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      “You blame me!” Lexi shouted. “Admit it!”

      I ran a hand through my short dark hair then licked my lips before responding, adding an extra second of thought before I spoke. Naturally, it didn’t help. My feelings spilled out. “Why wouldn’t I? Why shouldn’t I? Your fucking greed cost me my dream.” I stuffed my hands into my pockets and turned, stalking toward my front door and away from her.

      Soon, the sharp tap of her stilettos sounded on the pavement behind me. I stiffened, but when I continued to ignore her, I hoped she’d take the hint and leave. “What can I do, Xander? How can I fix this?”

      I whipped around and threw my hands in the air. “You can’t!” My heart raced and blood rushed to my face as the humiliation of the experience washed over me. My eyes closed, I spoke in a low voice, “Just go.”

      “I don’t want to go. We need to talk about this.” Lexi tossed her long blonde hair over her shoulder and stared at me with those pleading blue eyes of hers. She knew what she was doing. Normally, I’d melt. I’d take her into my arms, and soon we’d be in my bed, making up. She stared up at me through her lush dark fake lashes. “Please,” she whispered in her sultriest voice.

      This time I stiffened, feeling more than a little manipulated. “No. My career is over. My life is over.”

      Lexi huffed. “The two aren’t inextricably tied. You can have a life and build a new career. We can do this together. So…being a solo artist didn’t work out.” Her nostrils flared as she spoke. “There are tons of bands out there who need a lead singer, a guitar player, someone with your stage presence. They need Xander Cross.” Her brow arched as she planted her hands on her hips.

      “I don’t play nicely with others. This is why being a solo artist was everything to me. I trusted you with my career and you ruined it.” I raked my hands down my face.

      “One label dropped you. One album flopped.” Lexi shrugged. “This means nothing.” She shook her head. “I never had you pegged for a quitter.”

      “Really?” I laughed. “When we met, I was hanging out at a bar, drowning my sorrows in some seasonal micro-brewed beer.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t quit. You’d simply had a bad day.” She sighed loudly. “It’s like that again. This is only a bad day, Xander. It’s not a bad life.”

      “Oh my God, are you using inspirational quotes on me now? I know you didn’t think that up.” I leaned closer, my eyes narrowed. “Know how I know? Oh, because you don’t think!”

      She stiffened. “Actually, I think all the time.”

      “Then how come you weren’t able to negotiate a new contract? How come they dropped me and blamed you?” I spun on my heel and strode up to the front door of my modest ranch. I’d only owned it two years. In that time, real estate prices had shot up, along with the taxes. How could I possibly afford this place without a consistent income? There was so much panic rising in my throat, I almost couldn’t breathe.

      “I wanted you to be paid what you were worth. I thought you deserved more money…” Her voice trailed off.

      I laughed and kept walking. “You thought you deserved more money,” I muttered under my breath. In three steps, I reached the front door. Turning the handle, I strode through and glanced at her as I prepared to close the door. She was just standing there, her face pink and pinched, a combination of hurt and rage. “Now you get no money. Goodbye, Lexi.”

      “You’re twenty-six, Xander. At some point, you’re going to settle down. You’ll want someone who can manage your life and your career.” Her chin stuck out confidently.

      I rolled my eyes. “This is probably true, but I promise it won’t be you.”

      She shook her head. “I’m going to give you a few days to cool off, then I’ll be in touch.”

      I froze. Normally, the idea of a little time and space would appease me, but for once, I felt nothing, not relief, not anger, not hope. “Don’t bother, Lex. We’re done. We need to call it,” I murmured as I peeked out the crack in the door.

      “What? So, your label drops you, you drop me?” She tapped her foot impatiently.

      I chuckled and shrugged. “Something like that, I guess.” When the door clicked and I set the lock, I felt…better.

      Cracking my knuckles, I stretched as I studied my living space. I’d never put myself out there like that again. I couldn’t join a band because I’d learned long ago not to count on anyone but myself. Ever. Blowing out a breath, I wandered over to my MacBook set up on the kitchen counter. Time to research. Time to reinvent myself. Time to leave.
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      “Stop it,” I hissed as I pushed Jordan’s hand off my bare knee for the fifth time in a matter of minutes. “I’ve tried subtle. I’ve tried sweet. Now, I’m pissed.” I stared at him. In his mid-thirties, my boss was considered incredibly attractive by most, with his sun-kissed hair, bronze skin, and green eyes, but I saw him differently since we worked so closely together.

      “You shouldn’t mess with the driver,” he teased. “I really need to concentrate on these country roads.”

      “Right. So, maybe you shouldn’t mess with me.” I glared at him.

      He chuckled. “Do you have any idea where we are?”

      Chills ran up and down my spine. I glanced out the window and watched for a sign. There was nothing but trees surrounding the narrow road. I opened up my map app, but it refused to load. “The middle of fucking nowhere,” I grumbled.

      “Exactly. It’s a long drive back to L.A.” He grinned, much like a wolf who had homed in on his prey. “Hell, I don’t know what you’re complaining about. You should be thrilled I’m even remotely interested in you.” Jordan looked me up and down briefly before turning his attention back to the road.

      I sucked in a breath of stale air as my eyes widened. “And why is that?”

      “You’re not exactly my type,” he sneered. “You’ve seen the women I date…long, lean, drop-dead gorgeous and young. You’re twenty-four. Basically, your complete opposite.”

      With a hollow laugh, I considered my words. “I thought female was your only requirement. Oh, and alive. I had no idea you had such discerning tastes.”

      In the three months I’d worked for Jordan Sinclair, he’d been mostly an asshole and he knew it. As the agent to a number of up-and-coming stars, he suddenly felt entitled. He was earning a ton more money. He had loads of new clients, thanks to one actor who mentioned him in a magazine article. And now, he’d crossed the line professionally.

      “Watch it,” he warned. “You think you can’t be replaced? Everyone is replaceable. You should remember that.” Jordan eyed me angrily.

      I could practically see him puffing up from the power he imagined he held over me. I was seething and said nothing, but when his hand landed on my knee yet again and he gave it a healthy squeeze, I responded violently and with little consideration for the ramifications. Balling my hand into a loose fist, I punched the bone on the top of his hand, just like my brother and I had done to each other growing up.

      Jordan howled and recoiled in pain, but the fury was evident in his eyes. “You bitch,” he growled.

      I snorted. “I’d rather be a bitch than act like one.” Then I crossed my arms over my chest, confident he’d finally leave me alone.

      Instead, his hand shot out and knotted in my hair. “What did you say?” he roared.

      A combination of pride and stupidity refused to let me back down. “You heard me,” I muttered as calmly as I could manage even as my heart raced.

      “Of course, I heard you,” he responded in a low and dangerous voice. “That was your chance to correct yourself.” Jordan pulled me so close, I could feel his hot breath on my face. “Now what do you say?”

      I was scared and pissed. I wasn’t sure which emotion was winning until I opened my mouth. “Fuck you,” I growled. His hand loosened enough for me to free myself, but not without losing some hair. I refused to react to the pain. No way would I let him see he’d hurt me. I blinked a few times as tears burned my eyes. Then I reached for the door.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he shrieked as he slammed on the brakes. “You’re going to jump from a moving vehicle?”

      “It’s better than being stuck in a moving vehicle with you,” I snapped. The second the car stopped, I flung the door open with my purse in hand, hopped out, and slammed it behind me.

      “My car!” Jordan’s eyes flashed with fury, his mouth contorted in rage. “Good luck finding your way home, you dumb cunt.” Then he sped off, his tires leaving flying stones in his wake.

      For a split second, I felt relieved. Then reality set in. There was some truth to his final words. Maybe I wasn’t the smartest person at the moment because, and probably more importantly, I had no idea where I was. Dammit. In frustration, I kicked a stone, which promptly ricocheted off the guardrail, and hit me on my calf. The sting was immediate, but the blood dripping down my leg took several seconds.

