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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindsay Shepherd 
 
    Lexington, Kentucky 
 
      
 
      
 
    I grew up as an only child. My family owned and operated a Thoroughbred breeding facility on the outskirts of Lexington, Kentucky. It was called Shepherd Farm on account of our last name. There were farms that were larger and more well-known in the area, but our operation was growing and we had become more and more successful in recent years. 
 
    My mother's parents used to own the farm, but back then, it was called Riley Stables, Riley being her maiden name. My grandparents on her side made a living breeding horses, but they weren't rich and the farm was modest when my mom and her siblings grew up there. 
 
    My father came to work for my mother's parents right out of high school, and by the time he was in his early twenties, he was their manager and was beginning to make significant changes to the farm. He also fell in love with and married my mother. Papa Peter and Grams knew it was my father's destiny to take over the farm. So, when they were ready to retire from horse breeding, they sold the house and farm to my parents. That happened back when I was a toddler. 
 
    The name was among the many things that changed. Shepherd Farm grew by leaps and bounds during my early childhood. My parents bought some bordering property and expanded to more than triple the size of the original farm. Our climb to success was all my father's doing. He was a passionate, hard-working horse breeder who was constantly learning. He had taken a small farm and done great things with it. 
 
    We were now one of the top twenty horse farms in Kentucky, and I knew that for a fact because a list had been printed in a magazine just last year. We were number seventeen. That honor and subsequent magazine article were a big deal to us—we had a party to celebrate. 
 
    I was much more excited about the party that was happening tonight, however. 
 
    Tonight, I got to go to the Tanners'. 
 
    This was a family who knew about breeding horses. (Their farm was number four in Kentucky, according to that same article.) 
 
    Ezekiel Tanner was a beloved University of Kentucky basketball player who went on to have a successful career in the NBA. His youngest son, Jordan, was a junior at UK and was following in his father's footsteps by being a Wildcat basketball player. 
 
    As a fan of UK basketball and basketball in general, being friends with the Tanners was pretty much one of the coolest aspects of my life. I saw them several times a year, and every time I did, they treated me like family. 
 
    I owed this to their oldest son, Zeke, who had taken a liking to me back when we were kids. He was a few years older than me. His brother, Jordan, was a year or two younger than me, but I had always been closer to Zeke. He didn't like me as a girlfriend, but he was nice to me. He respected me and he enjoyed spending time with me, even at a time when most kids my age (the popular ones, at least) didn't want to have anything to do with me. 
 
    I jumped at the chance to hang out with my friend Zeke. He and his family were amazing, and Zeke always talked to me and made me feel at home when I was with them. At UK basketball games, I usually saw them briefly to give them a quick greeting, but I also hung out with them a couple times a year outside of basketball. One of the occasions where I had the opportunity to do that was at the Tanners' annual basketball banquet, which was held in their home. 
 
    The UK basketball players and coaches all attended, along with special guest speakers. Sometimes even celebrities showed up. There was always great food and an atmosphere that was somehow thrilling and low-key at the same time. It was an evening I looked forward to all year. 
 
    I was currently at the anticipated occasion, and I was already dreading the moment when it was over. 
 
    So far, it had been wonderful. 
 
    I had said actual words to him, and he had spoken back to me. 
 
    Justin. 
 
    Zeke thought I was most excited to see the basketball players, but that simply wasn't the truth. I loved UK basketball, don't get me wrong. It was great being able to mingle with some of the players. But by far the highlight of any night spent at the Tanners' house was when I had the chance to interact with Justin. He was my long-time crush. He was my crush of all crushes—the one I would never have and the one I would never get over. He was the type of crush people had in movies—the type that inspired love songs. 
 
    His name was Justin Wilde, and for the last four years, I had it bad for him. 
 
    He was the one to blame for it, though. 
 
    It was all his fault. 
 
    He had done it to me. 
 
    He randomly kissed me four years ago, and it was so scorched into my mind that I hadn't gotten over it. I was eighteen and he was twenty-two at the time, and he was all the terrible things I so desired in a man. He was the definition of a bad boy. He had that gleam in his eye—that mysterious, dangerous gleam where you don't know what he's going to do next. He was infamous around here. He was the one who was up for a dare—up for a party at any given moment. Justin's last name was Wilde, and he lived up to it. Justin was wild, untamed, untamable. 
 
    He had moved to New York right out of high school. He was brilliant and had gotten into Columbia University on scholarship, but he quit after the first two years. I had heard that he made a bunch of money gambling—not gambling himself, but running a gambling establishment (which may also be classified as gambling, in a way). Anyway, the person who told me about Justin's escapades said that he had run a successful but illegal underground poker club in New York. I hadn't heard that from him directly, and didn't know what the truth was, but I definitely got the feeling that he had been up to no good during those years he spent in New York. 
 
    He had lived there until two years ago when he came home to Lexington to work at his Uncle Ezekiel's farm. 
 
    He had a newborn baby named Piper with him when he came back. She was apparently the reason for his homecoming. As far as I knew, her mother wasn't in the picture at all, but Justin kept to himself about it. I heard people talking about it, but I didn't know as much as I wished I did. He was intriguing to me. His reputation for being the reckless, rebellious one seemed to be a thing of the past, but he still had a way of making waves wherever he went. He was popular and charismatic and had always been that way. 
 
    In the past, when his name was brought up, it would usually be tied to a scandal or some kind of mostly harmless unruly behavior. But from what I had heard, Justin was now on the straight and narrow—a hard worker and a good father. This information was coming from the Tanners themselves. 
 
    In spite of this apparent change, Justin Wilde was everything I should avoid in a man. Yet he was exactly the man I wanted. I was so excited to see him that night. I had encountered him at this banquet before, but I usually didn't get to talk to him. 
 
    Tonight, however, I ran into him at the very beginning of the evening. 
 
    Zeke had asked me to go upstairs to Jordan's room to retrieve a wristwatch that he wanted to wear. Justin happened to be in Jordan's room when I went up there. 
 
    I had kissed the man before, but I still felt like I didn't know him. I had talked to him multiple times, yet it was like I had to introduce myself to him every single time we saw each other. 
 
    I was never so timid to approach people as I was with Justin. He was gorgeous and confident, and I was easily more starstruck over him than I was with any of the basketball players. I introduced myself awkwardly to him. 
 
    "My name's Lindsay," I said, reaching out to shake Justin's hand in Jordan's room. I had already stated my business to Jordan and was waiting while Jordan went into his closet to get the watch. "Lindsay Shepherd." 
 
    "I know who you are," was all Justin said as he shook my hand. He made eye contact with me, but only briefly. He was serious. As he shook my hand, he offered me the hint of a smile that didn't touch his eyes. I got the impression that he was doing his best to be a gentleman in spite of the fact that my arrival irritated him. I felt like maybe I interrupted a serious conversation. 
 
    This awkwardness was an odd feeling for me. People were usually nice to me. I was always wearing a smile and I was not intimidating at all. Some would go so far as to call me goofy. Even the grumpiest people would normally lighten-up around me and give me a smile, if for no other reason than that they were smiling at me and not with me. 
 
    Justin was different. 
 
    He didn't fake anything. 
 
    He offered me the hint of a smile and a nod, but it was only because he thought it was his gentlemanly duty. I didn't care what had made him do it—any attention from him at all was enough to send my body reeling. I could hardly stand to look at him because of the peculiar feeling he gave me—that fluttering, ticklish feeling right beneath my ribs. 
 
    I knew there was no way he remembered kissing me four years ago, and that was crazy to me because it was burned into my memory as if it had happened yesterday. 
 
    I was a mess when it came to Justin. He might as well have been Justin Timberlake with how wound-up and nervous I got around him. He was better than Justin Timberlake, actually, and I had the passing thought as I stood in Jordan's room that if I seriously had the chance to choose between the two men, I would choose Wilde over Timberlake. 
 
    These were the types of silly thoughts Justin Wilde made me have. 
 
    That was the first interaction I had with him that night, and it was enough to put a smile on my face. He was distant, but he was cordial enough and he remembered me at least. But that guarded congeniality didn't extend to our second chance meeting—this time he was only guarded, and that was putting it nicely. 
 
    It was later in the evening when I saw him again. Zeke had taken off before the end of the banquet, and that left me at the table with Jordan and several others, including Alex Holbrook, who was another player on the team and also one of Jordan's best friends. I sat with the others at the banquet table, feeling comfortable in their presence in spite of not knowing where Zeke had gone. I had met Alex before, but he paid more attention to me tonight than usual. 
 
    Men had been doing that a little more lately. Maybe I had grown up a little mentally since going to college, or maybe I was starting to figure out what to do with my hair, but either way, men looked at me a little differently in recent months. 
 
    The final speech was made, and soon after it was done, people had started to stand and mingle as the evening wrapped up. I followed suit and got to my feet. I walked around a little, pretending to absentmindedly look for Zeke even though I was almost certain he had left the premises. I didn't care if I found him or not, but it was nice having the excuse of looking for him as I meandered—people watching and taking in bits and pieces of conversations. After a few minutes of doing this, I decided to leave.  
 
    "Excuse me," I heard a man say from behind me. I was standing in the doorway of the coat closet, blocking his path. I didn't even have anything in the closet. I had just paused there before walking out of the house so that I could check my phone. I fished my phone out of my purse and stared at it, debating whether or not I should text Zeke and tell him I was leaving. 
 
    I froze when I heard the man's voice. I turned and he gave me a hurried smile and nod as he stepped past me, indicating that he had an actual jacket hanging in there. 
 
    "Excuse me," he repeated as he stepped inside the small closet, looking all around. I leaned back and held my breath expectantly when he came to stand right in front of me, face-to-face. "I just need to grab my jacket, if you don't mind." 
 
    It was Justin. His eyes were piercing blue and breathtaking at this proximity. He physically took my breath away. My breath was officially taken. He focused on the space beyond my shoulder, and I realized that I was in his way. 
 
    "It's fine," I said. "You can get your coat." I obviously wasn't thinking straight because I just stood there assuming he was going to reach around me. 
 
    "It's behind you," he said. His rushed, no-nonsense tone combined with his serious expression had me feeling disappointed already. 
 
    "Do you need me to…" I trailed off, leaning to the side to let him gain access to the clothes behind me. 
 
    He reached up to get the suit jacket, but I could see by his facial expression that he would have preferred it if I would have gotten completely out of his way. He didn't scoff or say anything rude, but his demeanor made it clear that he was not interested in small talk. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    "How was it the other night?" Jenny asked. 
 
    "Terrible," I answered. "Not terrible. The banquet was fine, it's just… I don't know… I got to hang out with the players and everything, so I guess that was good." 
 
    I was talking to Jenny, our head gardener. She was the only person in the world who knew I had a thing for Justin—and she didn't even know the extent of it. 
 
    Jenny had worked for us for the past five years. She was about twenty years my elder, about my mother's age, but she was a good, trusted friend who I talked to all the time. She was also a huge fan of daytime soap operas, and she loved romance and drama in general. I didn't date many guys, but I told her about them when I did. She was always interested to hear what was going on with me socially. 
 
    She was at her desk. She did a lot of actual gardening, but she also spent time in her office, placing orders and organizing the work to be done on different areas of the house and farm. 
 
    "Why would you say terrible?" she asked, turning in her chair and focusing on me with an expression that was maybe too intense for talking about my crush. "Did something happen?" 
 
    I smiled at her as I let my head rest on the back on the office chair. It was a relief that she would listen. 
 
    "No, it's just that I saw that guy Justin there, and he had no interest in me at all." 
 
    "What? How could that be?" she asked, looking utterly confused. "I saw you in that dress. I don't see how he could resist that. Is he dating someone else? He's probably seeing someone." 
 
    I shook my head. "Not that I know of. He wasn't there with anyone last night." 
 
    "Well, maybe he didn't even see you. Sometimes it looks like people are looking at you when really they're focused on the person behind you." 
 
    "He did see me," I said. "We talked. Twice. He was just… I don’t know… non-responsive, serious. No matter how much I smile at him, he barely smiles back. It seems like I annoy him—like he doesn't even like me as a person." 
 
    She scoffed. "That's just a ridiculous thing to say, Lindsay. You're the sweetest thing in Lexington. You don't annoy anybody. Any man in his right mind would be tripping all over himself to go out with you." 
 
    "Thank you," I said. "But apparently not this one." 
 
    "Well, I guess he's not in his right mind," she said. 
 
    "His mind is fine," I countered. "I see him interacting with everyone else. He smiles and talks and everything." 
 
    "Are you saying he acts different with you?" she asked, looking agitated. "That he's rude to you and not to other people?" 
 
    I nodded. "It seems like it. He's just always real short and to the point with me—almost disconnected." 
 
    "Maybe it's because he likes you," she said, her eyes going wide at this new idea. 
 
    I let out a humorless huff. "That's not true," I said resolutely. "He's a smart guy. He can tell how I look at him—how I smile. I know I make it obvious that I'm interested. If he wanted me, all he would have to do is say it, or at least be nice to me. He knows that. No, this is actually a genuine brush-off. It hurts my feelings, and not just because we kissed before, but also because I just like him and wish he would talk to me. I tried my best to be friendly, but he just wasn't having it." 
 
    Jenny thought about that for a few long seconds. "I just don't get it. You're sweet and wealthy and beautiful, and he'd be lucky to have you—especially with having that little girl. I'm sure that limits him a little, you know? You'd think it would. Are you sure he's not with somebody else?" 
 
    "I don't think he is," I said. 
 
    Jenny shook her head in disbelief. "I'm sure his attention was focused elsewhere that night. I bet he didn't even see you. You should try to get him alone sometime." 
 
    "We were alone tonight. In a coat closet. He was about six inches away from me. He had plenty of opportunity to, at least, I don't know, look at me. But he didn't. He purposefully avoids me." 
 
    "You were in a closet with him? How'd you get there? What did you say to him?" 
 
    I shrugged, staring at her office ceiling. "It was just this awkward moment where I was in his way and he asked me to move so he could get his jacket." 
 
    My face felt hot as I remembered the encounter.  
 
    "He reached around me to get his coat, and looked at me and shook his head a little like he couldn’t believe he was having to deal with me again." 
 
    I glanced at her, the embarrassment showing in my eyes, and her expression softened. 
 
    "Well, Lin, I don't understand it at all. Does he know that you kissed him before, or did he forget that ever happened?" 
 
    My face felt hot again at her question. I didn't know why I had told her about that kiss in the first place. I shouldn’t have ever mentioned it. 
 
    "He probably forgot," I said, shrugging like it was no big deal. "I did get asked for my number at the banquet, though," I added, changing the subject. 
 
    Jenny gasped and smiled. "By who?" 
 
    "Alex Holbrook. He's a basketball player. A senior. He's Jordan's friend." 
 
    Jenny made a relieved sigh like all was right with the world after hearing this news. "See? You were irresistible. I told you. Oh, my goodness, that's wonderful! That's even better than the other one. If that guy with a child doesn't want to appreciate you for what you're worth—well then, thank you, move along. Go get you a UK basketball player. You've been a Cats fan since I've known you, Lin. I think it suits you to date one of those players." Jenny crossed her arms and shook her head as if being sassy—like we didn't need Justin. 
 
    I smiled, but it was fake. 
 
    I should have been genuinely happy. 
 
    Alex was a handsome and nice enough guy. He was the first guy who had asked me out at one of these banquets. 
 
    I couldn't say it surprised me that someone had noticed me after all the effort I had put into my appearance that night. Usually, I put off buying an outfit for it and ended up having to borrow one of my mother's dresses or a friend's since I didn't own anything that was fancy enough for the occasion. This year, on the other hand, I bought a new dress—one that was perfectly suited for my figure (according to a stylist who worked at the boutique). I also went to the salon and got professional help with my hair and makeup. 
 
    I hoped against hope that it would be enough to make Justin notice me again, but that had not happened. The devastating truth was that he did not like me. He didn't like me at all. He wasn't just indifferent. It seemed as though he had a distaste for me. It was embarrassing, and the thought of how he looked at me caused me to feel a rush of negative emotions. 
 
    "I've got to go," I said, standing. "I need to meet my dad at the stables. We're bringing in that mare from Florida today." 
 
    Jenny nodded. "Are you going to call him?" she asked. 
 
    "Who?" I asked. My first thought was that she was talking about Justin. 
 
    "The basketball player," she said, as if it was obvious. "Alex Holbrook." 
 
    Had I even said his last name? 
 
    I smiled and made a goofy uncertain gesture. "Who knows?" I said. 
 
    "You do," she insisted. "You should call him, Lindsay. You love basketball. That'd be great for you to start dating a player." 
 
    I smiled and nodded, lifting my eyebrows playfully as I headed out of her office. 
 
    "Call him!" she said, yelling at me from her office even though I was now in the hall. 
 
    "Okay!" I said, yelling back at her. 
 
    I hadn't planned on calling Alex. I honestly didn't think I would. At this point, I was still salty about my interactions with Justin. 
 
    Besides, I didn't have time to think about it. I had been preparing for a busy week at the farm. 
 
    As an only child, my father had done his best to teach me everything he knew about the business. He was so passionate about it that I could hardly deny him. I was a natural-born horse breeder, anyway—or so he told me. I didn't have much of a choice, but I also didn't mind. There was always something exciting happening on a horse farm—some foal being born, some deal being made, or a trainer making new progress. I did not enjoy the business or social aspect of it as much as I did just being with the horses, but I was getting better at those things. I had studied business and communications in college and that helped. 
 
    That whole weekend after the banquet, I had immersed myself in my work, planning for an eventful week. I tried and mostly succeeded to forget all about Justin and Alex and guys in general. 
 
    I thought about my encounter with Justin a little, but the conversation I had with Jenny about him the following Monday was the first time I had spoken to anyone about it. 
 
    I shouldn't have talked to her about him because that conversation got me thinking about him. I recalled the different interactions I had with him over the years. 
 
    I went to bed that night feeling annoyed and hurt that Justin wasn't as nice to me as he used to be. I had no idea what I had done. Maybe I was just that bad of a kisser. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dream 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was at a party at Dr. Lloyd Perrin's house. 
 
    It was something he did every December—a holiday party. There were what must have been two hundred people present. It was packed like this every year. 
 
    Lloyd Perrin was a veterinarian who was friends with both my father and Ezekiel Tanner. Dr. Perrin knew Ezekiel from way back in college, so some or all of the Tanner crew was usually at the Christmas party. I had an encounter with one of them in the makeshift parking lot on the side of their house. 
 
    Ezekiel's nephew called to me in the darkness on the backside of the house. I had stepped outside to get some fresh air when I heard him trying to get my attention. 
 
    "Hey, could you come here?" 
 
    I peered into the darkness, toward the row of cars, as I tried to focus in the direction the sound was coming from. A man was standing between a couple of vehicles. He waved. "You there. Could you please come help me for a second?" 
 
    It was Justin Wilde, Zeke's cousin from New York. I had met him several times. 
 
    "Me?" I asked tentatively, staring at him as I walked that way. 
 
    He glanced up from whatever he was looking at and smiled. "Yeah, you." His confident grin had my heart fluttering like crazy. "I dropped my wallet over here somewhere. I think it's right here by my truck. Can you please help me look for it? They're waiting on me, and I need my ID." 
 
    I walked over, pressing buttons on my phone to access the flashlight function. 
 
    I proceeded to make finding that wallet look like the easiest thing in the world—child's play. It was lying on the ground near the rear tire. It took me all of three seconds to locate it. I stooped to pick it up, smiling as I held it out and walked toward Justin. 
 
    He glanced up at me. "What? Seriously? Are you kidding me? You already found it?" 
 
    He had been stooping over, but he stood to his full height as I approached. 
 
    I had my phone in my right hand. The flashlight was still turned on, but it was pointed down at the ground behind me. Justin was focused on what was in my left hand. His wallet. I extended it toward him, and he squinted at it in disbelief. 
 
    "Did you seriously find it? I've been out here for five minutes looking for it." 
 
    "It's dark out here," I said, standing in front of him. "You should have used a flashlight. 
 
    He regarded me in the darkness. The moon was out and there were a few lights from the house, but it was dark where we were standing. I could see the details of his face, but it was definitely veiled in shadows. He was a gorgeous creature, that was all I knew. He was a confident, alpha male type who played by his own rules. My whole body felt alive with sensation as a result of his proximity. 
 
    "You're probably right," he said, grinning. "I should have used a flashlight." Justin stepped toward me, and smoothly and in one motion, he reached out for my hand that was holding my phone. He led it upward, turning it over and shining my flashlight onto my own face. I squinted and blinked at the light that was now shining on me. I was perfectly able to pull my hand away or stop him, but I didn't. He was touching my hand, and I didn't feel like I wanted that to end. 
 
    "I've met you before. What's your name again?" he asked. 
 
    "Lindsay Shepherd." 
 
    "Okay, Lindsay Shepherd. We better get going, don't you think? Our limo is waiting." 
 
    I laughed, and it came out low and in my chest like a big goober. 
 
    "I'm serious," he said. "We gotta go. We're gonna be lucky if they didn't leave without us. Everyone was already heading toward the limo when I realized I had lost my wallet." 
 
    "Huh? Oh, you're serious? Are you talking about going with the Perrins? I'm not… I'm not going in that." 
 
    Again, Justin shined the light on my face, tilting his head and focusing on me intently. I squinted, scowling at him even though I didn't really mind. 
 
    "Why not?" he asked. "We're all going out. You should come. I don't know why you wouldn't." 
 
    "Oh, no. Thank you, though. I don't go to that." 
 
    "Come on. There's plenty of room." 
 
    "It's not about the room. I'm just not… I don't know any of the people going. I'm not friends with them." 
 
    I did know the people going or I wouldn't be at the party. But I wasn't friends with them. He was going in the limo with the beautiful, perfect Perrin girls and some of the most popular people at the party. I had overheard a few of them talking about their big plans. I had not been invited. I hadn't even thought twice about not being invited until I was standing here in this moment. 
 
    "I'm not old enough," I said, feeling happy that I had an excuse when the truth was that none of those people wanted me to come along. 
 
    "Are you eighteen?" he asked. 
 
    "Yeah, but—" 
 
    "That's old enough," he said with a shrug. "You can't drink, but you can come out. The clubs are all eighteen and over." 
 
    I shook my head as I casually turned over my phone, pressing the button to turn off the light. "I'm not really friends with any of those people, but thank you. Thanks for asking. I'm glad we found your wallet." 
 
    "Why aren't you friends with them?" he asked. 
 
    "Because I'm… they're… you should go," I said, flustered. "Your friends are waiting for you." 
 
    "What were you going to say?" he asked. 
 
    "Nothing. Just go. You're going to be late." 
 
    "No. Now you've got me wanting you to come with us," he said, a smile in his voice. It was dark, but I could still see and hear his smile. My gut clenched at his beseeching words. I knew he was only inviting me to be nice—maybe he had a few drinks already. 
 
    "Just go catch your friends," I said, patting his shoulder and being a little silly. "You might not see it right now, but I'm not like Kylie and Britney and them. They're the ones you want to be with." 
 
    Justin took a step closer to me, removing any space that was between us. I stared up at him, feeling utterly breathless and frozen. 
 
    "How do you, Lindsay Shepherd, presume to know who it is I want to be with?" He spoke in a slow, measured tone, confidence dripping off of every word. 
 
    I let out a little uncontrollable laugh. "Well I know it's not me," I said. 
 
    "And what would make you say such a thing?" he asked, looking at me intently. 
 
    Gently, his hand came around my waist, and I was helpless to do anything but lean into him—yield to him. He was waiting for me to answer. When I spoke, it was slowly and quietly. 
 
    "Because I am nothing like the girls you're going out with tonight," I said simply. 
 
    Justin tilted his head, inspecting me in the shifting shadows of darkness. He was still holding onto me, and my knees were absolutely weak. "Maybe that's not a bad thing," he said, thoughtfully. "What makes you so different than them?" 
 
    "I usually don't hang out with the Perrin girls," I said, shaking my head nervously. "I'm only here because my dad knows their dad." 
 
    "I'm not asking if you want to come so you can hang out with the Perrin girls," Justin said. "I'm asking you to come hang out with me." 
 
    I smiled and shook my head, glancing around and feeling a bit like I was on a hidden camera show. I was jittery and couldn’t, for the life of me, understand why Justin Wilde was standing there with his arm around my waist, holding me like it was the most normal thing in the world. I seriously felt like I had been transported to some type of alternate universe. The weirdest thing was that it felt normal. I didn't know how to explain it, but standing there in Justin's steady embrace felt much more natural than breaking contact with him. 
 
    "Come with us," he whispered, giving me a little squeeze while staring directly at me from only inches away. He nudged his perfect, chiseled chin at me. "Come on. It'll be fun." 
 
    I felt weak and tingly, like I might melt. I knew I wasn't getting into that limo, though. He was staring at me like I hung the moon, but I knew enough about Justin Wilde to know that he would not be looking at me that same way tomorrow. I wanted to get swept away with him, but I knew better. 
 
    There was just no way around it; I could not go with him in that limo and then out to clubs. I would not know what to do at a club. Plus, I seriously didn't hang out with the Perrin girls and their friends. We were different. We weren't mean to each other, but I didn't connect with them at all. They had big lips and eyes and extensive knowledge of contouring makeup and oversized hats. 
 
    I didn't dislike them, but I was so busy in the world of racehorse breeding that I never had the chance to learn things about being a girly-girl. My mom had also grown up on a farm and was a lot like me. It had always been that way. The Perrin sisters were acquaintances, not friends. I knew better than to mistake the two. No matter how badly I wanted to hang out with Justin, I would not be getting into that limo. 
 
    "I'm not going out," I said, plainly. "I wouldn't fit in. I'm not friends with those people." 
 
    "Why not? Do you think you're too good for them?" 
 
    His question surprised me and I let out a little coughing laugh, turning to the side. "N-no, not at all. If anything, they're better than me. They don't want me to come along." 
 
    He gave me a questioning glance, but I just shrugged and made a lighthearted but resolute expression. 
 
    "I'm not feeling sorry for myself or anything. It's just the simple truth. I'm not planning on hanging out with those people. I just came out here to get some fresh air. I'm about to leave. You should go too." 
 
    I started to step away from Justin as I said that last part, but he pulled me closer. He stared at my face—at my mouth. 
 
    "Nobody's too good for you," he said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Nobody in that limo thinks they're better than you," he said. 
 
    He was serious, sincere, but I let out a quiet laugh on a breath. "I'm pretty sure they do," I said. 
 
    "Please come," he said, still holding onto my waist. 
 
    I shook my head. "No." 
 
    "Am I overstepping?" he asked, glancing downward for a second at the fact that our bodies were touching. 
 
    "I'm sure you probably are," I said. "For some people." No way José, he was not overstepping. If anything, I wanted him to step closer. 
 
    "What about you?" he asked. 
 
    "What about me?" 
 
    I must have looked clueless or cute because something seemed to amuse him. He laughed a little and then shook his head. 
 
    "What?" I asked. 
 
    "Nothing. You. I wish you were coming with us. I had all these plans to dance with you tonight." 
 
    "Oh really? That's what you thought?" I said in a skeptical tone. 
 
    "Yes. I had a whole plan. You're ruining it by not coming." 
 
    "You did not have a plan," I said. "You just met me like three minutes ago." 
 
    "We've met before," he said. "At the track." 
 
    My chest and gut tightened. 
 
    How in the world had I ended up here, talking to this gorgeous guy? And how was it that he remembered me? 
 
    Things like this simply didn't happen in my life. I couldn’t make sense of it. 
 
    "You need to go," I said. 
 
    "Kiss me real quick," he said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Let me kiss you," he urged. 
 
    "What? No. Why would you even ask that?" 
 
    "I'm sorry. It's just that you're so beautiful, and in my plan, I was able to do it at the end of the night. I'm finding it hard to let go of you if—" 
 
    "Are you making fun of me right now?" I asked, cutting him off. It hit me for the first time that he was planning on having a good laugh at my expense. 
 
    "Making fun of you? How?" He seemed genuinely confused as he stared at me. His chest rose and fell as he scanned my face. 
 
    "Come on. Someone like you would never just walk up to someone like me and ask if you can kiss me. That's ridiculous. That doesn't happen." 
 
    "Why wouldn't it happen?" he asked, looking confused. 
 
    "Stop playing with me," I said. "You should go." 
 
    I must have looked more hurt than irritated because he gave me another squeeze, leaning over to get me to focus on him. "I am not playing with you," he promised, shaking his head a little. He seemed completely serious, convincing. 
 
