were in back singing at the top of their lungs. “Seventy-eight bottles of pop on the wall! Seventy-eight bottles of pop!” This was their favorite part so Dan braced himself for the volume increase. “Take one down and pass it around. Seventy-six bottles of pop on the wall!” 
 
    His smile was unstoppable as the car ate up the short strip of road back to Plentiful proper but deep in his heart Dan felt disappointment preparing to settle in. He wasn’t ready for the weekend to be over but with every mile, every minute, that time drew closer. He knew it and he could tell by the set of her shoulders, the way her eyes wouldn’t meet his, that Kayla knew it too. 
 
    “You guys aren’t singing.” Dani leaned forward between the seats and stared at them both. “Sing,” she commanded. 
 
    “Dani, sit back.” Kayla’s tone was firm, she was squarely in mom mode. “Now.” 
 
    With a huff the little girl did as she was told, grumbling under her breath just to show she was obeying under protest. “Seventy-two bottles of pop on the wall!” Her shouts were loud and obnoxious and a quick glance in the mirror revealed she was staring a wicked hole into the backs of both parents. 
 
    “She’s a stubborn one,” he said in another effort to pull Kayla into conversation. After they made love the first time last night, she had retreated into herself. Every time he reached for her or she reached for him throughout the night, it was intense. Raw and primal. Slow and intense. It had been emotional, overwhelmingly so, and he understood her reticence completely. 
 
    But he also fucking hated it. 
 
    “I wonder where she gets it from.” The words were said in a bland tone that she answered out of obligation rather than a desire to talk to him. 
 
    “Definitely her mother,” he said at the same time Kayla replied, 
 
    “Definitely her father.” They shared a look and a laugh, and Dan thought that maybe this morning had been a fluke. Things had been too intense last night and those kinds of emotions had a way of messing with a person’s head. 
 
    “I’m not stubborn, I’m determined,” he insisted with a smile. 
 
    “And we’re here,” she said as the car came to a stop in her driveway. “All right kids, grab a bag and head inside.” She opened the back door and the kids practically spilled out, talking excitedly as they reached for a bag and climbed the steps. In that moment Dan realized just how much he’d missed and how much he would miss. First steps. Learning how to talk. Learning new words. Becoming adults. SAT’s. Prom. College admission. Weddings. “You okay?” Kayla put a hand to his forehead and Dan leaned into her with a groan. 
 
    “No. I’m having withdrawal already.” 
 
    She grinned up at him and Dan felt his breath catch in his throat while she seemed unaffected as she cast an adoring look at the children. “They are pretty great, aren’t they?” The love shining from her was a magnificent sight and it made him wish he was on the receiving end of that look. Temporarily, of course. Because Dan didn’t have time for those types of emotions and entanglements. He’d seen more than a few business associates become distracted by a woman. By love. 
 
    “They are, but I was talking about you.” He held Kayla’s blue gaze for a long time, making sure she understood just how much he wanted her. Again. Already again. It felt like a constant need and he wanted to carry her upstairs and simultaneously run away as fast as he could get away. 
 
    “Dan.” His name came out on a whisper, a longing whisper like she wanted to hide away with him someplace cozy and intimate too. 
 
    She was right, it was crazy. It was insane. More than anything else, it was completely out of character for Dan. He didn’t do public affection and he didn’t do false promises. He wouldn’t start with this woman, the mother of his children. The woman who’d taken his virginity. “Kayla.” He whispered her name against her lips and after a quick look back to make sure the kids were inside, she lunged at him and fixed her lips to his, and kissed Dan until he was hard and aching, and on the verge of embarrassing himself. That thought pulled him back a step and then another. And another still. He flashed a nervous smile, hoping the erection in his pants wasn’t as visible as it felt. “Damn, woman.” 
 
    “Right back atcha, man.” Her smile was playful and there was an affection burning in the depths of her eyes that made Dan feel…something. Something he couldn’t identify it and had no real desire to explore, even though he couldn’t help his mind from breaking it down from all angles. “Thanks for a wonderful weekend, Dan.” 
 
    He frowned. “Are we still on for dinner?” 
 
    “Yes, but I still wanted to say thank you. I had fun and I know the kids had a great time. I’m glad you found your way to us this summer.” 
 
    “Me too,” he told her but those words felt inadequate to describe what he’d gone through this summer. He’d become a father in his own eyes and he had—quite possibly—fallen in love. “I have to go but I’ll be back for dinner. With broccoli as promised.” 
 
    “See you then.” Kayla licked her lips and gave him one last heated look before turning away. He watched the graceful, easy way her legs carried her and he admired every curve and dip highlighted by her simple outfit of cut-off shorts and a sleeveless red shirt. “You’re staring.” 
 
    Busted. He laughed. “It’s a great view,” he called back, leaving with the sound of her laughter at his back. Dan walked down the sidewalk towards his aunt’s place, a smile on his face he could do nothing to dim. This weekend had been one of the best ideas he had in a long damn time but it had also left him conflicted. He had to weigh his obligations against what was best for his—and the kids’—financial future. 
 
    By the time he pushed open the front door on his side of the house, Dan still hadn’t found any answers and he didn’t like any of the options when he played them out in his mind, so he kicked off his shoes and got down to the business of unpacking and putting his clothes in the laundry basket to be sorted later, and making sure each one of his toiletries was in its designated spot. Getting lost in the mundane activities of day to day life soothed him, allowed his mind to relax enough that he could maybe—hopefully—come up with a plan that satisfied all aspects of his life. 
 
    A knock on the front door brought Dan up short and he found himself frowning at the offending door instead of pulling it open or, at the very least inquiring who waited on the other side. “It’s Mika,” his trusted assistant called from the other side of the door. “I can see your outline.” 
 
    Dan’s shoulders relaxed at the sound of the familiar voice and he ignored the disappointment that it wasn’t Kayla as he pulled the door open and stepped aside so Mika could enter. “What are you doing here?” His heart raced as his mind swirled with all the problems his company could be facing. 
 
    She looked up at him, bland brown eyes filled with excitement. “You haven’t been answering your phone.” 
 
    She was right, he hadn’t. It was a deal he’d struck with himself, to be more present during important moments in his life so he didn’t miss them and he hadn’t wanted to miss a moment with Tobin and Dani. And Kayla. “I needed to unplug for a few days.” He said the words simply but firmly, making sure she knew the topic was closed. 
 
    “Well you chose the wrong time to unplug.” Mika rushed inside and dropped her bags on the first flat surface she found, which was the oversized antique coffee table that took up too much room, as she went on and on about the latest corporate crisis. “The security app we just released a check for five million for, BioScan, is having some software glitches.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of software glitches? The whole damn idea is the fucking software!” Dan could already feel a headache coming on as his feet started to move. “Explain. Please,” he added because the only thing Mika had ever made him promise was not to shoot the messenger. 
 
    “The component that allows for facial or other biometric entry, to keep it keyless,” she added because she knew it was Dan’s major sticking point before he invested. “Is ‘hinky at best,’ according to the CFO. According to the CTO there’s some unexplainable glitch and he’d be happy for any tech genius we have on speed dial to show up and help. His words not mine.” 
 
    That was the absolute last thing he wanted to hear, especially on the heels of such a fantastic weekend. “That is a major problem.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve been on the phone with the CEO all day and let him know that this kind of deceit may result in us requesting a return of funding, or a higher stake in the company.” She looked at him and found Dan’s grin of approval staring back at her. 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “I figured that’s what you’d say to him,” she said with a shrug. “Do you need to make calls or talk to your aunt before we head out?” She stood and stared at him with an expectant expression on her face, waiting for his response. 
 
    Dan’s mouth opened and then shut as his mind raced with everything he needed to do before leaving Plentiful, because it looked like it was happening sooner rather than later. “Aunt Tilly.” He’d come here to help her out, to get her affairs in order and to make her life easier if he couldn’t convince her to come live with him in the city. “I need to talk to her. First. Then I’ll pack and we can get out of here. Sound good?” 
 
    She nodded, face already buried in the tablet that never left her side for very long. “The plane is ready when we need it to be, but I’ll start packing while you deal with your aunt.” She was gone, heading down to his bedroom before Dan could tell her he didn’t need her help. Which was a lie because, of course, he did need her. Except Dan was worried she’d leave behind some sentimental memories, thinking he wouldn’t want them. 
 
    “Sounds good,” he finally said in defeat and headed towards the door. And Tilly. Dread forming a knot in his gut. 
 
    “That better be you Danny if you’re not knocking, otherwise you’ll end up a backside full of buckshot.” Tilly’s voice was low and gravelly, working very hard to sound like something other than a one hundred and ten pound hippie with a potty mouth. 
 
    “Get your hand off the trigger old woman, it’s just me.” He found his aunt sitting in her oversized recliner with two big wooden knitting needles in her hands, a bag of lush yarn on her lap. “Why are you threatening to shoot people?” 
 
    “People who enter without knocking deserve to be shot.” That was as cut and dry as Tilly saw the world most of the time. “What are you doing here? More importantly, how was your weekend?” 
 
    “It was great,” he told her with a big bright smile. “The kids handled the news better than I expected and I even got some one on one time with them.” He couldn’t believe how different they were and how those differences in his son and daughter, found similarities within him. “But now I have to go.” He heard the disappointment in his voice, the resignation. The weakness. 
 
    “Have to? Seems odd that the boss, the man who owns the company has to do anything he doesn’t want to do.” The look she gave him, eyebrows raised and lips pursed, told Dan what she thought of his idea. “Well then, when do you leave?” 
 
    “As soon as humanly possible. Mika is here and probably has my stuff packed already.” One hand raked through his hair nervously, shaking as the reality of what was about to happen sank in. “There’s a major development flaw with one my investments Tilly. I can’t just leave it to someone else.” 
 
    “You can but you won’t. There’s a difference even if you don’t want to believe it. Or admit it.” With more strength than she’d shown since he arrived in Plentiful, Tilly gathered her knitting and shoved it into a carpet bag beside the chair. “I’ll make some cookies just in case the kids take it badly when you tell them.” 
 
    A long aching breath left his lungs at her words and instantly, his mind brought up images of two violet-eyed kids crying. Feeling sad and abandoned. Rejected. “Shit. Can…,” he couldn’t ask that question. Could he? “Can you do it Tilly? I just don’t have the time.” Dan held his breath and waited for Tilly’s response, fully expecting her to rake him over the coals with her silver tongue, never mind her disappointed looks. 
 
    Her reply, when it came, was underwhelming. “Just pack up your stuff and leave. You’re already gone from here anyway.” Aunt Tilly turned her back to him and shuffled off to the kitchen where he figured she was getting started on those cookies for Dani and Tobin. 
 
    To soothe the ache his absence would cause. 
 
    He couldn’t leave things like this and even though she was determined to ignore him, Dan wrapped his arms around her small frame and dropped a kiss on her cheek. “I’ll be back Tilly. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dan had left them hanging. For two days. He hadn’t shown up for dinner like he’d promised when they got back from the cabin and the even bigger sin as far as Kayla was concerned? He hadn’t bothered to call or text after making promises he clearly had no intention of keeping. After dropping the father bombshell on them, he’d made it two whole days before doing exactly what he promised not to do. 
 
    I shouldn’t be surprised. She was furious which meant she was at least a little surprised by his behavior which Kayla found frustrating as hell. No, not frustrating. It was maddening. Dan had no idea how hard it was to get two kids up out of bed every single morning and ready to leave the house at a specific time, battling ever changing personalities and the need to wear costumes instead of clothes. She worried constantly, worked nonstop to give them a good life. It was hard enough when they were happy, lively children, but when they were sad and looking like they’d lost their best friend, it was damn near impossible. She couldn’t heal their pain when she felt every ounce of it. 
 
    “What did we do Mama?” Tobin’s shaky voice pulled Kayla from her own angry, heartbreaking thoughts. Dan better not show his face in Plentiful again or she’d make him wish he hadn’t. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything, honey. I told you he had a work emergency.” That’s the message Tilly had passed along but her tone said she didn’t believe him anymore than Kayla had. Even now, Tilly and Kiley sat around the kitchen table, staring at her and the twins like they were bombs that might detonate if the wind shifted too quickly. “Right Tilly?” 
 