      “Well, this is some bullshit,” I grumbled. I crouched on the side of the road and started searching my purse for a Band-Aid or tissues or both. I’d often joked I could make it through the apocalypse with the contents of this bag. Now, I was going to put it to the test. Too bad I didn’t have smarter shoes in here. These booties, while cute, were going to be the death of me. With a sigh, I threw the strap of the cross-body purse over my head and threw my shoulders back to begin my trek back to civilization.

      The good part about long walks: time to think. The bad part about long walks: exhaustion, blisters, and dehydration. In short, the bad outweighed the good. And even the good was pretty terrible. Soon, I was left to consider all the mistakes I’d ever made. If I hadn’t pissed off that teacher my senior year, I might’ve had better references and made it into Yale, like I’d planned. Instead, I ended up at UCLA. Somehow, I convinced myself this was just as good, even though my humiliation at failure had me traveling across the country for college. Then I took an internship, which resulted in me finding a job with a series of agents as I tried to find the right fit. Clearly, the search was still on, since now I’d blown through my fifth one. And Jordan was seriously the worst. I’d ignored his advances for months. Fear of unemployment and being blackballed had me tolerating treatment I swore I’d never accept.

      Hot tears of disappointment flowed over my cheeks and dripped from my chin. The sun began to dip in the sky and my situation seemed to drastically decline. Animals that might’ve been kept at bay by the sun were suddenly howling in the distance. I hadn’t had a drink for hours, which meant my purse was going to need a true overhaul. Twenty minutes ago, I’d dug the last Tic Tac out of it. I’d found it in a corner, mostly covered with crumbs. No doubt I’d dropped it and the damn thing had gone unnoticed ever since. And though I kept the phone on and checked it periodically, I had no service. Other than my ability to note the time of my demise, the cell was completely useless.

      My feet hurt. My legs ached. My lower back screamed. I wasn’t built to walk long distance in heels. Every step was made with concerted effort. Only the determination to plod on wasn’t enough. My feet somehow managed to get tangled and I was immediately catapulted forward into the darkness. I held out my hands to catch my fall, but they did little and I found myself on the narrow shoulder of the road. I didn’t even have the energy to pick myself back up. Then I knew, this was the end.

      [image: ]
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      Leaving L.A. this time left a seriously sour taste in my mouth that I imagined had little to do with my misspent night of drinking and partying with Lissette. That part was actually pretty sweet. The awful aftertaste came around the time she started pushing me for a commitment over brunch. I rubbed the back of my neck as I replayed the conversation over and over in my head.

      “So, I’ve been thinking,” Lissette began coyly as she sipped her mimosa on the hotel patio.

      “Oh?” My voice cracked. Already knots formed in my stomach. My brow furrowed as I buttered my toasted bagel. I could feel her eyes upon me, but I had no desire to meet her gaze.

      “Could you look at me while I’m talking to you, please?” She huffed and set her flute down on the table. When she threw herself back in her chair, I knew I’d postponed the inevitable long enough.

      I cleared my throat and pasted a smile on my face. “You were saying?”

      “Yeah, but you weren’t listening.” Lissette crossed her arms over her chest and pouted.

      “I’m listening now.” I took a big bite of my bagel and prayed it would settle my stomach. I watched her while I chewed.

      “Right, but for how long? What do I have to do to keep your attention?” She sighed and then frowned at me.

      Naturally, I wilted under her gaze. Of course, I felt guilty. We’d been sleeping together once a week for the better part of six months. I was a creature of habit and she’d become part of my routine. Drive to L.A. with my tracks on Friday. Deliver them to the studio, or submit online from a coffee shop while I sipped on a chamomile tea I’d sweetened with large quantities of honey. Manage my business, pick projects, and handle banking. Meet up with Lissette for a late dinner, spend the night at whatever hotel I chose, then breakfast in the morning before we parted ways. I’d grab some groceries and supplies, then return to my place. This was comfortable, easy, manageable.

      Taking a few big bites, I chewed the rest of my bagel and swallowed hard. After a sip of my coffee, I studied her. Tall, blonde, and beautiful, she looked like more than half the women around here. Lissette was fun, but that’s all she meant to me, a pleasant distraction.

      “I sense you’re dissatisfied with the terms of our relationship.” I scratched at the stubble on my cheek. I always took the weekend off from shaving. Since I lived alone, I often took off longer than that.

      “Is that what this is…a relationship?” Her brow furrowed, but I could see a flicker of hope in her eyes.

      I licked my lips before I spoke. “In the broadest sense.” I shrugged. “I thought we had an understanding. I thought we knew where we stood.” I leaned back in my seat and waited for her response.

      Lissette blinked a few times. “Is this it? Is this all there is between us? We meet up one night a week and fuck like bunnies, then you go off and I don’t hear from you until the following Friday.”

      “Right. And, I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s all I can give you, Lissette.” I stared at her evenly. There was no changing my mind. Sure, if she decided this wasn’t for her, I’d be disappointed, but in the same way I’d feel if I had to find a new dentist or my coffee shop closed.

      She shook her head. “Where do you go? What do you do? Are you married? Is this why you can’t see me more than once a week?” Her voice had gone shrill and I could see other patrons glancing our way.

      “Keep your voice down,” I murmured.

      “Why should I?” She glared at me. “You never answer any of my questions.”

      I pushed back my chair. “Let’s go for a walk.” Then I held out my hand to her, but she simply stared at it.

      “Why would I go anywhere with you?” Her eyes narrowed, but this only served to force the tears from them.

      Since she’d done nothing to hide them and it made me incredibly uncomfortable, I passed her the linen napkin from my lap. “Wipe your eyes. Let’s get out of here. I’ll answer all your questions then.”

      Lissette sniffled and nodded. She dabbed at her cheeks with the napkin, then smoothed her skirt before standing. “Okay, but I want answers to all of them. And I’ll know if you’re lying.” Her chin jutted out.

      With a nod, I motioned for her to go first, and I laid a hundred-dollar bill on the table, which was more than enough to cover the check and a healthy tip. As I followed behind her, I gnawed on the inside of my cheek. There would be no lies. I had nothing to be dishonest about. The cause of my unease, however, was the general understanding that Lissette wouldn’t like the truth. For this, we’d need more privacy. She’d already proven she had no qualms about making a scene.

      We wandered back to my car. Normally, at this point, I’d drop Lissette off at her vehicle before going my own way. This arrangement was comfortable. I’d never been to her place. She’d never left the city and come to mine. Now, she was pushing it and I rather despised her for messing up the balance.

      “I’ll ride with you,” she muttered.

      “Okay.” I opened the passenger door for her. I was a gentleman to a fault. Usually.

      She slid in and I could see her working harder at being sexy. There was nothing natural about the way she held her body and displayed her bare legs. My brows rose, but I said nothing as I closed the door and made my way to the driver’s side.

      Soon, I’d settled into my seat and we were driving out of the parking lot, onto the street. Maybe a public place was a bad idea. Maybe a moving vehicle was the best I could hope for. I decided against waiting for a destination to start talking. “I’m not married,” I muttered as a conversation starter.

      Lissette inhaled sharply. “You’re not?”

      Inadvertently, I’d again thrown her a bone. I released a hollow laugh. “No, I’m not. And I’m not sure I ever will be. I’ve been burned.”

      She laid a hand on my forearm, which was propped up on the console. “Give it time,” she whispered.

      I glanced out the window. I should’ve been happy, but I wasn’t. “I don’t know if time will matter. I don’t think about marriage anymore. I actually enjoy my life, living alone.”

      She withdrew her touch and folded her hands in her lap. “Where do you live?”

      “The middle of nowhere in Arizona. It’s a good six-hour drive to get here every Friday.” I shrugged because I rather enjoyed the travel. It was totally worth the distance if it kept everyone at bay.

      “But you seek me out every week. How do you explain that?” Her head cocked to the side and I could feel her studying me carefully. She wanted our nights together to have meaning.

      “Well, I don’t mind a little companionship now and then.” I chuckled in an effort to ease the tension and feel like less of an ass. From the look on her face, it wasn’t going to work and my grin faltered. “I’m not going to lie to you, even if it would make my life easier. It wouldn’t be fair to you and, if anything, I want to treat you right.”