    "I've never even done it," I said breathlessly. 
 
    "You've never kissed a random guy at a party before? Have you even lived?" He was being silly but sweet at the same time. 
 
    I stared at him wishing with every fiber of my being that he would go ahead and do it without my permission. 
 
    "Not at a party or at all," I said. 
 
    "What's that mean?" 
 
    "It means what it sounds like. I haven't been kissed at a party or at all." 
 
    Justin looked completely confused—it was as if I had been speaking a foreign language and he had no idea what I had just said. 
 
    "What's the matter?" I asked. 
 
    "I thought you said you hadn't been kissed at all," he said. 
 
    "I did say that." 
 
    His face broke into a casual grin. "Now it's you who's messing with me." 
 
    I shook my head. "I'm not. I'm serious." 
 
    He smiled at me. "You can't expect me to believe you've never been kissed at all." 
 
    "Well, you don't have to believe it, but it's the truth. Not so much as a peck on the lips." 
 
    Instantly, Justin's lips came down on mine. He didn't even hesitate. One second, his mouth wasn't touching mine, and the next, it was. It was swift but gentle, and he handled me with all the experience of a guy who did this all the time. My insides turned to warm liquid, and I stretched up, meeting his mouth. I didn't even realize that my eyes were wide and I was holding my breath until he smiled as he broke contact and pulled back. He reached up and smoothed the hair near my cheek, tucking it behind my ear. 
 
    "You are beautiful," he said, staring at me like maybe he was a little surprised. "And you taste good." 
 
    "Thank you," I said, since I didn't know what else to say. 
 
    "Were you lying when you said you've never been kissed?" he asked. 
 
    "No. That was the first time just now. I promise." 
 
    "How? How is that even possible? Have you been living under a rock?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I told you I'm not like Kylie and all them. I'm not… I don't know… guys don't walk around kissing me." 
 
    "Juuus-tiiin!" 
 
    Someone was yelling his name—looking for him. It was a female, and the sound of her voice caused me to stiffen. I started to step back, but he held onto me tighter. 
 
    "Hang on," he whispered. 
 
    "They're looking for you," I insisted. "Your friends. You need to go." 
 
    "They'll be fine for another minute," he said, confidently. "Can I do it again? Will you let me kiss you again?" 
 
    Part of me thought I should deny him, but there was just no way I was going to do that. I nodded without giving it a second thought, and just like that, he was kissing me again. This time, he tilted his head to the side and began coaxing my mouth open, urging me to soften to his touch. He was a skilled technician when it came to kissing. 
 
    I always thought my first kiss would be awkward, but it wasn't at all, thanks to Justin. It was absolutely amazing. All I did was follow Justin's lead. He controlled the kiss so flawlessly that I had no other choice but to be good at it. He was a genius. The kiss was soft and sweet and warm and searching. Considering the circumstances, it was somehow innocent and thoughtful. 
 
    Justin Wilde was a master. He kissed me tenderly like I meant something to him—like I was his one and only. After a long, perfect moment, he pulled back breaking the kiss. He nipped the edge of my lip with his teeth as he broke contact. I absentmindedly wondered if he had done it intentionally, but I knew he had. He was a scoundrel if I had ever seen one, and I was smitten. 
 
    I struggled to regulate my breathing, but Justin was calm and collected, his face breaking into a slow, utterly irresistible grin. I reached up and touched my fingertips to my own lips. They felt empty and I wished he would do it again. 
 
    And then, just like that, Justin Wilde turned into stone. He literally became rock right before my very eyes. I watched as he became solid stone and then began to crumble. 
 
    My feeling of joy faded quickly, and suddenly I was filled with dread and fear. 
 
    I woke up with my heart pounding. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had dreamed about Justin several times during the last week—ever since I had that conversation with Jenny where she said maybe he was mean to me because he liked me. That suggestion, as elementary as it might have been, had given me a glimmer of hope. 
 
    "I had this big, long dream last night," I said that morning when Jenny asked me how I was doing. "It was so real." 
 
    She was outside pruning rose bushes, and I came to stand near her, absentmindedly touching a few leaves. It was a beautiful, crisp morning in early fall. Jenny had on a jacket and a hat, and she looked at me from under the brim of it. 
 
    "What was it about?" she asked, referring to my dream. 
 
    "A guy." I answered vaguely because I hadn't brought Justin up at all in the last week. 
 
    "Did you ever call him?" she asked. 
 
    "I don't even have his number," I said, shaking my head. 
 
    "Yes, you do. You said he gave it to you." 
 
    I was lost for a second, and she must have known that because she specified. 
 
    "The basketball player you were telling me about. Alex Hemsworth." 
 
    "Holbrook," I said. "And no. That's not who I dreamed about. It was Justin." 
 
    "The single dad?" 
 
    "Yes, the single dad," I said. 
 
    She looked at me in such a way that I could tell she couldn't understand why I was hung up on him. 
 
    "I saw that guy at a meeting last night," she said. 
 
    She said it so nonchalantly that I thought I had heard her wrong. 
 
    "Who'd you see?" I asked. 
 
    "The single dad," she replied, still pruning as she spoke. 
 
    "Why? How? What meeting? How'd you even know it was him?" 
 
    "Somebody told me he was Ezekiel's nephew—plus he had a little girl with him. I knew it was him before he introduced himself as Justin." She looked at me. "I must say, he is a handsome young gentleman. I can see how you'd be attracted to him." 
 
    "Why are you just telling me this?" I asked. 
 
    She smiled patiently at me. "Because I haven't seen you since then," she said. "I just saw him last night." 
 
    "At a meeting?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "What kind of meeting?" 
 
    My tone must have been too urgent, because Jenny grinned at me again. I had to remind myself to remain levelheaded. 
 
    "There is a movie being filmed at the Cochran house. Some kind of made-for-TV thing. They hired some local people to help with the set. I guess they reached out to your dad because he was the one who approached me about it. Their decorators needed more hands, I guess, so they asked me to do it—you know, with my gardening and everything. I think your man's doing something with the horses." 
 
    "When did they ask you?" I asked, suddenly feeling a little jealous of her new gig. 
 
    "Your dad's the one who asked. It was about a month ago. I think the movie director got in touch with him. My job is only for a few days. I'm just helping them with the set. I'll do it early next week. I took the afternoons off here so I could go over there at two o'clock. I'm not going to be there while they're filming or anything." 
 
    "They're filming a movie at the Cochran house?" I asked the question out loud but I wasn't talking to Jenny as much as saying it to myself. 
 
    "Part of it, at least. We won't be there for filming, though. Lori and I are both going. It's Monday through Wednesday next week. Two to eight, I think. We're going to help them decorate it like Christmas." 
 
    I could not understand why my dad hadn't told me about it or asked me if I wanted to do it. 
 
    "You've known about it for a month? Why didn't you ask me to do it instead of Lori?" 
 
    Lori was a part-timer who was part of the grounds crew. 
 
    Jenny smiled at me, but there was a questioning edge to it. "I didn't ask Lori," she assured me. "Your father asked both of us. Besides, that's not a job for you, my sweet. Your dad knew that. They're going to have us lugging things all over the place. We're just doing it for the extra cash. There were a lot of people at that meeting last night, though. I think it's going to be a big deal. I heard Anne Hathaway is the one starring in it—and the guy from West Wing. You should ask your dad who called him about it. Maybe you can get into the background in one of the scenes." 
 
    For the next minute or two, my mind raced with everything Jenny had said. I thought about the movie itself and how odd it was that Jenny would meet and recognize Justin. 
 
    My mind continued to race in those seconds. Of all the paths my thoughts could have taken, of all the conclusions I could have drawn, I was somehow now convinced that Justin was going to fall madly in love with Anne Hathaway. Maybe she was too old for him. But then again, he had a daughter. Maybe he wanted a mature woman. How old was Anne Hathaway, anyway? I found myself dreading the worst about Justin meeting this actress in spite of the fact that I didn't even know for sure if she was in the movie. 
 
    "What'd you dream about that guy?" Jenny asked, seemingly out of nowhere. "You said it was like real. What was it?" 
 
    Jenny worked as she talked to me. She loved talking and gossiping and catching up. She always worked as she talked, but she would be content to have me stand there all day while she asked me questions. Normally, I had too much work to do to hang out with her for very long, but sometimes, when I had things on my mind, I'd stay and talk to her for a while. 
 
    I considered what to do in this moment. I thought about brushing off her question since I knew she would be okay with that, but instead I started thinking about all the things I wanted to say about the dream. 
 
    I stooped down next to her, absentmindedly pulling weeds out of the flowerbed she was tending. Jenny was a meticulous gardener, and she had a crew to help her, so there weren't many weeds to be found, but I managed to find a couple of them near the base of one of the rose bushes. 
 
    "Well, you know I kissed him, right? Years ago?" 
 
    "You told me that," she said, neither of us looking at each other. "You mean in real life, right? Not in your dream." 
 
    "Yeah, in real life I did, but that's the crazy part. It was in my dream, too." 
 
    "You kissed him in your dream?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes, and it was exactly like what happened in real life. Same place, same circumstances. It was like my dream came straight from actual memories. Well, mostly… until the end when it… got weird." 
 
    She let out a chuckle, brushing some hair off of her face. "Dreams have a way of doing that. Being weird." 
 
    "Not this one, though. Aside from the very end of it, the dream was exactly the same thing that happened to me in real life. I've never had that before—a dream that's like an exact memory. Does that ever happen to you?" 
 
    Jenny thought about that for a minute. "I don't think so, but it also doesn't surprise me. Maybe I have had a dream that's a memory. I don't know. It seems normal to me, though. You were probably just thinking about it since you saw him the other day." 
 
    "Yeah," I agreed, still messing with stray grass and mulch. 
 
    "It was a while back, huh?" 
 
    "It'll be four years in December." 
 
    She glanced at me with a look of surprise that I would be so specific about the date. 
 
    "It was a Christmas party," I said. "That's the only way I remember the month." 
 
    "And that was all the same in your dream?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes. Everything was the same. We were at this party, and he was leaving to go out with a bunch of other people. I ran into him outside, and one thing led to another with us talking. He ended up kissing me." 
 
    Just saying that to Jenny stirred up all sorts of feelings. That same fluttering feeling happened in the bottom of my chest, and I breathed in, hoping that I didn’t sound as affected as I was. I remembered the way he looked at me. Maybe he was a player, but he had been really nice to me—nothing like the cold, distant guy he was last week at the Tanners' house. 
 
    "It must have been some kiss," she said, still pruning the roses carefully with her gloved hands. 
 
    "It was," I said longingly, not looking at her. 
 
    "I guess it was good in your dream, too." 
 
    "I'm telling you, it was the same. Except for the end." 
 
    "What happened at the end?" she asked. 
 
    "In real life, or in my dream?" 
 
    "In real life. Well, both." 
 
    "In real life, he held me there for a minute, seeming like he might just abandon his plans to get in a limo and run away with me instead." 
 
    "There was a limo involved?" 
 
    "Yeah. But I didn't ride in it or anything. My dad walked up. He caught us, basically. Justin whispered into my ear that someone was coming, and he let go of me and stepped back just in time for my dad to walk around the truck." 
 
    "Mister Shepherd caught you? He was there?" 
 
    "Yes. I was at the party with him and my mom. It was that one Dr. Perrin has every year." 
 
    "What did your dad say? I know he's protective of you." 
 
    I shook my head. "He didn't have to say anything. I stepped back from Justin and made a big show of remarking about how we just found his wallet, which was the truth. Dad didn't know anything. I don't even think he saw us. It was dark. I said something to Justin about being glad we found his wallet, and that I assumed he needed to be going, which he did. He was the one getting into the limo. They were waiting for him." 
 
    "I think I get it," Jenny said, groaning as she stood up. She stretched, and it made me stand up as well. "How was it different in your dream, though? Did your dad not catch you that time?" she asked. 
 
    "No. Dad wasn't in it at all. In my dream, Justin kissed me and then he turned into rock. He was solid rock—like his face was a block of stone. He just turned to rock and then started to crumble right in front of my eyes. It was weird. Terrible. I woke up sweating." 
 
    She took a long, deep breath—thinking. "I think it's a sign." 
 
    "What kind of sign?" I asked. 
 
    "To stay away from him," she said. 
 
    I hadn't expected her to say that. I certainly didn't want to hear it. 
 
    "I didn't see it like that," I said with a little laugh as if she couldn’t be serious. "I was thinking that I was just basically remembering how he was cold to me recently. You know… stony… I just keep thinking back to how he looked at me at that party. I don't know what I did to make him so aggrivat—" 
 
    "You didn't do anything," Jenny said, cutting me off. "You didn't do a thing. You never know what's going on with people. He's got a young daughter, and obviously he's not living the high life if he's picking up side jobs and taking his daughter to meetings." 
 
    My mind raced at her words. I knew enough about the Tanners to know that family meant a lot to them. Justin's mother was Ezekiel's sister, and I had heard enough about them over the years to know that they were close. I wanted to believe that Justin was short with me because of stuff going on in his own life, but part of me could feel that it wasn’t about that. 
 
    The whole thing was unsettling. As someone who had gone through life as the loveable, goofy, harmless one, I was accustomed to getting along with people. I didn't want to believe it was personal and Justin just had something against me, but it just seemed like that was the case. I knew he wasn't so cold with everyone else. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    "How did he act?" 
 
    I asked Jenny the question as soon as the thought crossed my mind. 
 
    "What do you mean?" she asked, stooping and focusing again on the rose bushes. 
 
    "How was his personality at the meeting?" 
 
    Jenny glanced up at me with a thoughtful expression like she was either trying to remember what he was like or put it into words. 
 
    "I didn't really notice," she said. She was just casual enough that I could tell she was lying. 
 
    "Rejected," I said, shaking my head and only half-joking. "He straight-up rejects me." 
 
    "No, he doesn't," she said. "You're too sensitive. If that guy isn't nice to you, I say good riddance." 
 
    "Yeah, you're right," I said nodding a little and trying to act convincing. 
 
    "I think your dream said it all, if you ask me," she added. "Just let him go on ahead and turn to rock if he wants to. You've got better people to meet… better things to do." 
 
    "You're right. Thanks, Jenny," I said. 
 
    "Where are you off to so fast?" she asked, seeing me turn to walk away. 
 
    "I've got a meeting," I said. "A conference call." It was true, I did have a business call to make. But a glance at my watch told me I had fifteen minutes to spare before then, and that left me enough time to make a different kind of call. 
 
    I walked down the dirt and grass path that led from the back of the arena where Jenny was working toward the office building, and I dialed Zeke's number in the process. 
 
    I held the phone to my ear and listened to the ringing, thinking about what I was going to say once his voicemail picked up. 
 
    "Lindsay Shepherd," Zeke said, answering his phone. 
 
    I smiled. "Hey Zeke," I said. "I didn't think you'd pick up." 
 
    "I'm sorry about the dinner," he said, talking about leaving at the banquet. "I meant to call you." 
 
    "Oh, it's fine," I said since that was the last thing on my mind. "I figured you left. I would have texted you if I was worried." 
 
    "Okay, good. Did you have fun?" 
 
    "Yeah, I did," I said. "Hey, do you know anything about a movie being filmed at the Cochran house?" 
 
    "Yeah, I did hear about that. Why? Are you in it?" 
 
    "No. Why? Should I be? Can I be?" 
 
    Zeke laughed at my excitement. "I thought that was why you brought it up." 
 
    "No. We have a couple of gardeners going over there next week to help them decorate the set." 
 
    "I heard about it," Zeke said. "It's Justin's friend from New York who's directing it. He knows about it. He's helping them out with a couple of horses." 
 
    "Jenny was saying she thought they needed extras for the movie," I said. 
 
    "I don't know anything about that," Zeke said. "Justin might. If he doesn't, he could probably put you in touch with someone who does." 
 
    I felt overjoyed about having an excuse to call Justin. I had to work to keep a smile from covering my face because I knew Zeke would be able to hear it in my voice. 
 
    "I don't think I have Justin's number," I said, nonchalant and businesslike. I was cool and composed on the phone, but I was punching the air and doing all sorts of other dramatic, excited gestures. 
 
    "I'll text it to you," Zeke said. 
 
    "Sounds good," I said, my voice not at all matching my bodily celebrations. 
 
    "Are you okay? You sound winded." 
 
    "No, I'm good. I'm just walking—heading to the office for a business meeting." I calmed down and started walking like I said instead of celebrating. 
 
    "All right, well, is that all you needed?" Zeke asked. 
 
    "Yeah, just don't forget to text me Justin's number," I said. 
 
    "I won't. I'll do it right now." 
 
    Zeke texted me right away but I did not contact Justin until I was done with my business call. I was going to call him, but after thinking about it, I decided it would be best to text. I typed it out. 
 
      
 
    Me: 
 
    Hello, I'm Zeke's friend. I got your number from him. I was hoping to find out about becoming an extra in the movie that's being filmed at the Cochran house. Zeke said you knew the director and could maybe put me in touch with the right person to inquire about this. 
 
      
 
    I pressed send. It sounded too formal, but Justin didn't know who this number belonged to and I thought maybe it was better that way. I got nervous for a while after I sent it, but it was later in the afternoon before I heard back from him, so by then I had almost given up hope that he would text at all. I smiled when I picked up my phone and realized it was a friendly text from Justin. 
 
      
 
    Justin: 
 
    Roxy Lewis is the director. She's a friend of mine. Here's her assistant's number. Kate. She can help you. 
 
      
 
    Justin attached Kate's contact information, and I blinked at it. 
 
    "What are you smiling at, Loo?" 
 
    It was my dad. He was the only person who called me that. It stemmed from Lindsay-Loo, and was eventually shortened to Loo. 
 
    "Nothing. Just the big Hollywood break I've been waiting for." I slid my phone into my back pocket and breathed a huff of hot air on my fingernails before polishing them on my own shoulder. 
 
    Dad laughed. He had come up to me when I was on my way into their house, and he held the door open for me so we could walk inside together. I had my own apartment near their house on the farm, but I was eating dinner with them. 
 
    "What big break?" Dad asked. 
 
    "I'm just joking," I said. "But I did get the number of a movie director—well, her assistant." 
 
    "Who's assistant?" Dad looked totally confused. 
 
    "The movie director's." 
 
    "Are you serious? Are you really going to try out for a movie? Would you have to move away for that?" 
 
    I laughed. "I wouldn't call it trying out. They're filming here in Lexington. And I definitely wouldn't be starring in it. I'm just trying to be an extra. They're filming at the Cochran house." 
 
    Dad nodded. "Oh, okay. I know what you're talking about. Somebody called me about that." 
 
    "I know. Jenny's working there. She said you asked her. She's the one who told me about it." 
 
    "What do you have to do to get the part?" Dad asked. 
 
    I shrugged. "Hopefully nothing. I was hoping I could just tell the director I knew Justin and get a part standing in the background. Not standing, actually. In my daydreams, I'm sitting at a little table for two at a café, talking to someone and not even paying attention to the stars. That's what you have to do, you know. You can't look at them or at the camera or anything." 
 
    "I thought it was being filmed at the Cochran house," Dad said, logically. 
 
    I shrugged. "There could be a café table there. You know, set up outside or whatever. Jenny said they're making it a whole Christmas scene. I imagine they'll have a whole bunch of stuff that wasn't there before." 
 
    Dad shook his head at me and smiled. He was used to me imagining lots of things. 
 
    "Who's Justin?" he asked, walking into the kitchen and opening the fridge. 
 
    "Don't get full before dinner," Mom said from the living room when she saw him. "There's ziti in the oven." She was sitting in a chair, staring at a handful of folded newspaper. It was a familiar pose for her. She made a habit of doing the crossword puzzle nearly every day. 
 
    "I’m just getting something to drink," Dad said, pulling something out of the fridge. 
 
    "Who's Justin?" he repeated, looking at me as he closed the door. "You said you were going to tell the director you know Justin. Who is he?" 
 
    Thanks to my mother's interjection, I had a minute to think about how I should react to Dad's question. 
 
    "Zeke's cousin," I said indifferently. 
 
    Dad's eyebrows drew together and he frowned. "How do you know that guy?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Just through Zeke," I said. 
 
    "He knows the director, so I'm sure if I mention knowing him, I'll get a spot as an extra." 
 
    "An extra for what?" Mom asked, just now overhearing us. 
 
    "A movie they're filming at the Cochran house," I said. "I don't know if I'll be able to do it, but I'm going to try. They might already have people lined-up." 
 
    I didn't tell them that I had ulterior motives for going there. I wasn't even sure what my motives were, honestly, other than finding a way to make Justin Wilde not hate me. 
 
    Later that evening after I went to my own apartment, I texted the assistant, telling her I was interested. I then texted Justin back thanking him for the contact information. I didn't ask him any questions, so I wasn't disappointed when I didn't hear back from him. 
 
    The assistant got back to me the following day and sent me yet another contact. 
 
    I got in touch with the casting director. 
 
    I had to provide three recent photos that were not selfies and fill out a form with basic information along with hours I would be available. It took four days for them to call me back, but finally I got my big break. 
 
    I was going to be one of the guests at a party. I needed to be available in the late afternoon and into the evening for the span of three days. There were all sorts of instructions and rules, and I read the whole thing three times to make sure I understood what they expected of me. All I would do was stand around in the background, and yet I had to get briefed like I was a secret agent going on a government mission. They told me where I needed to be and when, and two weeks later, I showed up on set feeling nervous but excited. 
 
    I was to appear in an indoor scene. It was a Christmas party, smaller but similar to the one the Perrins threw every year. Maybe it just felt like one of their parties because two of the three Perrin sisters were there. Apparently, they had been recruited as extras as well. They were the only ones I recognized on the set. I talked to them for a few minutes, but soon we got separated when I ended up being positioned on the other side of the room. 
 
    Cam, one of the PA's, seated me on a couch and informed me that I was part of a unit of three. I was to wait there for the father and daughter who would come sit with me. The three of us would need to stay on or right around the couch and talk quietly amongst ourselves while the scene was being filmed across the room. 
 
    I sat back on the couch, looking around the room and feeling alone in the middle of a room full of people. I seemed to be the only person who was missing a partner. The people around me were all engaged in their own conversations. I sat there for a full five minutes, no cell phone, and no one to talk to. 
 
    And then I saw him. Justin came into the room, holding his daughter on his side as her bottom rested on his forearm. They were both dressed up like they were attending the make-believe party, and I suddenly realized he was not there to work with horses. In fact, there were no horses in this scene. 
 
    Justin didn't see me as he spoke to Cam, the same guy who had positioned me on the couch. I was watching them when it hit me that Justin and Piper were probably the very people I was waiting for to sit with on the couch. For some reason, when Cam had told me I would be sitting with a father and daughter, I assumed that the child would be my sibling and the father would be someone who was my dad's age. 
 
    Justin and Cam talked and smiled at each other while Piper sat contentedly on her father's arm. Cam pointed, and they began to walk toward me. 
 
    They were, no doubt, coming my way. We were probably supposed to look like a young family. Anticipation coursed through my body as they walked through the room toward me. It wasn't packed in there, but there were enough people and enough commotion that Justin didn't see or notice me until he came right up to the couch. 
 
    Cam motioned to the empty place next to me, and Justin glanced at it before his eyes came up to meet mine. Blue eyes. Square jaw. Devastatingly good looks. My heart was pounding. He stared at me blankly. His expression was serious but otherwise unreadable. 
 
    "You and Piper can have a seat right here," Cam said, motioning to the couch. 
 
    Slowly, Justin's gaze traveled over me and the couch and then up to Cam. He gestured casually toward the direction from which they had just come. "Is there any way we could just stand in the background somewhere?" he asked. "Roxy was saying that's what we would do." He glanced at me with a somewhat apologetic expression and then looked at Cam again. "I just didn't want to be out here in the middle of everything. You know, just in case Piper gets restless." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
     Justin couldn't even bring himself to sit next to me. He saw me sitting there, and the first thing he did was request to be moved. 
 
    Cam instantly started glancing around the room with those panicked young-production-assistant-eyes as if trying to think fast and figure out a plan B. 
 
    As much as I fancied myself to be a person who had a certain level of grit and self-assurance, there was nothing I could do to gain control of my emotions in that moment. Rejection was difficult for me. It was probably what I dreaded most. I had dealt with rejection from kids growing up, and I had become overly friendly and accommodating as a result of trying to avoid it. 
 
    It cut even deeper because I was attracted to Justin and wanted to win his attention and affection even more than I wanted most people's. I was prepared for his indifference, but the flat-out rejection of him not being willing to sit next to me was just too much. I could not believe that he asked to be moved. There was nothing I could do but stay there and wait for them to hash it out. 
 
    Tears sprang to my eyes. I knew I had to stop myself from crying, so I stared past them, focusing on someone else in the room. I controlled my expression, trying to remain lighthearted and casual on the outside even though my heart was pounding in my ears. 
 
    Those were the most awkward hurtful few seconds of my life. I blinked, concentrating on a lady's red sweater and telling myself it was a lot like my own even though it wasn't. 
 
    "You know what, don't worry about it," I heard Justin say. 
 
    I glanced at him. He was looking straight at me when I made eye contact with him, and he turned to face Cam who said, "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yeah, this is fine," Justin said. "We'll be fine here." 
 
    Justin stepped to the place next to me where Cam was trying to get him to sit from the start. His movement caused me to turn and look at him. I gathered by his change of heart and his reluctant, apologetic expression that he had noticed my watering eyes. 
 
    Cam made an overly regretful face and let out an odd squeaking sound from his throat. "Okay, thank you," Cam said. "Because I was supposed to put a young family on the couch, and I don't know where else I'll get a toddler to—" 
 
    "This is fine," Justin said again as he sat down. 
 
    "Okay, thank you. We're gonna be ready to roll in like less than five minutes," Cam said. 
 
    Justin took a seat on the other end of the couch. It was larger than a love seat, but there were only two cushions. I was sitting in the middle of one of them and Justin sat on my left, in the corner, carefully placing Piper next to him. 
 
    She instantly stiffened and straightened her back the way kids do when they are tired of sitting somewhere and decide to stand. She skillfully darted herself off of the seat, but just before her feet could find traction on the floor, Justin scooped her up. It looked like a maneuver both of them had practiced before. 
 
    "Yeah, keep her up there with you guys as much as you can," Cam said, nodding and looking around to make sure others standing around us were staying in place. 
 
    Justin didn't pay attention to Cam. He sat Piper on his lap and began speaking to her quietly. 
 
    "Remember what I told you?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "You have to be still and quiet for a little while, and then what?" 
 
    "You take me to see da ho-horse." 
 
    "Yes, I will. But you have to be still and stay on Dad's lap for a little while, okay?" 
 
    Piper nodded, but I could tell that she was the curious sort. She sat on her dad's lap, but her gaze was never fixed on any one thing for longer than a second or two. 
 
    I was proud of myself for remaining so neutral. I stared their way, looking at Piper's precious patent-leather Mary Jane's. Piper turned to face her dad, and I watched out of the corner of my eyes as she took his face in her hands, looking straight at him from only a few inches away. 
 
    "How wong do we hafta do dis?" she asked. 
 
    Her voice and her little accent or way of talking was so dang precious that I couldn't help but smile. 
 
    "As long as it takes," Justin said. "Remember Miss Roxy who gave you the candy?" 
 
    Piper nodded. 
 
    "Well, she's the one who put all these people and these cameras in here. She needs us to hold still and talk quiet while the actors talk over there." 
 
    "And be on da movie?" Piper asked, repeating what she had been told. 
 
    Justin nodded. "If you can't do it, we'll just go home. We don't have to be in the movie. But Miss Roxy would like you to stay. It would help her." 
 
    "And to see da ho-horse." 
 
    "Yes," Justin agreed, nodding. "We'll go see the horses when we're done." 
 
    This seemed to pacify Piper. She nodded and relaxed onto her dad's lap. They were utterly adorable. Justin had on dark jeans with a plaid button-down shirt layered under a sweater. Piper had on a dark green dress, complete with tights, shiny shoes, and a ribbon in her hair. They could be a picture on a postcard—a Christmas postcard. 
 
    I was dressed similar to them in nice jeans and a dark sweater with flats, and I caught myself wishing I could be on that postcard with them. Was it too much to ask for them to just adopt me into their little family? 
 
    I was having that thought when I glanced at Piper and found that she was looking straight at me. 
 
    "Hi," I said, smiling by instinct. 
 