    Tilly nodded, flashing a sympathetic smile at Tobin’s watery eyes. “It was a big emergency Tobin. His assistant was waiting for him with the news and he was gone right away or else he would’ve said goodbye.” Her words begged Tobin to believe them, but on this matter he followed his sister’s lead. 
 
    “Yeah, right.” Dani pushed her plate away and folded her arms angrily. “He forgot us already and I don’t care. I forgot him too.” 
 
    “Have not,” Tobin shot back, just as angry. 
 
    “Not yet, but I will. Just wait,” she said ominously and Kayla felt her chest plummet. Her little girl was so much like her, too much at times, so willing to throw everything away when she was hurt. “The cookies are yummy Aunt Tilly.” She frowned. “Can I still call you Aunt Tilly?” 
 
    Tilly stood, her bracelets and necklaces jingling with every move she made and stopped between the twins’ chairs to wrap an arm around each of them. “You’ll always be my little munchkins. No matter what.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    Tilly held up a pinky finger for each of them and smiled. “Cross my heart.” That seemed to satisfy the kids and they finished their milk and cookies before running off to watch cartoons and draw, the only two things they enjoyed at all since Dan disappeared. “Well they appear to be handling it as well as can be expected.” 
 
    Kayla agreed with that assessment but she was still upset. “Exactly.” She wanted more than that for her babies and now she knew she’d made another mistake. An unforgiveable one that broke her kids’ hearts. “Anyway, how are you Tilly?” 
 
    “I’m fine, now don’t BS me. You’re upset and you have every right to be. Tell her Kiley.” 
 
    Kayla turned to her sister who had been suspiciously silent since Tilly showed up with the news of Dan’s departure. “You have every right to be upset.” That was as bland an endorsement as ever. 
 
    “I am upset, dammit. With myself for believing the lie even though I knew it was a lie. I promised myself after Mom and Dad,” she began and shook off that thought. Thinking of them would bring no clarity, no peace at the moment. “I’m fine but the kids are heartbroken and they think its their fault, and that I can’t forgive.” Tobin thought Dan was upset that he didn’t want to keep the fish. 
 
    “Have you tried calling him,” Kiley offered. “Even I tried that, though it ended in three hang ups and the threat of a restraining order.” She rubbed her nonexistent belly absently and stared into space before her sympathy filled gazed turned back to Kayla. “You still have to try.” 
 
    That was the thing, she absolutely did not have to try. But she had. “I called him. Plenty of times. A sickeningly pathetic number of times. Text messages too. No responses.” Not even one that said ‘I’m busy, go away’. Nothing. “So that’s the end of that,” she said firmly and stood. 
 
    “What about Dani and Tobin?” 
 
    Kayla turned to her sister with a glare. “What about them? They’re better off with one parent who loves them and wants them, than one that offers false promises or love that comes with strings. No thanks.” She’d been there, done that and still had the scars to prove it. 
 
    “What will you do?” Tilly’s heart was in her eyes as she asked the question, terrified her nephew might miss out on this opportunity he needed but was too blind to see it. 
 
    Kayla sighed and smiled. That was a question she could answer. “That’s easy. I’m going to get life back to normal for my kids.” No matter what it took. She was done with fairytales and long shots. Now, her favorite flavor was the smooth taste of reality and pragmatism. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty One 
 
    “You have a delivery.” Mika stood in the doorway looking nervous which was unusual for Dan’s highly capable and slightly terrifying assistant. 
 
    He frowned and wondered why she didn’t have it with her. “Is it to heavy for you to carry?” Dan stood, ready to lug the damn thing into his office if it would end this interaction immediately. 
 
    “No, not exactly.” 
 
    “Dammit Mika, not you too?” Everyone around the damn office had turned into babies, cowering and whimpering over every little thing. “What the hell is wrong with everyone?” He might be a little grouchy but it was no reason to act like children. 
 
    Mika sighed and glared at him like she wanted to say a few things she wouldn’t dare say to her boss. “Yes, we are all the problem,” she muttered and turned away. 
 
    Dan settled back in his seat and turned his gaze to the computer screen. The email he’d been trying to write for more than a week. It had started on the plane ride to Colorado when he tried to put his feelings, his actions and motivations into words that Kayla would understand. But no matter how many different ways he tried to say it, to explain it, he couldn’t seem to get the words right. They wouldn’t come and the worst part was he didn’t think it mattered anymore. She’d called and texted when he hadn’t shown up for dinner, leaving messages while he’d been chewing out the BioScan guys for three hours. The next day had been the same, angry but mostly worried messages filtered through his phone via text or voicemail. And the day after too and even a little on the fourth day. 
 
    By the time the fifth day had rolled around the calls had tapered off. And on the sixth day they stopped altogether. Not that I blame her. It wasn’t Kayla’s responsibility to check in on him, not when she had two children to worry about. Our children. 
 
    “Right this way guys.” Mika’s voice pulled Dan from his pointless thoughts and he turned in time to see two men in black and gray utility jumpsuits wheeling in a large three layer cake with sparklers shooting out of it. “Just set it up right there by the window. Yes, that’s perfect.” His assistant was having far too much fun at his expense and as soon as the delivery men were tipped and gone, he told her as much. 
 
    “What in the hell is all this anyway?” 
 
    “Cake,” she said cheekily. “From Aunt Tilly.” 
 
    “Not you too,” Dan snorted as he took in the all black cake with the gothic and lace theme. “She didn’t go cheap to tell me how disappointed she is in me.” Leave it to Aunt Tilly to give him hell in style. “The balloons are a little much though.” 
 
    “Better luck next time?” 
 
    Dan reached for one of the black and silver balloons and barked out a laugh as he saw the words his assistant had just uttered splashed across each one in a different creepy font. “Thank you, Mika.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m buying Luigi’s for the office today,” she informed him with a dare in her voice she had to know he would notice. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you have been unbearable since we returned from Colorado. Everyone is terrified to ask you a question or, god forbid, admit a mistake because they don’t know how you’ll react.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad.” But he didn’t really know. Dan felt like he’d been in a daze since he left Plentiful, performing tasks but not really listening. 
 
    “It’s worse, actually. And because of it I can’t get any work done because everyone comes to me. Your assistant.” 
 
    Dan leaned back in his seat and folded his arms. “Angling for a raise?” 
 
    “I’ll never turn down more money but my point is these things are meant for your eyes, not mine.” Mika sighed and he knew there was something on her mind but Dan hoped she kept up the wall of professionalism—okay semi-professionalism—between them. “Things are calm now…if you need or want to return to Plentiful.” 
 
    Return to Plentiful. It was only something he thought about at least a thousand times each day. “We both have work to do.” 
 
    Mika nodded and then tapped the headset with a grin to answer it. It always amazed him how quickly her voice transformed over the phone. “Let me see if he’s off his call Tilly.” 
 
    Dan’s shoulders fell because he couldn’t keep ignoring his aunt. She was family and there was a good chance that one of these times she might need something. Though she would probably ask Kayla before him. “I’ll take it,” he mouthed to her and picked up the phone beside him. “Aunt Tilly, I had a very strange delivery a few moments ago. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that?” 
 
    Her laugh echoed over the phone and Dan could picture her with her eyes closed and head tilted back while amusement washed over her. “I might. It’s blueberry so I hope you have a slice.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure Mika gets me one.” He slid a gaze to her and she rolled her eyes, disappearing and then reappearing a few moments later with a plate and a knife. “So, how are things Tilly?” 
 
    “How do you think things are Dan? Kayla is angry and trying hard not to be and those poor kids are sad as hell. Missing you like crazy. But that doesn’t matter to you, does it?” 
 
    “It matters more than you know,” he bit out angrily. “Sorry.” Tilly was a surrogate mother to him and she didn’t deserve his disrespect, over a mistake of his own making. 
 
    “Don’t apologize for that fire in your belly Danny. It’s about damn time, I say.” She sighed and he knew this call wouldn’t be all pleasant. “What were you thinking to just leave like that?” 
 
    Dan sighed and turned to look out at the cityscape below even though the answer wasn’t down there. He wasn’t thinking, not really. He’d seen an out to his overwhelming feelings and he took it. “I was thinking I had a work emergency that might cost me five million dollars, Aunt Tilly.” Two fingers rubbed soothing circles in his temples but it was too late, the headache was coming. Soon. 
 
    “And during that time there wasn’t five or ten seconds where you could have called Kayla to let her know? Or I don’t know, maybe let your kids know that you’re thinking about them.” 
 
    Their sweet faces came to him immediately. He let out a weary sigh, which his aunt replied to with a huff. 
 
    “I’ll just let you get back to your busy life then Daniel.” 
 
    “Tilly come on. This is hard enough as it is.”  
 
    “Good. At least that means you give a damn.” 
 
    “Of course I do. I didn’t mean to leave the way I did but my life is also here and coming back here was always the plan.” None of that felt important, not really but Dan didn’t know what to do about it. “It’s too late.” 
 
    “It’s never too late Danny Boy, not if you really want something.” 
 
    Dan smiled at the way his aunt had of making the best of things. “I wish it was so simple but Kayla probably won’t even answer my calls.” 
 
    “Probably not,” she agreed far too easily. “But maybe she will.” 
 
    And once Dan had his foot in the door he was halfway there.  
 
    There was just one more thing he had to do first. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to bring you something back?” Kayla stood with her bag slung over one shoulder and stared at Davide who was bent over a drafting table deep in the zone. Chances were good he wouldn’t answer because he didn’t hear her “Okay I’ll get you something spicy and filled with carbs. See you later.” Kayla was halfway to the door when he finally spoke. 
 
    “Bring me carbs and I promise you will wake up bald.” When she turned to him with a semi-shocked expression, Davide smiled and shrugged unapologetically. “What? I have a big date this weekend. No carbs until Monday.” 
 
    “So you want a taco salad so you can pretend you actually eat the tortilla bowl?” He nodded and she turned away with a laugh, pushing the door open so she could step outside into the midday sun and soak up some rays. “Better.” Kayla didn’t feel any better, how could she when her babies were still so sad? Tobin and Dani had both turned into themselves, barely even leaning on each other. They spent too much time alone, Tobin reading in their room and Dani creating. She drew, she made up stories and songs, did whatever would help her forget that her father had forgotten about her. 
 
    Probably to forget I let them in our lives, she thought as she spotted Kylie in a booth inside Lime Sombrero. Her stomach was getting bigger by the day and though Kayla had no idea how her sister would manage, she had no doubt she would manage. “Hey, sorry I’m late. Davide was in the zone and so was I. Thankfully I set a reminder.” She slid into the booth as she shrugged off her jacket and finally looked up at her sister. Her very exhausted looking sister. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Kylie flashed a smile that was equal parts amused and terrified. “I’m pregnant and finishing up the last grueling twelve months of my residency, that’s what’s wrong. How are you?” 
 
    “Fine.” She knew she answered too quickly when Kylie arched one brow in her classic, tell me everything look. “I’m fine. The kids aren’t but you know that.” And she was tired of talking about it when there didn’t seem to be anything that would make them feel better. Not extra dessert and not even more time before bed could coax a single smile from their lips. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean you don’t need to talk about it.” 
 
    She was right and Kayla appreciated it, which she told her. “But I’ve been thinking about it so much that talking about it feels like wallowing. Unless you have any ideas on how to make them feel better.” 
 
    “A trip to the morgue?” 
 
    Kayla froze. “If I thought it would help more than the nightmares it would certainly create, I’d say yes.” That’s how desperate she was, that she was considering an off-book field trip to the morgue. “No. Thank you but no.” 
 
    “Offer stands.” Her lips twitched and Kayla tossed her straw wrapper across the table. 
 
    “Brat.” She stuck her tongue out and for the first time in days, a genuine smile touched her lips. Though it was wistful she felt hopeful that the return of that feeling, that connection she’d been without for too many years, meant the start of a better relationship. A real relationship. 
 
    “One of us has to be and I guess it’s my turn.” 
 
    “Enjoy it while it lasts, Big Mama.” The glare Kylie sent her was worth the risk to her life. 
 