      “Ha!” Lissette shook her head angrily. “You care about my feelings? You worry about treating me right? You’ve been leading me on for months!”

      “How?” I challenged. “I found you in a bar. You came right back to my room with me. You gave me your phone number, I didn’t ask for it. And until now, you’ve never complained about our weekly trysts.” I raked a hand through my hair angrily.

      “I thought it was going somewhere!” Her cheeks were pink and fresh tears dripped down her face. “You could at least call me, drop a text, not make me feel so…used.”

      My brow rose. “I don’t have phone service, or Internet. How do you expect me to keep in touch? Send up a flare? Smoke signals? What do you suggest?”

      Lissette’s mouth hung open. “Do you even have running water? How do you live like that?”

      I inhaled deeply. “Quietly. Happily. With zero interruptions.”

      “Sounds sad and lonely to me.” She frowned.

      “Well, it isn’t. I like it. And I don’t want to change. Who else would ever want to live like that anyway?” I bit my bottom lip and stared through the windshield. I’d designed my life with great intention. I didn’t want to share it with anyone. I didn’t want anyone to want to be with me.

      She swiped at her eyes and gazed out the window in silence for a few minutes before speaking. “Take me to my car,” Lissette whispered. “I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

      I nodded and analyzed my emotions. Relief. I actually felt relieved. That had to mean something. “Okay. You got it.” Then I took a right at the next light and worked my way back to the hotel parking lot.

      I pulled up behind her car. She’d already loaded her overnight bag before brunch. Normally, I’d get out and give her a kiss before I pulled away. This time, there was no need because we were done.

      After she stepped out and leaned low to close the door, Lissette stared at me through the open window, but neither of us spoke. I recognized her tactic. She was hoping I’d speak the one word she longed to hear. She wanted to me ask her stay, to stick it out, to hold on for a proposal that’d never come and a life we’d never live together.

      I raised a hand and slowly pulled away, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it now even as I was only miles from home. “Get your head right,” I grumbled. I needed to focus on work as soon as I parked and unloaded the SUV. I’d managed to create a particularly heavy load.

      When I was still about seven miles out, I saw a woman with long strawberry blonde hair walking toward me on the opposite side of the road. She was wearing a skirt and little ankle boots. No wonder she was stumbling. And where the hell had she come from? There was nothing for miles. As I pulled closer, I waited to see if she was going to wave me down for help. I didn’t particularly want to be of assistance, but I couldn’t in good conscience leave her to die, if she was in trouble.

      She didn’t wave. She didn’t even look up. Instead, she tripped over her own feet and landed in a crumpled heap on the narrow shoulder.

      “Dammit.” I blew out a breath and shook my head. This was an inconvenience for sure, but even more than that…she could be hurt. I whipped the SUV around in the road, making a quick 180-degree turn. Then I pulled to a stop a few feet back, but blocked her in case a vehicle actually drove by. Of course, I could count the number of times I’d spotted another soul out here in the last eight months on one hand, but it could happen.

      Hopping out of my vehicle, I rushed to her side. “Miss, are you okay? That was a nasty fall.”

      She groaned or maybe it was a moan. Either way, she didn’t move.

      “I’m going to help you up.” I felt the need to choreograph my movements given the recent climate and numerous sexual assault cases. My last few trips to LA, it was all anyone talked about. I reached out, took her hands, and tried to tug her to a standing position. When her head fell back and rolled around like the proverbial rag doll, I gave up. With a sigh, I hefted her into my arms. She was heavier than she looked, but still not even remotely close to breaking my back. I carried her to my vehicle and deposited her in the passenger seat, after some careful maneuvering.

      Closing the door, I rushed to my side and climbed in the open door. “I’m just going to drive you back to my place. You can get hydrated and fixed up. Then we’ll figure out what to do with you.” I chuckled. I knew what I wouldn’t do. There would be no letting this chick linger. I’d rush her out as quickly as I could. There was no way she was going to stay for any length of time. And why would she even want to?
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      I frowned as I started to wake up. Something wasn’t right. In fact, everything felt wrong. I struggled to recall my last lucid moments. Gradually, it came back to me: the fight with Jordan, the way he sped off and left me on the side of the road, my cut and bleeding leg. My mind felt foggy as I flexed my feet, only to feel a distinctive twinge in my right ankle. I’d fallen, collapsed really, after walking for a couple of hours in the blistering heat while wearing all the wrong clothes for my trek. Slowly, I opened my eyes and tried to focus on my feet and my surroundings. My head ached and my heart beat erratically as I realized I wasn’t on the side of the road anymore. Was my condition now better or worse? With my luck, I’d been plucked out of the wilderness by some damn serial killer. I blew out a breath and glanced around the room, almost afraid of what I’d find. The ceilings were high and the entire space was painted an institutional cream color, which wasn’t even remotely comforting. I frowned as I studied the area. There was something really unusual about it. At first, I couldn’t figure out what nagged at me.

      Adjusting my position on the micro-suede couch, I quickly realized there were no windows. None. Not on any of the walls. All the light was artificial, coming from light fixtures, recessed lighting, and accent lights. Sure, it was plenty bright, but suddenly, I felt imprisoned. My hand flew to my throat. Sitting up, I set my feet on the cool tiled floor and discovered my boots were gone, not that I would want them on my swollen, blistered feet, nor could I have zipped my right one over my ankle.

      “Bloody hell,” I grumbled as I rubbed my temples.

      “Ah, a Brit,” a male voice behind me observed.

      I jumped and laughed nervously as I gradually turned toward him. When I laid eyes on my rescuer, my breath caught in my throat. The guy was ruggedly handsome with short dark hair and dark eyes that melted me. Then I remembered Ted Bundy had been equally attractive in his day. “Actually, no.” I shrugged. “Purely affect. I watched a lot of BBC.”

      “Nice. I was convinced.” He wandered into the kitchen area, pulled open the fridge and grabbed a soda, which he quickly offered to me. “Thirsty?”

      With a nod, I attempted to stand. “Thank you.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Sit. I’ll bring it to you.” Then he turned and plucked a second can from the depths of the appliance. He pursed his lips like he wanted to say something as he closed the distance between us. When he was still a good three feet from me, he held out the drink. “Here you go.”

      “Thank you.” I reached out my hand and closed my fingers around the cool metal. My head tilted as I studied him. For some reason, the guy seemed even more uncomfortable than I. “So, where am I?” I pulled the tab and opened the Coke. Taking a sip, I waited.

      “A missile silo,” he murmured. I could tell he was watching me for a reaction.

      For a split second, my jaw hung open. Then I blurted out, “Why?”

      He grinned. “I wanted to be alone.”

      My brow shot up. “And how’s that working out for you?”

      His face fell. “At the moment? Not well.” He blew out a breath. “I really need to get back to work. You should…sit. Rest. Keep the weight off that ankle.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll be back.” Then he disappeared through a doorway before I could stop him.

      “Nice to meet you? Thanks for picking me up?” I held the soda against my forehead. After an already trying day, I wanted to cry in frustration. I wanted to cry from pain, since my ankle had begun to throb. I wanted out. I wanted to run away, but since I couldn’t even limp, the best I could manage would be a crawl. If I could find my purse, pop a few ibuprofens, I might feel a little better.

      Scanning the room, I located it on a side table near the doorway he’d gone through. With a sigh, I set my drink on the end table, then lowered my body to the floor to commence crawling. The tile floor was killing my bare knees and every time I moved my right leg forward, I was acutely aware of my injury. I made my way around the couch, then continued to the back wall. It was a good ten feet away. Dammit. Why did everything have to be so hard all the time? Soon, I’d made it to the stupid table. Out of breath as I was, I reached up, yanked on the side of the purse, failed to consider the ramifications of my actions, and ended up taking my purse to the head. For several seconds, I stayed on my back, my bent arm slung over my face, the cool tile actually feeling welcome.

      Apparently, the clatter or my whimper had forced the return of the guy with the silo. I heard his footsteps as he came down the hall. He stopped in the doorway and I imagined he scanned the room a moment before he found me a few feet away on the floor. His steps drew closer. I forced myself to peek up at him. “Yo,” I mumbled.