    "Hi," she said. She continued to look me over. "Awe you a pwayint mom?" 
 
    "Is she a what?" Justin asked, focusing intently on his daughter. 
 
    "A pway-int mom," Piper said, sounding out the words for him. 
 
    "A playing mom?" Justin asked, looking perplexed. 
 
    She smiled and nodded. 
 
    He shook his head a little. "What's that mean? Oh, yeah. Sh-she… Roxy…" Justin seemed a little flustered as he regarded me. "Roxy told her the lady on the couch with us is playing the mom. I don't know why she said that." 
 
    I looked at Piper with a small smile. She had gorgeous dark brown eyes that were nothing like Justin's light blue ones. She was dark and exotic looking—beautiful—like a baby Selena Gomez. I wondered what her mom must have looked like to produce such an adorable child. She didn't smile back at me when I smiled at her, and I couldn't help but wonder if I was in for another tough customer like her father. 
 
    "I'm Justin and this is Piper," he said. 
 
    I had thought about and agonized over his aloofness so much that I could no longer stand by and let him introduce himself to me again. 
 
    I had to call him out on it. 
 
    "I've met you before, Justin, lots of times. But I've never officially met Miss Piper." I held out my hand, palm up, hoping she would give me five. She reluctantly held her hand toward me, and I leaned over, gently touching fingertip to fingertip. 
 
    "My name's Lindsay." 
 
    "Winzy?" she asked, looking at me. 
 
    "Yes," I replied, nodding. "My dad calls me Loo," I said, trying to think of something she might identify with or understand. 
 
    She giggled. "Woo," she said. 
 
    "I heard you say you were going to see a horse," I said. "Do you like horses?" 
 
    Piper stared at me intensely before raising one arm high into the air. "Ho-horse pwesent you sepes," she said, triumphantly. 
 
    "She likes to tell the horses to present themselves when we go into the stables," Justin explained. "The extra syllable goes on the beginning of the name of that animal instead of an S at the end when it's plural," he said. 
 
    It took me a second to realize that he was saying that ho-horse meant horses. I nodded to signal my understanding. 
 
    "With all words or just that one?" I asked. 
 
    "Just that one," he said. He shrugged. "So far, at least." 
 
    We made eye contact. I was trying to convey silently that I thought Piper was just about the most adorable thing I had ever seen, but I was relatively sure he had no idea what I was thinking. I got nervous and focused my attention on Piper again. 
 
    "Do you love horses?" I asked, inching slightly closer and leaning in so she could hear me. 
 
    She nodded. "I have a hundwed ho-horse at Dad's wuk at my Unka E's fawm." 
 
    I looked at Justin, asking silently for a little help. "Uncle E's farm does have a hundred horses," he agreed, nodding. 
 
    I reached out and touched her precious chubby leg. Her whole calf rested in my palm and she just left it there like she was used to people reaching out and holding her leg for no reason. 
 
    "I love horses too," I said. "I have some horses on my farm. Not as many as your Uncle E, but I still have a lot. And I love them so much. Do you want to know the name of my favorite horse?" 
 
    She nodded, smiling brightly. 
 
    "Blanket," I said. 
 
    "Bwanket!" she said, squinting and smiling like it was the silliest name she had ever heard. 
 
    "Yes, Blanket," I said, nodding. "He's handsome and sweet." 
 
    "What colow?" 
 
    "What color? Brown. What color is your favorite horse?" 
 
    "Bwown. And white." 
 
    "Brown and white?" I asked. 
 
    She nodded. "A bwown one and a white one." 
 
    I had to listen very closely to make sure I heard her correctly. "Oh, do you have two favorites?" I asked. 
 
    Piper smiled and nodded. 
 
    Just then, the director came into the room and got all of our attention. She talked about us remaining quiet on the set and told us her plan of action with the scenes we were shooting. I had never been on a movie set before, and I felt nervous in spite of all the other people in the room who were in the same boat as me. 
 
    Piper wiggled off of her dad's lap, climbing into the space between us. I saw Justin lean down to speak near her ear, but he was talking so quietly that I couldn't hear him. 
 
    "Winzy will tell me a stowy fow me to howd stiow," she said. 
 
    She spoke louder than her dad, but I wasn’t quite sure what she said. I was almost positive she had said my name. 
 
    Justin leaned in, speaking quietly near her ear again. She nodded and said something back to him in his ear. The next thing I knew, Justin was looking straight at me. 
 
    "She's asking if she can sit by you," he said, still being quiet. 
 
    I nodded without hesitation. My heart felt overjoyed that he was looking at me and talking to me like a normal person and not someone he hated. 
 
    "I would love that," I said, speaking so quietly that I was almost mouthing the words. 
 
    Roxy was still speaking to the group at large when Cam came up from behind us and began speaking to us in hushed tones. 
 
    "Okay… Isaac says you guys are in this first shot, and he'd like me to adjust you a little bit." 
 
    We shifted a little so that we could look at Cam from over the back of the couch. 
 
    "Isaac's our director of photography," he explained, whispering with wide eyes. "He's lining up the shots and asked me to come see that you guys are adjusted properly." He paused, and when we didn’t protest, he continued. "Okay, you, please come sit over here on this side." 
 
    He was talking to Justin. He tapped the back of the couch on my right, and Justin stood up so that he could switch places with me. I assumed I needed to get up as well, but Cam put a hand on my shoulder, telling me to stay where I was. 
 
    "You two might need to scoot over an inch or two to make room for Daddy to sit over here in the corner." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Justin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindsay Shepherd was a light in the room. 
 
    She would talk to anyone—smile at anyone. In a world of women with fake social-media smiles and too much makeup, Lindsay was as real as they came. In a world where everyone's existence seemed to be contrived, this girl was the genuine article. Her smile was unfiltered, unpretentious, sweet. 
 
    He knew she had been to a salon—her hair was naturally light, but the blonde on the ends had been highlighted. She also wore some makeup. She wasn't Little-House-on-the-Prairie-natural, but she had a raw, natural quality about her personality and appearance that was refreshing to Justin. 
 
    He had lived in New York for six years, but he grew up in Lexington, and he knew a lot of people there. His cousin was friends with Lindsay, and Justin knew a couple of the guys who worked on her farm. He had met her several times and heard things about her over the years. Once, she had thrown an impromptu baby shower to celebrate one of her stable hands becoming a father. Once, she jumped into a pool to rescue someone who she thought was drowning even though they weren't. He had always been attracted to her—intrigued by her. 
 
    He had made the mistake of kissing her one time when he still lived in New York but was home visiting for the weekend. He tried to follow up on that, which had not gone as planned, and since then, he had done his best to ignore her. He didn't have to see her much, and when he did, he got away with pretending he didn't know who she was. 
 
    That was not how it worked on this particular occasion. Their proximity was too close for too long. Roxy Lewis, a friend of his from New York, had somehow roped him into being an extra for a couple of scenes in a movie. She was most interested in his daughter, Piper. She had plenty of adults lining up to be extras, but she wanted a couple of "babies" in the scene, and she asked Justin to come through with Piper since she knew she could trust them. He figured Piper would like seeing herself in a movie. She was too young to appreciate it now, but he knew she would enjoy seeing it one day. Either way, he easily agreed. He was helping Roxy with some horses that were in a different scene, so he had been on set already and felt comfortable with everyone there. 
 
    He had a rude awakening today, though, when he and Piper showed up and were seated on a couch with Lindsay Shepherd. It could have been anyone but her. He and Piper had been instructed to sit on the couch with the other extra who would be "playing the mom". Justin didn't know until he got over there that Lindsay would be the one. He tried to make an excuse to get assigned to a different seat, but the mention of it had made her relentless smile fade and tears spring to her eyes. She put on a brave face, but she had taken it personally when he didn't want to sit next to her. He had hurt her, and it crushed him to see it. There was nothing to be done but change his mind. He decided he would sit next to her and do his best to seem friendly to her while keeping his distance—guarding himself. 
 
    One of Roxy's assistants, a guy named Cam, had just come over to adjust the way they were sitting. He was behind the couch at first, but he came around it so that he could put them in place. 
 
    He had a doll in his hand. It was an antique with a porcelain head and a fabric body. He handed it to Piper who took it willingly. Justin moved to the other corner of the couch with Lindsay sitting between him and his daughter. It wasn't the separation from his daughter that made him so anxious, though. It was his proximity to Lindsay. He had been instructed to sit in her spot basically, and when Lindsay tried to move to give it to him, Cam told her to stay where she was. He wanted them on the same cushion. 
 
    Justin was now sitting so close to Lindsay that their legs were touching. His bodily reaction to her was something he had seldom experienced, if ever. Maybe it was because forbidden fruit was the most difficult to resist. 
 
    "Just… try to look natural," Cam said, looking them over. "Maybe you could swivel this way a little, Dad, and prop your arm on the back of the couch. Mom, you scoot in this way and maybe lean against him." 
 
    Cam motioned and prodded, and eventually, Lindsay ended up snuggled into Justin's arms. He wasn't holding her, but he might as well have been. They were on the same cushion, and she was sitting so close to him that the entire length of their bodies were now touching. His arm was stretched out on the back of the couch, and her back was leaning against the side of his chest. 
 
    Justin's heart pounded like a jack hammer. He felt agitated and jittery like he might burst out of his own skin. 
 
    Cam smiled at his handiwork and looked over his shoulder to get approval from a man standing near a camera on the other side of the room. The guy nodded and Cam focused his attention on Piper again. "Can you just sit right here and play with your new dolly?" He was mostly whispering, but it was with that wide-eyed exaggerated tone that people used with babies or people who spoke other languages. 
 
    Piper didn't answer—she just stared at him, blinking. 
 
    "She'll do all right," Justin said, leaning forward a little to assure Cam he had the situation under control. His movement caused Lindsay to sit up a little to get out of his way, and Justin put his hand on her arm to tell her she didn't need to go anywhere. She relaxed when he did that, but Justin kept his eyes on Cam who was still talking to them. 
 
    "She can sit on this end of the couch or even stand right here with you guys." He gestured to the spot near their feet. "You guys can talk to each other while we're shooting as long as it's quiet and you look happy and natural. We'll cut the scene if she gets loud or fussy, but if that doll can keep her happy while we get this scene filmed, that'd be amazing." 
 
    Justin nodded. "She'll do fine," he said. 
 
    "Okay, thank you guys." 
 
    Cam rushed off, and before long, the lead actors came into the room to begin filming. Everyone had been instructed to avoid looking at the cameras, but there was one pointed directly at Justin and Lindsay, and it was obvious that they would be in the shot. Justin leaned forward to check on his little girl, but she was busy looking at the new doll. 
 
    "She's wonderful," Lindsay said. 
 
    This caused him to look at her which he shouldn't have done. Her green eyes were such a soft tone. He could see grey and gold in them. He was enchanted, enamored. 
 
    "Thank you," he said, glancing away and staring blankly past her. "She's my girl, that's for sure." 
 
    "Do you raise her all by yourself?" she asked. 
 
    The candid question caused Justin to let out a little laugh. "Not hardly. My parents help me out all the time, and I have Anna." 
 
    "Piper's mom?" 
 
    "No. Anna's her babysitter. I drop Piper off with my mom every morning, and Anna picks her up in the afternoon when she gets done with school. She's a student at UK. She lives two doors down from us, so it's easy for me to pick Piper up when I get off work. A lot of times, they just come back to our house until I get home. If I'm lucky, maybe I'll have left over mac-n-cheese and fish sticks waiting for me." 
 
    "Is she your girlfriend?" Lindsay asked. Her question was casual, but it caused Justin to look at her. 
 
    He could tell she liked him, and it made him feel happy and pained at the same time. This whole thing would be much easier for him if she was with someone else. Wait. Maybe she was. 
 
    "No, why, do you have a boyfriend?" he asked. He cringed inwardly at the question. He had rushed it, and it made him seem interested in her. He was interested, but he didn't want her to know that. Her closeness had him flustered. 
 
    "No, I don't," Lindsay said. "I don't have time for those." 
 
    "Yeah, I heard you were a force to be reckoned with over there at your farm. Boss lady." 
 
    She looked at him and smiled curiously. He was saying too much. He had to remind himself that just moments ago he pretended to meet her for the first time. 
 
    They began shooting the scene, and the three of them went on, talking quietly with each other. Piper was occupied with the doll for the first few minutes, but soon she decided she wanted to talk to Lindsay. She climbed into her lap like it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    They were between takes when Piper did that, and Justin glanced at Cam to make sure he was okay with it. Cam was looking their way, and he nodded and gave Justin a hand gesture saying it was okay when Justin glanced at him. 
 
    Lindsay was awkward about holding Piper in the most endearing way possible. She told Piper she had never held such a beautiful little girl before, and then she corrected herself and said she had never held a little girl at all. 
 
    She and Piper laughed about that, and Piper asked Lindsay to tell her a story. It was something Justin did with her all the time, so she was used to asking for it. 
 
    "A story?" Lindsay asked, looking at Justin to make sure she had heard correctly. 
 
    He nodded. "You don't have to," he said. "I'll tell her one once we're done." 
 
    "I'll tell her one. Does it matter what kind of story?" she asked. "Real or made-up?" 
 
    "Either," Justin said. "But you don't have to." 
 
    "I don't mind," Lindsay said. 
 
    She turned and began speaking with Piper. She thought Justin couldn't hear her, but he concentrated his efforts on it. Lindsay told Piper a true story about this one time when she was at a friend's soccer game. She was on the side of the field, watching the game and minding her own business when this little boy spun around launched a woman's shoe through the air. He was standing so close when he threw it that Lindsay didn't have time to react. She had been watching the game, and before she knew it, a shoe smacked her directly in the face. 
 
    "I didn't even see him let go of it," she said. "All I saw was a big brown blob coming straight for my face, but by then, it was too late. I didn't even have time to duck or catch it or anything. I just got hit, smack in the face with a big brown shoe. A piece of it even went in my mouth. The funniest part was that I seriously thought it was a potato," Lindsay said. "Do you know what a potato is?" 
 
    Piper nodded. 
 
    "As it hit my face, and that rough piece of it went into my mouth, I realized that it was brown and hard and rough, and all I could think was how in the world are potatoes flying through the air at a soccer games?" 
 
    Lindsay shook her head and laughed quietly, encouraging Piper to remain quiet. Piper did this little fake laugh she did when she liked a story but still had questions about it. 
 
    "Did a potato bwake you nose?" she asked, looking straight at Lindsay's face. 
 
    "No, thank goodness," Lindsay said. "It was only a shoe, so it wasn't as heavy and hard as a potato. I just got a little red mark, and I got my pride hurt a little." 
 
    "What's a pwide?" 
 
    "Oh, just my feelings," Lindsay said. "I don't think the little boy meant to do it, but it still hurt my feelings more than my face. I definitely keep my eyes open for flying potatoes at soccer games after that." 
 
    Piper turned in her lap and stretched up so that she could get closer to Lindsay's face. She inspected it like she might still be able to see the red mark. 
 
    "I sowwy you huwt you feewins." She kissed Lindsay's cheek. 
 
    Justin wasn't sure that Lindsay would understand what Piper had said, but she didn't look at him for translation. She hugged Piper. "Thank you so much, sweet girl," she said. "That makes me feel all better." 
 
    Lindsay told her another story about her favorite horse named Blanket who loved to listen to music and would fuss and make a bunch of noise until Lindsay went to his stall and turned on the radio. She listed a few of his favorite songs and made a slight swaying motion, showing Piper how he danced when a song came on that he really liked. 
 
    Piper said she wanted to see Blanket for herself and Lindsay agreed, saying it would make her really happy if Piper would come over sometime. 
 
    Justin just sat quietly, watching and listening to them and trying to concentrate on looking like he was at a real party instead of noticing how wonderful and perfect and sweet Lindsay Shepherd was. He could sit there and listen to Lindsay's stories all day, and it seemed like Piper felt the same way. 
 
    Lindsay was different than most women. She possessed an odd mix of personality traits. She was delicate and tough. She was fun-loving but responsible. Justin knew she was different when he kissed her all those years ago. He wanted her then and he wanted her now. He had no idea how he was going to let her go when the time came. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindsay 
 
      
 
      
 
    We went through three nights of filming at the Cochran house, shooting multiple scenes. We ended up in about four different positons around the house, but they always put me with Justin and Piper. For the past three nights, I had spent a couple of hours with them, and because of the way Isaac had Cam arrange us, I was always very close to them physically. 
 
    I fell in love with Piper. I fell in love with them both, actually, but sometimes I couldn't quite tell how Justin felt about me, and Piper loved me all the time. Justin was much friendlier than he had been, and we got along great, but certain times he would go from happy and smiling to looking annoyed or guarded to the point that I thought I might be doing or saying something wrong. 
 
    One time, between shots, I had asked Piper if she knew the song Jesus Loves Me. She didn't recognize the title, but once I started singing it, I could tell that she did know it, and she sang along with me after the first line or two. She did not, however, know This Little Light of Mine, and I had the pleasure of teaching that one to her. She loved the hide it under a bushel part. 
 
    That was one of the times when Justin grew distant from me. It was on night two toward the end of the night, and he had left the set without saying so much as a word to me. His guard was officially up. I could just feel it. 
 
    I had overanalyzed it that evening and come to the conclusion that he didn't like me teaching Bible songs to his daughter. He had said something earlier that made me know he was a Christian, though. He said going through fevers and other sicknesses with a baby was harder and more nerve-wracking than anything he had done in his life and he didn't know how people got through parenthood when they didn't have God to lean on and trust. I knew he was a Christian, so I couldn’t fully make sense of it, but something about me singing Bible songs caused him to pull away. I thought maybe he just didn't like other people talking to his child about it. 
 
    Either way, I thought about it between nights two and three and decided I would apologize. He was pleasant to me when I got there on night three, so I went through most of the night without mentioning it. His smile had changed, becoming slightly more cautious like it was at the beginning of night one, but he was mostly back to normal. 
 
    It was toward the end of the night when we were coming back from a short break that Piper did the unthinkable. She brought up that dang song. I was holding her as we walked back to our spot near the Christmas tree. 
 
    "You wan do da wighta-mine?" She asked, putting her hands on my cheeks and trying to get me to look at her. I understood her language by now, so I knew exactly what she was saying. I was wondering what I should say when Justin spoke. 
 
    "Miss Lindsay can't sing with you right now," he said. "We're going over here. We're about to finish with the movie, and then it'll be time to go see the horses." 
 
    "All wight. You wan go see Bwanket today?" 
 
    She was talking about my horse, and it got my hopes waaaay up. I glanced at Justin with an expression that said they were more than welcome to. It was only 6pm and we were set to finish early, after all. 
 
    He made a regretful expression and I could tell he was about to deny me, but just then Roxy came up on the other side of him. 
 
    "Can you please come out to eat with us tonight?" she asked, talking to Justin. "I haven't had the chance to catch up with you since I've been back in town. The studio's paying. You should really come." 
 
    "Oh, I've got Piper," Justin said. 
 
    "You could bring her." 
 
    "I would, but I promised I'd take her by the stables for being so good during filming." 
 
    Roxy let out a little sigh while trying not to sound too disappointed. "Really?" 
 
    "You'll be in town for like five more weeks," he said. 
 
    "I know, but the producer's in town today, and he's treating us. I wanted you to meet him, anyway. He loves horse racing and he's a big fan of your uncle's. Come on. It's just a couple of hours. You'll be doing me a favor. Plus, I want to catch up." 
 
    "Why didn't you ask me earlier?" Justin asked. "I could've found a babysitter." 
 
    "Just bring her. I didn't ask because I just assumed you'd be up for it. The Justin I know would pick up and go eat dinner in a different state if he was asked." 
 
    "That Justin didn’t have a tiny little dependent looking forward to various acts of bribery." 
 
    We approached the place where Justin and I were supposed to stand for the shot, so we went from walking slowly to standing still. Piper was preoccupied with looking at the lights on the Christmas tree, so I used the opportunity to turn toward Justin and Roxy and make an offer. 
 
    Roxy was an attractive, powerful woman, and I didn't necessarily look forward to Justin going out to dinner with her, but that still didn't stop me. 
 
    "I don't mind watching her," I said, speaking quietly and only to Justin since I didn't want him to be on the spot. Roxy looked around him curiously to see what we were saying. 
 
    "Oh, no, I couldn't—" Justin started to say. 
 
    "Are you offering to babysit?" Roxy asked, putting the pieces together. 
 
    "The bribery thing would still be intact," I added, speaking quietly and staring straight at Justin. "Since she wanted to meet Blanket." 
 
    I thought I was being quiet and vague enough, but Piper must have picked up on the horse's name, because she swiveled to stare at me, suddenly tuning in to our conversation. 
 
    "Sorry," I said, realizing that I had failed at not putting him on the spot. "I understand if you… I just wanted to offer…" I looked at Roxy with a regretful glance, feeling like I needed to say something to get him out of it. "I still need to make sure I can work it out," I said, backpedaling. "But if everything works out, I'd be happy to do it." 
 
    "You be happy to show me Bwanket?" Piper asked. 
 
    "If I can," I said with a nod. "I have to see, but maybe." 
 
    "We'll talk about it," Justin said to Roxy. 
 
    "Okay," Roxy said. "We're trying to wrap in an hour." She looked at me. "And we won't be longer than a couple of hours at dinner." 
 
    *** 
 
    Justin agreed to let me babysit Piper that night when we finished filming. She was excited about coming with me, which was the only reason he let it happen. Piper was only used to going with his family or with Anna, and he was surprised about her willingness to go with me. She was adamant about it, so he just agreed to let her. He said he would come to my house to get her by nine o'clock. He said she'd be getting really tired by then, if she could even make it. I told him I would take her back to my apartment so she could wind down on the couch after we went to the stables. 
 
    We situated her seat into my car, and she sat in it and let me drive off with her like it was something we did all the time. I had never babysat before. I had a friend who did, but I had absolutely no experience with it whatsoever. I felt a bit underqualified, like I should have gotten some nurse's training or at least taken some CPR classes before this. 
 
    He had told me she wasn't allergic to any food. I asked him if I could stop at a café and get her some mac-and-cheese on our way home, and he said that would be perfect. He also gave me the rundown on her diaper situation since she wasn't potty-trained yet. 
 
    She and I had to wait for a few minutes at the restaurant, and while we were there, I had to take her to the restroom with me. I wouldn't have done it, but they said it would be a few minutes on the food, and I really needed to go. We used the big stall, and I made her stand and face the door, looking away from me. It was super awkward for me, but I didn't know what else to do with her. It did, however, give us the opportunity to talk about using the potty, and she said she would like to try it sometime. I asked her if she wanted to do it right then, and she said she did. Once I finished, I took off her diaper, put fresh paper on the seat, and sat her on it. I was such an amateur at all of those things, and I cracked up myself for being clumsy and awkward with the whole maneuver. 
 
    Piper sat on the potty for about three minutes but she never went. Finally, we just put her diaper back on, washed our hands, and went to finish waiting for our food. 
 
    She requested that we sing This Little Light of Mine while we were there. Others were around, so I mostly whispered it. We smiled and sang with each other's faces only inches apart. A lady commented about how cute she was and she called her "my little girl". I thanked her but said I was just babysitting. My heart sped up during that conversation, though. I didn't know if it was from nerves, fear, or excitement, but I got all flustered when she called Piper that. 
 
    She asked me to tell her another story when we were in the car on the way to my farm, and I made up one about a turtle who lived in the forest and had all sorts of animal friends. She listened intently. I knew it because she laughed and responded at all the appropriate times. I wasn't altogether sure I knew what level she was on, but I could tell she knew the forest animal story was made up where the potato in the face and other stories I had told her weren't. Maybe it was just how I perceived it, but she seemed smart. 
 
    I ordered myself some mac-and-cheese as well, and we ate dinner at the stables before I took her to see a few of our horses including Blanket. Sometimes he was funnier and more animated than others, and I was glad that he felt like being a ham for Piper. We sang and danced with him, and both of them loved it. 
 
    By the time we got back to my apartment, it was eight o'clock. She was exhausted. I could see her eyes getting heavy. I searched for educational cartoons she could watch, and I sat down with my phone so I could return a few texts. 
 
    Mostly, I needed to contact my mother. 
 
    My apartment wasn't connected to their house, but she could see my car parked there once Piper and I finished at the stables, and she knew I was home. She had texted me and left a voice message asking how my last night shooting the movie had gone, so I called her back while Piper was watching cartoons. 
 
    "How was it?" she asked. 
 
    "Good. I'm babysitting for a friend." I rushed it, but I had been so fully committed to hanging out with Piper that she was the main thing on my mind. 
 
    "Babysitting?" 
 
    I might as well have said I was hanging from the ceiling on a trapeze with how surprised my mom sounded. 
 
    "Who in the world are you babysitting for?" 
 
    "A friend of mine. It's that little girl who was in the movie with me. Remember I was telling you?" 
 
    "Yeah, I remember. Is it Zeke's cousin's little girl?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    She knew Justin had a name. 
 
    I had talked about him before. 
 
    "Justin," I said. 
 
    Piper was sitting on my couch, sucking on a binky, and she glanced at me when I said her daddy's name. I smiled and waved at her. 
 
    "When are you going to be babysitting?" Mom asked. 
 
    "Till about nine." 
 
    "What day, though?" she asked. 
 
    I made a confused face even though she couldn't see me. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "When are you going to be babysitting?" 
 
    "Right now," I said. "She's sitting here now." 
 
    "Tonight?" 
 
    "Yes. When did you think I was going to do it?" 
 
    "I don't know. I thought you were talking about doing it sometime in the future. I didn't know it was tonight."  
 
    She spoke doubtfully, and it made me feel like she didn't have much confidence in my ability to do the job. 
 
    "We've been having fun," I said a little defensively. "I took her over to the stables and now we're just chilling, winding down." 
 
    "Was this last-minute?" Mom asked. 
 
    I couldn't tell what she was thinking. Maybe she was being defensive on my behalf or maybe she doubted my skills, either way she seemed reluctant about it. 
 
    "It was, but it was my idea," I said, sounding happy and calm. "Okay, love you," I added. "I'll come by or call tomorrow." 
 
    "Okay," she said. "Love you too." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Justin 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was running late to pick up Piper that evening. He called before he arrived to let Lindsay know he would be a few minutes later than he planned. She said Piper was almost asleep, which didn't surprise Justin at all. She was usually in bed by this time, and her nap had been cut short today, so he actually was a little surprised that she wasn't asleep already. 
 
    He heard his daughter say something on the other end. She was speaking quietly. 
 
    "It's your daddy," Lindsay said, talking to Piper. 
 
    Piper said something else. He couldn’t quite hear her. 
 
    "I didn't tell him yet. I was gonna wait till he got here so you could do it. Do you want to tell him or do you want me to?" 
 
    Lindsay paused and Justin heard Piper say something. Her voice had gotten louder as she was talking, and he got the idea that Lindsay had handed the phone to her. 
 
    "What'd you say, my sweet sugar?" Justin asked. 
 
    "I go to da potty wif Winzy. And she gon buy me big guh pants." 
 
    Justin could hear the tiredness in her voice. It was difficult to understand her, but he thought she said something about going to the potty. 
 
    "I, uh, had to use the restroom at Panera, and I didn't know what else to do with her," Lindsay said, like she owed him an explanation. "We had a talk about using a big girl potty. We tried a couple more times since we've been home, and just a few minutes ago, we had some success. She went all by herself. I told her that once she decides to try it all the time, I'd take her shopping for some lady-pants." 
 
    This whole conversation made Justin smile. "Tell her I said good job," he said. 
 
    "Your daddy said good job," she told Piper. 
 
    "I leave you alone with her for two hours and you've got her potty-trained," Justin said. 
 
    Lindsay let out a soft laugh. "I wouldn't say that," she said. "We sat on there and sang about ten songs before we had success. Anyway, she's got a dry diaper on now, and her eyes are getting heavy. She might be sleeping by the time you get here. Is that okay, or should I try to keep her up?" 
 
    "No, it's fine," he said. "She sleeps like a rock. She won't even realize I put her in the car." 
 
    "Okay, well, good, because I'm pretty sure… she's… going to... yep… she's… pretty much… out…" Lindsay drew out the words and said them slowly as if she was coaxing Piper to sleep with the tone of her voice. The low melodic sound of it caused the hair on the back of Justin's neck to stand up. He didn't even have to be looking at Lindsay. Just her voice in his ear caused him to have physical reactions. She wasn't trying to do it. She was talking like that to Piper and not him, but he certainly felt the effects of her words—her voice. 
 