    “Never call me ‘big’ anything, unless it’s big boss when I’m running my own hospital. If that’s still what I want to do.” She let out a long, thoughtful sigh and Kayla knew their father’s words were still playing in her sister’s head. 
 
    “You can practice whatever kind of medicine you want Kylie. And now that you have a kid to think about, consider what kind of medicine has the most manageable hours. Definitely not running a hospital. Think of all the time dad spent away from home. Away from us.” All she remembered was how much she hated fighting for scraps of attention when he could be bothered with his daughters. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about emergency medicine. It’s exciting and it lets me think on my feet, and there’s always something new everyday.” 
 
    “Sounds like the dream job for you. Give it some thought.” 
 
    Kylie frowned and dunked a fresh from the oven tortilla chip in the cool salsa. “I thought we were supposed to be talking about you and how you feel about your unbearably sad kiddies.” 
 
    “No…well, I mean, it’s just that I’m worried. Tobin is sad but he’s recognizing his feelings and trudging through them, you know how he is.” 
 
    “Too insightful and mature for his age? Yeah. I love that about him.” 
 
    Kayla smiled because she did too. Her little boy was already an old soul. An old sensitive soul. “But Dani isn’t quite as introspective. She buries herself in these projects and her anger just stews and grows. And she got her stubborn streak from our parents which means forgiveness might be off the table.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right? You can be as stubborn as our parents. Wonder where you got it from.” She smirked, so pleased with herself. 
 
    “I forgave you pretty easily I’d say. Kids have a way of doing that to you. Kids and time. But Dani’s different. She won’t get over this so easily and I don’t want this to mess her up. To give her issues.” 
 
    Kylie laughed. “No matter what you do or how much you crush this parenting thing, you will give your kids issues. You struggle too much then they never know that life can be good, too little and you spoil them. You’re too perfect then you set unrealistic expectations. Too flawed and you double those unrealistic expectations. It’s the nature of things.” 
 
    “So I should just give up?” 
 
    “Nah, that’s what our folks did and who knows if either of us will ever have a normal working relationship. You make sure they can come to you when they mess up, that being pissed off at them doesn’t mean you don’t love them or won’t support them. We all screw up Kay, what matters is who’s there to help us when we do.” They shared a long look, so much passing between them without any words. 
 
    “Suddenly it all makes sense.” 
 
    Kayla looked up at the sound of the deep, velvety voice that belonged to Officer Knapp. “What does, Chris?” 
 
    “How you ended up here,” his twin brother and Plentiful Fire Department employee, answered on his behalf. “He thought it was the little ones but I knew there was more to the story. And there is.” He looked so proud and so smug, Kayla almost wanted to ruin it for him, but Levi was a sweetheart. A big, buff, fire fighting softie. 
 
    “Chris, Levi, this is my sister Kylie. She was just hired at the hospital.” 
 
    Levi leaned in with a flirtatious smile. “I see the red hair and even the killer rack, but the terrifying part…where is that part?” 
 
    Kylie narrowed her blue gaze in Levi’s direction but Kayla didn’t miss the glint of fire, of heat in her sister’s eyes. “Count yourself lucky if you haven’t seen it yet.” 
 
    “We’re in the same line of work, I’m sure it’ll happen sooner rather than later.” At her frown, he grinned. “Firefighter.” 
 
    “And you’re a cop?” She turned towards Chris, who nodded with an amused smile. “Where’s the construction worker and Indian chief?” She snorted at her own joke and Levi joined in happily. 
 
    “We only bring them out on special occasions. People are weirdly freaked out about two of us, can you imagine what they’d say if they knew there were actually four?” Levi held up four fingers like it was a secret and Kylie laughed. She threw her head back and laughed with her whole body. 
 
    Kayla thought she might have been laughing with her whole heart. “When you release them from the basement, let me know. I’ll pop some white cheddar corn.” 
 
    “Make enough for two, that’s my favorite.” 
 
    Kylie rolled her eyes as if she wasn’t having fun when it was the liveliest Kayla had seen her sister since she arrived on her doorstep. “Who said you were invited?” 
 
    “They’re my brothers. I get popcorn,” he insisted. 
 
    “Come on Romeo, you’re cutting into my chow time.” Chris tugged him away and Levi flashed a sexy, amused smile Kylie’s way. “See you around, ladies.” 
 
    When they were gone, Kylie turned to her sister with an amused, almost bewildered smile. “That was strange.” 
 
    “Looks like you made a friend.” Kayla laughed when her sister shot daggers at her with her eyes. “What? It’s a good thing and Levi is trained in emergency medicine so you have that in common.” 
 
    “Matchmaking Kay, really? It doesn’t suit you.” Kiley tried for prim but the blush staining her cheeks made that nearly impossible. 
 
    “You’re right. That’s more Tilly’s speed. Maybe I should tell her about all the sparks I just saw.” It was nice to see. Nicer to feel but she hoped that Kylie and Levi became good friends, maybe more if that’s where it lead. 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t mind if I stay with you instead of Tilly?” 
 
    Kayla nodded. “With the hours you keep, it’ll be easier for everyone if you stay here. I check on Tilly regularly and she checks on us so between the three of us, the baby will be more than cared for.” 
 
    “Not to mention Dani and Tobin, who can’t wait to become cousins. They really are ridiculously cute, Kay.” 
 
    “I know.” She smiled again, thinking of how lucky she’d gotten that Dani and Tobin were hers. They were all of her best and worst traits contained in those two little bodies. As long as they were heartbroken, hers felt as if it was being peeled out of her chest and skewered. “This sucks.” 
 
    “It does. It really does but you have great kids. I think honesty might work in this instance.” 
 
    “Honesty? Tell them he bailed at the first work emergency that came up? That he’s too busy and important for them? They’re little kids, they won’t understand. Hell, I barely understand.” And Kayla didn’t want to understand. She regretted trusting him. More than anything else. 
 
    “Okay not that honest but you can tell them that people, sometimes are just shitty. They’re shitty and they don’t reach out when they should. Use me as an example if you need to, or yourself.” 
 
    “Only maybe with less shittiers?”  
 
    Kylie held her thumb and forefinger less than an inch apart. “A few. Maybe. But seriously, be honest without bashing him. In case he comes back. Which he totally will.” 
 
    Kayla blinked at the completely out of character giddy smile her sister wore and the small squeal that escaped from her lips. “Who are you and what have you done with my sister?” 
 
    Kylie laughed. Again. It was something Kayla would have to get used to since they were now—officially—roommates. “Pregnancy hormones are a bitch but you know that already. Honesty. It’ll help, I swear.” 
 
    Kayla believed it would. As a single parent she’d taken an honest approach to parenting because it made her life easier. Explaining things to kids as smart and precocious as her twins went a long way to getting things done but she thought this was a little too grownup even for her kids. And in that moment while she waited for her extra large burrito, she cursed Dan for coming back into her life. For promising to be there and bailing as soon as the first opportunity presented itself. For forcing her kids to grow up too fast and learn lessons they should have years to learn. “I’m so damn angry Ky.” 
 
    “I know.” She laid a supportive hand on top of Kayla’s and smiled. “But you’re also hurt. Don’t forget hurt.” Kayla stared at her sister, who only shrugged and scooped more salsa on her already sagging tortilla chip. “It’s true and you know it.” 
 
    “That too,” she acknowledged and quickly waved the hurt off as insignificant. “But mostly I’m angry that I believed him. That I let Dan get close enough to hurt them. What the hell is wrong with me?” She knew better. Had spent the past six years keeping them safe from harm. 
 
    “Even the best of us are stupid when it comes to love.” 
 
    Kayla looked at her sister like she’d grown a second head, tossing out a derisive scoff too. “That has nothing to do with any of this.” There was a moment, a teeny fraction of a moment where Kayla thought maybe there might have been a chance for something more between them. Maybe she’d entertained the idea for like five minutes but that was before he’d proven that the years had changed him. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    Kayla nodded, unwilling to even think about the fact that she’d wanted it. I wanted him. “Maybe for a moment but not anymore.” 
 
    “Wow,” she let out a low whistle that drew a few stares, including from Chris and Levi. “That was easy.” 
 
    It wasn’t easy damn her. It was the exact opposite of easy if she was being honest with herself. It hurt like hell, felt like someone was tearing off her skin inch by inch, like her chest was too narrow to contain her bruised and battered heart. Like she couldn’t breathe. “I don’t have the luxury of falling apart, not until I know Dani and Tobin are better. Healing.” 
 
    Kylie let out an exhausted sigh and nodded, leaning back while the young waitress cleared the appetizer tray to make room for the entrees. “You’ve gotten stubborn in your old age.” 
 
    “Not stubborn,” she insisted. “Persistent.” There was a difference and she was too happy to be having lunch with her sister in the middle of the week that she refused to argue about it. “How are things going at the hospital?” 
 
    “Good, actually. The hours are long but I won’t be too far off my original schedule, well aside from the time I’ll need to take off when the baby comes.” Worry and sadness mixed in her blue eyes, turning them almost black. Kayla felt that pain as strong and as real as if it were physically her own. 
 
    “I’ll help you out as much as I can.” Since it looked like she would spend her professional life working on other people’s designs, Kayla had no reason to work herself to the bone. 
 
    “I know you will. Even though I wish I could pull it all off on my own like you did, and even though I kind of want to I know I can’t.” Her shoulders sagged and Kayla knew how much that admission cost her sister. 
 
    “You can but you don’t have to. No one should and you’re so close to the finish line, Ky.” It meant a lot to her that her sister would be able to achieve this particular goal. She hadn’t been able to manage it, but Kylie was always the smart one. 
 
    “I’m not really sure where that line is anymore,” she admitted, a deep sadness making her voice quiver. 
 
    Kayla didn’t know what to say to that, didn’t think she was in the position to be offering life advice to anyone, so she remained quiet and got lost in her own thoughts. Thoughts of a small online boutique. Thoughts of her dreams coming true in another more manageable way. She put that phone call out of her mind. Things hadn’t worked out for her professionally but at least she was still a damn good mother. 
 
    Time. All I need is time. And then she knew things would be all right. They would get back to normal or whatever the new normal was. She’d let time do its thing when her parents had kicked her to the curb until she stopped thinking about them at all. 
 
    That’s what she’d do. Push Dan and the rest of it out of her mind until it was a memory she couldn’t even hang on to when she wanted to. And hoped her kids could do the same. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Two 
 
    When Dan entered Plentiful this time his eyes were eyed open. Wide open. He appreciated the idyllic town with wide, tree line streets, funky shops and boutiques, small businesses and people milling about like they had all the time in the world. Talking and laughing. Like friends. Like a community. 
 
    Like home. 
 
    That thought brought a smile to his face and an ache to his heart because Dan knew there was a possibility, a big one, that he’d be taking this path back out of town in just a few days. Alone. With no prospects. Not happening, he said to himself and gripped the steering wheel a little tighter as he turned onto the block where Tilly and Kayla lived, and Dan wasn’t sure what kind of reception he’d get from either woman. 
 
    He was an odds man though, and odds were good he’d get a warmer welcome from Tilly who he already knew loved him. It wouldn’t be easy. He’d have to grovel and smile and probably remind her of all the good memories they shared, but inside of an hour he’d have her forgiveness. 
 
    Dan was almost certain of it. 
 
    Resolve settled around him like one of the two dozen or so sweaters Tilly had knitted him over the years, and Dan shifted the car into park and killed the engine. Everything looks the same. The thought made Dan smile to himself at how selfish his words seemed. Of course the world went on turning, every part of it did whether or not he dropped in on it. But still it felt like things should at least look a little different, since he felt so different. Since coming to Plentiful his life had changed completely. He’d become a father. Fallen in love. Twice. Once with Kayla for the second time and once with his kids. And I blew it. Completely and totally blew it but he was here to fix it and he already told Mika he wouldn’t back in the office until it was fixed. 
 
    Dan didn’t feel like putting his things away, preferring to clear the air with Tilly right away so he used his key to her back door and pushed inside. The house was quiet, almost too quiet for this time of day but he dropped his bag on one of the kitchen chairs and took a quick peek inside the oven and then the fridge to see if there were any goodies he could snack on to fuel him for later. Finding nothing, Dan moved deeper into the house and found all the doors down the long hall wide open and suspiciously silent. 
 