      He chuckled. “’Sup?”

      “Listen, Bundy, I don’t have the energy to be coy right now. In fact, I’m downright cranky.” I moved my arm enough so he could see I was glaring up at him.

      “Al?” His brows peaked hopefully.

      I shook my head. “Ted.”

      “I was afraid of that.” He sighed. “So, how do I redeem myself?”

      “You could start by setting the knife down.” I smirked.

      “This?” He hefted the imposing blade higher. “It’s a machete.”

      “Not making this better, Ted.” I crossed my arms over my body and shook my head.

      “I was about to go out in the garden. I’ll have you know this is the best multi-purpose gardening tool I’ve ever owned.” He shrugged and set it on the side table.

      “I’ll have you know, it’s truly terrifying.” My brow arched.

      He frowned. “I can see that.” He walked around my body and started to hold out a hand.

      “Wait. Before you get a hernia trying to yank me off the floor, can I at least get the name of the guy who’s going to sue me for damages? Unless you’ve grown accustomed to the name Ted, or…it’s your real name.” I batted my eyelashes at him and offered my most winning smile.

      “Oh, right. Yeah, I’m…” His eyes flitted about the room and I had a sense he was trying to come up with some fake name.

      “Got it. You don’t want me to have your real name. Ted it is.” I held out my hand. “I’m Cadence. Real name. Oh, and my dental work is up to date, so unless you do a seriously good job of the body dump, they will figure out who I am.” He hesitated before touching me.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Cadence,” he murmured. “I’m Xander.” His hand wrapped around mine. “Let me help you get back to the sofa.” Gently, he pulled me to a sitting position. Squatting in front of me, he added, “And I carried you to the car all by myself. No extra help, no dolly, all me. Now, stop downing yourself.”

      I averted my eyes. My self-deprecating sense of humor had begun to develop in college when the “freshman fifteen” found my fanny. I felt better if I made light of what others were probably already thinking. “To the couch then?” I braced for the pain standing would cause.

      “Yes. I don’t know why you even got up in the first place. You had a drink,” he grumbled.

      “True, but I needed ibuprofen and you disappeared before I could ask…” I bit my lower lip when Xander looked me in the face. “Okay, so I wouldn’t have asked for help anyway,” I huffed as I stared over his shoulder rather than meet his accusing gaze. When I was nearly upright, he scooped me up in his arms despite my objections. “Be kinder to your knees! I can hobble to the couch.”

      “I need the exercise. You’re not nearly as heavy as you think. And enough already. I hate when beautiful women talk about themselves like that.” Xander deposited me on the couch, then rushed to grab my purse. When he returned to my side, he didn’t even seem winded. There wasn’t a hint of sweat on his forehead. But the disappointment in his eyes over my sense of humor was obvious.

      “I need to get this done before the sun sets. I have to break up compost today, so I’ll be hopping right in the shower when I return. Yell, if you need anything.” Xander moved the ottoman closer and lifted my leg. Pulling a pillow from the opposite end of the couch, he rested my foot on it. “Let me grab you an ice pack before I go.” He briskly walked to the freezer and worked on uncovering a gel pack.

      “There are no windows,” I noted. “I’ll be fine. You’d never hear me anyway.”

      In an instant, he was crouching on the floor, applying the ice to my ankle. “You’d be surprised what I hear, Cadence, especially when I’m listening.”

      Something about his words and the way he spoke them had my skin breaking out in goosebumps and my cheeks flushing. I ran my hands up and down my arms. Then I licked my lips and slammed my mouth shut before it could cause me further embarrassment.

      “Cold?” His brow furrowed and he laid a hand on my skin.

      “I’m fine,” I whispered as I reached for my purse and the pain meds.

      “Okay, remember, I’ll be listening.” Then he pulled a bandana from his back pocket and tied it around his neck. “We’ll have dinner when I return.” Xander glanced at my foot. “And then we’ll figure out what to do with you.”

      I nodded and willed him to disappear while I fumbled around in my purse even though I knew right where to find my ibuprofen. By the time I looked up again, I was alone. I popped a couple of pills and assessed my situation. Xander probably wasn’t going to kill me, but being around him made me want to die.
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      Cadence. I thought her name over and over in my head. I wonder if she knew what her name meant to a guy like me. Hell, I wonder if she even knew who I was. I doubted it. I’d done plenty to alter my appearance since my days of performing as Xander Cross.

      After pushing open the blast doors, I left them open and made my way farther from the berm hiding my silo. I’d talked a good game to the woman recuperating on my couch, but with each step, I worried I’d overpromised. I had no idea if I truly would hear her if she needed me. Blowing out a breath, I knew I had no choice. I’d work fast. There was work to be done. Gardens didn’t grow easily in Arizona. I composted to make the soil rich. I grew some fruit outside and on a lower level, I’d begun to play with hydroponics for vegetables with some success. That was how I kept my costs down, how I cleared my head in between projects. I had a nice full life by design. There was no room for Cadence or any other person in it.

      As I sliced through the compost with the machete, loosening it up before I grabbed a shovel, I tried to reason out what do to. She was injured, so it was hard to justify sending her packing. How would she fend for herself? What if she lived in a place with stairs? How would she get groceries? The longer I thought, the more I realized I’d talked myself into letting her hang around here to recover. And already, the self-loathing was kicking in.

      Hadn’t I just managed to rid myself of one entanglement with Lissette? Why would I want to create a new one with a strange woman? Of course, Lissette was unfamiliar once too. The problem came when I realized there was nothing more to her than met the eye. That’s all she was…beautiful and empty. Lissette had no original thoughts, no ideas, never had anything to contribute to a conversation. She was like a pampered puppy. She was always ready, willing, and eager, but there was no spark, no challenge, no reason to stay together.

      I sighed. The compost was sufficiently chopped, but now I’d need to exchange my machete for a shovel. As I wandered back through the blast doors to grab one from the shed-like storage area I’d created inside, I could hear singing from inside. Frowning, I followed the sound and soon discovered Cadence was enjoying herself in the shower. Make that…my shower. Without thinking, I turned the handle. Immediately, she became silent. Leaning in, I opened my mouth to speak, but she silenced me.

      Cadence peeked around the shower curtain and frowned. “Did you just walk in on me in the shower, Xander?”

      My cheeks grew warm and I swallowed hard. “I…wanted to know what you were doing,” I mumbled weakly.

      “Really? You heard water running in here and it was some kind of mystery?” She narrowed her eyes as she focused on my face.

      I tugged at my collar. “I was worried about you. The ankle. Remember?”

      She nodded grimly. “Oh, I get it.” Cadence blew out a breath. “I appreciate your concern. And I can see how you’d think I’m some damsel in distress, but honestly, I’m tougher than I seem.”

      “Okay.” I sighed. I was afraid to leave her unattended, but more than that, I’d been drawn in by her singing. “You have a nice voice.” I clamped my jaw shut as soon as I spoke. When had I turned into such a creeper?

      She giggled and even my ears began to burn. “Thanks. Now go away.”  Then she snapped the curtain shut and I slowly backed out of the steamy room and closed the door behind me. Then I realized I had no idea how she managed to get in there or how she planned to exit without causing further injury. My fingers wrapped around the handle again and I must’ve jiggled it just slightly because Cadence’s voice sounded through the door. “I swear, if you open that door again, I’m going to do things to you that would make your father weep. You hear me? Weep.”

      I rolled my eyes to the ceiling and backed away. “Fine. You can die in there for all I care,” I grumbled. Only as soon as I said it, I wanted to chuckle.

      “Can I die alone? If so, I’m okay with that. Buh-bye!” She sang out the last word.

      Now this was the kind of girl I could fall for, if I was into that kind of thing. Which I wasn’t. For some reason, I didn’t move. I didn’t retreat to the outdoors to finish my tasks. Sure, I was wasting time, but I had to hear her one more time before I departed. I need something to play in my head while I worked. Cadence didn’t disappoint. She started with humming, then she opened up and belted out the chorus in true Fergie fashion.