    "Okay, well, I'll be there in ten minutes," he said. 
 
    Justin and Lindsay had already discussed where her apartment was in relation to her parents' house, so he knew where to go once he drove onto the farm. He parked next to her car. He could see into it and noticed Piper's seat in the back. He figured he would try the handle just in case. It opened, and he went ahead and transferred the seat from one vehicle to the other. 
 
    By the time he finished making the switch, Lindsay had heard him outside and had made her way to the door. He knew it because she turned on the light and was standing where he could see her. He smiled as he closed the door of his truck and began walking toward Lindsay's apartment. 
 
    He couldn’t see details, because the glass on the door was faceted, but he knew she was standing on the other side. She opened it as he got closer and she put her finger to her mouth, telling him to be quiet. 
 
    "You could run the vacuum cleaner next to her, and it wouldn't wake her up," Justin said, approaching the door. He didn't speak at full volume, but he also didn't whisper. 
 
    "Hi," Lindsay said. She stepped back to let him in. 
 
    "Hi," he replied. "Thank you so much for doing this." 
 
    "It was seriously my pleasure," she said. 
 
    It smelled nice in her apartment, and it was comfortable and inviting, but Justin knew he wouldn't stay long. Not only did he not quite trust himself with Lindsay, but he also had a stomach ache. 
 
    "How was it?" were the next words out of her mouth, and since Justin was thinking about his stomach, that was how he answered. 
 
    "It went down fine," he said, touching his stomach. 
 
    "But it's not fine now?" Lindsay asked, her expression growing concerned as she tilted her head at him. 
 
    He followed her into the area between the living room and the kitchen. "No, it's fine," he said. "It's nothing I haven't felt before. It just didn't settle as good as it tasted." 
 
    "Are you going to take anything?" 
 
    "No. It's not that bad. It'll be better tomorrow." 
 
    "Well, why don't we get it to go away tonight?" 
 
    "And how exactly do we get it to do that?" Justin asked, smiling at her. 
 
    "Let me make you something." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    She shrugged. "Just a little drink—a sip of something. A tonic. A Lindsay special." 
 
    "It's not going to make me sleepy or anything, is it?" 
 
    "No, no. Nothing like that. It's just a little sip of a few things—regular food items—nothing weird, I promise." 
 
    Justin did not want any food items at that moment, but he smiled and agreed because she looked so sweet and hopeful, like she really thought she could help him. 
 
    "Okay," he said with a nod. 
 
    Lindsay walked into her kitchen, motioning for Justin to follow her, which he did. Tucked into the corner of her counter was a highly organized spice rack. There were little shelves that resembled bleachers, and on them were bottles and containers of various spices and oils. Justin had no idea if they were for cooking or for medicine. It looked like it could have gone either way. 
 
    Lindsay had little disposable cups next to it, and she took one of the cups off the top and set it on the counter as she gazed at her available ingredients. First, she added a splash of apple cider vinegar, then honey, then she added three different types of powders or spices and a drop of some kind of essential oil. Justin tried to see the names of the ingredients, but she was working quickly and the only ones he knew for sure were the honey and the apple cider vinegar. 
 
    Lindsay took the cup to the sink and added a very small amount of cold tap water before stirring the concoction with a spoon. She handed it to Justin with a smile and he looked into the cup, wondering how the brown liquid would taste. It was only about an ounce, so even if it was terrible, it wouldn't be that big of a deal. 
 
    He drank it down in one sip before crushing the small paper cup. "That actually wasn't bad," he said. "What was in that?" 
 
    "Honey, apple cider vinegar, coriander, clove, turmeric, and ginger. And a little water to thin out the honey." 
 
    "I take turmeric already," he said. "In a pill." 
 
    She nodded. "It's good for inflammation." She held out her hand to take the paper cup from Justin, and he gave it to her. He was keenly aware of the fact that his hand touched hers during the transition. Lindsay's hand was cool compared to his, and he felt the urge to hold onto it, to pull her near, to warm her up. 
 
    "What's all the rest of that stuff going to do?" he asked, trying to think about something else besides touching her. 
 
    She shrugged as she opened the lower cabinet and tossed the cup into the trashcan. "It's all just stuff for indigestion. Stuff to soothe the stomach. It should work pretty quickly." 
 
    "I thought you went to school for business not medicine." 
 
    She laughed. "I did, but my mom's all into natural medicine. I learned from her. She would barely let me take fever reducer when I was a kid. She would always say you have a fever for a reason. Your body is doing its job." 
 
    Lindsay meandered toward the living room, and Justin followed her. He glanced at Piper who was propped in the corner of the couch, sleeping soundly and looking extremely comfortable. 
 
    "How about you?" he asked. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Are you going to give your babies fever reducers?" 
 
    Lindsay started to say something and then stopped. It looked like the question took her off guard. "I don't know. I never really thought about it. Obviously, I like some of my mom's philosophies," she said, gesturing toward the kitchen to indicate her array of alternative medicines. "But I don't know. That's difficult to answer at this point. I will have to see how I feel in that situation when the time comes." Lindsay glanced at Piper and smiled like she was having a whole series of thoughts. "You should have seen her tonight at the stables, Justin. She was just so precious. She stood in the middle and said horses show yourself or… what does she say?" 
 
    "Present yourself," Justin said with a smile. 
 
    "Yeah, horses present yourself!" Lindsay said in a quiet dramatic imitation of Piper's announcer's tone. "And then we danced with Blanket. I'm pretty sure I had more fun than she did. I'm not sure what that says about me if I actually enjoy hanging out with two-year-olds." 
 
    "That you're fun," he said. 
 
    Justin did his best to keep his infatuation under control, but he was out-of-his-head with it. He had never been so attracted to a woman. It was difficult for him to even look at Lindsay. She was gorgeous. He found comfort in her looks—in the lines and curves of her face. The texture of her skin was as inviting as velvet, and he found himself wanting to reach out and touch her cheek just to see how it felt. This same overwhelming attraction happened to him years ago when he kissed her, and it was worse now—much worse now that he knew her and realized what a good person she was. The fact that she was being so good to his daughter intensified things further. 
 
    That tonic she mixed up had soothed his stomach already. He actually felt better. He would have blamed that secret mixture for his infatuation, but that existed before he drank it. Justin was spent, wasted, completely taken by this woman. He was utterly whipped by her, and she was so innocent and pure that she didn't even know it. 
 
    The old Justin would've handled things much differently. He would have said something bold and taken what he wanted. It was extremely difficult not to revert to his old ways with her. Justin took a seat on her couch next to Piper, and Lindsay sat in a nearby chair. 
 
    Moments passed. Both Justin and Lindsay loved horses and spent most of their days working with them, so their conversation led to that. Lindsay told him about a few of the promising horses on their farm, and Justin did the same, telling her about a specific one named Presto that he and his dad were personally investing in. Presto Chango was his name, but they shortened it to Presto. He had a slow start this year, but Justin saw promise in him. 
 
    Piper slept soundly, and they talked about horse farming for thirty minutes or so. 
 
    Justin randomly brought up geese when they were talking about a pond on his Uncle Ezekiel's farm. "Speaking of a goose," Lindsay said. "Piper learned a few new songs tonight. She's hilarious. When I sing her something new, she'll listen real closely with wide eyes, barely breathing or blinking, (Lindsay imitated her, and Justin smiled) and then after a few times, she learns it and she sings along with me. She's smart. I think she might turn out to be a little musician." 
 
    That made sense because her mother was a singer-songwriter. Justin obviously didn't mention it. 
 
    "You said speaking of a goose," Justin said. "What does that have to do with learning new songs?" 
 
    Lindsay smiled. "Down by the Bay," she said. "She had never heard it before. 
 
    Lindsay knew by the way Justin shook his head that he was unfamiliar with it as well. 
 
    "It's a little jingle and with silly rhymes. You can even make up some of the rhymes. One of the ones we sing is, have you ever seen a goose, riding a moose… and Piper loved that line. She kept going back to that one. Oh, and Zacchaeus was a big hit, too. She loves the hand motions. You should have seen her doing… climbed up in the Sycamore tree... she's adorable at that part." 
 
    That was it. 
 
    That was all he could take. 
 
    Justin was on the verge of his limit already with the goose song, but Zacchaeus was too much. He had to make himself leave that house before he behaved in ways he regretted. 
 
    "I need to be going," he said, getting to his feet. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindsay 
 
      
 
      
 
    One second, we were talking and having fun and everything was great, and the next, Justin stood up from the couch so fast it was like lightning struck him from behind. It was so sudden that I nervously got to my feet as well. 
 
    "Okay," I said, in response to Justin saying he needed to leave. But my statement came out somewhat uncertain since I wasn't quite sure what caused him to be in such a hurry. 
 
    "Thank you so much for watching her," he said. "I know she had a lot of fun. Are you sure I don't owe you anything?" 
 
    "Yeah, I think I'll take twenty bucks," I said, nodding. "Does that sound fair?" 
 
    He knew I was joking, but he reached for his back pocket like he was about to take his wallet out. I put my hand out to stop him. 
 
    "You know I'm kidding." I said, shaking my head with a little smile. 
 
    I had to make a real effort not to seem devastated that he was leaving so quickly. We were finished with filming that scene, and I knew my life would go back to only seeing Justin a few times a year. This would be goodbye for us, and I felt way too heartbroken because of it. 
 
    "If you ever…" I sighed. "I don't know. I know you have Anna and everything, but… if you ever need a babysitter for Piper, I'd love to do it.'' 
 
    "You're too busy for that," he said with a small, knowing smile. 
 
    He was right. We had talked about our lives on the farm and all of the work we both did. I was ninety-to-nothing all the time, checking on horses, buying, selling, charting progress, and planning. On top of this, I was making social and business connections. Technically, I was a terrible candidate for babysitting, but I didn't view it as a chore. I would, a hundred percent, make time for them. I enjoyed hanging out with Piper and it was more than just trying to get close to her father. 
 
    I felt desperate to be a part of their lives, so it was with conviction that I looked at him and said, "I am too busy for it, and I've never babysat a day in my life. But I really love hanging out with her. And honestly, Justin, I like hanging out with you, too." 
 
    We were standing in my living room only a few feet apart. Both of us seemed to have a hard time with eye contact. Our eyes met every now and then, but we were both nervous and shifty. Finally, Justin took in a long, deep breath. I looked at him, and he stared straight at me. His eyes were so locked on mine that I could not look away. 
 
    My kitchen light was on, but I had turned the television off when he came inside, so the living room was dimly lit. His eyes were bright blue, even in low lighting. My lungs never seemed to function properly in his presence, but right then it was really bad. His mouth curved upward in the hint of a smile, but it was laced with regret. I cringed inwardly, unable get a good breath of air as I waited for him to speak. 
 
    "I can't hang out with you, Lindsay." 
 
    And just like that, my eyes stung with the pain of unshed tears. I blinked, willing myself not to cry. 
 
    "Don't you dare cry," Justin said, he spoke quietly but his voice was deep and it pierced through the quiet air. 
 
    "Then don't say what you just said," I said. "You just… reject me… all the time. Every time." I knew that sounded desperate, but it was how I felt at that moment, and it just came out of my mouth. 
 
    Justin reached out to touch my arm. He touched me for a second or two, but then let me go. "Let me tell you something, Lindsay." He spoke slowly, looking me in the eyes. "I am hanging on by a thread here. I mean, what are the chances that they put us with you on that couch in the first place, and then, I have to sit next to you and put my arm around you. Your face and your smell, your smile, your personality, Lindsay, your outlook on life. And then Piper loves you, and I…" He stepped back took another calming breath. "You know, even with all that, I was somehow miraculously controlling myself. But then, you go and do the God stuff. I just can't." 
 
    "You can't what?" 
 
    "I can't be around you. I can't control myself. I want to… I don't know how to put this. Let me think. Okay, so, ever since I've been a dad I've had a new outlook about God. It's a love thing. I see the father/child parallel more than I ever did. It's important to me now that I teach Piper about Him." 
 
    "So, what's the problem?" I asked. 
 
    "When you start singing those songs with her, it makes me think about you differently—in a more permanent way. The fact that you have a grasp on eternity feels important to me—it feels, permanent. And then, when I start thinking permanent, I start… getting all… my body…" He touched his chest with his own fingers. "I just feel like I have to have you, let's put it that way. I feel like that anyway, but when you start teaching my daughter that kind of stuff, it puts me in a certain state. I hope that's a good enough explanation for you. It probably sounds weird, it sounded weird saying it, but I don't know what to tell you other than the truth." 
 
    I tried frantically to get my thoughts together. It honestly seemed like he was saying he liked me but he thought he couldn't have me. He stared at me with a serious expression. I knew it was my turn to talk, but I didn't know what to say. 
 
    "I don't understand why you can't do it," I said, quietly, feeling overwhelmed. 
 
    "Can't do what?" he asked. 
 
    I didn't want him to ask that question. I didn't want to have to say it. Tears rose to my eyes and I could feel them getting watery. 
 
    "Can't just have me." 
 
    I managed to get the words out, but it was slowly because I had to concentrate on not crying. 
 
    His head shook almost imperceptibly. "Do not do that, Lindsay" he said, seriously. 
 
    "Do not do what?" 
 
    "You know what. Offer that. Say that." 
 
    I put my palms up in a helpless gesture. "What else am I supposed to say? I honestly don't understand. You seem like you want to… and I want to… I just don't know what the problem is." 
 
    "The problem is that I cannot have you, Lindsay. Not in the way I want." 
 
    "What way do you want?" I asked. 
 
    His eyes narrowed a little as he stared at me seriously. "In every way," he said. "Every single way you can think of, that's how I want you. If you can think of a way, I want you like that." 
 
    "For a girlfriend?" I asked. I didn't care that it was an elementary way for me to put it. I wanted to know if he saw me like that. 
 
    Justin let out a pained sigh. "I'm not even going to answer that, Lindsay." 
 
    Frustrated, I let out the breath that I had been holding. "I can't do anything to force you to like me," I said, unable to look at him. 
 
    He reached up to touch my cheek, moving and trying to get me to focus on him. "It has nothing to do with me not liking you, Lindsay. Let's just leave it at that." 
 
    "No, we cannot just leave it at that. You can't just say you like me so much in one breath and then turn around and say this won't work." 
 
    "Listen, I'm trying to avoid making you feel any certain way, but things have happened in the past, Lindsay. Let's just put it that way. Things that make me unable to be with you." 
 
    "Are you talking about Piper? That is not an issue for me." 
 
    "No. This happened before Piper. But her being in the picture just makes matters worse. It would make… " He trailed off, shaking his head. 
 
    "You do realize this is ridiculous, right? You and I did get along, I'm telling you that you having a daughter is not a problem, and you still can't—" 
 
    "You know how guys say that if they have a daughter, they'll answer the door with a shotgun when he comes to pick her up for a date?" 
 
    He interrupted me with this random question, and I stared at him, trying to figure out how to make sense of it. Was he saying that he was protective of Piper? I gave a little shrug and then stared at him, waiting to hear what else he would say. 
 
    "I kissed you one time at Kylie Perrin's house, Lindsay. On the side of the house, after a party. I was looking for my—" 
 
    "I remember," I said, cutting him off. 
 
    "Well, the day after that, I searched for you and I went to your house. I figured out where you lived and I came over here. I talked to your father and asked if I could see you, and… let me just put it this way… he made it clear that I should stay away from you—that I wasn't welcome here." 
 
    I was so blown away. It was like a piano had fallen out of the sky onto my head. My heart broke at his words—I felt like something actually happened in my chest. There were actual physical sensations, and it took all my energy to remain stoic. 
 
    "My dad threatened you?" I asked, disbelieving, blinking away tears. 
 
    Even as the words came out of my mouth, it just didn't feel right. I knew it couldn't be true. 
 
    "He was right to do that," Justin said. "I hated him for it at the time, but he was right. I didn't even know you. At that point, it was just… all I wanted was… I was attracted to you, Lindsay. I wanted you physically. Your dad could see that. He had seen us the night before. He knew who I was. He was expecting me. He knew I didn't deserve you, Lindsay, and he was right." 
 
    I was stunned. Maybe I had a problem with seeing the best in Justin, but I honestly thought he and my dad were both out of their minds for thinking I was somehow better than him. He was the one who was too good for me. I wanted him, even at his worst. Maybe he was wild in his past, but even then, he wasn't a bad person. Now he was a good man. A good dad. 
 
    "You came here after that party?" I asked, staring at him dazedly. 
 
    He gave me a slow, thoughtful nod. 
 
    "Did my dad threaten you?" I asked again. 
 
    "He was just looking out for you. You're his only child." 
 
    I experienced a rush of emotions that caused me to experience a hot/cold sensation. This was pretty much the last conversation I expected to be having. I felt like I was in a dream. 
 
    "Is this why you won't talk to me?" I asked. 
 
    "He was right, Lindsay," he said, not answering my question. "I am nowhere near good enough for you. I was nothing but trouble back then, and your dad knew it. He was absolutely valid in running me off. You're beautiful and wonderful and you have all this promise, and a farm, and a whole life ahead of you. You're going to have a family of your own. You deserve to do that with someone who doesn't…" 
 
    He hesitated, glancing at Piper's sleeping form and then back at me. I gave him a scowl because of it. "What? Say it. Doesn't have a kid?" 
 
    He shrugged regretfully. "I'm not saying my life is worse for having a kid. I wouldn't trade Piper for anything. I'm talking about my situation as it pertains to you. I'm even less suited for you now than I was back then, and that's terrible. I'm terribly suited for you." 
 
    "And you and my dad get to decide who's suited for me?" My voice shook with frustration and I had to blink to keep from crying angry tears. 
 
    "Don't be like that. It's just facts. My intentions were not good when I came over here back then. I lived in New York. I was here for three days. I knew it couldn't amount to anything. I thought you were hot. I wanted to hook up. Period. He knew that." 
 
    "Well, what if I wanted to hook up too?" I asked, staring at him with wide eyes. 
 
    He tilted his head at me and gave me a sweet but narrow-eyed expression as if to say we both knew better. "You want the relationship. You want the commitment. You deserve that. I know you haven't been with a ton of guys, Lindsay." 
 
    "How would you know that?" I asked defensively. 
 
    "Have you?" he asked, staring straight at me. 
 
    "You mean dated?" My heart raced as I eluded the question. I knew what he was talking about. I had never been with a man in that way. I had dated a couple of guys, but no. Not even close. 
 
    "See?" he said, since my answer was written all over my face. "And that doesn’t make you inexperienced or undesirable. It's the opposite. It makes you special, Lindsay… valuable, rare. That's what I don't deserve. Girls like you marry a doctor or lawyer and start their own family." 
 
    I had just about heard enough of this. 
 
    I was not going to let Justin put me on some kind of pedestal, especially when that pedestal was the very thing that separated me from him. I began shaking my head as I looked at him. 
 
    "No," I said, simply. 
 
    "No what?" 
 
    "No to all of this. I can't tolerate you telling me I don't have a chance with you because I'm too good. That's just absurd. If all I need to do to fix this is just start being bad, then that's easy. You need me to start getting in trouble? Fine. I have Alex Holbrook's number sitting right over there. Maybe I'll call him up tonight, and we'll go out. Maybe I should let a few guys have their way with me first. Would I be tainted enough for you after that?" 
 
    Justin closed his and eyes put out his hand to stop me from talking. He opened them again, taking a deep, calming breath. He stared at me with a completely serious, almost cautious expression. I was bluffing to prove a point, and I was certain he knew that, but he still looked upset. 
 
    "First of all, seriously please never, ever say… Lindsay, please never say guys are going to have their way with you. That's just unacceptable." 
 
    I shrugged, my eyes locked on his. "Well, honestly, Justin I think what you're saying is unacceptable too." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Justin and I stood in my living room having an unexpected and intense conversation. We did our best to talk quietly so we didn't wake his little girl, but both of us were feeling emotional, and it was obvious by the way we were both trying to regulate our breathing. 
 
    "I should have a record," he said, nodding a little. "The only reason I don't is because I knew the right people. I was arrested but I wasn't charged because of who I knew. That wasn't the only time I could or should have been arrested, either." He paused and then added, "And I wasn't with Piper's mother when she came to me. I barely even remembered her, honestly." 
 
    Justin's words stung, but I knew that was the purpose of them. He had to say anything he could to get me to let him walk away. 
 
    "She was just a week from her due date. She said she had planned on keeping the baby and not telling me anything about it but that she had changed her mind and didn't want it anymore. She was too young and selfish to be a single mother, she said. She told me I could have the baby or she was giving it up for adoption. I had a week to decide." 
 
    "You did the right thing, "I said. 
 
    "I know I did," he answered, speaking slowly, thoughtfully. "Taking responsibility for Piper is the least regrettable thing I've done. But I have done a lot of regrettable things, Lindsay. I have a past. You know that. That's why your dad did what he did. He was looking out for you. I was mad back then, but I can respect him for it now. That's why I've steered clear of you since I've been back. You deserve better than me, and don't try to say otherwise, because it's just not true." 
 
    He's stopped talking and tilted his head at me, regarding me sweetly with a resigned, regretful expression. He looked like that was all he thought was going to be said about it. He seemed like he actually expected me to just throw in the towel. 
 
    "I'm sorry, but still no," I said, shaking my head. 
 
    He sighed. "Lindsay," he started to say my name to try to talk some sense into me, but I stepped forward, closer to him, stopping him from speaking. I put my hand on his arm and looked straight at him. 
 
    It was one of those moments in life. It was do or die. There was no other option but for me to step up and be brave enough. 
 
    "This is a yes or no question, Justin. Don't say any other words. Your only options are yes and no." 
 
    "Yes," he said, completely serious. 
 
    I smiled. "I didn't ask the question yet." 
 
    "I know, but the answer is yes." 
 
    My heart pounded. I had been about to ask him if he liked me, and my plan was that if he responded with a yes then I was going to kiss him right then and there—give him no choice but to kiss me back. I wasn't skilled where kissing was concerned, but it couldn't be that hard. I was just going to lunge forward, aim my lips at his, and hope for the best. But now he had gone and answered the question without even knowing what it was, ruining my whole plan. 
 
    I blinked. "You can't do that. You have no idea what I was going to say." 
 
    He gave me a confident grin. 
 
    "Do you remember me? Yes. Do you remember kissing me? Yes. Were you avoiding me? Yes. Do you like me? Yes. It's pretty much yes to all of the questions you might ask." 
 
    He was so matter-of-fact that it took a second for me to register the implications of what he was saying. 
 
    It felt like this was officially my big moment. I had it in my head that I was going to kiss him, and I knew I was going to do it. I had been dreaming about it happening again for four years, and it was time to take matters into my own hands. It was now or never. 
 
    I felt like I was outside of my own body—like I had to stand behind myself and shove my body toward him. It was as if I was in a dream, moving through liquid, I stepped forward, landing in his arms, forcing him to catch me. He stiffened in surprise when he caught me and he pulled back a little trying to look down at me. 
 
    Somewhere in the motion, I lost the nerve to kiss him. It was already enough of a stretch for me to throw myself at him and make him catch me. He hadn't let me go, though. He was currently holding onto me. Before he could let me go, I wrapped my arms around him, holding on tightly and burying my face in his chest. After a few seconds, I looked up. All I could see was his neck and jaw from this angle, and I kissed him—just right on the skin of his neck. 
 
    "Don't," he said. But it wasn't very convincing, and he didn't move or break contact with me. 
 
    "I can if I want," I said, speaking quietly. "It's my house." I stretched up again, kissing his jaw, tasting the slight salt of his skin. I could feel how tense he was when I did it. He was so rigid, he was almost trembling. I kissed a different spot on his neck. This time below his jaw. "I was trying to kiss your mouth," I said. 
 
    "You're missing." 
 
    I felt his chest expand as he took a slow, deep breath in and then let it out. 
 
    "This… is… more than I can… take, Lindsay." He spoke so breathlessly and earnestly that I knew he was telling the truth. I could feel it just by how tense he was. He was wound-up. His muscular body was constricted. 
 
    "What happens if you can't take it anymore?" I asked. "What's going to happen at your tipping point?" 
 
    "I guess I have to either leave or kiss you right." 
 
    "Kiss me right," I said. "Please. Please don't leave." 
 
    He didn't do it right away, so I spoke again. 
 
    "Everything you said just now about my dad was just… it wasn't valid, Justin. It means nothing. It's the silliest reason on earth to stay away from me. If you like me, I’m not letting you leave with that excuse. Now, if you don't like me, that's a whole different story. In that case, we should definitely not… you should just be honest and tell me I'm—" 
 
    He didn't let me finish. 
 
    He moved, ducking, finding my face with his. He kissed me gently, carefully. He was still rigid but I could feel relief radiating off of both of us. The smell, taste, and feel of him was overwhelming. Our lips touched and I held onto his waist, clinging to him like my life depended on it. His arms were wrapped tightly around me as well. 
 
    We kissed over and over, pulling back and going in again. It must have happened dozens of times. We just stood there in each other's arms and kissed and kissed. They were all gentle and our mouths were (mostly) closed, but it happened over and over and over. Finally, after what must have been ten minutes of both of us being unable or unwilling to stop the pattern, Justin pulled back far enough that I knew we were done. He stared at me, his piercing blue eyes seeming to look directly into my soul. 
 
    "I have honestly never done this before," he said. 
 
    My face broke into a big smile because I knew he was joking. "Yeah right," I said, knowing better. 
 
    "No, I'm serious, Lindsay. Not like this. I'm not used to… I've never done things the right way before—where we go slow and I get to really know a person. I don't know how to stop after kisses like these. I don't want to stop, but I know I need to. I have to learn how to date a girl. I want to have manners and etiquette. I don't want to mess up. I think we might need to quit right here for tonight, and let me and Piper get going. You know, go home for the night." 
 
    It made me feel overjoyed that he wanted to be a gentleman, and also sad that he was leaving. My mind was spinning as I regarded him. I had longed for any sort of attention from him, and now here he was, telling me he tried to follow-up years ago and that he still likes me. 
 
    I hadn't dreamed all that, had I? 
 
    "That's sweet and I'm mad about it," I said, smiling and being sincere. 
 
    "What is?" 
 
    "That you're being a gentleman." 
 
    He scanned my face, staring into my eyes before letting his gaze drop down to my mouth. There was no mistaking how he looked at me. 
 
    He was attracted to me. 
 
    There was literally nowhere on the earth I would rather be at that moment then on the other end of his searching gaze. I still remembered the feel of his lips on mine. You could offer me absolutely anything else, and I would choose this exact position. It was the perfect moment. It was dark in the room and Piper was sleeping so soundly that we could hear her breathing through her mouth. It was as relaxing as you could get. I was in Justin Wilde's arms, and he was holding me and looking at me like I was something special. I did not want this to end. 
 
    "My heart," I said. 
 
    There was a physical sensation in it. I let go of him with one hand so I could reach up and touch my own chest. 
 
    "What about it?" he asked. 
 
    "It's…" I hesitated. "I'm happy, but it's... it feels… I don't know how to say it… stretched. A little achy, but not in a bad way." 
 
    "My chest is about to explode," he said. "I haven't been so nervous in all my life." 
 
    "Are you saying you want to be my boyfriend?" I asked. I was teasing him, but obviously I wanted him to say he did want that. I was usually above that sort of thing, but I just really wanted to know how he felt. 
 
    "No. I mean, yes, I want to be, but I don't think we can go from zero to sixty just like that. I think we should let your parents get used to the idea of us being friends and hanging out first. And, you know, Piper." 
 
    "I was just joking with you, anyway," I said. I had been joking… a little. 
 
    "I'm not joking, Lindsay. If I was going by what I want, you'd be mine in every single way starting tonight. I would tell the world that I get you all to myself from now on. But I just want, you know, I want our families to adjust to everything." 
 
    I nodded, even though going slow felt like torture. Where could I sign up for the zero to sixty option? I was absentmindedly staring at his mouth when he licked his lips. He smiled a little and the next thing I knew, he kissed me again. Two or three more times, he kissed me, letting our mouths linger a little so our lips stuck together. 
 
    "I love your mouth," he said. 
 
    "Thank you," I answered, smiling and biting my lip when he pulled back. 
 
    "I want to kiss it again soon," he added. 
 
    "When?" I asked hopefully. 
 
    "Tomorrow," he said. "You should come by Uncle E's before I get off." 
 
    I nodded. I didn't have to ask him exactly what time or check my schedule. I didn't care. I was going to be there no matter where and when. 
 