    A grunt came from the living room and Dan sped up, fearing his worst nightmare had finally come true, that Tilly was hurt and no one was around to help her. His feet propelled him forward in what felt like loud, pounding footsteps until he stood in the rounded arch between the back hallway and the living room. Tilly was straddled on some silver haired guy’s lap with both hands on his face, her mouth glued to his. They were making out and doing a damned good impression of two horny teenagers. 
 
    “Tilly! What the hell?” 
 
    They broke apart, the loud roar of his voice startling them more than he meant but Tilly recovered first and scowled at him as she shimmied off the man’s lap and tugged her rainbow dress down her legs. “What the hell, what Danny? I am a grown woman with sexual needs or do you think that I’m already dead? Probably just counting down the days until you can bury me.” 
 
    Dan rolled his eyes, risking even more of her wrath. “You know that’s not it at all. I heard the moaning and I thought…hell I thought you were in distress, not in heat!” Seconds after the words were out of his mouth and before guilt could set in, a thick copper bracelet came flying at his head. “You almost hit me!” The crazy old woman was trying to cause him brain damage all because he was worried about her. 
 
    Tilly huffed in amusement, a smile teasing the corners of her mouth. “Then be glad your reflexes are better than mine. And you better watch how you talk to me boy.” She shook her head, hands on her hips in a look Dan hadn’t seen too often from his aunt. Disappointment. “I’m allowed a personal life, Dan.” 
 
    “I know that, seeing it so vividly was just a little shocking.” 
 
    A smile spread across her face. “You always were a little prude. You get that from your father.” 
 
    This time he refrained from rolling his eyes, sensing forgiveness was closer than he realized. “I’m not a prude, I just don’t flaunt it all over the place,” he groused. “As is your right,” he rushed to add and earned a smile from his aunt. “Want to introduce me to your friend?” 
 
    Her face lit up and Dan knew this old guy wasn’t just some random dude. “Cal, I’d like you to meet my pride and joy, my nephew Dan.” That was it, no extra descriptors like she’d taught him, just names. 
 
    Interesting. “Nice to meet you Cal but if it’s all the same to you I’ll pretend the next time we meet is the first time.” 
 
    The older guy laughed and his weather beaten face revealed a man who had lived life and used that smile often. “I think that’d be perfect for all of us.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll be next door. Tilly knock when you’re free. Please.” 
 
    “You won’t be next door.” 
 
    And there it was, the rub. He knew he hadn’t been forgiven so easily. That would have been too easy. “Why not? I always stay there.”  
 
    “That was before.” Tilly held up a finger and turned Cal with a smile. “Mix us up something cold and strong while I sort out my boy?” Cal nodded and leaned in for a slow sensual kiss that made Dan so uncomfortable he turned away, unsure if it was disgust or jealousy that he’d ruined his own chance to kiss Kayla so freely, he felt. 
 
    “You got it sweet cheeks. It was nice meeting you next time, Dan.” 
 
    Dan waved and as soon as Cal was gone, he turned to his aunt. “Punish me if you must Aunt Tilly, but I’ve been up since three and-,” 
 
    “This, like most things in life, Danny Boy are not about you. I’m taking steps to look after myself so you don’t have to worry about stopping your busy life to come down and take care of me.” He wanted to reject her words but Dan knew he’d earned them even if he didn’t feel that way anymore. “I’m going to rent the unit out to Kylie for some spending money. She’s staying with Kayla until the baby is born but I figured she would need the childcare after that and I’ll have a doctor right next door. Works for everybody.” 
 
    Except me, he thought selfishly. With Kylie living so close things might not ever get back to normal if he couldn’t find some kind of middle ground with Kayla. “If she’s not moving in until after the baby is born why can’t I stay there now?” 
 
    “It’s empty. I’m renovating.” She folded her bony arms over her chest and arched a brow. “Make things right with Kayla or better yet prove to her you’re not here to scratch another itch before taking off, and get a suite with enough room for your children. You do remember them, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She nodded, satisfied. “Good. Does that mean you have a plan because Kayla isn’t the type to be impressed by big money gifts? She’s a girl who likes things that come from the heart. That you’ve put some thought into. Just something to think about.” 
 
    “Thank you. How are they?” 
 
    She sighed and her smile was sad. “They’re sad Dan. They’ve wished for nothing but you and their grandparents their whole young lives and both of you have rejected them. Over and over again. That’s how they are.” 
 
    Dan loved his aunt because she never pulled any punches, she always gave it to him straight and that was helpful for a kid who didn’t always pick up social nuances, but in this moment he wished she’d been less honest. “Then I guess I better get to work, then.” 
 
    “I guess so. After you go get a room you can come back for dinner. We’ll catch up then.” 
 
    He recognized the life line she’d tossed his way and Dan appreciated it. “I’ll bring the wine?” 
 
    She smiled. “You can even bring the expensive stuff.” 
 
    Forgiveness. It felt so damn good. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “I have to say Mr. Winters, I am genuinely stunned.” Kayla was so far beyond stunned she was pretty sure she was on another planet. Maybe even another galaxy. 
 
    His deep laugh sounded down the line and Kayla had to pinch herself because Zak Winters had the Midas touch when it came to innovative fashion ideas. No one knew how he managed it, but the man had a knack for finding the newest big thing and turning it into a huge cash cow, not to mention turned them into some of the most talked about fashions. “The goal in fashion is to never be boring, correct?” 
 
    Kayla laughed at the way he spoke, like almost all fashion industry people, like they were in a Jane Austen novel or a play by Oscar Wilde. “That’s the goal anyway.” He wanted to talk about investing in her fashion line. Hers. It was unbelievable. 
 
    “You sound hesitant which I must admit, I’m not used to.” 
 
    “It’s just that, I’m really stunned Mr. Winters. I sent a prospectus to your office ages ago and there was no response. I didn’t even think it was a possibility to hear from you.” And her brain was scrambling to catch up. 
 
    “I’d like to hear more but maybe when you’ve found your bearings?” 
 
    She let out a nervous laugh, feeling like a fool and hoping Zak didn’t agree. “That would be…great actually. It might be nice to talk to you when I can actually form words.” 
 
    Another deep, well used laugh sounded down the line. “I’d appreciate that Kayla. Enjoy your weekend.” 
 
    “You too Mr. Winters. And…thanks again for calling.” She tapped the end button and stared at her screen until it went black, still stunned that she’d been on the phone with Zak Winters and that he was interested in partnering with her. With me! It was a dream come true and that thought was just the douse of icy cold water she needed. Typically, in Kayla’s life when things seemed to good to be true, they usually were and this particular stroke of good luck had Dan’s fingerprints all over it.  
 
    Does it matter? At this point she would take her big break and prove she deserved it, no matter how it came to be. 
 
    “Good news?” Davide’s deep voice broke into Kayla’s thoughts and she looked up into concerned brown eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean I’m not sure.” She blew out a breath, expecting to feel more excited about this opportunity but Kayla could admit that at best, she felt a deep sense of blah. Underwhelmed even, by the opportunity of a life time. What the hell is wrong with me? “That was Zak Winters and he’s interested in possibly funding my line.” 
 
    Davide let out a low whistle and did a little shimmy in his chair. “That fine slice of hunk? That’s a big damn coup, how did you get on his radar?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I was. His team never reached out or responded and I gave up hope of hearing from him.” The more she said the words, the more uneasy they sat with her. “Shouldn’t I feel more excited, happy even, about this?” 
 
    Davide nodded, the kindness shining in his eyes almost too much to bear. “Achieving your dreams is scary,” he told her honestly. “We work so damn hard nearly all our lives towards these goals and we never stop to think about how it’ll feel to achieve them. To be without a goal.” Davide fell into a wistful silence and Kayla wondered what he was thinking of in that moment. “That’s why I want to make you a full partner.” 
 
    Kayla sucked in a sharp breath at his words. Was this her lucky day? Had she stumbled upon a four leaf clover and hadn’t realized it sooner? “Why would you want to do that?” It wasn’t the first time he’d made the proposal but it was the first time Kayla wanted to consider it. She’d been content—mostly—to have a small slice of the company in exchange for design help, but full partner? That meant she could put her own designs out there. Soon. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to do that but you’re so full of excuses, honey. At first you didn’t have the money because you were a new mom.” 
 
    She snorted. “If I had knowing that being broke was a permanent state of parenthood I might have taken you up on it.” She flashed a smile, ignoring the knowing look he gave her because they both knew she would have just come up with another excuse. 
 
    “Then you didn’t want to impact the business because you had to be there for the twins.” 
 
    “A fact that’s still true today.” She didn’t understand what was in it for Davide. He was already a successful designer who sold in high end boutiques and he’d even had a few items in major retail shops. “I’m thinking about you and your business.” 
 
    “Listen, you can produce your designs but mine will be a priority until your line or lines begin to turn a profit. You’ll have access to all my expertise. Your success is mine and right back around. Right?” Davide rattled off a few other terms of agreement and stared at her. Expectantly. 
 
    Kayla nodded as an excited smile started to spread across her face, heat suffused her cheeks. “At the risk of sounded ungrateful, why now?” 
 
    Davide only smiled, not at all offended by her suspicious nature. “You are a talent designer and you’re my best friend. I should think it was fairly obvious that I don’t want you to leave, you big dummy.” Davide’s wiry arms reached out and pulled her into his embrace, smacking a loud kiss against her cheek. “Is that a good enough reason?” 
 
    It was a damn good reason and even though her shoulders had begun to relax at the offer, one of them had to be practical. “I won’t let you make a bad business decision based on emotions.” She wouldn’t let his business fail on her watch. 
 
    “And I would never, ever let that happen.  You can learn what you need to from me, marketing, sales, inventory and all that, while I take advantage of your killer designs skills for adults. And the best part of all? Neither of us has to make any new friends. And we can get rich together!” Davide clapped excitedly and Kayla tossed her head back and laughed, feeling light and free for the first time in weeks. 
 
    “Really, Davide?” He nodded, still smiling but he wore his business shark look, the one that often left so called masculine men shocked and owned. “Thank you. Oh, what would I do without you?” Before he could answer she wrapped in a tight hug and squeezed with all the love and gratitude in her heart. Kayla blinked back tears, knowing her friend wouldn’t appreciate such messy emotions in the middle of the day. “Really, really?” 
 
    He nodded and rolled his eyes. “It’s a good thing we never have to find out what you’d do without me, isn’t it?” He hugged her back for a long time and in that moment as she stood there in her best friend’s arms, she had the feeling that things just might work out how they’re meant to, whatever that meant. “Now,” Davide stepped back and smoothed his clothes, the only sign he was nervous. “I’ve put a little something together to cheer up the kiddies.” 
 
    Kayla was overcome with emotion and she felt the tears sting her eyes at the sight of Davide walking away, returning with two packages wrapped far better than her kids would ever appreciate. “Davide.” 
 
    “Don’t go getting all emotional on me honey. It’s a special cape for our special little boy and a painting smock for Dani. Just tell them Uncle Davide loves them and will slay dragons for them.” 
 
    Kayla blinked back tears, touched by his actions. She knew he loved her twins, he’d helped her out enough in the early years of their friendship that she managed to overlook his formal way with them and appreciate his genuine affection for her kids. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Lord, honey.” He rolled his eyes and pulled her in for another hug, rubbing sympathetic circles against her back. “You are an emotional wreck girl. For the love of Louboutin, go and get your man. But not until after you hand out my gifts.” 
 
    Kayla pulled back with a watery smile at his wink. “I have a better idea. You tell them yourself at dinner. Tonight.” 
 
    “Can’t. Another date.” The excitement in his eyes told Kayla he meant business and she envied the man who had snagged his attention. 
 
    “Wow. This is getting serious.” 
 
    “Fingers crossed, babe. How about this weekend for dinner?” 
 
    “Perfect.” Kayla flashed a satisfied smile and handed the gift wrapped packages back to him. “They’ll squeal even louder if you show up with these gifts.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Davide flashed a toothy white grin and held the gifts close to his chest. “See you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Six o’clock sharp. Bring a date if that’s what the situation warrants.” She really appreciated when she was able to leave her friend and business partner speechless and Kayla walked out of the office with a satisfied smile on her face. 
 