      “I hope you know, I hope you know. This has nothing to do with you…”

      I stood there, letting her words wash over me, letting her voice breathe life into me again. Then came the second verse.

      “And I foresee the dark ahead if I stay…”

      My throat tightened as I absorbed the words. Shaking my head, I rushed back to the shed area to grab a shovel. When I returned, we’d have a talk. Mostly about when she was going to go.
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      “This explains so much.” Xander shook his head and grinned as I wheeled past him in the hall. “I wondered where how you made it to the bathroom.”

      Instead of pushing off and continuing my journey, I paused and smirked. “I told you I was tough.”

      “You’re a little tough.” He smirked. “More than that, you’re innovative.” He gestured to his desk chair. “I never would’ve thought to turn it into a scooter.”

      “Have you ever sprained your ankle?” I eyed him curiously.

      “Not here.” Xander crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Then you didn’t really need to, did you?” I shrugged.

      “Nope.” He frowned. “Where did you find the clothes?”

      “My magical bag.” I laughed. “You should see what I carry around in that thing.” Then I leaned toward him. “That was more metaphorical than an actual invitation, by the way. If you touch my bag, be prepared to lose a finger.”

      He held his hands up and took a step back. “No worries. I learned my lesson with the bathroom.”

      “What was that all about, anyway? Who walks in on a naked woman where she’s at her most vulnerable? You know that’s why there’s always a shower scene in horror movies, right?” My brow furrowed as I studied him.

      “It’s my shower,” he spluttered.

      “Yeah. And I was using it.” My grip tightened around the chair’s arm rests.

      Xander rubbed the back of his neck. “I think we should focus on something else.”

      “Like what?” My eyes narrowed.

      “Like getting you home.” He shrugged.

      For some reason, he seemed uncomfortable. I chewed on the inside of my cheek. I wasn’t quite ready to rush back to L.A. I had obviously lost my job. Again. And I wasn’t eager to return to the tiny place I currently called home. “Go shower,” I blurted out as I wheeled away. “I’m going to make dinner.” Then I disappeared into the main living area without even peeking over my shoulder.

      I rolled into the room at a breakneck pace, and managed to come to a stop some inches before I would’ve crashed into the desk where I’d left my purse. My hands shook slightly as I opened it and hauled out my Kate Spade planner with the blue, white, and pink Caribbean stripes. The damn thing had cost me almost a week of rent, but the second I laid eyes on it, I knew I had to have it, and as much as I used it, I considered it a completely justifiable expense. When paired with my phone, I was completely unstoppable.

      Only right now, I didn’t want to go. I was afraid of returning to my apartment, which was already a constant reminder of my shortcomings and failures…all 249 square feet of it. Sure, when I had a job, I could think of it as a rest stop on my road to greatness. When I was terrifyingly unemployed, it was my tomb. Seriously, I once discovered that sarcophagus sites at the local cemetery were larger. Jordan was quick to point that out a little over a month ago when he’d appeared suddenly at my door to pick me up when the bus I usually rode broke down and I was going to be late.

      “Good God. You live here?” He’d stepped inside the door and looked about while behaving as if he were afraid poverty was contagious. “What is this…like two hundred square feet?”

      “Two hundred and forty-nine,” I corrected while rubbing my forehead.

      “Wow. We just stuck my mother in a mausoleum. It was three hundred and seventy-eight square feet.” Then as we stood waiting on the elevator, he leaned low and murmured, “So, when you die, you might get a bigger place. Something to look forward to.” And he clapped me on the back while laughing.

      “Man, I hate that guy,” I muttered under my breath as I collapsed on the chair. Hot tears stung my eyes, but I refused to cry.

      “Thanks?” Xander had quietly moved to my side.

      I rubbed my eyes before fixing them on him. “I thought you were taking a shower.” I sighed.

      “Because you told me to?” He laughed. “I do what I want.”

      “Cool, Cartman.” I looked away. “And for the record, I wasn’t talking about you.”

      “Whew.” He blew out a breath and leaned against the desk before he stiffened. “I mean, whatever. Love me, hate me, makes no difference to me.”

      I snickered. “You may want to work on the tough guy act.”

      “Hey, Cades, it’s no act. I’m tough.” He removed his shirt to display an abundance of tattoos across his back and biceps. Xander nodded my way like this was proof.

      “That’s pain tolerance, which has little to do with being tough, genius.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Let’s agree to disagree. So, who do you hate?” His head tilted and I found myself distracted by the delicious-looking spot at the base of his neck.

      “Jordan.” I huffed.

      “Oh, your boyfriend.” Xander stood and stretched. I could feel him pulling away.

      Making a face, I shook my head fervently. “Ew. No.”

      He casually sat on the edge of the desk. “No? Then…who?”

      “My boss.” I sighed. “Jordan Sinclair is my ex-boss.”

      “Everyone hates their boss.” His chest puffed out. “This is why I work for myself.”

      “Not all of us have that luxury, Xander.” I huffed. “Some of us struggle to survive in L.A. and will do whatever it takes to make that happen.”

      His brows rose.

      “Not me, mind you. If I was that girl, Jordan would still be my boss. And I would’ve let him paw me. And I wouldn’t have ended up on the side of the road.” I babbled in frustration now. “And I wouldn’t be in a missile silo with a sprained ankle…”

      “And you never would’ve met me.” Xander blew out a breath. “I’m gonna go take that shower now…but not because you told me to, only because I’m ready now.” He winked at me and my insides fluttered. He paused at the hallway. “Oh, and don’t worry, Cadence. I’m sure Jordan will come to his senses and you can get back to work.”

      I glared at him. “I wouldn’t work for that guy again if he got down on both knees and begged.” Still angry, I opened my planner and prepared to organize myself a Plan B.
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      The water pounded my face when I stood under the showerhead. This never happened, but I rather liked it. Somehow, I knew the increased water pressure had to be tied to Cadence. I’d had a wrench out, but never managed to get around to fixing the plumbing. She’d been here all of three hours and already, my life felt different and not in an altogether unwelcome kind of way. I hurried through cleaning up and dressing so I could get back to her. Somehow, even though she seemed incredibly competent in many ways, I sensed a clumsy side that held her back and probably downright harmed her. Yet as I wandered down the hall, I paused. There were aromas wafting from my kitchen I’d never smelled before. Leaning into the room, I sniffed the air.

      Cadence held a wooden spoon in her hand and wore a scowl on her face. “Is there something you’d like to say?”

      “Smells awesome. What are you making?” I grinned and to my delight she softened immediately.

      “I’m making the cheese raviolis I found in the freezer, but I started a marinara from your garden. I’m impressed with your herb garden, by the way.” She turned and pointed to a towel-covered baking sheet on the counter. “That’s going to be a simple Italian boule.” Cadence glanced over her shoulder while balancing on the chair and I cringed as she wobbled slightly. “I’m good. This, I’m most proud of.”

      I wandered closer. There was a huge jug on the counter with some strange stopper on it. “What the hell is that? Whatever it is, I had no idea I owned it.”

      “The jug is yours. The grapes…yours. The stopper…” She giggled. “Mine.”

      Rubbing my forehead, I mumbled, “You carry stoppers with you?”

      She shook her head. “No. Jordan had become particularly challenging lately. He has an actor in a major motion picture, so he has been more abrasive and needy than normal. The end result? I usually was shit on a lot during the course of the day.”

      “I hate to interrupt, but at some point, will this story lead to an explanation of the stopper?” I’d already wandered around the peninsula counter and found my way to the corner where we both stood examining her jug, which was filled with some mystery liquid. Without thinking, I reached for the stopper, hoping to loosen it and inspect the contents. Instead, my hand was slapped away.

      “Don’t fuck with the wine.” She pulled the bottle closer to her and wrapped her arms protectively around it.

      “We make wine now?” My brows shot up.

      “No, I make wine. You ruin it.” Cadence rolled her eyes then rested her cheek upon the plastic. “I need you now more than ever,” she whispered to the stopper.

      I smirked. “Finish your story, Cadie.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Where was I?”