    "Do you want me to carry her to her seat?" I asked. 
 
    "I've got her," he said. "It can be a little tricky to shimmy her into that seat. She somehow weighs about a hundred pounds when she's sleeping and she's no help at all getting into her seat." 
 
    "Yeah, maybe I'll wait until she's awake," I said. 
 
    Justin nodded. He leaned in to give me a quick kiss on the cheek and patted my back as he let me go. 
 
    I would hardly stop thinking about this man until I saw him again. 
 
    I would probably dream about him. 
 
    He turned to make his way toward Piper's side, and I glanced down, taking in the shape and size of his body. I was used to looking at the muscular builds of horses, and I couldn’t help but appreciate Justin's form and athleticism. His backside and legs were sturdy and strong, and my stomach and chest tightened looking at him. Every angle of him was devastating—he was cripplingly desirable. 
 
    He reached down to pick her up, but he hesitated, hovering over her for a second before suddenly turning and stepping toward me. He took me into his arms, causing me to gasp. He was silent except for the whooshing sound of his movement. His momentum was so great that he lifted me off the floor before setting me to my feet again. His face was right next to mine. We were almost nose to nose. 
 
    "I'm sorry," he whispered. He kissed me. "I told you, you're going to have to make me slow down. I'm telling you. I’m too wild for this taking our time business." He was being gloriously playful with me, and I grinned at him, shaking my head a little. He gave me another quick kiss before letting me go again. 
 
    "Come see me tomorrow, okay?" 
 
    "Okay," I said. 
 
    "I'll call you tomorrow to tell you what time, but I'll finish up around four." 
 
    I nodded in understanding at him, and he turned toward his daughter again. "We're friends, okay?" he clarified. 
 
    "Okay," I agreed. "A stolen kiss when we can, but I seriously want to do this slow with you." 
 
    I was not as concerned with what anybody else thought about us, but I understood and appreciated that he wanted us to take our time. 
 
    It was a good thing. 
 
    And I had waited this long, after all. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the two weeks that followed, Justin and I saw each other whenever we could while still being discreet. We texted or talked on the phone nearly every day. I went over to his uncle's farm a few times, and twice, I babysat Piper while Justin helped Roxy film a scene with a horse. It was at a time of day that Anna could have watched her, but I offered, and Justin agreed. He said Piper hadn't stopped talking about me since she had come over that first night. 
 
    I kept her at his house once, but the second time I babysat, I brought her home with me again. My parents met her that day. My mom called and asked if I wanted some of their leftover dinner, and since I hadn't eaten or fed Piper yet, I took her up on it. I told them whose daughter she was before I went over there, and neither of them asked any questions or even so much as brought it up with me again. I figured that was better than them openly opposing it. 
 
    They treated her like a girl I was randomly babysitting and not one that I dreamed of becoming a mother to. I could hardly blame them for that since they had no idea about the depths of my feelings for Justin or that I saw Piper that way. I thought the impromptu meeting would be a good way for me to ease them into the idea of us dating. 
 
    That had happened a few days ago, and they still hadn't asked me about it. In fact, yesterday, my mother came to my apartment and saw a little stacking toy sitting on the counter. It was something I had bought for Piper. I saw her notice it, but she didn't mention it to me. I know she assumed it was for Piper, and it was slightly awkward that she didn't ask about it, but I didn't bring it up. I figured my parents ignoring the situation was better than them being upset about it. 
 
    When it came to Justin, it was difficult for me to be patient. I waited so long for anything to happen with us, and now he liked me, and I still had to wait. I knew he liked me, though, and that was enough to hang onto. I wanted to tell the world, but I didn't need to. I could feel that he liked me, and that was enough for now. 
 
    Aside from my parents meeting Piper the other night, hardly anyone knew I had been seeing Justin. I confided in Jenny a little bit, mostly because she started prying it out of me after I mentioned him a couple of times. I just told her that we had been talking and that my parents didn't quite know about it yet but that I really liked him. I didn't tell her we had kissed, multiple times. During more than one conversation, it was on the tip of my tongue to spill my guts to her about that, but I held it in. 
 
    No one knew Justin and I were as close as we were. 
 
    I smiled every time I thought about him, which was a lot. I would see Justin in a matter of minutes, so I was fighting against perma-grin as a result of it. I walked into my parents' house wearing an unusually large smile. 
 
    "Woah, you look nice. Where are you off to?" Dad asked, looking up from his dinner plate as I walked inside. It was just him and my mother in the kitchen, and he was sitting at the counter on a barstool eating while Mom stood in front of the microwave, waiting for her food to finish heating. 
 
    "Over to the Tanners'," I answered. 
 
    "It's Jordan's birthday," Mom explained, since I had already told her what the occasion was. 
 
    It was Saturday night, and I stopped at my parents' house before going to Jordan's birthday party. I had never been to one of their birthday celebrations, even one of Zeke's. I wasn't even sure if it was something they regularly did or if they only did it this time because it was Jordan's 21st. I only knew about it because Justin invited me. I wasn't sure what to expect—there could be a lot of people, or it could just be his family. All I knew was that Justin asked me to go and I agreed. I didn't even ask for details. 
 
    "When did you start going to birthday parties at Ezekiel's?" Dad asked. 
 
    "She's friends with his oldest boy," Mom said, answering for me. 
 
    "I knew that, but—" 
 
    "I am friends with Zeke, but that's not why am going over there," I said. "I haven't even talked to Zeke. He doesn't even know I'm coming tonight." 
 
    "Well, she's friends with both of those boys," Mom said. 
 
    "I am. But Justin's the one who invited me. Their cousin." 
 
    I buzzed with unwanted nerves at the mention of his name. I really wanted my dad to accept him, and I only wanted to say the right things to make that happen. 
 
    "Their cousin invited me," I said. "Justin." 
 
    "It's not his house," Dad said. "Or is it? Does he live there?" 
 
    I stared at him. "No, he doesn't. It's not his house. But he works there, and he's Jordan's cousin. He can take a guest to their house, and he asked me to go with him." 
 
    "He's the one with the little girl," Mom said. 
 
    "I know who he is," Dad said, looking at her. 
 
    "We're just friends," I said, trying to say what Justin would want me to say. 
 
    "He's one of those boys who got in a wreck on the Paris Pike." 
 
    "Dad, that was like ten years ago," I said. 
 
    "He's reckless, Lindsay. I know you're usually a good judge of character, but I—" 
 
    "Thank you," I said, cutting him off and nodding sincerely. "I think I am too. I know Justin was a little adventuresome or whatever, but that was in the past. He's a good man." 
 
    "Man?" Dad asked, looking surprised and confused. 
 
    "Guy, whatever, Dad. Man, yes. He's a man." 
 
    "He is a dad," Mom said shrugging and helping me but not really helping. 
 
    "Is this guy trying to get you to go out with him?" my dad asked. 
 
    "No, Dad. If anything, I'm trying to get him to go out with me. I like him and I'm trying to go out with him. He's the one who's asking me to take everything really slow." 
 
    "Don't let him use you and blow you off, Lindsay," Mom said. Her serious, worried expression told me that she had the complete wrong idea. 
 
    "He's doing neither of those things, Mom. He's not using me, and he's not blowing me off. We're friends. I like him. He likes me, too, but we're not doing anything about it yet. We're just getting to know each other. He might have been one way in the past, but he's changed. Having a daughter changed things for him." 
 
    "It changes a lot of things for everybody," Mom said, nodding at me. Her agreement was more of a warning. 
 
    "I'm not scared of him having a daughter," I said, looking her straight in the eyes. 
 
    She blinked and flinched a little, not expecting me to be so confident about it. 
 
    "I like Justin," I added. "And I like Piper." 
 
    Mom's face fell and she regarded me with a beseeching expression. I could tell she was worried about me, like I was insisting on doing something that would harm me. "Honey. Please. You might not be scared of him having a daughter, but you have to understand that it has implications for you. That's a responsibility that will always be with him." 
 
    I nodded, trying not to let any frustration show on my face. "I definitely considered that," I said. "And I'm still considering it." 
 
    "Good," Dad said. "It's a lot to think about. You have a lot of life ahead of you. A lot of choices, and a lot of different gentlemen." 
 
    "I know I do," I agreed, doing my best to remain cool. "But, just so you know, I like Justin. I'm not saying anything's going to happen with us, but I do like him. A lot. You should both prepare yourselves for that. I'm probably going to start dating him sometime. I want to. I'm trying to make that happen." 
 
    Mom let out a worried sigh. "All I'm saying is just think about it." 
 
    "I have, and I will continue to," I said. "We're obviously not jumping into anything. I've been talking to him for weeks, and we're just friends. We're taking it slow." 
 
    I saw my parents give each other a resigned, conspiratorial glance where they basically said they were going to be quiet since I was going to do what I wanted to do. I was happy they felt that way. I had been a nervous wreck talking about it with them, but I had held my ground and said the things I wanted to say—at least I thought I had—the whole thing seemed like a bit of a blur. 
 
    It wasn't an ideal situation that they felt the need to give me an intervention about Justin, but I was happy with the way things had gone, considering. I left for the party feeling like I had accomplished something. 
 
    Justin called me when I was on my way to their house. He said he would be a few minutes late. Anna had forgotten they had something to do that evening, and she had made plans to take Piper to a pumpkin patch called Bi-Water Farm with Anna's older sister and her niece and nephew who were visiting for the weekend. I had been to Bi-Water Farm and I knew how fun it was. 
 
    That specific conversation was the first time I felt jealous of Anna. I would never let it show, and deep down, I knew she would never be with Justin in that way. But when he told me the reason he would be a few minutes late, I felt an undeniable pang of jealousy. I liked Anna, and I was happy she was good to Piper, but I wanted to be the one to take Piper to Bi-Water. 
 
    I shook it off, knowing that for the foreseeable future, Anna would continue to be a figure in their lives. (A positive one, I reminded myself.) 
 
    It was funny how that worked. The minute you started to hold something dear was the same minute you became protective, jealous, and afraid. It was like loving something automatically caused you to feel the terror of losing it. It was ironic that love and affection for something was rooted in positivity, but it resulted in negative feelings. I knew I had to choose to ignore those negative thoughts, however. The best I could do was be myself and try my hardest with Piper. If I wanted her to make memories with me at Bi-Water Farm, then I would just have to take her there. 
 
    I had already talked myself out of being jealous by the time I got to the party. There were only about six or eight other cars in the driveway, which was a relief. I contemplated sitting in my car and waiting on Justin since he was running late and I wasn't sure who else knew I was coming, but I only stayed in there for less than a minute before I felt brave enough to venture inside without him. 
 
    I rang the doorbell, and Zeke answered the door. I was happy to see my best Tanner friend standing there, smiling at me. Walking into this party just got about a thousand times easier. He stood back to hold the door open, and we reached out to hug each other as I walked across the threshold. 
 
    "I saw you drive up," Zeke said as we hugged. 
 
    "I came… I didn't call you because, I… " 
 
    "It's fine," he said sweetly. "You don't have to call to come over. We've got a bunch of people here. It's Jordan's birthday." 
 
    I lifted the card I was holding. 
 
    "Oh, you knew?" he asked, looking at it. 
 
    "Yeah, I did that movie with Justin's friend from New York." 
 
    Zeke nodded. "I put you in touch with Justin. Did you call him?" 
 
    "I did. It was fun," I said as we slowly walked toward the action in the main living room. "Justin and Piper actually did the scene with me," I added. "That's how I'm here. He mentioned it to me." 
 
    "Oh, Justin did?" Zeke pulled back a little, focusing on me and asking the question like he suddenly realized I might be talking to his cousin. 
 
    "You know, we did that scene together. And I babysat Piper a couple of times." 
 
    I wasn't even finished speaking when we came into the room, and I heard someone say my name. "Lindsay Shepherd!" 
 
    I looked her way and saw Zeke's mom, Rhonda, smiling at me. The room was full of people, and my private conversation with Zeke was officially over. 
 
    "Hello," I said, crossing the few steps to her and reaching out for a hug. 
 
    "How are you, sweet Lindsay Shepherd?" 
 
    "I'm doing well, Mrs. Tanner. How are you?" 
 
    "I'm fine, except for my baby is growing up." She stuck out her bottom lip, pretending to pout in a silly way. "But I guess they do that," she added with a smile. "Seems like yesterday you were all just this high." She motioned with her hand, showing me a height that was about four feet off the floor, and I smiled and nodded. 
 
    "Yes ma'am," I said. 
 
    "Lindsay brought Jordan a card," Zeke said. "I'll show her to the table so she can set it down." 
 
    "Thank you," his mom said. She hugged me again before going back to her hostess duties. 
 
    Zeke walked with me across the room. Based on the vehicles in the driveway, I hadn't expected so many people. All of them were friendly faces, and most of them I recognized, but there were a lot of people—probably thirty or forty.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Justin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex Holbrook. 
 
    Of all the people in all the world, the one Lindsay was standing next to and talking to when Justin came into his uncle's house was Alex-freaking-Holbrook. 
 
    Justin actually thought the word freaking in his mind when he walked into his Uncle's house and saw Lindsay talking to the guy. It wasn't a word he ever used or even thought, but there it was. Alex-freaking-Holbrook. That name had stuck in his head ever since that night when she said she had his number and could call him. Justin was oddly protective of Lindsay. He definitely considered her his girlfriend even though they hadn't made anything official. 
 
    Alex Holbrook was wearing hair gel and a smug smile as he stood by Justin's woman and a few others, telling what was probably some story about basketball. 
 
    Justin saw all of this from a different room. He and Piper had parked at the service entrance and come in through the kitchen. Sara, Justin's mom, had called them when they were on their way. She knew they were close, and she was looking out for them when they arrived. She left the conversation she was in and headed toward Justin as soon as she saw the two of them in the kitchen. 
 
    "Mamas is coming," Justin said to Piper once he made eye contact with his mother. 
 
    Sara had a hard time coming up with a grandma name when Piper was born. She settled on Mama-S since her name was Sara, but it had been shortened to Mamas, just like it was the plural of Mama. Ricky, who was originally going to be called Papa, was now Papas, plural, as well. 
 
    "She said she wanted to try to sit on the potty," Justin said to his mother with no preamble. 
 
    His mom was barely close enough to hear him when he said that, and she turned an ear to him, asking him to repeat it. 
 
    "Potty," he repeated. "It might take her a minute, so maybe you could take her to an upstairs bathroom. But she said she wants to try to go use the restroom." 
 
    Sara had come into the kitchen with the intention of taking charge of Piper, so it didn’t surprise her in the least that this sort of update was the first thing out of her son's mouth. Piper was in good hands. She would go with her Mamas and they would make the rounds visiting all of the family. 
 
    Sara was not expecting to be a grandmother when Piper was born, but now she lived for that sort of thing. Justin was in a bit of a hurry today, though. He had already spotted Lindsay on the other side of the living room, looking beautiful and talking to long-limbed basketball players, and he was chomping at the bit to get over there to her. 
 
    "Go with Mamas, and I'll see you in a minute, okay?" 
 
    Piper was in a quiet mood after an interrupted nap earlier, so she just nodded and went with her grandmother to find a restroom. 
 
    Justin paused for a moment before he went into the living room. He took a deep breath and ran his hand through his hair. He was already frustrated by what he had seen. He only caught sight of Lindsay for a few seconds, and he could clearly remember everything. She was wearing dark clothes—a loose-fitting navy sweater. Her honey blonde hair was pinned-up loosely, and she was surrounded by men. 
 
    Dang men. 
 
    Justin took a second to gather his wits. He reminded himself to remain cool no matter what was going on in the living room. He knew which direction to look, so he saw her the moment he came into the room. Yep. She was a light in the room, smiling with squinted eyes and not even aware that Justin had come in. 
 
    He could see her in profile. Her navy sweater hung off of one shoulder revealing a thin, white, fitted t-shirt underneath. She was standing in a group of five, looking at Jordan who was doing the talking at the moment. It was Lindsay, Zeke, Jordan, Case, and Alex, and Justin wondered sardonically why there was such a shortage of women at this party. 
 
    In that moment, if he were to follow his instincts, he would walk straight up to them, toss her over his shoulder, and carry her out of there—take her away from all of that unnecessary male attention. 
 
    They were probably being normal and having a conversation that was well within the bounds of friendship, but to Justin it looked like they were basically suffocating her—hanging all over her. They might as well have been physically touching her with how jealous and protective Justin felt. 
 
    Lindsay caught sight of Justin before he ever made it to the place where they were standing. She peered around Justin, glancing first at him and then down low, toward his knees. He realized she was looking for Piper. He smiled and shook his head a little when her eyes met his again, telling her Piper wasn't with him at the moment. 
 
    Lindsay could easily understand what he was saying, and she smiled at him, but Justin had to look away because his aunt and grandmother were standing close by and they called out for him as he passed. He was only about ten feet from Lindsay's group, but he stopped to talk to his family for a minute. They hugged him and asked a question or two about his work and Piper. Justin explained that his mom had taken her as soon as he came in the door, and they all laughed about Piper being Sara's sidekick. 
 
    Justin spoke with them for a minute or two and pretended not to be in a hurry, but he was. His heart felt tugged to the physical location where Lindsay was. It was only a few minutes, but if felt like it took him forever to make it to the place where she was standing. 
 
    Including Jordan, there were three UK basketball players standing in the group, so he might have guessed that they were telling a story about a recent game when he walked up. Even some people in groups nearby were facing that way, trying to listen in. Everyone was engaged in the conversation, but Lindsay glanced toward Justin as he was on his way over. She wore a beautiful, shy smile. 
 
    She was kind of sandwiched-in, so Justin stopped before he made it all the way to her. He picked the only open spot between his cousins, Zeke and Jordan. They were all cut from the same cloth—handsome and over six feet tall. In fact, all of the guys standing around fit into that category. Lindsay was surrounded by five bruisers, and she was just feisty and tough enough that it didn't seem odd. 
 
    Zeke was on Justin's left and on the other side of Zeke was Lindsay. On the other side of Lindsay, was Alex Holbrook, but Justin decided not to focus on that. Jordan was on his right. 
 
    "What's up cuz?" Jordan said when Justin joined their group. Jordan turned and they did one of those back-slapping hugs that guys do. Case was the one talking at the moment, so he continued while the guys greeted each other. 
 
    "Happy birthday, little cousin." Justin spoke quietly, so as to not interrupt the story that was in progress. "You seventeen, now?" he teased. 
 
    "Eighteen," Jordan said, nudging his chin at his cousin and smiling. 
 
    "He can vote now," Zeke said, hearing them and chiming in. 
 
    Justin was close to his cousins and new exactly how old Jordan was. They were just messing with each other. 
 
    Lindsay pretended to listen to Case, but she was completely preoccupied with trying to hear the conversation between Justin and his cousins. 
 
    "And, dude, I won five hundred dollars on that bet!" Case said in conclusion. 
 
    Lindsay smiled and laughed a little at his punchline. She was just pretending to be interested, but Justin didn't know that. He wished, in that moment, that he had not decided to be friends and take things slow with her. He wished he could do something to claim her right there in front of his family and God and everybody. It took all of his self-restraint to stand next to Zeke and not ask him to switch places. 
 
    "Hey Justin," Zeke said, shaking Justin's hand and going in for a hug-type shoulder touch. "I was just about to go in there and get something to eat." 
 
    He was saying it as an excuse to let Justin stand next to Lindsay, and Justin loved him for it. 
 
    "I'm hungry too," Jordan said. 
 
    "I just heard your dad say the barbecue's ready." It was Aunt Karen, from Jordan and Zeke's mom's side who had heard their conversation and decided to interject. The group started to break up as everyone began to make their way toward the kitchen. 
 
    Alex Holbrook reached out and grabbed Lindsay's arm before she could go anywhere. He was being gentle, but the contact was unexpected, and it caused Lindsay to turn sharply and look at him with a curious expression. Alex was the tallest one in the group, measuring nearly seven feet tall. Lindsay looked up at him. 
 
    "You go to all our home games, don't you?" 
 
    Justin hadn't witnessed the exchange. Jordan had said something to him, and Justin didn't see what was going on with Lindsay until after he answered his cousin. Justin turned to find Alex Holbrook standing there with his hand on Lindsay's arm. 
 
    He honestly felt like he might get in a physical altercation over it. A fight. A straight-up, old-school fist-fight at his Uncle's house. Feeling like he was in danger of exploding, he stared at the place where Alex's hand touched Lindsay's arm, and then he looked up at Lindsay, who was regarding Alex. 
 
    "I do," she said to the question Justin hadn't heard. "I rarely miss them." 
 
    Justin closed the few feet of space between himself and the other two. 
 
    "What's up, Justin?" Alex said. He was one of Jordan's best friends, and had therefore met Justin multiple times. Justin gave him a forced smile and nudged his chin, thinking the poor guy had no idea who he was dealing with or what he was up against. Alex wasn't from Lexington, so he hadn't known Justin as the ringleader—the troublemaker. Justin had settled down in recent years, but he was still very much an alpha male. He was able to communicate that to Alex with no words at all. 
 
    "Not much," Justin said. He reached out to shake Alex's hand on purpose so that Alex would be forced to break contact with Lindsay. "You played a good game the other night," he continued, causing Alex to smile and thank him. "Hello," Justin said, turning to Lindsay with an easy grin. 
 
    He shook his head a little. Her grey-green eyes were mesmerizing. He wanted to be close to her. They had long conversations during the past weeks. He had gotten to know her, they had even kissed, and yet, the physical part of their relationship was still so new—they hadn't experienced much physical affection with each other at all. In that way, his relationship with Lindsay was the opposite of other relationships he had been in. 
 
    The fact that everything was unknown to their friends and family made it even trickier. None of these people even had any idea they had been talking. And why was it a secret, anyway? Justin stared into Lindsay's eyes, unable to think of a good reason why she wasn't openly his. She was smiling brightly and obviously happy to see him, and he wondered why in the world they weren't telling everyone. 
 
    "Where's Pie?" she asked. 
 
    She had taken to occasionally calling Piper Pie and other variations of it. Sometimes, it was just Pie, and other times, she'd call her Pumpkin Pie, Peach Pie, and the one that always made Piper giggle, Blueberry Pie. 
 
    "She's with my mom," Justin said. 
 
    His familiarity was enough to make Alex regard him curiously. Alex obviously wanted to test things out because he touched Lindsay's arm again and leaned in toward her. 
 
    "Do you want to go get something to eat?" Alex asked. 
 
    "I do, but I need to run to my car," Lindsay answered, nodding and smiling sweetly. "I've got to go outside and…" she hesitated and turned toward Justin. "I've actually got something in my car for Piper that I forgot to bring in with me. I was going to run out there and get it. If you want to come with me you can." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindsay 
 
      
 
      
 
    My whole body was alive with fizzy, jittery, butterflies the instant I caught sight of Justin. He was late for the party, and I was talking to Zeke and Jordan and a couple of their friends when he got there. 
 
    Part of me thought/hoped he would walk straight up to me and take me into his arms. I had been in his arms a few times already, but never in front of anyone else. We had really only seen each other in private. This party was the first time we had been around a lot of people since we started talking to each other. 
 
    When I first saw him, I had flashbacks to how he used to act with me at parties—back when he was trying to avoid me. But he acted nothing like that. He smiled at me like he knew me—like we had a secret, which we did. 
 
    He regarded Alex Holbrook with a serious, confident, challenging expression that was hilarious and altogether gorgeous. I absolutely loved being desired by Justin. His attention put my body on high-alert. He was the man I wanted, there was no doubt in my mind. There were certainly good men in the world, and it was no offense to any of them, but Justin was the best one. I literally saw him differently than I saw other men. I just wasn't attracted to other men the way I was to Justin. 
 
    His blue eyes met mine, and felt like I would say or do anything to have a moment alone with him. The others had gone to get dinner. Alex asked if I wanted to go in there as well, but instead, I asked Justin if he would walk outside with me to get the gift I had brought for Piper. 
 
    Justin agreed without hesitation. 
 
    We parted ways with Alex. He headed to the kitchen and we headed out through the front door of the house, since it was the closest exit to where I had parked. 
 
    I felt a little nervous walking out with Justin. I thought maybe someone in his family would notice us and say something, but no one did. 
 
    "I hope we don't miss something with the birthday," I said, trying to be casual as we walked. 
 
    "They won't sing to him till we're done eating, if that's what you're afraid of missing." Justin's voice hitched during his statement because he rushed to lunge forward and move in front of me to open the door. He stood back and held it open, letting me come through and smiling at me as I walked past. 
 
    I didn't care if we missed the birthday song or the entire birthday celebration for that matter. I would've run away with him right then if he asked me to. 
 
    He rested his hand on my back as I walked by, and we fell into stride next to each other on the front porch. It was a cool evening. The sun wasn't quite setting, but it was getting close. Twilight. 
 
    "I'm parked right over there," I said, nervously stating the obvious. 
 
    "Oh, we're seriously going to your car?" he asked. 
 
    I paused and glanced at him before continuing down the stairs. "What'd you think we were doing?" I asked as I led him toward my car. 
 
    "I just thought we were coming out here to…" he trailed off, and I glanced at him to find that he was tilting his head at me. "Do you really have something for Piper?" 
 
    He thought I was just making that up to get him outside, which struck me as funny. I couldn't stop myself from grinning as we walked. I was giddy with excitement just from seeing him. He was dressed nicely and he looked dashing with his short stubble facial hair and his too-blue eyes. 
 
    We stopped walking at the driver's door of my car, but I hesitated before opening it. I reached up and touched his face, letting my palm and fingertips make light contact with his cheek. I wasn't planning on being the first to reach out and touch him, but there it was—I had done it. His cheek was warm. My heart pounded, and I could not stop a small smile from touching my lips as I scanned his face. He took my wrist in his hand, and he moved to stand in front of me, reaching around me with his other hand. 
 
    Just like that, I was completely enveloped by Justin. His motions were smooth and controlled, and I let out a little uncontrollable laugh at how quickly it all happened. The feel and the smell of him—everything about this situation was overwhelming. 
 
    "Yes, I have something for her," I said. "Did you really think I was just saying that?" 
 
    "Yes," he answered, holding me securely and not letting go. "I was missing you," he added. 
 
    "I was missing you too," I replied. 
 
    I glanced into the house when I saw movement through the window. It was someone in the distance, and they probably weren't paying attention to us, but Justin said, "Are you worried about someone seeing us?" 
 
    There were a lot of people at his uncle's house, and I knew we were being more daring than usual. My stomach was alive with butterflies and my body felt like hot lightning was moving through it in the places where it touched his. 
 
    I was parked next to a big truck, so we were mostly hidden. He turned and leaned casually against my driver's side door, not letting go of me. 
 
    It felt exactly like the first time we kissed, only we didn't know each other back then. This time, I was so familiar and comfortable with Justin that I wanted to just do it straight away. The only reason I hadn't already was because that I thought perhaps the people inside could see us through a window. 
 
    "I was thinking you could wait till afterward to give Piper her present," I said. "We could just put it in your truck and you can give it to her later." 
 
    "Oh, so you did just bring me out here to get me alone." He teased me, nodding and smiling confidently. 
 
    "I guess I kind of did," I said, with a little shrug. "Sorry if you didn't want to come out here. I guess I could always just go back in and talk to Al—" 
 
    "Don't." 
 
    "Don't what?" 
 
    "Don't say what you were going to say." 
 
    "What was I going to say?" I asked. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes just a little. "Don't act like you don't know." 
 
    "What?" I asked. 
 
    "You're trying to tell me you'll go in there and talk to some other guy, and you know I'm not trying to hear that." 
 
    "Are you not?" I asked innocently, flirting with him. 
 
    "No, I'm not," he said. He was being lighthearted but there was a serious, challenging edge to his expression. I absolutely loved it when he looked at me like that. 
 
    "Just so you know, I don't see Alex like that at all. I was just messing around. I don't see anyone like that. I mean… no one else." I felt vulnerable and nervous saying that, and I glanced downward, looking at the ground beneath my feet. 
 
    Justin gave me a little squeeze, causing me to look up at him. "Do you like me or something?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes, I do," I answered, trying not to sound breathless. 
 
    "Are you trying to be my girlfriend?" he asked, nudging his chin at me and speaking in an easy, confident tone that made me feel like I wanted to melt. I stayed composed. 
 
    "Pretty much," I said, with the same deadpan tone and expression he was using. 
 
    "I should tell you, I have a daughter," he said. "I'm a single dad." 
 