    It’s the little things, she reminded herself as she stepped out into the warm sunny day, determined to do better. For herself and for her children. And it would start today. Tonight at dinner, in fact. She would arrive wearing a smile and holding something special for dessert. 
 
    Kayla’s shoulders relaxed when she entered the chaos of her home. Kid voices and laughter blended with Tilly’s bemused chatter and some folksy rock playing on a radio somewhere. Tilly and the twins were in the kitchen making a big mess as they put together…something. “I see aprons and tomatoes, but that doesn’t sound like a meal I recognize.” 
 
    “Spaghetti,” Dani shouted with a smile that was almost as bright and beaming as her normal smile. 
 
    “And meatballs,” Tobin added, still far more subdued than he usually was when it came to food. “Not meat though.” 
 
    Of course. They weren’t back to normal, she’d been a mom long enough to know that even though kids did bounce back it didn’t happen overnight. Slowly over time they would get back to normal, back to a time when Dan was nothing but an idea they wondered about. Stories they told each other to fill in the void of his absence. Moving forward Kayla knew she would have to find a way to acknowledge he existed without feeding any additional desires for him within the kids. “Sounds good. Did you guys have a good day?” 
 
    Dani shrugged and turned her attention back to the big bowl of tomatoes she was breaking apart with her fingers. I guess that’s my answer. 
 
    “It was boring today Mama.” Tobin was never bored. He was the kid who could curl up with a book about butterflies and six hours later he would be an expert. 
 
    “Boring, huh? Does that mean you didn’t learn a thing? Not one single thing?” She missed the little game they used to play where everyone shared something they learned that day. Her kids were far too young to be bored by life. Damn you, Dan. One moment alone with him, that’s all Kayla dreamed about lately. One moment so she could rip him to shreds both physically and verbally for hurting her kids, for making them believe in him and then abandoning them. 
 
    Completely. 
 
    “Kayla why don’t you go upstairs and unwind? We still have some time before everything goes in the oven so take your time.” Tilly flashed a sympathetic smile and Kayla let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    She needed a moment to get her emotions under control. She’d called Dan every bad name in the book over the past week—in her head—but she also tried hard not to say anything bad about him in front of the kids. If she had her way Kayla would never mention him again.  
 
    And that’s exactly why I need to get over it. If I don’t the kids never will. 
 
    Kayla took a quick shower, feeling refreshed and renewed with a brand new sense of purpose. Dani and Tobin were her responsibility and she would do everything in her power to make sure they got through their grief and that Dan’s actions didn’t do for them what her own parents’ actions had done to her, give her a ton of issues and unhealthy coping mechanisms. The last two things she wanted for her little sweethearts. 
 
    The doorbell rang which was the perfect reminder of the cake she’d brought home to surprise the kids with and she’d left it on the table right beside the door. And her keys. “I’ll get it!” Not that either of the kids rushed to answer the door anymore, they were too afraid about what they’d see on the other side. Dan or not Dan. Kayla pulled open the door and it was exactly that ghost on her doorstep. “Dan,” she whispered and then promptly shut the door in his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Three 
 
    Dan stood on the porch and stared at the blue door with the late summer wreath that seem to be mocking him, a semi-stunned expression on his face. Kayla’s reaction wasn’t all that surprising given what he’d done, but the ferocity of it had caught him off guard. He waited a few minutes, certain that slamming the door was just a momentary lapse in good manners but after five full minutes he knew the truth. 
 
    Kayla was pissed. Really pissed. 
 
    He’d angered and hurt her so much that she hadn’t even bothered with social niceties, just his name and a door slammed so fiercely he knew he would never forget it. Or the look in her blue eyes that said if she could get away with it, she would have ended him then and there. And Dan didn’t blame her one bit, he’d hurt her kids. His kids too. Dammit, our kids. They were his kids too, a fact he’d do well to remember if forgiveness was anywhere in his future. 
 
    Looking through the open curtains that showed off the living room, Dan could see the tops of the twins’ heads, both upturned towards his aunt who was either doling out cooking wisdom or wowing them with one of her adventure stories. Either way they were smiling and transfixed. But even Dan could see from his outsider perch that the smiles weren’t full wattage. They were a dim reminder that his kids weren’t happy and he was to blame. 
 
    That’s why I’m here. He had to keep reminding himself that he was here to fix things. To apologize and grovel if need be, and make sure all parties involved knew he was truly and deeply sorry. And he was so damn sorry because at the moment Dan couldn’t even remember what had been so damn important that he could neglect his kids, let them down and make them believe they weren’t important to him when they were. They were so damn important that Dan just hoped it wasn’t too late to tell them so. 
 
    He refused to believe it was too late not when he’d just found them. Not when he didn’t know enough about them yet and hadn’t made as many memories as he’d hoped. Though Dan suspected there would never be enough memories, just meager attempts to create as many as he could. But that gave him and idea and he jogged back down the steps and made his way back to the car. He might not know much about parenting but he knew one thing about kids, they loved toys and he knew exactly the kind of toys his kids loved. 
 
    Dan couldn’t bribe them, he was certain of that but he could soften them up. Just a little. 
 
    After a long restless night Dan woke up early the next day, ready to try. Again. 
 
    Trying started with helping Kayla and the kids get their day started the right way. With fat and sugar, of course. Dan showed up on the doorstep just after six with a big box of sweet and savory pastries in one hand and a to go carafe of dark roast coffee in the other. It made knocking difficult but he managed a few sharp taps with his elbow. As soon as he heard the sound of the locks disengaging and the knob turning, Dan turned on his best smile and waited. In anticipation. 
 
    The face was similar but not quite the one he was looking for. “Dan,” Kylie said on a sympathetic sigh. “What are you doing here?” He had an answer ready but Kayla’s twin held her hand up, no nonsense blunt cut bangs swinging slightly under the force of her movements. “Never mind. I don’t care. Okay well I do care but I’m running late. And I’m too weak to send you away so tell Kayla you bribed me with pastries.” And just to make sure she wasn’t a liar, Kylie reached in and grabbed a bear claw. And a cronut. “Good luck Danny Boy.” 
 
    “Not you too,” he groaned. It seemed that nickname would follow him his entire life. 
 
    Kylie nodded as she jogged down the stairs. “It makes you seem more normal. Approachable. Like a guy who wouldn’t abandon his kids.” Her stare was pointed and Dan knew that to mistake her easygoing attitude for a lack of caring would be a mistake. Her blue eyes seared through him for a long, intimidating moment. Then she smiled and waved. “Don’t make me regret this. And don’t make me use my medical expertise on you.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he promised and took advantage of the open door, stepping inside. Was it strange, he wondered, that everything looked so different yet incredibly familiar? Tiny sneakers were piled up beside the front door, Dani’s green hoodie with the dancing aliens was flung over the two seater sofa and three books were piled on the middle cushion of the big sofa. Everywhere he looked there were signs that life had gone on with him, which gave Dan an inexplainable feeling deep in his gut. 
 
    Like he had been forgotten. Like he hadn’t been missed at all. 
 
    One final glance at the signs of what Dani and Tobin had been up to in his absence and Dan made his way to the kitchen where both kids sat at the table trying to decide which cereal to eat. Sugary or super sugary. Tobin gasped first and Dan smiled, setting the coffee on the countertop and offering up a tentative wave. “Dan, I mean Dad. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Dan sighed. Tobin was happy to see him but hesitant, proof he’d done more damage than he realized. “I came to see you guys. I missed you.” 
 
    Tobin’s smile grew bigger by the moment and his bony shoulders relaxed. “I knew you were busy. Mama said you probably were and I knew it was true.” He slid from the chair and ran to Dan, little legs going faster than they ever had. “Hi.” He stopped in front of Dan, toe to toe, and stared up with a hesitant smile. 
 
    “Hey buddy.” Dan wrapped his son in his arms and squeezed tight. Maybe a little too tight. 
 
    “I can’t breathe.” 
 
    Okay, definitely too tight. “Sorry. I guess I just missed you kid.” And wasn’t that the damn truth? He’d missed them more than he realized and Dan wanted to know all the details he’d missed. “I missed both of you.” Dan let his gaze collide with Dani’s who he’d known would be the tougher one to seek forgiveness from. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you call?” From Tobin the question was simple and inquisitive. There was no blame or accusation. 
 
    “Yeah, then why didn’t you call?” Dani’s question had a little more heat and anger to it. At his shock, she kept going. “Do you live someplace where there are no phones or wi-fi?” 
 
    “No.” Dan had decided on his way into town that he would be honest with the kids. “At first I was busy. I had to hurry back to the office to deal with an important business deal that could have cost me a lot of money, but then after not calling for a few days I figured you wouldn’t want to talk to me anyway. And then I started to miss you guys so much and I thought too much time had passed, and maybe it would be best to leave you alone.” Hearing the words out loud, Dan realized how ridiculous he sounded. “Pretty dumb, huh?” 
 
    Tobin nodded and placed his little hand in Dan’s, tugging him to the table. “Yeah, pretty dumb. But Aunt Kylie says we’re all a little dumb once in a while. Even her and she’s a doctor.” His tone told Dan exactly how highly he thought of his long lost aunt. 
 
    Dan was grateful to Tobin for making things easier than he deserved but when his gaze slid back to his daughter, he knew her attitude would more than make up for it. “That’s pretty smart of your aunt but she’s right. It was dumb.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Dani wouldn’t let this go easily, he realized. 
 
    Ouch. Dan refused to react to her words. She was hurt and he wielded the knife. He had this coming. 
 
    “Good question.” Dan didn’t need to turn around to recognize the sweet husky, and slightly angry voice that belonged to Kayla. He turned with a flirtatious smile that quickly died when he saw the thunderous expression clouding her blue eyes. 
 
    “Kylie was leaving just as I got here and she let me in.” That was mostly the truth and she wouldn’t be too upset with her hardworking pregnant sister. 
 
    Kayla gave a short nod but Dan could sense she wouldn’t let things go as easily as their son had. “Is there a reason for your unannounced visit?” Her voice was as icy as her eyes which held a blank expression, almost like she was looking straight through him. 
 
    Dan blinked. Was she serious? “I missed you. All of you.” 
 
    “Wrong answer,” Kayla said, unimpressed as she pushed off the doorway and tightened her robe on her way to the coffee pot. “You can’t just drop in like this Dan.” Her words were even but she didn’t do a good job of keeping her emotions the same. 
 
    “Don’t fight, Mama. Please.” Dan gave his boy’s shoulder a grateful squeeze, knowing those pleading words had given him a bit more time. 
 
    “No one is fighting, honey. I’m just having a talk with Dan about manners because showing up unannounced first thing in the morning is bad manners.” Her blue gaze slid to his and Dan nodded. 
 
    Message received. 
 
    “Really bad manners,” Dani added, still glaring at her father. 
 
    Kayla stared at Dan for a few long moments and he wished he knew what she was thinking in that moment. But it was over quickly, she shook her head and got busy tending to the kids. She yanked the cereal boxes off the table and replaced it with fresh fruit, bagels and cream cheese. When the coffee was done sputtering, she poured two cups and slammed one down in front of him. “Don’t think of this as an invitation to stay.” 
 
    Even though he nodded, Dan took it as exactly that and got comfortable in his seat beside Dani who continued to ignore him. “What’s everyone up to today?” 
 
    “Me and Dani have school and after we’re making art with Aunt Tilly.” Tobin chatted around a giant piece of pineapple and answered questions happily, almost unaware of the tension that permeated the kitchen. “Are you going back home?” 
 
    Dan looked to Kayla, unsure how to answer. He wanted to tell Tobin—Dani, too—that he wouldn’t go until they believed he would come back. But he feared he’d screwed up too bad to be so hopeful. “No. I’m staying…a while.” 
 
    “You are? Cool!” 
 
    At least somebody is happy to see me. 
 
    Kayla, to her credit, managed to keep her thoughts to herself throughout breakfast, giving Dan a chance to make amends with both kids. Under her supervision. He was grateful but knew that saying so might trigger a fight he couldn’t win. “Okay kids, five minutes until we leave.” She was on her feet, already clearing the table. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” he told her and gripped the other side of the stack of plates she held. 
 