      “Jordan being an asshole and making your life miserable?” I rested an elbow on the counter and watched her. She had a wonderful voice and a dramatic flair for speaking. I could actually talk with her all day and never grow bored.

      “Right. So, I started studying up on wine making because, quite frankly, he doesn’t pay me enough to indulge in anything decent on the regular.” She huffed. “I ordered a book. I copied some recipes. I even bought a few magical stoppers.” She gestured to the one in the top of the bottle. “This one arrived right when I had to leave, but not before I grabbed the package and stuffed it in my purse.” She shrugged. “Who knew it would come in handy?”

      “I just heard you say I was making you crazy.” I chuckled, while hoping she’d object and placate me.

      “Only a little.” Cadence sighed and rolled past me to stir the marinara bubbling on the stove. Suddenly, she raised her wooden spoon threateningly. “Leave the stopper alone. I mean it. Go watch television or something.”

      “I don’t have a TV.” I leaned back against the counter and watched for a reaction.

      “Surf the web?” Her head tilted.

      “No Internet.” I grinned some at her growing discomfort.

      She slammed her hand on the counter and turned the chair to face me. “What the hell do you do around here?”

      I gestured to the bookshelves lining my walls. “I read.”

      Slowly, Cadence wheeled around the peninsula and began to examine the shelves. A second later, the oven beeped and I watched her reaction. “Wanna pop the bread in the oven? Set the timer for thirty minutes.” I started preparing to do as she requested, when she added, “And don’t forget to remove the towel.”

      My cheeks warmed as I pulled the cloth off the sheet I’d placed in for baking. “You got it.” By the time I stood, she was smiling and shaking her head. “What?” I exited the kitchen area and moved toward her.

      “Your reading selections intrigue me. That’s all.” She grinned as she studied me.

      “How so?” I frowned.

      “Well, there are some mystery and suspense, which doesn’t surprise me at all. Then you have something like this.” She reached for one of my personalized copies from the shelf and I cringed slightly as she opened it and started to turn the pages. “Wait. This is signed.” She closed it and examined it in her hands. “You haven’t even read it. There are no creases, the spine isn’t marked at all.” Finally, Cadence read the inscription. “Thank you for bringing my characters to life.” Carefully, she pushed the book back into place on the shelf. “What does that mean?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Well, I create audiobooks. It’s one of my streams of income.” I stared at her helplessly while I waited for her to process my explanation. Behind her, back in the kitchen, the marinara began to boil and pop all over the stovetop. I growled as I rushed to turn it down, stir it, and stick a lid on it. By the time I returned to her side, Cadence was rubbing her temple and had slumped down in the chair. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. It’s just…you’re not what you seem at all, are you?” Her eyes shone with such hope, such wonder, I couldn’t stand the thought of ruining it for her with a lie or exaggerating my traits.

      “I guess not. I mean…I’m tough, but I have a soft side.” I squatted in front of her.

      She snickered. “Obviously. That’s what shocks me. Oh, and I work with Hollywood types. I don’t shock easily.”

      I stood. “So, wanna sit at the table for dinner?” I gestured to the far side of the room.

      “Where do you normally eat?” The way she pursed her lips while she waited for me to answer had me blushing.

      “The couch, but that’s not where you eat the kind of meal you prepared.” I stared at the table. “Your meal belongs in a dining room, lit by candles. Your meal should be served with wine.”

      “It won’t be ready for weeks,” she complained.

      “Don’t worry. I have wine.” I chuckled. Then I paused. “Did you say weeks?”

      “Yes,” Cadence responded weakly.

      I licked my lips, staring at her while I asked the next question. “Do you plan to be here when it’s ready?”

      She gnawed on the inside of her cheek. “I haven’t really thought about it,” she murmured, but I sensed it might not be completely true.

      “I think we should talk about it while we eat. I promise I won’t upset you.” I teased. “We can figure out custody of the wine. After all, the contents and jug are mine. The stopper is yours, but without them working together, neither of us with end up with something we both want.” I nodded seriously.

      “Are we still talking about the wine?” she whispered.

      I opened my mouth. Right now, I wasn’t sure. I had no idea why she was still here. I’d planned to send her packing right away, hadn’t I? I’d thought up plenty of feasible scenarios in my head. “I’m not sure anymore,” I admitted quietly. Then, in something of a daze, I wandered out of the room and down the hall to the giant storage room she’d obviously already discovered, since that’s where I’d been keeping the jug. I stared at the wine rack she’d missed, probably because it was along the back wall and the opening to it was too narrow for the chair. I kept it stocked because I enjoyed a glass or two in the evenings. Plus, I told myself it was a good investment. Mostly, however, after all those foster homes, I’d vowed I’d never be the guy sitting around in a wife-beater, throwing back beers until I passed out in front of the television every night.

      Grabbing a cabernet sauvignon and a chardonnay, I strode back to the main living area. Cadence had wheeled herself into the kitchen again and she appeared to be pulling dishes out of the cabinet. “I may need a little help with this so I don’t break anything,” she admitted shyly.

      “Happy to assist.” I smiled warmly. “So, do you have a preference?” I held out the bottles for her inspection.

      “Which one tastes more like hope and happiness?” she wondered. “Hell, I’d settle for some inner peace.”

      “Well,” I began as I rolled the bottles in my hands so I could examine the labels. “This one has hints of oak and cherries. This one…peaches.”

      “Definitely peaches. They taste like sunshine. Nothing bad has ever happened when I’ve been eating them.” She sighed and turned her back to me as if she’d said too much.

      Already, I’d realized why she was still here. I wanted to unwrap this mystery of a woman. She struck me as someone I’d never tire of, someone I could trust, someone I could be real with. At least for a little while, I’d let her stay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Cadence

      

      

      “So talk,” I urged as we sat sipping wine and toying with polite conversation after we’d finished eating.

      “What shall we talk about?” Xander eyed me, but I could tell he was looking for the right opening to broach the subject of my departure. 

      “I know I dropped in rather unexpectedly, but I’m here now and we need to figure this out.” I growled in frustration. Worrying about my future made me testy. 

      “Okay, so here’s the deal.” He took a healthy swig of wine and swallowed while settling back in his chair. “I have a life.”

      “Obviously,” I grumbled.

      “Hey, stop interrupting. This is an awkward conversation. I...don’t know what to say, exactly.” Xander rubbed his face. “My big plan for the day involved getting started on recording another book project, working on my garden, that kind of thing. I had no idea I’d be entertaining you.”

      “Is that what this is? You’re entertaining me, like I’m some damn kid instead of an adult who can do things on her own?” I glared at him. “I’m sorry for ruining your plans. Send me home.”

      “How?” He folded his hands in his lap and waited. 

      “What do you mean?” My brow furrowed. 

      “Well, you don’t have a vehicle. You can barely walk. How do I send you home?” He threw his hands up in the air. “No phone, so we can’t get you an Uber. No Internet, so I can’t check on train or bus schedules. You can’t book a flight. Hell, I don’t even know where home is. Did you think about that?” Xander huffed. 

      My jaw slammed shut. I laced my fingers together and tried to act calm, but all of a sudden, I was faced with the reality of how isolated we really were here. I should be scared. I was stuck with a stranger in a damn refurbished missile silo. Instead, I’d been more nervous alone in a car with Jordan. “L.A.,” I murmured. “I have a place in L.A.”

      “Oh.” His response was swift and short. “Is it nice?”

      I laughed. “Not particularly.” I blew out a breath. “So, Dahmer.” 

      “It’s Xander,” he reminded me with a smirk. 

      “You really seemed to enjoy my cooking. For all I know, you’re thinking about how tasty my ass cheek might be in a tomato base.” I shrugged. 

      “Nah.” He made a face. “I’d go with alfredo. Everything is better with cream and cheese.” He chuckled. 

      “Do you have cream or cheese?” My brows rose. 

      “Nope.”

      “Well, then I may be safe, for now.” I sighed in frustration. “My point is... I don’t know you. And yet, I want to tell you things.”

      He leaned forward on the table. “Like what?” Then he pierced me with those dark eyes and I just knew I would spill my guts. 