    I tilted my head, considering. "You are?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I pretended to think about it. "I'm okay with that," I said, finally. 
 
    "Really? Because that's a pretty big deal and you barely took any time to think about it just now." 
 
    "On the contrary, Mr. Wilde, I think about it all the time." 
 
    I stared straight at him and spoke confidently when I said that, and I could see a shift in his countenance because of it. He pulled me in, holding me closer. I held onto him as well, looking up at him and loving the feel of his chest against mine. He stared down at me like I was something of great value to him. 
 
    "Do you really think about it?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes, I really do." 
 
    "I'm talking about Piper," he said. 
 
    I smiled. "I know what you're talking about. And the answer is yes, I really do." 
 
    "What do you think about when you think about her?" 
 
    I squirmed a little and shrugged, feeling sheepish. "Now you're putting me on the spot. Now you're going to make me shy." 
 
    "Don't be shy. I want you to say it." 
 
    "Say what?" I asked. "I can say that I like her and that I think about her all the time, but it's too much to say that I want to take care of her and stuff." 
 
    "Why is that too much?" 
 
    "I don't know. I know you're not asking me to… I'm not trying to step in and be her mom or anything." 
 
    Justin adjusted me in his arms while he took a second to figure out what he wanted to say or how he wanted to say it. 
 
    "I prayed about it," he said simply. 
 
    "Oh yeah?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "And what happened? Did you hear from God?" 
 
    "Well no, I guess I didn't, not audibly at least. But I did tell Him that I wanted you. I told him that I knew I didn't deserve you, but I wanted you anyway. I was hoping you would feel that." 
 
    "Justin, I thought you already knew that I—" 
 
    "I do know you want me," he said with an irresistible smile that made my gut clench. "I was more thinking about the big, scary stuff. I know we talk about it lightly, but I'm sure the idea of actual motherhood would probably be scary for you. I honestly don't know what I would do in your situation. But if you and I were together, that stuff would have to kind of come with the territory." 
 
    I stared straight into Justin's eyes and reached up to touch his face again, hoping the gesture would let him know how serious I was. 
 
    "I am not talking about it lightly," I said. "I know we joke around and everything, but I am a hundred percent serious when I tell you I am not afraid of being a mother to Piper. I can't promise that I'm going to know what I'm doing or make the right decisions all the time, but I am not afraid of trying. I love her, Justin. And not just because I want to get closer to you. I seriously have feelings for your little girl. I want to teach her things. I want to take her to the pumpkin patch and make memories with her." 
 
    I had to stop myself from continuing. I almost added that I wanted her to have little brothers or sisters, but I clamped my mouth shut, thinking maybe that was too much. 
 
    "If we have others down the line…" he said, "…would you still be able to love her the same, you think?" 
 
    I had not expected him to say this. He was talking about us having other children, and I had to pause for a second, because it felt like he was reading my mind. I actually wondered if I accidentally said the thing I tried not to say about Piper having little brothers or sisters, but I hadn't. And Justin was being sincere, transparent, vulnerable with me. 
 
    In that moment, I wanted more than anything to say the right thing to assure him. I took a deep breath. "I can't speak for God," I said. "But if He were going to reveal to you my intentions toward you and Piper, He would tell you they're honest and true and pure. I cannot promise to be perfect. I will definitely fail at some things. But I can promise that it's love. I can promise my love. That's one thing I can control and will promise. If I get to be a part of your lives, I will never stop loving you. Either of you. I can say that with utmost certainty. If my love changes for you guys, it'll be because there's more of it and not less." 
 
    I managed to keep the tears from rolling down my cheeks, but my eyes watered, and I blinked to clear my vision. Justin stared at me as he reached up and gently took my face in his hands. 
 
    "I believe you," he said. He spoke slowly as if he was in wonder. "I don't know how or why I would be given such a gift as you, Lindsay. I'm pretty sure I don't deserve that kind of love you're talking about, but I want it. I want you… I want everything you just said, okay?" 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Justin and I leaned against my car. He had his arms around me, drawing me near. My chest was pressed against his, and I felt the solid wall of his muscles through the layers of our clothing. 
 
    "I guess we should go back inside," I said. "Everyone's going to wonder where we went. Piper's going to be looking for you." 
 
    "She'll be looking for you, too," he said. "She was asking about you on the way over here." 
 
    "What'd she say?" I asked. 
 
    "I told her you were going to be here tonight and she asked if she was going to your house to see the horses. She also said that thing you guys sing about the moose and the goose." Piper loved the song Down by the Bay and asked me to sing it every time I saw her. I always made up new rhymes for it, but we always went back to the ol' faithful have you ever seen a goose riding a moose line. She loved that line. I was relatively sure she took the time to picture it when we sang, because she would get a serious face like she was thinking about it and then she would start grinning. The side of my forehead was resting against Justin's chest, and I smiled inwardly, remembering how excited she got when I sang that song. 
 
    "I didn't know you wanted to go to the pumpkin patch," Justin said, rubbing my back as he held me. 
 
    "How'd you know I want to do that?" I asked. 
 
    I felt his chest shake a little as he chuckled. "You just told me. You just said you wanted to take Piper there." 
 
    "I do," I agreed, nodding as I pulled back to look at him. "I didn't remember saying that, but I do. I only went a couple of times growing up, and I always wanted to go back." 
 
    "I'll take you," Justin said. "We went every year when we were kids. It's awesome. I always looked forward to that." 
 
    I nodded. "I don't know why we didn't do that. My parents brought me to other things, but I guess I just forgot about it." 
 
    "I'll take you to a pumpkin patch so hard," Justin said. 
 
    His promise made me laugh. "Oh, you will?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes. And we'll do all the stuff. I'm gonna buy you apple cider, take you through a corn maze and on a hay ride." 
 
    "A hay ride?" I asked. 
 
    He nodded. "Yeah. Then we'll walk out to the field and choose the perfect pumpkin." 
 
    I closed my eyes, imagining it. "That's going to be amazing," I said. 
 
    Before I could open my eyes, I felt Justin's mouth touch mine. I felt him moving just before he touched me, but I didn't have time to react until his mouth was already on mine. I flinched a little, but I quickly recovered and stretched up to meet him, kissing him back. He was already holding me, but he pulled me even closer now that we were kissing. He opened to me, taking my lip into his mouth. He tilted his head to the side, and I felt his tongue slide into my mouth. I squeezed the fabric of his shirt, going weak in the knees as I tugged him closer. 
 
    He had kissed me deeply one other time, and I had been wanting it to happen since. I welcomed it. Justin let his tongue slip skillfully past my lips several times before pulling back, breaking contact. I could tell that he was reluctant and it almost pained him to stop. He sighed, staring at my mouth like he was contemplating something. 
 
    "Lindsay, you make me…" he trailed off before continuing. "I'm all torn up about you. This is just like that first time," he said. "Between the cars." 
 
    I nodded. "I can't believe you remember that." 
 
    "How would I forget?" he asked. "You told me that night that you had never kissed anybody before." 
 
    "I hadn't. Even now, I've barely, I've only… there's only been a few others who I—" 
 
    "Uh-uh," he made a noise of denial and shook his head, telling me to stop talking. "I do not need to hear any more of that. I'm just going to tell myself that I'm the one and only man who has ever, ever, ever kissed you." 
 
    "Okay, Justin, don't move and don't act like I'm even saying anything, but I can see your little brother." My words came out stiffly since I was trying not to move or be seen or heard. "I think that's who it is. It's hard for me to tell without looking directly at him, but someone just came up to that window at my ten o'clock. I think it might be Tanner. I don't know if he can see us or not. I hesitate to even move." 
 
    "Is he looking this way?" Justin asked. 
 
    "I think so," I said. "But I can only see him out of the corner of my eye. It looks like he's facing us, so I hate to look directly over there. He hasn't been there the whole time. He just walked up a few seconds ago. We're in a bit of a compromised position here," I added. 
 
    "My brother knows I'm in love with you," Justin said. 
 
    "What?" I asked, scowling at him so I could hide my elation about him saying that word. 
 
    Justin laughed. "No, he has no idea. But I don't care if he finds out. I told my mom about us, but Tanner's always busy with basketball. He doesn’t have time to think about his big brother's love life. Is he still standing there?" 
 
    "Yes," I said. "You told your mom?" 
 
    Justin nodded. 
 
    "What'd she say?" 
 
    "What any wise woman would say." 
 
    "What?" I asked when I realized that he wasn't going to tell me without me asking. 
 
    "She said for me to scoop you up and marry you before you figure out you're too good for me." 
 
    "No, she did not," I said. 
 
    "She didn't say that last part, but she really did say the part about scooping you up." 
 
    "She did?" 
 
    Justin nodded. "I wasn't even the one who brought it up to her. Piper mentioned you enough that it made her ask." 
 
    "I told my parents, too," I said. 
 
    "You did?" 
 
    I nodded. "Tonight. Right before I came over here." 
 
    "What'd you say?" 
 
    "I told them I liked you and that we were probably going to start dating sometime." 
 
    "Start dating?" he asked, looking confused, like he assumed we were dating already. 
 
    I shrugged. "We have to officially start sometime, Justin. We were waiting and taking it slow, but I figure eventually we'll want to tell other people that we're—" 
 
    He gave me a quick, hard kiss right on the mouth. "How was that?" he asked. 
 
    I didn't have the chance to answer. He did it twice more just to make sure. They were swift, hard, unapologetic kisses, and when he finished, he turned to look over his shoulder to see if his brother was watching us. 
 
    I used the opportunity to focus on the person standing there. It was definitely Justin's little brother. Tanner had his phone to his ear, talking to someone else, but he was facing our direction and he smiled when his brother and I turned that way. He nodded at Justin and gave him a thumbs-up. 
 
    "I guess Tanner knows now," Justin said. 
 
    "I guess he does," I said, my lips feeling swollen after those branding kisses. 
 
    "That's a start," he said. "I'd be fine with walking in there together right now," he added. 
 
    My heart pounded, but being the good actress that I was, I smiled and acted nonchalant, shrugging. "If you want to… it's fine… it doesn't matter." 
 
    "Okay fine. Let's go. Let's do it." 
 
    Justin took me by the hand and we began walking to the front door of the house, away from the window where Tanner was standing. 
 
    "People are going to notice this," I said, referring to the hand-holding, obviously. 
 
    "Yep, I know," Justin said. He did not sound concerned. "Are you okay with it?" he asked as we walked inside. 
 
    "Yeah, but are you? You know, with Piper and everything." 
 
    "Piper knows what's up—as much as she can understand. I talked to her about it already. She knows more about it than anybody else in there." 
 
    "Plus, it's chaotic in there," I added. "I'm sure nobody's going to really say anything or point it out." 
 
    "Why are you two holding hands?" 
 
    Those were the first words out of Jordan's mouth when we came around the corner into the living room. I instantly glanced around to see if Piper was in earshot. I didn't see her or Justin's mom. There were about ten or twelve people sitting in plain sight, and those two were not among them. I assumed the others were in the kitchen, which was around another corner since this was a gigantic house. 
 
    Some of those in the room were at a table that lined the back wall, some were on couches or chairs. Jordan was in the middle of the living room sitting on a coffee table with a plate full of food in his hand. 
 
    "Why do you think?" Justin said, answering Jordan's question. 
 
    "Maybe Lindsay got lost in the woods and couldn’t find her way back," Jordan said, messing around. 
 
    "Nope," Justin said. "She didn't get lost." He stopped in his tracks, right there in front of everybody. He stopped so quickly that I almost bumped into him. He put his hand around my head and whispered in my ear. "The old Justin would have kissed you right here in front of everyone. I'm not going to do it, but just so you know what you're in for, that's how crazy I am. I'm barely not kissing you right now." 
 
    I laughed and Justin took a deep breath, his chest expanding as he turned and let me go. "Okay," he said, talking to Jordan again. "I asked Lindsay if she was lost in the woods, and she said no. She was with me the whole time. We're just holding hands because we want to." 
 
    "I think they look cute together," Rhonda said. Justin's aunt was sitting on a chair that was near Jordan. She had been distracted in another conversation, and her comment was off the cuff as she turned to face us. It took her a second to put together who was standing there and what was actually going on. Her eyes widened when she figured it out. 
 
    "Wait, are y'all two…?" 
 
    "Yes ma'am," Justin said, answering her before she could finish. He continued walking, tugging me ever so slowly toward the kitchen so we wouldn't just be awkwardly standing there, but everyone seemed really interested and curious, looking at us and wanting to talk to us. I smiled a little shyly under the scrutiny. It was surreal standing there. 
 
    Thanks to Zeke, and his willingness to include me all these years, I knew all of the people in the room. Ezekiel Tanner was among them. The basketball legend was sitting next to his wife in a chair, just being a normal person, enjoying the company of his family. I had always dreamed about and longed for a big family situation like this. I dared not hope for this specific one, but my heart definitely longed for this. I had liked Justin all of these years, and at moments, I had imagined being with him, but my doubt was far greater than my faith on that subject, and I honestly never thought it would happen. 
 
    In this moment, though, as Justin was standing up straight, smiling and confident and answering his family's questions, I had no doubts. He held my hand tightly. He wasn't afraid, he wasn't ashamed, and he wasn't about to let me go. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    You would think Jordan and the other college players would be tired of playing basketball by now, but they did enough smack-talking during the meal and birthday celebration that a game formed afterward. 
 
    Jordan said he could take on members of the team with a group of "old men and kids from his family", and it was all over after that. He was just joking, of course, but theoretically the match should have been really one-sided, and his friends from the team told him so. There were lots of challenging remarks accompanied by fake wagers, and teams were formed. 
 
    There were two options for playing basketball at the Tanners' house—one was an outdoor, concrete half-court that was an extension of their driveway and the other was an actual indoor gymnasium that was connected to their house. 
 
    It was a cool night, but the boys chose to play outside since they were only playing to thirty-three points. Five players from the actual college team squared-up against Jordan, Ezekiel, Justin, Zeke, and Tanner. Their cousin, Jude, and a couple of other guys were ready and willing, but five-on-five was already a big game, so they took the five players who made it outside first. 
 
    It was eight o'clock when they got around to playing. Piper was tired, so she stayed in the house. When I left to walk outside, she was sitting on Justin's grandma's lap with a binky in her mouth and her eyes half-closed. 
 
    I sat next to Justin's sister, Stella, because she and I had walked out at the same time. I had talked to her before, but it had been brief. I was a little nervous and anxious to make her like me, but I was only ever good at being myself, so I knew that was my only option. 
 
    Even Stella's name sounded fancy to me. I knew she couldn’t control her name, but she had a face and a style that matched it. She was slightly intimidating. She had green eyes like me, but they were a different color. Hers were brighter with a dark green ring around the edges. Her hair was almost black where mine was somewhere between dark blonde and light brown. We both had green eyes, but otherwise we were totally different. Stella and I were just about the same age, but we had never been friends or gotten to know each other. 
 
    I was with Justin and Piper the whole time tonight, so I felt a little empty without them. There were a few trucks parked near the court, and Stella put the tailgate down on one of them so we could sit on it. I had left a little space between Stella and I when I sat down, but I soon scooted closer to her because Justin's mother, Sara, came to sit with us. 
 
    The entire team was Sara's family—a brother, two sons, and two nephews. "Whoo! Let's go Wilde-Tanners!" she yelled, clapping and getting into it before she was even settled into her seat next to me. 
 
    Stella leaned over to speak to me. "My mom gets a little rowdy," she said, warning me. "You'll have to excuse her." 
 
    I had been to enough UK games to know the Tanner ladies yelled out for their team. 
 
    "It's okay," I said. "I think we might need all the help we can get." 
 
    The guys hadn't started to play yet, but they were getting situated on the court, making a plan and feeling-out who they'd be covering. As they talked to each other, they did things like, dribble, stretch, flex, and wipe the bottoms of their shoes. 
 
    Sara heard me say we needed all the help we can get, and she looked at me with a little smile after she sat down next to me. 
 
    "You'll be surprised," she said. "I bet our boys'll give 'em a run for their money. E's old, but he's still in shape, and the guys fear him a little. Jordan's obviously at their level. Zeke's not bad, and Tanner's… well you'll see. He's a hustler. He's only sixteen, but he's good. E says he's what the next generation of basketball is all about." 
 
    I sat there for a few seconds before I said, "What about Justin, what's he going to do?" 
 
    "Justin is a good player," she said, smiling that I would ask. "He can hold his own. He played soccer in high school, but he's played enough basketball with his brother and cousins to know what he's doing. He'll do fine." 
 
    "He'll probably play the best he's ever played in his life," Stella said. 
 
    "Why? Oh, yeah." Sara nodded. She seemed to understand that Stella was referring to him playing hard because I was there. 
 
    "Yeah because Justin pretty much has superhuman strength when he's trying to show off," Stella added. 
 
    "Not just when he's trying to show off," Sara said. "When he's trying to take up for himself or someone else, it kicks in, too." 
 
    "Yeah, remember when he beat up that boy who was like twice his size for bullying that other kid at school?" 
 
    "Yes. And he can move and lift things when he needs to," Sara added. 
 
    "Oh yeah," Stella said. "He lifted that whole cabinet when it was falling on Snowflake that year, remember? And lifting the car off of Bradley when they got into that accident." 
 
    "I don't like to think about that one," Sara said. "But yes, that's what I'm talking about—that kind of thing." 
 
    "When Justin puts his mind to something, he just does it, and his body cooperates," Stella said. "I seriously wouldn't be surprised if we completely destroy these guys tonight." 
 
    One of the guys in question, one of UK's most popular players, Case, heard Stella say that, and he turned to her. "Oh, come on," Case said. "You can't actually believe we're in danger here, can you?" 
 
    Stella shrugged smugly like we'll just have to wait and see. 
 
    "You guys aren't cheering for us?" Case asked, going for a different angle. "Where's the hospitality? We're the guests." 
 
    "Whoo! Family firrrst!" Sara said, in a cheerleader voice as she clapped. That made everyone laugh. 
 
    We talked more about Justin as the game started. Stella and Sara told me several other stories, mostly funny, that recounted his superman strength. 
 
    Justin had warned me about himself—almost made me expect the worst of him. But none of their stories about him were about the wild or unruly things he did. They made him out to be a tough but big-hearted guy. They loved their son and brother. Their kind words about him made me feel happy—not just because it meant they loved him, but also because it meant they must like me if they wanted to talk him up in front of me. 
 
    Stella told me one story where he had a girl in his room late at night and he had to sneak her out through Stella's window so that they didn't get caught. And even then, I felt like she told that story to gauge what sort of reaction I would have—trying to see if I was jealous or not. I tried my absolute best to maintain a poker face regardless of what type of story they told. It didn't really matter because they weren't looking at me, anyway. We stared at the action on the court, talking distractedly while they played. 
 
    The game started fast, and it stayed that way. They were playing on a half-court, so those ten big bodies were confined to a much smaller space than usual. They weren't able to run down court like a normal game. All of the moving and shifting took place in that much smaller area, giving it a continual almost liquid-like quality. 
 
    Sara was right about everything she had said. Justin, who had played soccer in high school, somehow kept up with the guy he was guarding. Justin didn't score, at least not that I saw, but he had good ball handling and more assists than I could count. He was an asset to the team, which was saying a lot among this company. 
 
    Ezekiel absolutely kept up, and the guys used respect and didn't try to crush him, just like Sara said would happen. 
 
    Jordan scored most of the points, and Zeke was good, too, just like she said. Tanner played exactly how I thought he would—he was quick and scrappy, and he zigged and zagged in and around people. He was a point guard with incredible ball handling skills. The bigger, more experienced guys got the better of him about half the time, but he was not scared of them, and he played his heart out. In a few years, this guy was going to be a force to be reckoned with on the college scene. 
 
    They played hard, but at the same time they were controlled. They weren't trying to go nuts on each other or get themselves injured. Our guys lost in the end, but it was back and forth a few times and a lot closer than expected—nowhere near the blowout the UK players anticipated. 
 
    It was fun to watch, and even more fun that the women on both sides of me loved Justin and wanted me to see the best in him. 
 
    All of the guys broke a sweat in spite of it being a cool evening. Justin and a few others walked over to us after they wiped down, slapped hands, and talked for a minute. Stella and Sara had just stood up to go back inside by the time they made it over to us. 
 
    "I gotta go J," Stella said. 
 
    There were lots of J names in the family, but she was talking to Jordan. He was the one they called J most. In basketball, he went by JT a lot. Plus, it was his birthday party; that was why Stella was informing him she was leaving. 
 
    "Why are you leaving? Where are you going?" he asked. 
 
    "Liam's coming over." 
 
    "Oh, Liam," it was just two simple words, but Jordan drew them out, sounding dramatic. He was most certainly making fun of Liam who was a classical musician slash artist slash model who Stella had been dating for about a year. 
 
    I had heard them talk about him before. He came to Christmas, but he usually missed the other family get-togethers. He was quiet and mysterious, and I had seen her with him only a time or two. Zeke had said enough that I knew the family thought he was a little frou-frou, but they did their best to accept him for Stella's sake. Jordan's teasing tone and things of the sort were as far as they went. Stella seemed a little headstrong, anyway, like she'd probably want to stay with him even more if they didn't accept him. 
 
    Yep. And just as I was thinking that, she stuck her tongue out at her cousin who laughed. 
 
    "You gotta give me props for staying as long as I did," she said. "Liam's got an art show starting tomorrow, and I was supposed to leave a little while ago to go help him." she said. 
 
    "Help him with what?" Justin asked. 
 
    "Folding programs." 
 
    "Folding programs?" Jordan asked, making a screwed-up face. 
 
    "Yes." Stella said, in a no-nonsense tone as she reached out to hug him. "I love you, cousin. Happy birthday." 
 
    "Thank you. Love you. You sure you don't want to come out with us?" 
 
    "I'm sure, but thank you. I'm already running late." 
 
    Everyone was collectively moving toward the door as they spoke, but Stella told us all goodbye and headed in the direction of her car. She reached out to hug Justin, telling him to tell Piper goodbye and Nanny loves her. She smiled and waved at me with sincere eye contact, and I returned it, feeling good that I liked her and she seemed to like me. 
 
    "J, these are comfortable. I'm just going to keep them on and bring them back to you later." Justin had on jeans when he got here. He had put on a pair of Jordan's sweatpants before they played basketball. They were the cool, fitted ones with zippers and details in all the right places, and they looked good on Justin. I was glad he was keeping them on. 
 
    "Dude, just keep them," Jordan said. "I have so many of those from Dad's commercial last year. They sent us a whole box. I thought I gave you some already." 
 
    "No, and I like these. They're comfortable. I'm glad I'm keeping them." 
 
    "You can take another pair if you want," Jordan said. 
 
    Justin glanced downward at the pants, viewing them with a new appreciation now that they were his. He lifted his shirt just enough to inspect the waistband buy running his thumb along the inside of it. His movement caught my eye, and I instantly stared at the tiny piece of exposed flesh near his hip. He wasn't doing it to try to get me to notice, but I most certainly did. I made myself look away. 
 
    "I need to be going soon," I said to Justin as we walked inside. We were at the back of the group, and I only said it loud enough for him to hear. I knew people had already talked about leaving after the basketball game. 
 
    Justin thought I was mentioning it because I was thinking about not even coming inside before I left. I could tell that's what he was thinking because he glanced over his shoulder as if looking toward my car. He reached out for my hand. 
 
    "Come inside and tell everyone goodbye first." I nodded since I was planning on doing that anyway. 
 
    Justin didn’t let go of me when we went inside. If he let go of my hand, he would touch me in some other way—even if it was just a finger through one of my belt loops. He kept me close the whole time. I only hung out for a little while before he walked me to my car, but there was no mistaking that we were together. 
 
    I left their house that night feeling like I was part of the family and not just Zeke's friend. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was six months later when it happened. 
 
    I expected it, but I never would have thought it would come so soon. 
 
    Piper's birth mother, Zoey, got in touch with Justin. 
 
    I thought it would happen ten or fifteen years from now. Never did I dream that she would start feeling sentimental on her daughter's third birthday and begin searching for Justin on the internet. 
 
    It was Facebook. 
 
    Justin didn't do social media, but Zoey knew enough about his family that she tracked him down. He came to me the instant his mother got a message from Zoey and told him about it. 
 
    I won't lie, it was hard. 
 
    He and I had grown extremely close over the last six months, and while I knew he loved me, I couldn't stop the fear and dread that filled me when she got in touch. 
 
    Justin hadn't told me her name before we had that conversation. It wasn't that we didn't have time to talk about it; we purposefully avoided the subject. I didn't ask, and he didn’t mention her. It wasn't until she got in touch on Facebook and we started talking about the possibility of letting her meet Piper that I even learned her name. 
 
    Zoey Dillinger. 
 
    Of course, I searched for her on the internet. I wished I could say I was above that, but I simply got too curious once I learned her name. It was a mistake, it really was. She was gorgeous. I was totally aware that social media contained people's highlight reels and that the moments posted were her best ones, but they were pretty dang good. 
 
    She was a musician who played gigs. I could see that in the first ten seconds since several of her top photos were of her standing behind a microphone with a guitar. She had dark curly hair and she was exotic looking. I couldn't tell if she was mixed race or if she was maybe Latino, but she had darker skin than I did. She was a different breed of gorgeous—someone you'd see in movies. 
 
    I cried that night. 
 
    I never even told Justin that I looked her up or that I let myself be momentarily depressed by her shockingly beautiful face. 
 
    The highlight reel, the highlight reel, I just kept reminding myself that what I had seen of Zoey was the best of her best. There were videos of her singing, but I saved myself the torture and didn't watch them. 
 
    It was April when she got in touch, and she planned a trip to Lexington for the end of May. That was a long month for me. My insecurities were great, and I didn't share them with anyone besides Jenny—and even then, I didn't tell her much. I didn't want Justin to think I was scared, and I didn't want my parents to assume the worst about Justin. I had a few friends in my life, but no one I ever really talked to about things like that. Jenny was the only one. 
 
    She assured me time after time that Justin was lucky to have me and that I was every bit as pretty as that other woman, but my feelings on the subject were all over the map. One minute, I'd have myself talked into being confident, and the next, I was convinced that Zoey Dillinger would sweep back into Justin's life and pick up where she left off. 
 
    They planned the visit for the end of May, which was right in the middle of racing season. That was a positive thing for me because I threw myself into my work. Our farm had several horses competing, and the same was true for Justin at his uncle's. We had back-to-back races in May, which were always accompanied with deals, lunches, meetings, training, jockeys, and other things that had to happen in order for there to be a race. 
 
    We still made time to see each other, but May was a non-stop month for both of us, which worked in my favor with the whole Zoey situation. Anytime I was feeling sad or preoccupied with the idea of Zoey coming, I was able to blame it on other things—work things. 
 
    Justin and I had been together for over seven months by the time she came to town, and he knew me well enough to know when something was wrong even when I acted like there wasn't. I was thankful I could blame any ill feelings on being exhausted because he knew that was the truth also. 
 
    Justin was in touch with Zoey via his mom's Facebook. He had a new number since he moved from New York, and he hadn't given it to her. She gave him her number via Facebook, but he hadn't used it yet. So far, they had only been in touch through his mom. 
 
    Zoey bought a ticket to Lexington and got a hotel for two nights. It was the last weekend in May, and she would fly in Friday and leave Sunday. She would meet with Piper only once, and it would happen Saturday at noon. The plan was to meet her for lunch and then take a walk in the park. 
 
    Justin made sure I knew he wanted me there. 
 
    I was almost certain that I would go, but part of me wanted to avoid it at all cost. Part of me wanted to break up with him and go running for the hills before any of this went down. I had dreaded it so much during the month leading up to it, that several times, I thought about breaking it off with Justin altogether. The thing was, I loved both of them too much to give up. I could do nothing but stick it out—see it through to the end. 
 
    Having a new relationship with someone who had a child was a different ball game than dating someone who didn't. That was what everyone had warned me about before we ever started dating. 
 
    Our lives centered around Piper—that was just the way it was. Honestly, I had never been in a serious relationship, so I didn't know the difference. Justin had some help from his mom and Anna while he worked, but he almost always had charge of Piper when he was off. I didn't mind that. I liked him as a person, and I also liked his situation in life. He had a nice little routine. And I loved Piper for who she was. She was funny and sweet, and I was thankful she had taken a liking to me. 
 
    A few times since we had been together, his parents had watched her in the evening and we had gone on dates, but most nights, we hung out with her until she was ready to go to bed, which was usually about 8pm. I would help him tuck her in, we would have two or three hours together, before I went home, and we woke up and did it all over again. 
 