    “I don’t need your help, Dan.” 
 
    “I know but I want to help anyway.” He held the plates tighter until she relented. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She shoved the plates into his chest and marched out of the kitchen, allowing him a long enticing look at her shapely legs and round backside. He must be sick to have such thoughts at a time like this but Dan couldn’t help it, Kayla was just about perfect.  
 
    To me, anyway. 
 
    Despite her five minute warning, it took fifteen minutes before Kayla, Tobin and Dani were headed out the front door in a storm of chatter about schedules and homework and permission slips. They were gone and the house was silent before Dan could even process what had happened. 
 
    Then, he smiled. 
 
    It was progress. Small and nearly inconsequential but he’d still made progress. With Tobin on his side Dan was pretty sure he could win over the women in the family. 
 
    His first grand gesture would be something…simple. 
 
    Simple, but grand. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “How dare he!” Kayla stepped deeper into her house and those words fell from her mouth immediately. Her house was clean. No, it wasn’t just clean. It was spotless. Sparkling clean, in fact. And she didn’t remember skipping work or her meeting to come home and clean, and she sure hadn’t spent any of her nonexistent disposable income on a housekeeper, yet somehow the living room was spotless. There were no toys or books littering the coffee table, no stuffed animals or action figures scattered across the floor. All jackets were hanging on hooks and shoes were lined up on the silicon mat right below the coat hooks. It didn’t stop with the living room, either. The kids bedrooms were clean—spotless, again—with made beds and all the toys put away perfectly. Kayla’s bed was made and her nightgown folded neatly on the foot of the bed. “Dan!” He’d even cleaned up Kylie’s room. 
 
    Some. 
 
    She couldn’t say exactly why her pace slowed as she made her way to the kitchen, but it did. Because she knew Dan. Despite his little disappearing act catching her completely off guard, she did know him. Well. And this had his fingerprints all over it. The kitchen was better than spotless. It was clean and all the dishes were put away for once with a clean towel neatly folded in the center of the kitchen table. It was surreal. 
 
    It was beautiful. 
 
    It was a godsend. 
 
    And it was all Dan’s doing, damn him. Even knowing what was probably in store for her, Kayla took a deep breath and pulled open the fridge. “Full. Because of course it is.” The fridge was full of healthy food with a few of the kids’ favorites thrown in, not to mention tons of raw ingredients. Because he thinks I’ll let him come over to cook. She probably would because there had been a noticeable difference in Tobin and Dani since Dan had returned.  
 
    Three whole days ago. 
 
    Kayla wasn’t ready to forgive Dan, not yet if ever, but she could be civil for the sake of her kids. If that’s what I decide to do. She wasn’t sold on his newfound interest in fatherhood, not even this cleaning spree he’d undertaken or paid someone to do would change her mind on that topic. He walked away, more like ran and he hadn’t looked back.  
 
    Until he did, her conscience pricked at her, forcing her to acknowledge he had come back even if it took longer than she would have liked. Weeks longer. 
 
    So yeah, he had come back. “Big damn deal,” she growled into the empty kitchen before snatching her keys from the counter and going to find the man who thought he could weasel his way back into her life and her kids’ lives with gifts. Things. Gestures. Those things didn’t matter, not really and especially not compared to what he had done. She needed more. 
 
    My kids deserve more. 
 
    Thanks to his little campaign to earn forgiveness, Kayla knew exactly where to find Dan and since she was too angry to drive she stewed in her anger on the short walk to the park in the center of town. She spotted his dark head bent over an e-reader and shook her head at how well he impersonated a man of leisure. I won’t be falling for that again. She needed the friendly reminder as she closed the gap between them, that Dan was a slickster, a smooth talker, and she was immune to them these days. So much so that when she approached, Kayla smiled at having caught him off guard and she didn’t take even one second to appreciate the handsome picture he made in jeans and a button up he’d paired with a trendy looking plaid golf cap. 
 
    “You have to stop this Dan.” She relished that small thrill at startling him. It was petty she knew that, but it still made her smile. 
 
    Dan turned clear violet eyes up at her and a slow grin spread from one corner of his mouth to the other. “Good afternoon, Kayla. I’m good, how are you?” His gaze slid over her body, making her almost forget about her meeting with Zak Winters. Somehow. “You look beautiful today.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and ignored the shiver that went down her spine at his genuine words and the pleasure swimming in his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do but I don’t like it and I want you to stop. Now.” 
 
    His smile faded. “I made a mistake.” 
 
    “No kidding,” she said with a sarcastic snort. “It wasn’t just a mistake Dan. You hurt Dani and Tobin.” 
 
    “I know and I’m sorry. I can try to explain but it’ll only upset you.” 
 
    She snorted. “Try me.” 
 
    Dan stood and shoved his hands in his pockets, looking so much like the shy young man she’d known in college that she had to catch her breath. He nodded for her to join him as he started walking and she did. “After we got back from the cabin, my assistant was at my apartment waiting for me.” She listened as he told her about the big client needing his hand held and how he’d been too much of a coward to face her or the kids. “I felt like a fraud after spending all weekend with you, enjoying myself and starting to see myself as part of your little family. I knew you’d be angry or disappointed or…something and I didn’t want to face it. So I asked Tilly to relay the message.” 
 
    Kayla silently fumed as she walked beside Dan, listening to him talk about her kids like they were a grabby aunt he needed to avoid at family gatherings. “And what about Dani and Tobin? Did you even think about how they might react to suddenly not having you in their lives?” That was the part that made her so angry she could scream and cry at the same time, that he hadn’t even thought of her precious babies. “They wished for nothing but you Dan and you gave them a small taste before snatching it away cruelly.” 
 
    “No,” he admitted reluctantly. “I assumed that I hadn’t made as much of an impression on them as they had on me and that my absence wouldn’t be missed.” 
 
    That broke her heart, just a little. For Dan and for her kids. “Dan.” 
 
    He sent her a shy smile and shrugged. “It’s true. But then I wanted to call because I missed them. I missed all of you and I wanted to call but it felt like…like I’d waited too long to call and that maybe it was already too late.” 
 
    Kayla let his words roll around in her brain, processing them until they made some sort of sense. She could forgive him for that feeling but she kept seeing the sad faces of her kids, hearing the subdued quiet in the house for the past few weeks. “It sounds to me like you got scared.” 
 
    He let out a laugh that was halfway between bitter and incredulous, shaking his head as the shops in town turned into homes. “Hell yeah I got scared Kayla. Those kids are amazing.” A slow smile spread across his face along with a look of love so pure Kayla felt a tear sting her eye. “So smart and open and free. So unafraid of their feelings and so trusting. I have no idea what to do with that.” 
 
    Kayla remembered that feeling well. “You accept it. You learn from them as much as they learn from you.” It was a lesson that took time to learn and she just hoped that Dan was around long enough to understand that. For her kids’ sake of course. Not mine. 
 
    Dan nodded as they climbed the steps, his violet gaze focused on her face instead of the path ahead. “That’s why I’m back. I want a second chance. With the kids. And a second chance with you too.” 
 
    Kayla sucked in a breath at the front door and looked up at him as her heart pounded against her ribcage. His expression was full on sincerity and Kayla didn’t know what to do with that. Or with him. “Dan.” His name was the only response she could come up with, caught off guard like she was and Kayla—somehow—managed to slide the key in the door and close it behind them. 
 
    “I mean it. I know I haven’t given you a reason to trust me. To believe in me. But I’m here now and I’m asking for a chance. A second chance.” 
 
    A second chance. That phrase rolled around in Kayla’s head until she thought it might explode. Could she give him a second chance and more importantly, should she? What did that even mean? Would he move to Plentiful or did he expect that she would pack up her life and the kids’ lives just to be with him? “I don’t…,” she let those two words hang in the air, suspended in as much uncertainty as she felt. 
 
    “I’ve shocked you.” 
 
    Kayla blinked the world back in to focus, realizing they were standing in the middle of her living room. “A little bit, yeah.” 
 
    “Think about it, that’s all I ask. See if you can picture it and how it makes you feel when you do.” 
 
    She had a feeling she would think of little else for the foreseeable future. “I will.” 
 
    His lips curled into an amused grin as he took her hands. “Thank you Kayla for not hating me. For giving me a chance to explain.”  
 
    She felt her body go still at his words, spoken with such sincerity she couldn’t help but feel touched. But there was something else. Something more. The very something she’d been shoving deep down, determined to ignore for his transgressions against her kids. Our kids, she amended and then silently reprimanded herself. “You’re welcome.” She was willing to listen and she didn’t hate him. Quite the opposite, unfortunately. 
 
    “Is that all you want to say?” 
 
    Kayla shrugged. “I don’t know what else to say Dan. I want to believe you and I want to be able to trust you. For the sake of the kids. But-,” 
 
    Dan put a finger to her lips to stop her next words before they tumbled from her mouth. “But you’re not sure. I get it.” 
 
    “You do?” Because Kayla wasn’t quite sure she got it. 
 
    Dan nodded but all she could see was the way his tongue slipped out and ran the length of his bottom lip as it curled into an irresistible grin. “I do. And I’m a patient man.” Before she could fix her lips to ask him what the heck that meant, Dan’s lips were on hers in a slow, simmering kiss that Kayla hadn’t realized she’d been waiting for since the moment he came back to Plentiful. 
 
    She gave herself over to the kiss in a way she hadn’t since their night together back in college, because that’s how long it had been since she truly trusted a man. Unbelievably it was this man her heart chose to trust. With that knowledge came another rush of electricity through her veins as his lips caressed hers, his tongue stroked hers sensually until she gasped out her pleasure. 
 
    Kayla felt Dan’s smile against her mouth and she let go, enjoying the way his hands eagerly roamed her body, the way he drank from her mouth and moaned when her fingers tangled in his hair. It was the kiss that never ended and that was just fine with Kayla because she could stand right here, in this moment, kissing this man. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    A shocked gasped yanked her out of the kiss and out of the moment, and Kayla turned wide eyes up at him, chest heaving in search of oxygen. “A kiss doesn’t equate to forgiveness Dan.” But it felt damn close and that worried her. 
 
    “I know,” he said with a playful grin as he pulled her close enough that Kayla could feel the hard pounding of his heart. “But it’s a damn good start.” He pressed another, gentler kiss to her lips and backed away slowly. “See you soon.” Then he was gone and she still stood there, stunned at what had just happened. What she had just let happen. 
 
    What she’d just realized. And what it meant for the future. 
 
    Their future. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Four 
 
    Dan sat in his hotel suite looking out the window at the Mustang Valley River as is slowly ambled by on its way to connect with the Mississippi River. It reminded him of the years he’d spent here learning to love the outdoors and enjoy just being a kid. The years he spent with Tilly had made him into the man he was today, and knowing she was there for Kayla and his kids when he wasn’t just felt right. 
 
    His thoughts inevitably turned to Kayla and that kiss he’d stolen in a moment of madness. A moment that had been immediately rewarded when she didn’t just give in to the kiss, but she joined in, pulling him close and devouring him as much as he’d done to her. Sure, she said that the kiss didn’t mean she forgave him and Dan accepted that. For now. Because the kiss told him that she wanted to forgive him and that fueled him with hope, something he hadn’t needed in a long time. 
 
    The sound of his phone vibrating across the desk in the corner of the room took his attention away from the lazy flow of the river and he stood, crossing the room just as a knock sounded at the door. “Hey Mika, I’ll have to call you back. Someone’s knocking.” 
 
    “I can wait.” 
 
    Dan nodded even though his assistant couldn’t see him, distracted by the thought that maybe Kayla had decided to come to him. His heart raced as his hand curled around the brushed copper handle and he pulled the door open, seeing not Kayla but other welcome visitors. “I’ll call you back,” he told her and tossed the phone on the sofa behind him before he squatted down to stair into two pairs of eyes identical to his own. “Not that I’m not happy to see you guys, but what are you doing here?” His gaze narrowed, first at Tobin and then at Dani, who he was certain was the mastermind behind this little field trip. “Are you trying to get your mom to kill me?” 
 
    Dani laughed, oblivious to her brother’s glare boring a hole into the side of her face. Tobin shook his head furiously. “No. We got a ride from Officer Chris, he’s Aunt Kylie’s friend.” 
 