      “Like sadly, no one would miss me. My mom died when I was a teenager. My father crawled into a bottle, so I went off to college and never returned.” I tucked some hair behind one ear nervously. “I was an only child. I’ve been alone in the world ever since. I had friends, but people grow apart. And there are no friends in L.A. It’s a fucking cutthroat town where I don’t fit in.” I motioned up and down my body. “Look at me. How could I? I’m three sizes too large, and almost six inches too short. My boobs are...”

      “Whoa. Leave the boobs out of it. Leave all of you out of it.” Xander stood and walked around the table until he squatted in front of me. “I know L.A. is tough. That’s why I left. I also know that we are not the kind of people who are meant to fit in.” 

      I frowned as I stared down at him. I wanted to run my hand over his scruffy cheek. I wanted to knot my fingers in his short dark hair. I wanted to be close to someone for the first time in a really long time. “We’re not?”

      He shook his head. “No, Cadence. You’re meant to stand out. You’re meant to make your own way in this world without apology, without regret. You’re bigger than all those little people.” He held a finger to my lips. “And no, that wasn’t a size joke. To me, you’re perfect the way you are, even if you’re feistier than any woman I’ve ever known.”

      “Part of my charm,” I joked after I pried his finger from my lips.

      “Definitely. Never change. Not for anyone.” Then he reached out and dragged his fingers through a few strands of my hair and frowned. “Hey, did you use my conditioner?”

      I laughed. “No. I had some travel shampoo and conditioner in my purse.”

      “You have the Hermione Granger of purses, don’t you?” Xander teased. 

      “Most of the time. Although it has let me down before.” I shrugged. 

      He slowly stood and held out his hands to me. “Come on. Let’s sit on the couch and relax while we get to know each other. Obviously, you’re staying for now. You’re safe. I promise.”

      “Until you get some groceries,” I joked.

      Xander chuckled. “Even then. I hate blood. I hate messes. Look around.” He gestured to encompass the entire living area.

      “Yeah. It’s so neat, I thought a girl lived with you.” I peeked at him out of the corner of my eye.

      “No one has ever been here, Cadence. No guys. No girls. Not since the realtor who sold me the place.” He shook his head solemnly. “I thought I liked it that way. I thought that’s what I wanted.” He released my hands and moved behind me to push the desk chair over to the living area.

      “And now?” I asked as I stared up at him.

      “Now, I’m questioning everything.” He blew out a breath before repeating himself. “Everything.” Then he moved in front of me and helped me onto the couch, finishing by propping my foot on the ottoman again.

      “Careful,” I joked. “A girl could get used to this. I’m not used to being coddled.” Then I looked away. I’d been feeling overly emotional all day and every damn thing made me want to cry.

      “Did I do something?” Xander frowned as I slowly sank down on the other end of the couch.

      “Just imagining the clean-up later,” I lied.

      He narrowed his eyes as he studied my face. “No, you weren’t. It’s okay though. I’ll gladly clean up. You cooked.”

      My brows rose. “How has no one snatched you up yet?”

      “I’ve never let anyone get that close.” He kicked his feet up on the opposite corner of the ottoman. “I’m not a people person. I channel all my emotions into music and sharing other people’s words.” Xander fixed his gaze on me suddenly. “I’m going to need more wine for this. You?”

      “Yes, please. I never turn down wine.” I forced a laugh. My stomach hurt and I wasn’t surprised. This had been a stressful day. A stressful couple of days. “Jordan and his stupid road trip,” I grumbled while Xander was on the other side of the room. Still, he heard me.

      “Road trips are awesome.” He grinned as he finished topping off our glasses and carried them back to the couch. “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

      “Seriously? I moved across the country on my own. In case the hint of an accent didn’t give it away, I’m from Pennsylvania.” I took a sip from the glass he’d just passed me. “My life may not be much, but it’s all mine. I built it, far from home.” I glanced at the counter and realized my planner was still laying there beside the fermenting jug.

      “Need that?” Xander asked as he followed my line of sight. “I’ll grab it for you.”

      I bit my lip. “No worries. I’ll grab it later.” I hoped that would be enough, but no. Xander was determined to help me, damn it. He stood and started toward the kitchen. “Please don’t,” I murmured.

      Only it was already too late because he was holding it in his hands, turning toward me, and frowning. “I see you’ve scheduled in time for a nervous breakdown later this evening. Good plan. Do you really think you’ll be over it in forty-five minutes though?” His brows rose. “Rather ambitious.”

      “Gimme the planner, Xander.” I scowled and held out my hands. My cheeks were hot with a combination of embarrassment and anger. “How dare you read this? It’s personal.”

      “Cadence,” he began quietly as he passed me the planner, “it was open and on the counter. I’m human. And so are you. Everything is going to be okay. I promise.”

      I tried to blink back tears. Really, I did, but life felt so hard today. “How can you even promise something like that?” I sniffled and swiped at my nose. My fucking purse was on the other side of the room and I’d either have to ask Xander for more help, or struggle to get it myself. I opted for the latter, but he’d already figured out my plan.

      “I’ll get it. Just wait.” He motioned for me to stay on the couch while he rose, but that only upset me more.

      I shoved off the cushion and made a mad leap toward the chair. Somehow along the way, I forgot all about the wheels. The same wheels which had been my saving grace were now going to be my demise. My knee landed on the seat all wrong. My flailing fingers failed to grasp the arm rests. Next thing I knew, the chair flew out from under me. My hands were useless as I tried to stop my fall. By the time I realized I’d landed squarely on my patella, it was already on fire. I couldn’t even meet Xander’s face.

      “New plan,” he announced as he rolled me over, scooped me up, and carried me out of the room.

      “Where are we going?” I protested, in between stifling sobs. I tried to remember the last time I’d been in this much pain. Was it the time I fell out of the tree I’d been so determined to climb? That was a definite possibility. Then I remembered the time I’d fallen down a flight of stairs. That was pretty miserable.

      Seconds later, Xander managed to set me in his bed while simultaneously pulling back the covers. “Please stay here while I go get you some ice for the knee.” He stared at me while slowly backing away.

      I nodded while sniffling. “Fine.” I didn’t mean to be so difficult. I didn’t plan it. These things just seemed to happen.

      I lifted the hem of my black sundress to examine my knee. Yup, it was swelling. And I’d managed to scrape it on the area rug. My right leg was completely destroyed. I’d even managed to further injure my damn ankle.

      Soon, Xander returned with all kinds of supplies. He placed bags of ice around my knee. He wrapped my ankle. Then he passed me some ibuprofen and a glass of water. I took them without hesitation. Finally, he set my planner and purse on the nightstand before walking around to the other side of the bed and flopping down. “So, I’ve been thinking. You’ll probably be okay as long as nothing happens to your right hip. If you manage to injure that, however, we’re going to have to put you down.” His eyes sparkled and I knew he was hoping I’d find humor in the situation.

      “You can be really funny sometimes,” I murmured, suddenly spent.

      “You tired?” Xander asked as he brushed my hair away from my face.

      I nodded and closed my eyes. “Mind if I rest for a minute? I just…” I yawned. “I need to collect myself. I’m not usually this much of a mess.”

      “I hope not,” he joked. “Frankly, you’re a tad exhausting. But don’t worry, I’ll watch our wine. I’m just going to take out the stopper to check it…”

      My eyes popped open. “Knock it off.”

      Xander chuckled. “There’s my girl. I’m just teasing. The wine is safe from me. And so are you.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief as I settled back into the pillows. “Thank you.”

      He pressed his lips to my temple. I should’ve jumped. I should’ve pushed him away. Such audacity with someone he doesn’t even know. Instead, I turned my head toward him.