    A few times, he mentioned how surprised he was that I never got frustrated about having her with us all the time, but I explained to him that she was a part of the deal. I had disciplined her some, and I knew she respected me and had started to see me as somewhat of a mother-figure. 
 
    Long story short, I had gotten really close to Piper during the last seven months, and that made this meeting with her birth mother all the more daunting for me. It was definitely a good thing that the month between Zoey's contact and her trip to Lexington had been a busy one, or I would have gotten myself really worked-up over it. 
 
    I didn't share my insecurities with Justin, but he and I did talk several times about her impending visit. He asked what I thought about telling Piper the truth. He was leaning toward doing it. His theory was that she was so young that she would just take it as information and it wouldn't affect her as much emotionally. I thought he was right, but it was difficult to know. 
 
    We talked about different approaches, from just saying Zoey was daddy's friend from New York to the completely honest way where we tried to give her the whole birth mother talk. 
 
    Piper was smart, and I was sure Justin would be able to tell the truth and explain it on her level without getting too heavy or sharing too many details. 
 
    I wasn't there when he talked with her, but he told me what he said. He told her there were different types of mothers in the world, and some were more of a part of your lives than others. He said that she would meet a lady named Zoey who was a kind of mom to her. Justin told Piper that Zoey really wanted to meet her, but it might only be this once—that some kinds of moms were just like that. He told her she would have different moms in her life, like Mamas who was a grandmother—one who she saw all the time. He said he mentioned my name to her as well, but he didn't tell me their conversation verbatim. 
 
    Justin felt relatively sure Piper understood enough. He didn't want to overdo it. He figured they would revisit that conversation in the years to come, but he wanted Piper to know that he had always been open and honest with her. He was doing his best. There was no manual on how to handle the situation, so he just prayed and asked for advice, and then he ultimately did what felt right. Justin always made thoughtful choices when it came to Piper. I admired him for that. 
 
    So, Piper knew that Zoey was coming to visit and that she was a type of mom to her. Justin told me most of what he said during their talk, but I hadn't brought it up with Piper at all. I figured he had already said enough. I would prepare myself for being there for her if she wanted to talk about it afterward. 
 
    All I could do was give it to God and brace myself. I also didn't get on Zoey's social media any more after that first time. That helped. I did my best to stay positive and concentrate on work until it was time for Zoey's visit. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
    We met at a restaurant called The Savannah for brunch. I drove separately and met them there. I told Justin it was because I needed to stop at the store on my way home, which was the truth, but I was also contemplating letting them go to the park without me. 
 
    We had plans to go to Jacobson Park after lunch, and I had thought about going home between the two outings. As of now, I would meet him downtown at the restaurant then we would ride together to the park before he brought me back to my vehicle. I hadn't mentioned my possible intention to give them alone time. I figured I'd see how I felt about it once I met her. 
 
    I got there before anyone else and I called Justin from the parking garage to let him know where I was so that he could park close to me. He was only a few minutes behind me, and he found me easily and got a spot only a few spaces from my car. 
 
    The restaurant was on ground level, so we took an elevator down. Justin had been carrying Piper, but he set her down so that she could push the elevator button. After she did, she came to stand in front of me and lifted her arms to be held. I easily obliged. I wanted to hold her. 
 
    She had on a denim dress layered with a long sleeve shirt and tights. Her dark hair was pulled back in two barrettes. She had boots with fuzzy lining and a little backpack that was a whale. She looked too dang adorable. I was proud of her, and I wanted Zoey to be proud of her, but I was jealous too. Part of me wished Justin would have rubbed some dirt on her or maybe let her blow her nose and not wipe it. Maybe make her stink a little instead of smelling like baby soap and preciousness. 
 
    Justin could have used a little scuffing-up as well. He was a little too dapper in his jeans and button-down shirt. He had on hiking boots and his hair was laying just right today. I was simultaneously bursting with pride and terrified. 
 
    "How's my big blueberries-and-cream-supreme pie?" I asked, hugging her and faking it. 
 
    Piper giggled. I had never called her a name that was that long before. Usually, I just called her some regular pie name since that was already silly enough as it was. She loved the new extended version, though, because she hugged me tightly as she giggled. 
 
    My hands were full with Piper, so Justin and I didn't hold hands, but he kept a guiding hand on my back, ushering us and holding doors, leading the way. 
 
    Brunch at this place was popular, and there was a short wait for a table for four. We asked the hostess if a woman had come in looking for us, and she confirmed that Zoey had. She had gone to the store next door while she was waiting but she would be back in a few minutes. We put in our name for a table, and they told us it would be ready in ten minutes. 
 
    Zoey came in carrying a gift bag and wearing a huge smile. She was dark and tiny and beautiful, and I felt like crying, mostly because I saw so much of Piper in her features—or her in Piper's features—either way. She sat with us in the waiting area, but she barely had time to gawk at Piper before they called Justin's name to let us know the table was ready. It was all a bit of a whirlwind, her coming in, his name being called, and us being whisked away to our table. 
 
    We were led to a square table for four in the middle of the busy dining room. Zoey took a seat next to the high chair, and since I was the next to choose, my options were to sit by Zoey and put Justin next to Piper, or vice-versa. I took the spot next to Piper, which put Justin next to Zoey. Zoey and I were sitting across from each other. 
 
    I was so nervous that those moments were difficult, honestly. But she was smiling, and I had to remind myself that chances were, things would go back to normal after this one easy meeting. 
 
    "Hello, you beautiful little goddess," Zoey said, leaning over to stare at Piper with an excited expression. 
 
    "I'm a boo-bewwy supweme pie," Piper said. 
 
    Zoey looked at Justin. 
 
    "Blueberry supreme pie," he said. 
 
    "Oh, you want a blueberry pie?" Zoey said, shifting to stare at Piper again. 
 
    Piper shook her head, and Zoey looked at Justin again. 
 
    "She said she is a blueberry supreme pie. You know, pie, like Piper." 
 
    "Oh, you are a blueberry pie?" Zoey said. "That's even better than eating one." 
 
    Justin reached out under the table and I felt his hand touch my thigh. I grabbed onto his two fingers, holding onto him and feeling thankful for the contact. 
 
    Zoey and I had made a few seconds of eye contact when she first came in, but we hadn't been officially introduced. As of now, all of Zoey's nervous attention was focused on Piper. 
 
    "Do you know what, Piper?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    I had no idea what she was going to say, I braced myself for whatever it was, but just then, our server came to our table, interrupting her. 
 
    She introduced herself, gave us menus, and took our drink order. 
 
    "Piper, this is Zoey that I was telling you about," Justin said as soon as the server walked away. 
 
    Zoey's eyes widened and she covered her mouth. "I forgot to tell you my name, didn't I?" Her expression was just comical enough that Piper laughed. 
 
    "And Zoey, this is Lindsay," Justin continued. Zoey looked at me, and I smiled and gave her a nod when our eyes met. 
 
    "It's nice to meet you," I said. "Did you have a good trip?" 
 
    Zoey nodded and smiled, but she wasn't able to quite meet my eyes. "I did, thank you," she said. 
 
    She focused on Piper again. I didn't think she was trying to be rude or anything, she was just extremely nervous—more so than I was, even, which was saying a lot. 
 
    "I brought you something," she said. 
 
    She handed Piper the gift bag, which had come from Mindy's, a toy store that was right next door to this restaurant. Piper took off the purple tissue that was at the top of the bag, revealing a pink box that contained a baby doll. 
 
    "Do you like baby dolls?" Zoey asked. 
 
    Piper nodded in agreement without taking her eyes off of the box. 
 
    "Do you know I knew you when you were just a little baby?" 
 
    Piper nodded again, still inspecting the doll. 
 
    "What do you think you'll name this baby?" Zoey asked. 
 
    Piper wasn't sure. She stared at the box. 
 
    "Would you like to open it?" Justin asked. 
 
    Piper instantly held the box out for her dad to take. Justin reached across the table for it. He stood and stretched toward her, and I glanced at his muscular side when he did. I couldn’t help but see the way his fitted shirt clung to his chest and ribs. I was so attracted to him that, for a second, I forgot to check and make sure Zoey wasn't staring at him too. She was. She was looking at Justin, with a smile that was innocent enough, but I won't lie, it wasn't easy knowing that she and Justin had been together. I knew he loved me; I didn't doubt it. But it was still difficult. 
 
    Justin went to work, taking the doll out of its packaging. 
 
    "Do you know I gave you your name Piper?" Zoey said. 
 
    I didn't know that, and apparently neither did Piper because she shook her head. 
 
    "I did," Zoey said, huddling to Piper's side of the table. "Do you know why I named you Piper?" she asked. 
 
    Piper shook her head again. 
 
    "Because of these right here." Zoey tilted up her head and pointed to her throat. "Do you know what these are?" she asked. 
 
    "You neck." 
 
    "Yeah, but inside my neck. Do you know what's in there?" 
 
    Piper shook her head. 
 
    "Your voice," Zoey said. "And do you know that some people call your voice, pipes? Like if someone can sing really good, they might say that girl has a set of pipes. Anyway, I really wanted you to be a good singer, so I called you Piper. I was hoping you would have great pipes." 
 
    Piper laughed at that with the fake laugh that said she didn't know quite what to think. Justin had finished taking the doll from the packaging, and he reached across the table to hand it to Piper. 
 
    "Do you like to sing?" Zoey asked. "Does she?" she repeated, looking at Justin. 
 
    "All the time," he said. 
 
    "Winzy will sing fow you, wight now," Piper said. 
 
    Zoey tilted her head at Justin, asking him to translate. "She will later," Justin said, talking to Piper since he knew that me busting out in a children's song at a restaurant in front of this real singer was not going to happen. 
 
    "Piper does sing all the time, though," Justin said, talking to Zoey again. She knows all kinds of songs. 
 
    "Yeah, and I twy to sing to Bwanket cuz he woves to dance. But he woves the wadio." 
 
    Again, Zoey looked at Justin. 
 
    "She's talking about a horse named Blanket," Justin said. "He's one of Lindsay's. He likes to dance." 
 
    "A horse that dances?" Zoey asked with wide eyes aimed at Piper. 
 
    Piper nodded. "Uh-huh," she said proudly. "Evewy time we put da music to his saw." 
 
    "They play the music in his stall, and he dances just about every time," Justin said, translating before Zoey asked him to. 
 
    I didn't need translation. I spoke fluent Piper. She had actually started to work on some of her sounds lately. 
 
    We talked about Blanket and some other horses for a little while before we ordered and then again before our food arrived. It was a nice, neutral topic. Zeke was dating the pastry chef at the restaurant where we ate, so we talked about that, too. She worked Monday through Friday, so she wasn't there, but I told her we were coming and she made us a dessert goodie bag to take with us to the park. I told her about Zoey and that we were going to the restaurant and the desserts were her idea. I was thankful for it, because it gave us something to do and talk about at a time when things had the potential to get awkward. 
 
    I went to the park with them, and it wasn't just because I didn’t want them to share Allison's delicious desserts without me. I went because it was a beautiful day. 
 
    Who was I kidding? I went because Zoey was gorgeous and she smiled extra big for both Piper and Justin. She wasn't flirting with him, but she also didn't hold back on the smiling, either. 
 
    Maybe I was being a little over-sensitive, over-protective, whatever you want to call it. But I went with them to the park. We spent a total of three hours together before Justin said Piper needed to be getting home for her nap. 
 
    Zoey had told us she was playing a gig at a coffee shop in Lexington that night, and before we parted ways she asked us if we wanted to go to her show. 
 
    Justin was nice about it, but he declined, thanking her for the invitation but saying Piper would be in bed by that time of night. She made sure we knew the invitation was for the adults, too, but he respectively declined even still. 
 
    "Okay, well if I can't talk you into coming, I guess this is goodbye," she said, looking at Justin. Her rental car was in the parking lot of Jacobson Park, next to ours, so we would be parting ways after this. 
 
    I was happy to say that it had been a relatively painless experience. 
 
    "I just want to say that I'm so very happy that you guys are doing well and that you're… so secure and stable," Zoey said, sounding a bit shaken as she started making her parting statement. "She's wonderful, obviously, and that's because of the job you're doing." 
 
    "Thank you," Justin said. 
 
    "Uh, would it be okay maybe if I, I don't know, check in after a few years? Just to check in? I mean, I can, you know, I have Facebook, or whatever. But would it be okay if I say hi to her after a few years? Maybe send a birthday card?" 
 
    "Sure. Of course," Justin said, because what else was he supposed to say? 
 
    "I don't regret any of it," Zoey said after a short pause. "I'm happy you were willing to… I'm just happy that she's turning out so good and she's so well taken care of." 
 
    Zoey glanced at me for a split second before looking at Justin again. It was kind of her to include me, so I smiled at her when she did it. She was still smiling back at me as she stooped, getting closer to Piper who was standing by her dad's leg, holding his hand. 
 
    "It was so nice meeting you, Miss Piper," Zoey said. 
 
    Piper nodded dazedly at her. She was exhausted. It was past her nap time, and it had been an eventful afternoon. 
 
    "She's tired," Justin said, ruffling her hair a little before patting her head, which was propped against his leg. 
 
    "I bet she is," Zoey said with a sigh. "I'm tired too. I might take a nap before I have to play tonight." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Justin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindsay spent the rest of the afternoon at his place, but she left after dinner. Her parents were hosting someone for dinner who would potentially use three of their horses for stud services. The man was from Florida, but he came to town to see the horses in person and work out the details. Lindsay had worked with him quite a bit, and she promised her parents she would make an appearance after dinner so that she could meet him and keep up their business relations. She left Justin's at 6:30 that evening with plans to see him the following morning at church. 
 
    Justin got a call from his mom at 10pm that evening. 
 
    Piper was sleeping soundly while Justin watched videos of the horse he had invested in. He was just about to close his laptop and watch some TV before bed when his phone rang. He saw that it was his mother, and he picked it up. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Well, how'd it go? I thought you'd call and tell me." 
 
    "It was fine," Justin said. "Piper took it like a champ." 
 
    "How long did you spend with her?" 
 
    "A few hours," Justin said. "Lunch at the restaurant and then we went to the park." 
 
    "How'd Lindsay do?" Sara asked. 
 
    "She was amazing. Maybe she's just trying to be tough, but she seemed totally okay with everything. She was there with us the whole time. She just left a few hours ago." 
 
    "And it all went smooth with them? Her and Zoey?" 
 
    "Yeah. I mean, as smooth as it can go, I guess. It's maybe not an ideal situation for Lindsay, but she didn't act like it bothered her. Zoey even mentioned contacting us again in the future, and Lindsay didn't flinch. She didn't even complain about it afterward. We just continued our day like nothing had happened." 
 
    "I wonder if, like you say, she's just putting on a brave face," Sara said. 
 
    "I hope not," Justin said. "I hope she's actually okay and not just pretending to be." 
 
    "I'm sure she is," Sara said. "Well, I was wondering how everything went. That's not why I called, though." 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "I got another message on Facebook from her. Zoey. Asking you to please send her a text because she would love to see you one last time tomorrow morning before she flies home." 
 
    "Zoey asked that?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "When did you hear from her?" 
 
    "It came in not long ago. I just saw it. That's why I called." 
 
    "We already told her goodbye," he said. 
 
    "I don't know what to tell you. The message said that she forgot to give something to Piper." 
 
    Justin sighed. "We have church in the morning," he said. He was quiet for a few seconds, thinking. "Could you message her back telling her we can swing by her hotel at nine-thirty when we're on our way. We won't be able to stay more than a few minutes—just long enough so she can give Piper whatever she forgot. Tell her she can give you the name of her hotel and we'll meet her in the lobby at nine-thirty. If she agrees, you can just text me the name of her hotel." 
 
    "Okay. I think I got it," Sara said. "I'll message her back." 
 
    "Thank you, Mom," Justin said. 
 
    "You're welcome," she answered. "I'm glad it went well. That's nice that she wanted to give something to Piper." 
 
    "I don't know what it is. She already brought her a doll. And we said goodbye." 
 
    "You sound frustrated," Sara said. 
 
    "It's fine. I'm just thinking about Lindsay." 
 
    "Are you going to ask her if she wants to go with you in the morning?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Okay. Well, I'll message Zoey saying what you said. Nine-thirty and ask her the name of her hotel." 
 
    "Yes. Thanks again, Mom." 
 
    "You're welcome. I'll send you a message once I hear back from her. Let me know how it goes." 
 
    "Okay," he said. 
 
    They said goodbye and hung up the phone. 
 
    Justin called Lindsay right away. 
 
    "Hey," she said, picking up the phone on the first ring. 
 
    "Hey," he said, wishing he was next to her. 
 
    "What's up?" she asked. 
 
    They had already said goodnight to each other, and she instantly became worried because of the hour. Plus, she was still a little on edge after the meeting today. 
 
    "My mom got a message from Zoey saying she wanted to give Piper one last thing. She wanted to know if we could go by her hotel in the morning. I told her we could. Just for a minute. I know you were planning on meeting us at church, but we can hook up before and you can go by there with us, if you want." 
 
    "You're going to see her again?" she asked. 
 
    Justin's heart broke a little when she said that. He knew how patient and understanding she was being. 
 
    "It's just for a minute," he said. "Apparently she wants to give Piper something else." 
 
    "No, just go ahead. I'll see you at church." 
 
    "Are you sure?" he asked. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure. We were planning on meeting there, anyway. Are you still going to be there for the ten o'clock service?" 
 
    "Yes. I told her we'd be at the hotel at nine-thirty and I'd only stay for a minute." 
 
    "Okay. I'll just see you at church," she said. 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    She sounded so casual that Justin left it at that. 
 
    "What were you doing?" he asked. 
 
    "Just now? I was watching video of Scout's Honor." 
 
    "I was watching a video, too." 
 
    "Of who?" 
 
    "Who do you think?" 
 
    "Presto," she said, knowing the answer. 
 
    "Yeah. I think we need a new jockey for him. Ken's not quite meshing with him." 
 
    "You should think about Jamie," she suggested. "You always say Presto's emotional. You know Jamie's soft-spoken and everything. Presto might like him." 
 
    "You might be onto something," Justin said. 
 
    He made a note of it with a pencil that was lying nearby. He scribbled the name Presto then put an equal sign and then the name Jamie. 
 
    "I wish you were sitting next to me, watching videos and telling me good ideas in person," Justin said. 
 
    "I wish that too." 
 
    "I'd make you a late-night snack," he said. 
 
    "Yum," Lindsay said. "I want one of those right now. What would you make me?" 
 
    "Anything you want. What do you want?" 
 
    "Pancakes," Lindsay said. "Or waffles. Pancakes, I think." 
 
    "I would make you some delicious pancakes right now." 
 
    "With butter or a little bit of whipped cream, but no syrup?" she asked hopefully. 
 
    "Exactly like that. I would make them just like that." 
 
    Justin wished she were there and they were making pancakes right then. He would go to the store if he needed to. It was crazy, really, his drive to take care of Lindsay, protect her and make her smile. She was so full of happiness and goodness that he knew he wanted to build his home around her. He had already started to take practical, physical steps to making that a reality—steps Lindsay knew nothing about. 
 
    Justin put a little extra thought into his appearance the following morning. He put two kinds of product in his hair, and chose his clothes carefully. He had just seen Lindsay hours ago, and yet he was full of anticipation about seeing her again. He wanted to impress her. He knew he had her heart, but he wanted to keep winning it and winning it, again and again. 
 
    He was thinking about her as he and Piper waited in the hotel lobby for Zoey. Traffic was light, and they had gotten there ten minutes early. Piper had a photo book in her backpack, and she took it out to look at it. That was what made Justin think of Lindsay. Not that he didn’t think of her all the time, but the book put him over-the-top. He had no idea it was in Piper's backpack. He had seen it on the coffee table earlier, and he figured Piper must have put it in there on their way out of the house. 
 
    It was a project Lindsay had made for Piper last Christmas. Studying business in college, Lindsay had taken some classes in marketing. She was computer savvy and knew how to use Photoshop. She wasn't a professional at it, but she was able to successfully use stock photos and superimpose them onto each other. 
 
    For this project, she made several different combination photos, ten or so, that looked as though they were real. There was a goose riding a moose, a spider sipping apple cider, a cat wearing a hat, a goat rowing a boat, a bear combing his hair, a dragon pulling a wagon, etc. 
 
    Lindsay had made digital art representations of their favorite lyrics to the song. She said they were rough compared to someone who knew what they were doing, but Justin thought they looked amazing. He couldn’t believe she could do that or that she had taken the time to make something so thoughtful. Piper loved looking at that picture book, so it didn't surprise Justin that she brought it with her. 
 
    Justin was sitting at a table for two by the window, and Piper was sitting on a nearby couch being preoccupied with the book when Zoey walked up to them. Justin kept his seat, nodding at her and smiling when she sat. 
 
    The very first thing out of Zoey's mouth was, "I'm happy Lindsay's not here," and her words gave Justin an instant wave of dread. 
 
    He glanced at Piper who hadn't heard and wasn't paying attention to them at all. They had gotten along the day before, but Zoey didn't really know how to get along with toddlers, so she came across as daddy's friend not Piper's. 
 
    Justin gave Zoey a curious expression an answer to her unexpected statement. 
 
    "I had this to give to Piper yesterday," Zoey said. "I just didn't want to do it in front of Lindsay. Maybe that's weird, I just felt bad with her around." 
 
    Justin viewed the small box warily, wondering what could possibly be inside that Zoey didn't feel comfortable with Lindsay seeing. 
 
    "It's a locket," she explained. "It's got my picture in it." She shrugged. "It might be cheesy or whatever, but I figure if I was the one adopted, I'd want a locket with my mom's picture." 
 
    "It's a nice gift," Justin said, trying to be as diplomatic as possible. "Thank you. I'm sure she'll appreciate it." 
 
    Zoey could tell by Justin's tone that he was going to wrap things up quickly. She had to get something off her chest. She spoke quietly. 
 
    "Justin, I know you're seeing someone, and I don't want to be the one to cause drama. But I thought I would hate Lexington a lot more than I do. I had a pretty good turnout at that gig last night. The crowd was really into it even though they didn't know my stuff. I mean, the only reason I would ever want to live here is you know, Piper and you… if you were saying that you wanted to give things a go." 
 
    It felt to Justin like Zoey was speaking a foreign language. 
 
    "What are you saying?" he asked. 
 
    "I mean… I don't know. I guess I just want to straight-up ask you where you stand with this girl, if you're into her, or if you thought there would be a chance for…" she made a disgruntled noise like she couldn't find the right words. "I mean, I don't even know if I'm cut out to be a mom, but that little girl is adorable. And you and I have always gotten along." 
 
    Justin had no idea where this was coming from. It was a consequence of his decisions, but the truth was that the two of them barely knew each other. 
 
    "I guess what I'm saying is if you're not serious with Lindsay, then I'd be willing to—" 
 
    "I'm serious with her," Justin said, feeling like he might explode if he didn't get the words out fast enough. He thought about how Lindsay interacted with Piper, how she interacted with others, and most of all, how he felt about her. Not having Lindsay in his life was simply unacceptable. "We're super serious," he added. "We're getting married." 
 
    He almost added that he had already bought a ring and was in the process of buying a house, but that was none of her business. They were serious. That was all she needed to know. He ached for Lindsay in that moment. He wished she was there next to him. 
 
    He thanked Zoey for the locket and for making the trip to meet Piper, but within a minute or two, they had said their goodbyes and Justin and Piper were on their way to church. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Justin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gosh. 
 
    Zoey. 
 
    What had she been thinking? That she could just come out of nowhere and he might want to drop everything and make a life with her? The out-of-nowhere proposition from her sent Justin reeling—and not because it made him question things with Lindsay. The opposite was true. If anything, that conversation with Zoey did nothing but send him running into Lindsay's arms. 
 
    He did have a ring for her. 
 
    It was already purchased and waiting in a little box in his dresser drawer. He hadn't given it to her yet because he was waiting until he signed papers on his new house. He was under contract on a three-bedroom place near his parents. He figured he and Lindsay would eventually build a place on or near the farm, but this was a start. It was quite a bit bigger than the place he and Piper were currently in, and it was definitely bigger than Lindsay's apartment. 
 
    He knew her well enough to know that she would love it. He couldn't wait to give it to her. The plan all along had been to surprise her with the keys, and at the same time give her the ring and ask her to marry him. Both the ring and the new house were secrets to Lindsay, and he was going to give them to her at the same time. His parents and siblings knew, but he hadn't even told Piper about any of it since she was three and couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. 
 
    It was a great plan, and he knew Lindsay would love it and it would be really memorable and everything, but no. Just no. He couldn't wait until then. The conversation with Zoey was too much. There should've been no question about his loyalty to Lindsay. It bugged him that Zoey felt like she could even ask that. He had to get the ring on Lindsay's finger. That was all there was to it. 
 
    He left the hotel, headed straight for his house instead of the church. He called his mom when he was on the road. It was on Bluetooth, so Piper heard their conversation. 
 
    "Hello?" Sara said. 
 
    "Hey, I'm glad you picked up." 
 
    "Is everything okay?" she asked. 
 
    "Yeah. I just wanted to make sure you and Dad were going to church." 
 
    "We're here now. Hey, sweet lady, how are you?" Sara asked, talking to someone else. "Good. We're good. Stella just graduated… Yep. Elementary Education... I know… Yeah, he was excited. Him and his daddy have that horse they keep at E's farm… Hopefully. It placed at Kentucky Oaks last month and he'll be running at the Belmont Stakes… Yes. He's good. He'll be a senior in the fall, can you believe it? At Dunbar. I know, y'all should come to a game… Yeah. Same number. Okay. Good to see you, too." 
 
    Sara made a moaning, squeezing sound, obviously giving someone a hug. Justin tried to remain patient as his mom was talking to someone else, but now that he had made up his mind, he was in a huge hurry. 
 
    "Okay, sorry, that was Linda Lawrence," Sara said. "I haven't seen her in ages." 
 
    "Mom, I need you to do something for me before you leave church," Justin said. 
 
    "Are you not coming?" 
 
    "I am, but I'm leaving. I'll be leaving. That's what I'm calling to ask. If you can watch Piper this afternoon. I'm going to drop her off in children's church. I'll come into the auditorium just long enough to get Lindsay and give you Piper's nursery tag. Would that be okay?" 
 
    "Of course," she said even though she wasn't quite sure why he needed a sudden babysitter. 
 
    "Just take Piper home with you, I'll pick her up sometime this afternoon. Is that all right?" 
 
    "Sure, baby. Is everything okay?" 
 
    "Yes. It's great. I was planning on… I have that ring, and I'm just going to go ahead and give it to Lindsay." 
 
    "Right now? Today?" Sara asked, knowing about his other plans. 
 
    "Yes, today. Right now. Meeting with Zoey again just made me know how much I… Yes, Mom, I'm giving her the ring right now." 
 
    "Oh, my goodness, Justin James." Her voice was about three octaves higher than normal, and Justin smiled. His mother could cry at the drop of a hat. "What are you going to do?" she asked, talking through any tears. "I thought you were going to have a party and give a speech." 
 
    "I don't have time for all that," he said, pulling into his driveway. "I don't know what I'll do. I'll probably take her out to Raven Run or something. I haven't decided, honestly. Hey, I'm here at home now. I'm running in to get the ring." 
 
    "Okay," Sara said, snapping to action. "You know where me and Dad sit. If you can't find us, just text me with Piper's nursery number. We can use it if they need to reach us during service, but we won't need the tag to pick her up." 
 
    "Okay, I'll just do that, then. I'll text you with it." 
 
    "Sounds good," she said. 
 
    "Thanks Mom. Love you." 
 
    "I love you too, Justin. I'm proud of you and so happy for you, baby." 
 
    "Thank you. And thanks for getting Piper." 
 
    "That's our pleasure, baby. She'll be at the house. We'll see you this afternoon." 
 
    Justin made quick work of running inside his house to get the ring. He took Piper out of her seat and brought her in with him, holding her the whole time since it would have taken too long to let her walk on her own with those tiny little legs. Justin's heart raced. He had one thing and one thing only on his mind, and that was getting to Lindsay and making sure she knew how he felt about her—making sure she was his. Justin worked like the wind retrieving the ring, locking the door, and putting Piper in her seat again. 
 
    "I'm going to ask Lindsay to marry me," he said to Piper. 
 