    Interesting, he thought but pushed that thought aside for another time. “Okay well come on inside then.” Still unsure what to do, Dan locked the door behind them and ushered them inside the suite as his mind swirled. Why were they here? Would he get in trouble for this? And who should he call first, his aunt or Kayla? 
 
    Tobin took a seat on the sofa and reached for the remote. Moments later he was absorbed in the important business of flipping through every single channel in ten second intervals. Dani stood a few feet from Dan, staring at him with wariness in her eyes. 
 
    “What’s on your mind Dani?” He didn’t know her well, not yet, but he could tell she wanted to talk. 
 
    “Do you want to be our dad?” 
 
    Dan knew this moment would come, he’d hoped for it and even anticipated it since her silent treatment at his return. He let out a sigh, determined to be as honest as he knew how. “More than anything.” 
 
    “Why did you forget about us?” 
 
    “I didn’t forget about you, I just had to work.” That was part of the truth. “And I wasn’t sure I was the father you two deserved.” 
 
    Her dark brows dipped into a thoughtful vee before she gave a sharp nod. “Are you sure now?” 
 
    Dan couldn’t help but smile at her grown up interrogation. “I am.” 
 
    “Good. Because me and Tobin want you to be our dad.” 
 
    Dan felt his heart clench and jump up in his throat, making it difficult to swallow. To breathe. Had anyone ever given him a bigger compliment. “That’s perfect because I really want to be your dad and do dad things.” 
 
    “Like play catch with me,” Tobin asked though his attention never left the television. 
 
    “Yes. That and more,” he assured his son. And his daughter. 
 
    “Are you gonna live with us?” Dani wasn’t deterred and that fact only made him smile, certain she’d inherited that particular trait from him. 
 
    “That will be up to your mom but I plan to be around a lot.” He needed to talk to Kayla about his plans before telling the kids, he thought with a smile as he realized he was already thinking like a father. And a partner. 
 
    “Do you want to marry Mama?” Her eyes were sober and clear as they waited for his answer and Dan took a deep breath as he prepared to answer. 
 
    “I do, but she’s pretty mad at me right now so I have to make it up to her first.” 
 
    Dani grinned. “Just tell her she’s pretty and bring her French fries.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dani.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said, the determined look still in her eyes. “Are you gonna take us away like Lauren’s dad takes her for two weeks every month and a whole month in the summer?” 
 
    Dan sighed, wishing his kids, hell anyone’s kids didn’t have to deal with the realities of their parent’s love lives. “I want to spend time with you guys but I don’t plan on taking you away.” He’d already decided that no matter what happened between him and Kayla, he wanted to be there for his kids. Every day. “I love you and your brother and I want to get to know you and spend time with you while you guys teach me how to be a good dad.” 
 
    That answer seemed to satisfy Dani but only after she cocked her head to the side as if weighing her options, another trait Dan realized had come from him. “Okay. You can hug me if you want.” 
 
    Those words were music to Dan’s ears and he bent down, wrapping his arms around her small frame and squeezing tight. “I have lots of hugs to make up for,” he whispered and held her even closer when she laughed. 
 
    “Now you sound like Mama,” she said and squirmed away, still laughing. 
 
    Dan stood and grabbed his daughter’s hand to guide her to the sofa where Tobin sat. He shut off the TV and folded his arms, staring down at the twins with what he hoped was a firm scowl. Now that things were settled, it was time to put his dad hat on. “Why aren’t you in school?” 
 
    “It’s a half day,” Tobin explained. “Aunt Tilly picked us up and told Officer Chris to bring us here.” 
 
    Dan smiled as he listened to Dani and Tobin tell the story in shifts, realizing that his aunt was no longer mad. She was on his side and helping, in full meddle mode. “How do you guys feel about ice cream?” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes after she expected Tilly and the kids to come bounding through the front door, Kayla walked down the block to check on the troublesome threesome. She knocked on the front door and steeled herself for seeing Dan again. She hadn’t seen him or spoken to him since that hotter than sin kiss he laid on her a few days ago. And Kayla, for her part hadn’t been able to stop thinking about for more than a few moments at a time since. 
 
    Eventually Tilly made her way to the door and pulled it open to reveal another of her colorful dresses, this one leaf green with big white abstract shapes covering it and matching green and white bracelets on both arms. The older woman flashed a genuine smile and stepped back as she opened the door. “Come on in honey.” 
 
    “Where are the twins?” The house was unusually quiet for Tilly but even more so for Tilly and her kids. 
 
    “Have you and Dan had a chance to talk,” she asked instead of answering Kayla’s question. 
 
    Kayla stared at her friend as if she could see into her mind and figure out what she was up to. “Seriously?” 
 
    Tilly nodded and notched her chin in the air defensively. “I’m as invested in this thing as you are, love. So, have you or haven’t you?” Hands on her hips, Tilly waited expectantly for an answer. 
 
    Kayla sighed. “We’ve talked but I wouldn’t go so far as to say that things are settled.” As much as Kayla wanted things to be settled and back to some semblance of normal, she had to be careful. It wasn’t just her heart at risk here, it was her kids’ hearts too. 
 
    “Not yet you mean,” Tilly corrected with unmistakable hope in her voice. 
 
    Kayla gave a noncommittal nod. “There are plenty of unknowns.” 
 
    “That is life,” Tilly said and smacked her lips. “You young people love to make things more difficult than they need to be. It’s like a sick compulsion with you. Really. He loves you and you love him, but most of all you both love those precious kids. What else matters?” 
 
    She let out a bitter sounding laugh. “Only our careers and homes. The kids and their friends and school. Just logistics Tilly.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she scoffed. 
 
    Kayla knew when to fight and when to retreat but as she scanned the living room once again for traces of Dani and Tobin, she was struck with how quiet the place was. “Where are the kids?” 
 
    “With their father. I had Chris take them over in his police vehicle,” she said with a laugh. “With lights and sirens, the kids were tickled pink.” Based on her tone Kayla would say the kids weren’t the only ones. At Kayla’s incredulous look, Tilly shrugged unapologetically. “What can I say? I’m a meddling old lady who wants her whole family close by. With you and Danny and the kids together, the only thing I could possibly wish for is more young ones to spoil rotten.” 
 
    Kayla let out a stunned laugh. “You’re getting way ahead of yourself Tilly.” She hadn’t even fully decided to forgive Dan, never mind let him back in to their lives. 
 
    “We’ll see.” Tilly glanced at the clock on the wall and began to push Kayla towards the door. “I have a feeling that once you stop resisting so hard, you’ll forgive him a lot sooner than you think.” Tilly opened the door and pushed Kayla out onto the porch with a wry grin. “I have a visitor coming in just a few minutes.” 
 
    “A male visitor?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tilly cooed with a smile and gripped the doorknob. “Go make things right with your own man and I’ll see you all tomorrow for dinner.” 
 
    Tilly slammed the door in her face and Kayla stared at the door for a long time, stunned by her friend’s actions and her words. Was she resisting too hard? Kayla didn’t think so but on the short walk home she did a lot of thinking. About Dan. About her kids. About her and Dan. Together. 
 
    A thought that, for once, didn’t fill her with dread. 
 
    Instead it filled her with something that felt a lot like hope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Five 
 
    Bring the kids home. Now. Dan read the message again and again, each time in a different tone to see if he could figure out Kayla’s head space before he arrived on her doorstep. No matter how he read it, the message didn’t bode well for him or his chances with the independent redhead.  
 
    A quick glance in the rear view mirror showed Tobin and Dani singing along to some song he’d never even heard but they seem to know every word. Thankfully they were oblivious to his inner turmoil and Dan was proud of himself when Dani’s gaze connected with his and he managed a calm smile and a playful wink. Kayla’s message had come in twenty minutes ago and he’d taken his sweet time washing chocolate off their hands and faces and getting their belongings together before herding them to the car. He hoped this wasn’t the last time he got to spend time with them. 
 
    Better practice my sweet talking skills. Kayla wanted him. She probably even had feelings for him but the woman also possessed an iron will that not even desire could bend. “Ready to go home?” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Tobin said in reply and Dan grinned. 
 
    He gave his pocket a quick pat and put the car in gear, quickly making the short drive to the house he knew all too well. Only this time, Dan pulled into the driveway, right beside Kayla’s car. Like a family. They were already a family, he knew that. Felt it to his bones. A modern, non-conventional type of family—for the moment, anyway—but he hoped to change that. Soon. 
 
    “Dad are you gonna have dinner with us?” The word slipped from Dani’s mouth so easily it shocked him for a long moment. 
 
    Dan blinked and put the car into park before killing the engine. “That depends on how upset your mom is with me.” The message was certainly not a happy one but Dan was in a good mood and ready to pull her back from the edge. And hold her real close. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Tobin said with an air of authority that made him laugh. 
 
    “Come on you guys. Let’s face the firing squad together.” One by one he helped them out of the car, savoring the closeness of their impossibly small bodies. 
 
    “What’s a firing squad?” Tobin looked up with wide, inquisitive eyes and Dan froze. 
 
    “Uh, let’s circle back to that later.” They climbed the stairs together, each of his hands holding one of theirs, collectively taking in a fortifying breath before Dani opened the door for them. 
 
    Instantly he was hit with the scent of sugar and butter. And bacon. He stood rooted to the spot just inside the house while Dani and Tobin kicked off their shoes and removed jackets, which they left on the floor. He picked them up and put them on the hooks with a smile, taking his time before heading to the sounds coming from the kitchen. 
 
    “You guys were naughty today.” Kayla’s sing-song voice threw Dan off for a moment and he paused a beat, steeling himself for every possible reaction. 
 
    “Aunt Tilly said it was okay,” Tobin insisted. 
 
    “And we needed to talk to Dad. Alone.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He could hear the amusement in her voice and when Dan walked into the kitchen, his heart practically leapt out of his chest at the sight of her. Kayla, in an ultra feminine red blouse with white shapes splashed across it and a pair of jeans that hugged her gorgeous body in all the right places. Bare feet and a wide red smile completed the look and only one word came to mind. Breathtaking. 
 
    “What’s all this?” The kitchen table was filled with a variety of breakfast foods including oversized waffles and eggs cooked two ways. As far as Dan was concerned it was breakfast heaven. Served by a sexy little angel. 
 
    “Dinner. In twenty minutes.” Her blue gaze went to the kids and without a word, they took off to their rooms, abandoning Dan. Leaving him all alone. “Come in Dan.” Her tone was part amused and part exasperated. 
 
    He took a seat at the kitchen table, unable to take his eyes off of her as she moved around the kitchen with the grace of a dancer. In that moment Dan knew he was a complete goner. His heart belonged to this woman with her easy grace, her fierce independence and her capacity for love. Don’t forget those pouty lips, he thought with a dark grin she caught him wearing. “I didn’t-,”  
 
    Dan was thankful she cut him off because he had no clue how to end that sentence. “I know. I talked to Tilly and she told me about the police escort they got to your hotel room.” 
 
    His shoulders sank in relief and when her back was turned, Dan stole a sausage link. “Good. Should I go?” 
 
    “Do you want to go?” 
 
    Was this a trick question? Dan didn’t spend a lot of time with his friends but he’d heard about this game enough times to be wary of it. In this instance, he opted for honesty. “You know I don’t want to go anywhere. Ever.” He felt a small measure of satisfaction at the way her breath hitched, sending her red lips into a heart stopping ‘o’. 
 
    “Then stay.” The words were simple and easy but Dan felt the weight of them on his shoulders. 
 
    A smile touched his lips and he nodded. “I’d love to.” He stood and went to the counter, leaving it as a barrier between them before he moved too fast. Again. “You look beautiful Kayla.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She blushed prettily, her skin somewhere between the fiery auburn of her hair and the candy apple red of her shirt. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said the other day.” Kayla kept her back to him and Dan stared as if he could see her face, nodding for her to continue. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Forgiveness. And second chances.” He nodded again as hope surged in his chest and deep in his gut. “I owe it to myself and to my kids, our kids, to be able to forgive.” She turned to him with sincere blue eyes and cocked her head to the side, studying him as she spoke. “We all make mistakes but the important thing, the thing that really matters is what we do after each mistake. It took some time,” she said with a wry grin that twisted her lips adorably. 
 
    “Too much damn time,” he growled, pulling a melodic laugh from her. 
 
    “But you came back and you’ve been trying to make it right, and that counts Dan. It does.” A slow shaky breath escaped from Kayla, shaking her whole body. “To me, it really does.” 
 
    Dan was done waiting, he rounded the corner until he was face to face with Kayla, his hands resting on the counter on either side of her hips, so close she had to tilt here head back to look at him. “What does that mean Kayla?” He needed clarity before the hope in his chest spun out of control. 
 
    Shocking the hell out of him, Kayla cupped both sides of his face with an affectionate smile that stole his breath. “It means I forgive you for thinking you’re not good enough for Dani and Tobin. For thinking that those kids deserve better than you, who I happen to think is pretty damn great.” 
 
    Dan felt his heart roar to life like the Ducati he never had time to drive but still paid a garage fee to keep close by. His heart beat like a wild stallion, so hard it pulsed in his ears and muffled her words. “Kayla,” he groaned and wrapped his arms around her body, reveling in the feel of her soft curves pressed against him. 
 
    She pulled back and put both hands to his chest, her smile widened when she felt how fast his heart raced under her fingertips. “It means that I want a second chance too Dan. Maybe this time we’ll get it right.” The hope and desire in her voice, the fact that she wanted them to go the distance sealed her place in his heart. 
 
    “I love you Kayla.” And then, because he wasn’t sure if she was ready to say it back or not, Dan captured her lips and drank from them until he was full and ready for more. His hands slipped from her back down to her backside, giving her a playful squeeze. “I mean it.” 
 
    “I believe you,” she said and froze as if she’d been about to say it back to him. 
 
    “Do you remember that night, Kayla? How shy I was, exploring your gorgeous body?” It had been perfect as far as Dan was concerned, setting the bar high. “I think about it. Often.” 
 
    Kayla nodded and he noticed her blue gaze was partially glazed over, a wistful smile touching her lush lips. “How could I forget that perfect night that changed my life forever?” 
 
    Dan pulled her close again, just because he could, and kissed her like he meant it because dammit he did. His lips and tongue explored hers, drinking her in and reveling in the way her hands roamed all over his body, leaving a trail of heat he wanted, needed to explore. “I am so in love with you.” He stared at her, long and hard, mentally willing her to say the words back because he knew she felt them too. 
 
    “Good, because I’m kind of in love with you too.” 
 
    Dan smiled. “Only kind of?” 
 
    Kayla shrugged, her smile widening by the second. “I’m taking the slow and steady route for once in my life. Mostly,” she whispered and pushed up on her toes to steal a white hot kiss that instantly boiled his blood. 
 
    “Ew, they’re kissing.” Tobin’s grossed out voice broke through the fog. A little. “Again.” 
 
    “It’s good, dummy. They’re making up.” Dani’s less than quiet whisper finished off the job and they both pulled back, staring at each other with matching expressions of shock at the intensity of that kiss. The words they’d just exchanged. 
 
    Of those few stolen moments. 
 
    “Mama and dad, sittin’ in a tree,” they both began to sing together, completely off-key and about twenty decibels too loud but it sounded perfect to Dan. 
 
    He looked from Kayla’s flushed face and kiss swollen lips, over to the happy grins of his son and his daughter wondering how he’d gotten so lucky by finding the woman of his dreams a second time, by the sheer luck of her having his twins, and most shocking of all, getting her to fall in love with him. 
 
    Dan had never believed in luck before, but there in the kitchen with enough breakfast to feed all of Plentiful, Dan vowed he would make sure he was worthy of their love and their trust every day and for the rest of his life. Kayla surprised him by pressing a kiss to his cheek. “We can celebrate later,” she whispered before turning to pull a sheet pan filled with bacon from the oven. 
 
    She’s all mine, folks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Six months later 
 
    “Who wants cake?” Kayla stood at one end of the table with a layered chocolate cake separated by a layer of chocolate mousse, a wide grin on her face. This was her family, her crazy, too loud, kooky family that had grown so much over the past year. Kylie sat at the end of the table with a pained expression on face as her hands worked continuous circles in her swollen belly. Dani sat on one side of her aunt offering an extra belly rub with her little hands. Dan and Tobin were in each other’s pockets as usual and Tilly sat at the other end of the table holding hands with Cal under the table. Davide and Magnus had just breezed in, fashionably late as always. 
 
    “At this stage in my life, cake is the only reason I get out of bed.” Kylie grinned and blew a stray strand of hair from her vision. “Pass it on down please.” 
 
    “I want a big hunk,” Dani said, holding her hands about two feet apart. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me, make that two,” Dan added with a heated look in his eye. 
 
    “Three,” Tobin chimed in with his little chest puffed out. 
 
    “If I do that, there won’t be any cake left for the rest of us.” She sliced the cake into normal sized pieces and passed the plates around the table. “I couldn’t resist this cake when I saw it in the display case so I guess today is everybody’s cheat day.” 
 
    Kylie snorted but Kayla kept her focus on cutting the cake, not on the other thing she promised she wouldn’t think about until tomorrow. Or the next day. Maybe the day after that. “Kayla.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you ate that piece…already.” She looked up at the strained, pale expression on her sister’s face. “Kylie.” 
 
    She flashed an anguished smile. “Looks like my water just broke. I’m having a baby.”  
 
    The room fell silent while Kayla’s mind raced to all the things she needed to do. Put the knife in the sink. Grab Kylie’s hospital bag from the front closet. Call Chris or was it Levi? She organized the list in her head and when it was complete, Kayla stepped away from the table. 
 
    “I’m gonna be a cousin!” 
 
    “We’re gonna be cousins,” Tobin corrected his sister with an excited smile. 
 
    “Another baby,” Tilly cooed, already near tears. 
 
    Dan stood and put both hands on Kylie’s shoulders, rubbing deep circles that made her groan. “I’ve got her. You go get the bag and make the calls while we make our way to the car, okay?” 
 
    She nodded and slowly as her mind calmed, a smile spread across her face. “I’m about to be an aunt!” Excitement got her feet moving and her heart racing as she mentally checked each item off her list, ending her journey at the front door where Kylie’s leather duffel bag sat with a small gift bag attached to it. 
 
    “Cal and I will watch the kids,” Tilly’s voice broke through her thoughts and Kayla turned with a smile. 
 
    “I’ll call you with updates. Don’t worry about cleaning up.” Tomorrow would be a long day no matter what and she could unwind with a quick cleaning session. 
 
    “Magnus and I are on clean up duty,” Davide said as he wrapped an arm around her waist. “A hottie who cleans? I might have to keep him.” Kayla wasn’t fooled at all, her best friend was madly in love and it was incredible to watch. 
 
    “Thanks. Both of you.” A quick tap-tap on the horn meant Dan or Kylie had grown impatient. “Talk soon.” She hugged both of her friends and took off, sliding in the back seat beside her sister. “How are you feeling, Ky?” 
 
    Familiar blue eyes cut a vicious sideways glare at her. “Like a human is tunneling his way out of my body.” 
 
    “I thought it was twins,” Dan offered with an unhelpful smile. 
 
    “Who invited the suit,” Kylie groaned, sticking her tongue out at Dan just before they swung out of the driveway. A contraction hit at the first stop sign and Kayla held her sister’s hand, whispering words of encouragement as best she could. 
 
    “Breathe, Kylie.” 
 
    “I know, dammit!” She grunted her way through another contraction and collapsed against Kayla. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, just focus on breathing.” 
 
    “I hear doctors make the worst patients.” Dan smiled and turned into the hospital parking lot where he dropped them off in front. “Don’t drop the baby until I get there, yeah?” He helped Kylie out of the car and ignored her scowl. 
 
    “Hurry up so I can squeeze the hell out of your hand.” 
 
    “Will do.” He gave a quick salute and jogged back to the driver’s seat, taking off while Kayla wheeled her sister into the emergency room. 
 
    Dan found them a few minutes later waiting for an elevator to take them up to the maternity department, Kylie’s bag in one hand and an oversized panda bear in the other. “Aw, Kylie, you waited.” He laughed when she flipped him the bird and stepped around them to hold the elevator door open.  
 
    Kayla suppressed a laugh at the way they bantered back and forth, like siblings who’d grown up together instead of virtual strangers. It was nice to see all the parts of her life blending so wonderfully over these months. Too bad her parents still hadn’t come around for either of their daughters. 
 
    When another contraction hit, Dan held out his hand for Kylie to take and Kayla fell a bit more in love with him in that moment. He was a good man, through and through, and she was lucky to have him. She knew that fact, appreciated it and showed him every single day just how much he was adored. “I love you.” 
 
    Dan blinked at her blurted out words and then a slow grin spread across his handsome face. “I know and I love you too.” He winked and Kayla felt like a young woman again, carefree and drunk on the feeling of being in love. 
 
    “Good to know.” Her skin heated at his searing stare and for just a moment, Kayla forgot where they were. 
 
    “Keep it up and you’ll end up where I am,” Kylie groaned, breaking the moment. “Again.” 
 
    Those words snapped Kayla out of her inner thoughts and back to the present. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me,” she grumbled just as another contraction hit. Both hands reached out and snagged on Dan’s and then Kayla’s a beat before she squeezed with all her might. 
 
    Kayla caught Dan’s gaze above her sister’s head and smiled. 
 
    He winked. “Marry me.” 
 
    Kayla blinked. “What?” 
 
    “I said, marry me.” When she didn’t answer fast enough, he rolled his eyes and repeated the question with a grin. “Kayla my love, will you marry me?” The love and hope she saw shining in his eyes was the same light that filled her heart to bursting. 
 
    “Yes.” The word flew from her mouth before she could fully process what it meant. The implications of what that meant. Dan had only just finalized moving his company to Plentiful and he’d been spending more and more nights in her bed, so it wasn’t completely out of the blue. But still this was…big. “Yes, I’ll marry you.” 
 
    His shoulders fell just enough to confirm what she already knew, that this man was hers. One hundred percent hers and he wanted to make it permanent. “Excellent.” 
 
    “Yeah great,” Kylie deadpanned. “I mean, I’m totally happy for you and it’s about damn time but your timing really sucks.” 
 
    Guilty looks flashed just as the elevator doors slid open and Kayla shifted her focus to her sister and her soon to be nephews if the scans were to be believed. “Wish us luck.” 
 
    Dan kissed Kylie’s forehead and then brush a lingering kiss to Kayla’s lips. “You don’t need it, you’re the strongest, most stubborn women I know. Crush this baby thing,” he said with another playful grin. 
 
    Kayla nodded and turned away as she pushed her sister towards the most monumental day of her life. But she froze midway between the doors of the maternity department and the man who held her heart. “Just a second,” she told her sister and ran back to Dan, wrapping her arms around him. “We’re having another baby,” she whispered in his ear and stepped back with a shocked, happy smile that was mirrored on Dan’s face. 
 
    This wasn’t how she pictured her life turning out, but Kayla decided she wouldn’t change a thing. The road had been filled with twists and turns, but it was the one that led to her very own kind of perfect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    the end. 
 
   
  
 

 Thanks! 
 
    Thank you for reading How Could I Forget, Book 1 in my brand new series set in Plentiful. Welcome and I hope to see you back for book 2! 
 
    If you would like to know when my next book is coming up, sign up for my newsletter at Natasha’s Book Nook where you will be the first to receive news on giveaways, recipes, beta groups, ARCs and more. 
 
    Now down to a little business: reviews. If you wouldn’t mind taking a moment to review How Could I Forget, I would really appreciate it. Reviews can help other readers find my stories, which would be pretty dang awesome. 
 
    This is Book 1 in the new Plentiful series but you can learn a little about it by checking out the Mustang Prairie series. If you’re into small town southern romance, there’s Rebel Girlz about three sassy cousins who head to New Orleans for one steamy summer! Prefer second chances? Try Best of my Love or Second Chance eX-Mas.  
 
    Want to chat about romance or books or cocktail recipes? Find me on Facebook at http://www.facebook.com/MustangPrairieBooks or my reader group, The Cocktail Lounge. 
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