    "I know," she said. "I heawd you tell Mamas dat. And you said it seweis to da wady." 
 
    "To what lady?" he asked. 
 
    "Dat hotel wady. You fwiend who was wike a mom." 
 
    "Zoey? What about her?" 
 
    "You said seweis." 
 
    "What's that word?" 
 
    "Se-we-is." 
 
    "Serious?" Justin asked. 
 
    Piper nodded—he saw her in the rearview mirror. "Do you mean when I said it was serious with Lindsay?" he asked, putting the pieces together. 
 
    Piper's smile broadened as she continued to nod. "I did say it was serious with us," he said. "But that means it's good. Serious means good when you're talking about girlfriends. I was telling her I really like Lindsay and that we're going to get married." 
 
    "And Winzy will be my mom?" 
 
    "Yes, she will," Justin said. 
 
    Piper didn’t say anything, but she stiffened her legs and threw her arms into the air and smiled so brightly that it actually made Justin's eyes sting. He focused on the road, but he could see his daughter in his periphery and he could tell her arms were still raised. She swayed back and forth going from one edge of her car seat to the other before putting her arms by her sides again. 
 
    "That's what I was talking to Mamas about just now," he said. "Her and Papas will pick you up from Sunday school, and you'll go to their house for a little while so I can talk to Lindsay about it." 
 
    "So you can mawwying hew?" 
 
    "Yep. Are you excited about it?" He was pushing her buttons since he could see how excited she was. 
 
    Her arms shot up again. "Uh-huh, I woooove Winzy." 
 
    "I love Lindsay, too," he said. "And guess what?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You know that house we went to? That big empty white house that I told you belonged to Mamas' friend?" 
 
    "Uh-huh." 
 
    "Well, that man sold it to us. It's gonna be your new house. You're gonna get to move in there." 
 
    "Yesssss!" Piper stiffened out again, raising her arms and straightening her legs. "Wif Winzy?" 
 
    "Yes," Justin said. As long as she says yes, was what he thought but he didn't say. He was ninety-nine percent positive she would, but that one percent of him was still nervous and anxious and couldn't wait to get to her and ask already. "Do you think she'll say yes?" he asked even though Piper was three-years-old and she couldn’t answer for Lindsay. He was sure Piper would say Lindsay would agree, and he was really just asking her to make himself feel better. 
 
    "Humm," she said, surprising him by thinking about it. "You sould give hew some ice cweam fiwst." 
 
    "Do you mean, when I ask her to marry me?" 
 
    Piper nodded. 
 
    "You think I should buy her ice cream and ask her to marry me when she's eating it?" 
 
    He glanced in the rearview mirror, and Piper nodded again. 
 
    "That's pretty smart, Piper. I don't know anybody who can say no to things when they're eating ice cream." 
 
    Justin looked at the clock on the dashboard of his truck. It was 10am. He pressed the button to text, and the technology in his truck talked to him through the process of texting Lindsay. 
 
      
 
    Justin: 
 
    Sorry. We're a few minutes late. If you get this before you turn your phone off, sit in the back row. If not, I'll find you. 
 
      
 
    He sent the text and within seconds, he received one back. 
 
      
 
    Lindsay: 
 
    I'm not in the back but I'll move. Center back. See you in a few. 
 
      
 
    Justin didn't text her back. In the next five minutes, he made it to the church. He took Piper out of her car seat and gathered her things with the speed and dexterity of someone who worked as part of a pit crew for a racecar driver. Maybe not that fast, but Justin did not waste time getting out of the truck and into the church. 
 
    Piper was used to her teacher, and she went willingly inside when they arrived. It took Justin a second to sign her in, but soon he had done it and was on his way to the main auditorium. From the hallway as he walked, he texted his mother a picture of Piper's tag with the three-digit code they would flash on the screen if there was a problem. He put his phone in his pocket and headed straight for the auditorium—straight for the center back. 
 
    And there she was. The lights were low in the room, but he knew where to look, and he saw her right away. She was on the far side of the middle section on the very last row. She was standing near the edge with one spot left open for him. They were in the middle of singing a song, and everyone was standing. 
 
    Justin walked along the back of the crowd until he got to her section. He didn't plan on staying. He barely had time to smile at her when she looked at him because he was already leaning in so that he could speak into her ear. 
 
    "Come with me," was all he said. 
 
    He tugged gently on her arm to reinforce the point. Lindsay looked up, her eyes meeting his. She made a curious expression as she scanned his face. Those sweet soft green eyes that had him feeling like he wanted to get down on one knee and ask her right then and there. 
 
    "Please," he said, giving her another little tug. 
 
    Lindsay didn't hesitate any further. She turned and grabbed her purse off of the seat and then followed Justin around the back of the crowd toward the door. 
 
    He glanced back and reached out for her hand once they were in the lobby. She was even more beautiful in the light. She had on jeans and a soft pink blouse. Her hair was loosely tied half-up with long strands hanging wildly over her shoulders, bouncing as she walked. 
 
    "Where are we going?" she asked. "Is everything okay?" 
 
    He hesitated for a step so that she could catch up to him. She fell into stride beside him and he and adjusted, holding onto her arm instead of just her hand. "Yes. It's fine. It's great," he assured her. 
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "I don't know. First probably an ice cream store." 
 
    "What ice cream store? Why? Are you okay?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm okay," he said, laughing a little. 
 
    "Where's Piper?" she asked. 
 
    "She's in her class. Mom's getting her afterward." 
 
    "Is everything okay from this morning." 
 
    She was worried about Zoey. 
 
    "Yes," he said. "She gave Piper a locket with her own picture in it. I didn't give it to Piper yet. It's in a little box." 
 
    Justin knew he should just come out and tell Lindsay about the locket, that way she didn't have to worry about it or think about it, but he also didn't want to waste any more time than necessary talking about it, so he spoke quickly. 
 
    "A locket?" she asked. 
 
    "Yeah, it's just a little locket with her picture on the inside. I haven't even looked at it. She had it with her yesterday, she just didn't give it to us. We were only there for a few minutes. That is not at all what I wanted to talk to you about, though. That's not why I came and got you." 
 
    "What is it, then?" she asked as they walked down the sidewalk toward the parking lot. 
 
    "I tell you in a minute." 
 
    "Just say it," she said. 
 
    "No. Not yet. Let's go get ice cream first." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindsay 
 
      
 
      
 
    I followed Justin out of the auditorium and into the church parking lot. All I could think as we walked toward his truck was, why in the world is he pulling me out of service to get ice cream? 
 
    My first thought was that it was probably Piper's idea since she loved ice cream, but then I wondered why she wasn’t with us. I knew he had seen Zoey that morning, and I had been a little on-edge, anticipating his arrival at church. I certainly didn't expect him to want to leave the instant he got there. My first instinct was to be worried about it, but I could tell his news wasn't that ominous simply by the look on his face—the absent-minded smile he wore. 
 
    He walked with me to my side of his truck and opened the door for me. He closed it before jogging around the front of the truck. He was looking nice today, wearing a light-colored plaid button-down shirt with jeans. I had seen him after a long day of working in the stables. I was drawn to him no matter what he was wearing, but today he looked hot—like he belonged in a music video. 
 
    I stashed the console into the seatback before he even made it to his side. I wanted to sit in the spot right next to him. I smiled as he sat in his seat, the subtle woodsy smell of his cologne wafting in as he sat. He started the truck and then leaned over to place a quick kiss on my cheek before shifting it into gear. I could tell he liked that I was sitting close to him. 
 
    "I know where I'm going," he said with a confident nod. He backed out of his spot with haste. He wasn't being reckless, but he certainly wasn't dilly-dallying. 
 
    "You say that like you just figured it out." 
 
    "I did," he said. "I figured it out a few seconds ago. I thought I might take you to Raven Run, but then Piper was talking about ice cream, and I was thinking it would melt, and wondering how would I get it out there without that happening… I don't know why I didn't think of it before. This other place is better. It's perfect." 
 
    "So, we're not getting ice cream?" I asked. 
 
    "No, we still are," he said. 
 
    I was confused, but I honestly didn't care where we were going. He was adorable when he got excited about something. That was why he was such a good leader. He was charismatic and he said what was on his mind. He had down to earth qualities, and yet he was so confident and physically attractive that you felt compelled to just go along with whatever he was saying. I could rest assured that he wasn't taking me somewhere to break up with me. I had no clue what is going on, but this was not a break-up mission. I knew that because of the way his hand rested protectively on the other side of my thigh, holding me close as he drove. 
 
    "I thought about letting Jamie ride Presto," he said. "I think you might be right. Presto might respond to him." 
 
    "What are you going to do with Tavish?" I asked. "Who'll ride him?" 
 
    "I don’t know for sure. I'll have to think about it and talk to Uncle E. I might just switch them—let Jamie ride Presto and Ken can ride Tavish." 
 
    "That could work," I said, nodding. 
 
    "It's a bit of a risk for Jamie, but I think if we can find someone to mesh with Presto, he could win one." 
 
    "If anybody could talk Jamie into making the switch, you can," I said. 
 
    We talked about work until we pulled into a gas station on Man O War Boulevard that was a mile or two away from his parents' house. Justin told me to wait in the truck and that he would be right back. He was inside for less than a minute before he came out, holding a brown paper bag. I hadn't seen what was in it, but I instinctually knew it was ice cream. He was hilarious. I had no idea what had gotten into him. 
 
    "Where are we going?" I asked. 
 
    "We're almost there," he said. 
 
    "Your parents'?" I asked as he drove. 
 
    "Nope. It's somewhere you don't know about. You've never been there." 
 
    "Not even once?" 
 
    "Not even once. Well, I guess I can't say that for certain," he corrected. "But if you've been here, it will really surprise me." 
 
    We pulled onto a residential street. It was an older, established neighborhood with large trees and nice sized single-family homes. I had indeed been there before. 
 
    "I knew a girl named Mallory Jacobson who used to live over here." 
 
    "How in the world do you know the Jacobsons?" Justin asked whipping his head around to look at me. 
 
    "I went to high school with Mallory," I said. "She was really sweet. We did Student Council together. She used to live in a white house right up here." I tilted my head at him. "How do you know the Jacobsons?" 
 
    "My mom used to work with Mr. Jacobson. He manages the credit union." 
 
    "Wow," I said. "I didn't know what he did. Small world." 
 
    "He just retired," Justin said. "They bought a piece of property out in Winchester. He's breeding with a couple of Uncle E's horses. We worked that into the down payment. It was a loan. You know, no interest or anything till we see what's going to happen with Presto. I didn't expect him to do it, but Uncle E, he… he's so generous. I wouldn't have been able to swing this otherwise." 
 
    "Wouldn't be able to swing what, Justin?" 
 
    I asked the question as we pulled into Mallory Jacobson's driveway. It was a lovely two-story white wooden house with brick accents—pathways and porches. There were mature trees in the yard. I had always liked Mallory's house. It wasn't outrageously big, but it was substantial and charming. It reminded me of something from a movie—the American dream. 
 
    "Wouldn't be able to swing what, Justin?" I asked again. 
 
    Justin turned off his truck in Mallory Jacobson's driveway. I stared at him curiously, but all he did was smile absentmindedly as he parked the truck, turned it off, and grabbed the bag of ice cream before walking around to my side. 
 
    I was already opening the door when he made it over to me, and I stared at him curiously as I got out. "What are you doing?" I asked as I stood on the pavement next to him. 
 
    Justin fished around in the bag and came up with a drumstick—a pre-packaged ice cream cone. He opened it and handed it to me. It was the kind that had visible chocolate ice cream with all sorts of fancy fudge swirls and nuts. 
 
    "Where is yours?" I asked, taking it stiffly as he handed it to me. 
 
    "I don't need one," he said. "I'll share yours." 
 
    There was something mischievous going on. Those baby blue eyes sparkled like we were about to get into trouble. I honestly had no idea what we were doing there or why I was holding an ice cream cone. I bit into it because I wasn't just going to stand there and let it melt—and I loved chocolate ice cream. 
 
    Justin smiled at me for doing that, and suddenly I felt him move. He came behind me, situating me, holding me in his arms—my back to his chest—his arms around my waist. He faced me toward the house. I tried to turn a little, but he held me in place, nestling into my neck and breathing in through his nose like he was taking in the scent of me. He held me so tightly that I giggled. He almost picked me up. 
 
    "What are you doing?" I said. My mouth was full and I was laughing, but he knew what I said. 
 
    "Tell me what you think," he said. He reached out and gestured to the front entrance of the house. "Just take in that view, and tell me what you think about it." 
 
    "The view of the house? It's good. I've always liked this house. But what are we doing here?" 
 
    I glanced at the red front door almost expecting Mrs. Jacobson to open it and invite us in. There was a window on top of it in the shape of a half circle. I looked at the details, admiring them, and then my gaze shifted over toward the front windows. 
 
    There was no movement. No action at all. Everything was still. Everything seemed empty. 
 
    Everything was empty. 
 
    I absentmindedly held the ice cream over my shoulder, offering Justin a bite. "You eat it," he said, his deep voice covering my ear like a glorious blanket of sound. It made me smile to hear it. I leaned against him, knowing that I was safe and secure in his arms. I didn't care that we were in a random driveway. I ate another bite of the ice cream, staring at the house since that was where he had me facing. 
 
    "Do you want to buy this house or something?" I asked, trying to put the pieces together. There was no realtor sign, but it looked empty. 
 
    "I did buy this house," he said. 
 
    He said it casually, but my heart skipped a beat because he sounded serious. I felt weak in the knees and thought I surely must be hearing him wrong. He seemed serious, but I seriously had no idea when he had time to buy a house. Plus, I already felt like I was still tripping from worrying about his meeting with Zoey that morning. That mindset made this all seem even more surreal. I turned in his arms, my elbow resting between us because I was still holding the ice cream. He continued to hold me securely, but he let me turn in his grasp. 
 
    "Tell me the truth," I said. I took another bite of the ice cream, but only to keep it from melting. 
 
    "I did. I bought it. I'm in the process of it. I sign in like ten days." 
 
    I was shocked. I really should have put the pieces together sooner, but it was honestly the last thing I expected him to say or do while we were out. The ice cream had thrown me for a loop. I turned and glanced toward the house. It certainly was a charming home. 
 
    "It's for you," he said as I was gazing at it. "I mean, it's for Piper and me too, but it's… you're the reason I bought it. I thought it would be a good place for all of us." 
 
    My heart raced. What felt like a symphony of fluttering wings took residence in my chest. 
 
    "Can I put this somewhere?" I asked, knowing I wasn't going to be able to stand there and eat an ice cream cone while Justin was saying things like that. I could barely breathe, for goodness sake. 
 
    Justin had set the empty bag and wrapper onto the front of the truck. He reached out for it and held it for me to drop the uneaten part of the ice cream cone inside. He bent over to drop it on the ground at our feet and then straightened, looking at me. 
 
    "Piper said before I asked you, I should give you ice cream to get you in a good mood." 
 
    My face broke into a grin as I imagined that. "Before you ask me what? If I like this house?" I felt a rush of adrenaline as I suddenly realized what could be happening. 
 
    I wasn't sure where it came from—I didn't even see him pull anything out of his pocket—but out of nowhere, Justin was holding a small box. I knew the size and shape of it. If it was anything other than a ring, this would be a cruel joke. I looked at it, and then my eyes snapped up to meet his. He laughed at my expression of surprise, and the sight of his smile—his straight, white teeth flashing at me—was irresistible. The box was closed, and neither of us moved to open it. 
 
    "So, Lindsay, my love…" 
 
    (It was only his opening line, and already, I was reeling. I didn't even have to hear the speech. Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. The answer was yes.) 
 
    "Let me just tell you, my sweet Lindsay… I wanted stability for Piper. I wanted her to have the kind of life my parents gave me. But the truth was, I didn't think I would be able to give it to her. I thought with the way she had come into the world, that a normal family life wasn't something I was going to be able to give her." He grinned at me. "That all changed with you. I love you, and I want to…" His face changed to a slightly regretful expression before continuing. "I had this big plan about asking you. The whole family was going to get together in a couple of weeks after I closed on the house. I was going to propose to you with the keys and we could actually go in and see it. I don't have the keys or anything right now. I'm sure Mr. Jacobson would let me go inside since it's vacant, but this moment right here came up so suddenly." 
 
    Justin started to say something else but then stopped and paused, collecting his thoughts. 
 
    "So, I did have plans but they went out the window when I met with Zoey this morning. Seeing her and talking to her… no offense to her or anything, but it made me see what I had in you. It made me appreciate it. I had everything set in motion to ask you to marry me in a couple of weeks, anyway, but I just didn't want to wait. I felt like I couldn't wait. The house isn't quite ours yet, but I have the ring, and I figured you didn't need a crowd of people around for me to ask if you will—" 
 
    "Yes," I said. "I should've said that sooner, but yes. For sure. No doubt. Of course. I will. Yes. By all means." 
 
    "Marry me," Justin said, giving me a little squeeze with his free hand. He was making sure we were in agreement since I had cut him off. 
 
    I nodded and reached up, taking the ring box from him. "Yes," I said. 
 
    He kissed me, a soft but quick kiss right on the mouth before pulling back again. "I love you, Lindsay." 
 
    "Justin. I love you too. I really do. I can't believe this is happening. Am I dreaming right now?" 
 
    "Do you like it?" he asked. "I'm sorry it's so sudden, I just—" 
 
    I stretched upward, surprising him with a kiss that stopped him mid-sentence. "Don't be sorry about a single thing right now," I said after I kissed him. "Everything about this moment is beautiful. Everything about it is exactly perfect. Even the half-eaten drumstick in a bag on the ground is classic. Everything is exactly what it needs to be." 
 
    "I was going to give a speech," he said, flirting with me. 
 
    "You did give a speech," I said. 
 
    He nudged his chin toward the house. "Are you gonna move in here with me?" he asked, flirting. 
 
    I shrugged. "How are the appliances?" I asked. 
 
    "Everything's new," he said. "Not even a few years old. It's gorgeous." 
 
    "You know I was just messing with you, anyway," I said. breaking character. "I don't care." 
 
    "It is gorgeous, though," he said. "Between the friend pricing and Uncle E's help on the down payment, we got a steal. You're going to love it." 
 
    "You know I was just kidding, though. I love you gypsy-style. I could forsake a great many creature comforts and just follow you around in a gypsy caravan." 
 
    He scanned my face, stopping as he gazed at my mouth. "You won't have to," he said. "Since I got you a fancy new house." 
 
    "Is this for real?" I asked, glancing at the house again. 
 
    Justin and I had talked about being together for the long haul, but honestly, we had never discussed the practical, physical aspects of it. I guess I just assumed I would move into his current house when we decided to get married. A new house was completely unexpected. 
 
    "You like it," he said. It was definitely a statement and not a question. He could tell I liked it. 
 
    "I looove it," I said. I turned to stare up at him. he was holding me, his face only inches from mine. I had to pull back to focus at him. "I seriously love it," I said. "I can't wait to check it out. I remember some things about it. It's vague, but I kind of remember the layout—the downstairs, at least. I loved that sunroom. I remember that." 
 
    Justin had been looking at me, but he turned to the house when I mentioned the sunroom. We could see it from where we were parked. There was a large area on right side of the house that was lined in windows. It was inviting, even from the outside. I could not wait to go inside. 
 
    "I love the sunroom," Justin said. "I still can't believe you've been in the house before." 
 
    "Only a few times," I said. "Maybe twice. But I do have fond memories of it. I remember really liking it." I wrapped my arms around his waist, shamelessly soaking in the feel of his warm body through the thin layer of his shirt. "Thank you," I said, "I love it. I love you. I'm in love with this moment. I think I might have the best life of anybody." 
 
    "You really do," he said, nodding and agreeing with me like he was completely serious. "You should feel honored. I don't go around marrying just anyone. I'm not really even the marrying kind." 
 
    He was wearing a deadpan expression. He was just playing around, but he was saying the truth, and his level of confidence was so very attractive. 
 
    "Well, I'm not really the marrying kind, either," I said, playing along. "I've never even done it, not once." 
 
    "You're about to start," he said, staring down at me. 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. 
 
    It was a trap. 
 
    I knew he was watching me, and I knew doing that would cause him to kiss me. 
 
    Yep. 
 
    Just like I planned, his lips came down on mine. They were full and warm, and he instantly pulled my lower lip into his mouth as if testing to see for himself what I was nibbling on. I grasped fistfuls of his shirt and pulled him closer as I stretched upward. 
 
    "Are you going to wear your ring or what?" He stopped kissing me long enough to ask me that and then he went right back to it. 
 
    He kissed me for several more heartbeats before breaking contact with me long enough for me to say, "Yeah." 
 
    Another extended, open-mouthed kiss happened. 
 
    "When are you going to put it on?" he asked before doing it yet again. 
 
    I smiled when he pulled back this time. "Right now," I said. "I'm going to put it on as soon as you let me, and guess what…" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I'm never going to take it off again." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    A year later 
 
      
 
      
 
    We got married ten days after Justin proposed—it was the same day we got the keys to our new home. The new home was more than I ever expected, but the best part was the people I was sharing it with. 
 
    Justin was planning to repay Ezekiel and Rhonda for the help with the down payment trade, but they insisted that it was a wedding gift. It was extremely generous, but the Tanners didn't think twice about it. They were a close family, and Ezekiel had been wise with his fortune. 
 
    My family got us great gifts, too. Jenny and the crew revamped the flower beds and made them beautiful for us. She used a lot of red in her design, which looked great with the house. 
 
    The Jacobsons let us take possession of the house the week before, and with the help of our families (and a few from the crew at our farm), we gave the place a fresh coat of paint and got our things moved in before the wedding day. We spent our first night as a married couple in our new house. 
 
    We got married in a simple ceremony at Ezekiel's farm. We said we would just invite a few people, but by the time we thought of our family and close friends, it turned out to be about fifty. 
 
    My parents were a little surprised by how quickly the engagement and wedding happened, and a time or two they made a comment about the fact that I didn't need to be in any hurry, but that was the extent of their opposition. They could tell the wheels were already set in motion. Ultimately, they realized Justin was right for me, and thankfully, they weren't too proud to admit it. They knew I wasn't going to budge on the issue, anyway. 
 
    In the year since we'd been married, Justin and my dad had grown close. He had been working with us quite a bit on the farm, and they respected each other professionally. My dad appreciated Justin's charisma and instincts, and Justin had a lot to learn from my father's analytical, scientific approach to horse breeding. 
 
    Justin hadn't done bad for himself so far. His instincts about a little horse named Presto were right. Jamie rode Presto at the Belmont Stakes last year, and they won. They did not come in second or third or sixth. They won. As a result, Presto's stud fees were now substantially higher. Justin would tell you it was all my doing for suggesting Jamie as a jockey, but he was the one who saw potential in Presto in the first place. We were a good team where horses were concerned. We each brought something different to the table. 
 
    As of now, Justin was still working at Ezekiel's farm, but in recent weeks, he had gone down to part-time over there since he was so busy with ours. There was no animosity between the two farms in spite of us being in the same business. Thankfully, both places were successful and we helped each other as much as we could. 
 
    My father did not make it a secret that he expected Justin and me to take over Shepherd Farm when he was ready to retire. Both of us loved what we did and had no objections to that plan. 
 
    Piper was four-years-old now. 
 
    Her Aunt Stella was giving her piano lessons and she had just started gymnastics. We were embracing family life and trying to enjoy each day. That was extremely easy to do at the moment because it was one of the best weekends of my life. We were coming off of a successful weekend at Belmont Park. It wasn't quite like last year when Presto got the win, but it had been a winning weekend for both farms. 
 
    For the last three nights, we had been staying in a hotel closer to the track. Piper and the rest of the family had been there too, but they flew back to Lexington this morning. Piper went with her grandparents, who would watch her until Justin and I returned in two days. 
 
    Earlier today, we traveled to New York City where we would stay two additional nights in a hotel. One of Justin's friends, Carson, had a vehicle, and he, along with a couple of Justin's other old friends from New York, picked us up at the track and gave us a ride to our hotel room in Manhattan. We stopped for some shenanigans along the way (lunch and a little shopping). 
 
    Justin and I spent about an hour in our hotel before we got out again to have dinner with those same friends and a few others. 
 
    It was now nine o'clock and we had just gotten back to our room. We were finally alone in a beautiful hotel, overlooking the city. 
 
    I was walking on clouds. 
 
    Four horses from Ezekiel's farm had placed in races that weekend, and two had placed from Shepherd Farms. 
 
    The floor-to-ceiling window looked out over the city. Buildings and bridges and twinkling lights were everywhere. It was beautiful. It was one of those moments where I hoped my memories of it would do it justice. It was one of the moments so perfect I knew only God could have orchestrated it. I might as well have owned everything in sight—that was how elated I felt. 
 
    My elation, on second thought, could have been linked to the very freshly showered and shirtless man who had just come up from behind me. He wrapped his arms around me tightly, flexing the muscles of his whole body like he was about to burst out of his skin. He almost picked me up when doing that, and it caused me to laugh and lean into him. His hair was still damp. I felt it rub against my neck and jaw as he buried his face on the side of mine. 
 
    Justin was like a soild wall that was built of moving parts—he was soft and firm in all the right places and in all the right ways. He smelled good, too. 
 
    I wanted him. 
 
    Piper had been right there in the small hotel room with us for the last few nights, so we had behaved. As newlyweds, this was a stretch for us. Justin had been keeping himself in check while we were dating, but he was still the same confident, almost demanding alpha male he had always been—all full of testosterone and swagger and desire. Only now, all of his attention was focused on me. 
 
    Justin was insatiable. 
 
    I guess if I enjoyed it, that made me insatiable too. 
 
    Until this point, I had wanted to spend a little time getting to be a married couple before we tried to have a baby. Justin was ready to start trying any time, but he understood why I would want to wait, and he never even questioned me about it. He knew it wouldn't take me forever, but as it stood, I knew that the ball was in my court on the subject. I was going to tell him when the time was right. He said we were "practicing" until then, and honestly, we both enjoyed our practice sessions. 
 
    I stood there, holding his arms in place around me and breathing in the smell of him while he grasped me tightly. I could tell by the careful way he held me that this moment was about to turn into something more. 
 
    He kissed my neck, and I got that warm liquid feeling. The lights of the skyline were in front of me and my man, solid and stable, was behind me. I ran my fingers through his damp hair, feeling like I might physically melt. 
 
    "I don't want to practice," I said, holding onto his hair. 
 
    He made a disapproving noise. "Nooo, don't say that. You're driving me crazy smelling like fruit and wearing my shirt. It's too much." He kissed my neck again. "Plus, it's been a week." 
 
    "It has not been a week," I said. "But I wasn't saying I didn't want to… I was saying it doesn't have to be practice. We can… you can… we don't have to practice. You know, I mean, unless… you… don't… want… to…" 
 
    I spoke in a choppy tone. I wasn't nervous when I first brought it up, but I got overwhelmed during the middle of my little speech, and by the end of it, my words came out a choppy. 
 
    Justin had been moving, hugging on me, but he went still for a few seconds before pulling back a little, loosening his grip. I turned around, putting my arms around him. 
 
    "But we don't have to if you… I know it's kind of weird for me to bring it up right before we… you know, since we didn’t talk about it or anything lately." 
 
    He gave me a slow, sticky kiss before pulling back again. "Are you, Lindsay Wilde, telling me we can… that I don't have to…" 
 
    I nodded when he trailed off. 
 
    "You know that might result in a baby, right?" 
 
    I continued nodding slowly. "Yes, I do know that," I said. 
 
    But I barely got the last word out. 
 
    He kissed me with the same type of urgent energy he had used on our wedding night. 
 
    I squealed when he picked me up, and then I squealed again when he tossed me onto the bed. I smiled up at him, feeling giddy and restless because of the hungry gaze that was fixed on me. 
 
    Justin crawled onto the edge of the bed, wonderfully shirtless. He stared at me hungrily and stalked forward like a tiger. 
 
    "I love you," I said, feeling a little timid and uncertain, in a good way. 
 
    "How much?" he asked confidently. 
 
    "The most," I said, breathlessly. 
 
    He crawled over me until his face was so close to mine that our noses almost touched. "That's good," he said. "I love it when you love me the most." 
 
    I had been propped up, but I relaxed, stretching out on the bed beneath him. I smiled up at my husband, flirting with him and feeling alive with anticipation. 
 
    "How much do you love me?" I asked. 
 
    He didn't tell me. 
 
    He didn’t have to. 
 
    He showed me instead.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    (till book 3) 
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