      “Rest,” he whispered into my hair. Then he tucked the blankets around me and added, “I’ll be here if you need me.”
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      When I was certain Cadence had fallen asleep, I left her only long enough to clean the kitchen. I knew what she was going through. I hadn’t sprained my ankle here, but I’d broken my leg once while growing up. Okay, a foster brother had done it for me, but whatever. What I remember most about the experience was how hard I had to work to do things that had once come so easily for me. Crutches were bullshit. They hurt and I soon had raw spots under my arms as I struggled to get around. I didn’t have anyone to care about me, anyone to ensure I was cared for while I was partially out of commission. Following the ER visit, I’d been moved to a new foster home. And the place was already practically overflowing. My new foster mom had no extra time to devote to an invalid. The experience definitely changed me.

      As I watched Cadence try so hard to act normal and not be a burden, I couldn’t help but relate. It struck a chord in me. Though I’d never been a nurturer, I wanted to care for her. I wanted to make her life easier and better, if only she’d let me. Once I was satisfied the place was back to normal and ready for the next day, I returned to the bedroom and gently sank down on the bed beside her. I tried to tell myself Cadence was like the sister I’d never had. I tried to rationalize my emotions. None of this made sense. What I felt now was a completely different level of attraction. This wasn’t like how I fell into a routine with Lissette. She was convenient and simply sexy, but my feelings never ran deeper than that. Lexi had been my manager and our close working relationship meant a natural progression, which was…again…convenient.

      This thing…with Cadence…made no sense. None. She was a mess. She was fearless and completely reckless. She was also clever, witty, resourceful, and real. Damn it. I wasn’t ready for real. I glanced at her one more time before allowing myself some rest. Cadence was curled up on her side facing me, her hands tucked between her thighs. Her teeth chattered slightly so I hugged her briefly until she seemed to relax once more. Lying on top of the covers, I pulled a throw over myself and settled in, propped up against the wrought iron headboard.

      Sometime later, I woke to the sound of Cadence whimpering in her sleep. She had kicked off the blankets and the way she had been thrashing about, I wondered if she might be sick. I felt her forehead with the back of my hand. She wasn’t feverish. In fact, she slapped my hand away. “Daddy, don’t,” she hissed.

      I froze and swallowed hard. The need to comfort her overwhelmed me again, but when I tried to pull her close and press my lips to her temple as I had earlier, she fought me. “Daddy, no,” she pleaded.

      Suddenly, I felt like I was intruding. I knew instinctively that if she were awake, she wouldn’t want me to be aware of this. Dream or not, Cadence had suffered in real life. I hopped out of bed and twisted the knobs on both nightstand lamps until a soft light flooded the room. When I studied her, I groaned. There was a huge wet spot on the blanket. Without hesitation, I began to peel back the layers to study the damage. Her knee was less swollen, but the bag of ice I’d given her had melted and leaked all over. I grabbed it and dropped it in the bathroom sink, returning to her with a huge brown bath towel, which I laid on the nightstand. She didn’t need to be sleeping on a wet mattress. Carefully, I rolled her over and slid her enough so I could examine the sheet. Sure enough, there was a small puddle, and some blood on the fitted one. I began to check her for an injury, which is when I suddenly realized where the blood was coming from. Her dress had hiked up around her waist while she slept, exposing her panties. They were pale pink bikinis. And because of that, I was able to tell she’d started her period.

      Immediately, I exited the room, making a beeline for the storage room. Once inside, I turned on the light and walked to the locked cabinet. I felt along the top of it and my fingers found the key. Taking a deep breath, I unlocked it and threw open the doors. For a moment, I stared at the contents. I’d started filling this room before I even finished the renovations. This cabinet had been left here. When I arrived, it had some single ply government issue toilet paper, which came in handy. Over time, I added more shelves and this one remained empty until one day about a month ago when I was grocery shopping in town. For some reason, I threw a box of tampons in the basket. The act seemed so natural, it shocked me. I literally froze in the aisle and looked around to see if anyone had been watching. I stood there, staring at the feminine products, the picture of internal conflict. Buying this stuff was impractical. I had no woman around the silo. Yet, there was a part of me that insisted. Shop for the life you want, it argued, not the life you have. So, I bought tampons in variety packs and pads of varying styles. Maybe someday there’d be a woman to explain the wings to me. Just last week, I’d bought condoms and KY jelly. It was on a shelf in my cupboard next to Vagisil cream and some Summer’s Eve.

      I knew precisely what to do. I gathered an armload of supplies, returned to my room, and then set them up on the vanity in the bathroom. When I was satisfied with my preparations, I squatted beside the bed and began to slide a dark towel under her.

      Her eyes opened and I read the confusion in them. “What are you doing?” she demanded as she glared at me. Then she started to push her dress down and swallowed hard as the realization of the situation hit her. “Oh shit.”  Tears welled up in her eyes. 

      “Hey, no crying.” I shook my head. “Ready?”

      Her shoulders drooped and her chin practically touched her chest. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 

      “Stop.” I scooped her up in my arms, but she refused to meet my gaze. I wanted her to know it was okay. I wanted her to know I didn’t hate her or blame her, but I was afraid of embarrassing her further. Carrying her into the bathroom, I set her inside the shower, making sure she had the tiled seat to rest on. “I’m going to close the curtain. Why don’t you get undressed and pass me your clothes? Go on and take a nice long, hot shower. I’ll have fresh clothes for you when you’re ready to get out.” 

      “Okay,” she whimpered, sounding defeated. 

      “Want me to adjust the shower for you? I can have it start heating up while you undress. I won’t look. I promise.” Already I had my hand inside the curtain, hovering over the knob. 

      “You know, you make an awful lot of promises,” she mumbled. 

      I smiled. She was starting to sound more like herself again. “I keep them all,” I assured her. 

      Cadence sighed loudly. “You really do.” She laughed quietly. “Well, go on then. I’m accepting your help. Thank you.” 

      My shoulders sagged and only then did I realize how tense I’d been. Turning the handle, I started the water. A moment later, she passed me a ball of clothes. “You can just set them on the vanity. I’ll wash them.”

      “I have laundry to do anyway. I’ll toss them in. You okay with wearing some old shorts and a t-shirt?” I bit my cheek while I waited for her response. 

      “Beggars can’t be choosers. Thank you,” she mumbled. 

      “I’ll get your chair, unless you want me in here.” I licked my lips nervously at the silence between us. 

      “Chair, please.” Then she poked her face out. “I just...” She paused and I followed her gaze. Obviously, she’d spotted everything I’d left for her on the vanity. “You...I don’t even know what to say. You’re going to make me cry. Again.” She yanked the curtain shut with even more intensity than she had the previous day. 

      “Be careful, Cadence. I’m always in shouting distance if you need me.” I hesitantly backed out of the room. Somehow, this felt like a huge victory. She hadn’t completely snapped on me. We were making progress.
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      I stayed in the shower for as long as I dared. The last thing I needed was to annoy Xander by stealing all the hot water while I cleaned up, reveling in how the warmth helped my aches. When I finally opened the curtain, I found the chair waiting for me, along with a fresh dark towel and clothes. Once I dried off, I had an opportunity to examine the assortment of feminine hygiene products I’d only glimpsed from the shower. I shook my head and giggled because if I hadn’t believed he’d never had a girl here before, I believed it now. No man who had a woman’s help bought all this stuff. There were pads, tampons, Pamprin, and Midol. Something told me this was the tip of the iceberg.  

      As I dressed, I couldn’t help but marvel over Xander. After shaking my head, I swallowed a couple of Midol. Finally, I towel dried my hair and rolled myself back into the bedroom. Clearly, while I hid in the shower, he’d made the bed: the sheets had been changed. I shook my head. He was entirely too much and my shoulders sagged when I realized I wasn’t yet ready to face him. Someone like me would never be enough for someone like him. Despite all the years of practice, I still wasn’t comfortable in my skin. Years ago, I’d done everything I could to alter my appearance. Back then, it made sense, but unable to move beyond my past, I had begun to regret it. I sank in the seat. I wasn’t strong enough to change, much like I wasn’t brave enough to seek out Xander.

      I sat in the seat and rotated in a circle while I thought and studied the place. All of a sudden, something caught my eye. There was a cup of tea on the nightstand. Wheeling closer, I realized the mug was on a note.

      

      Morning, Cadence!

      

      I need to get to work and I thought you might need some alone time. I penned it in for you, so it’s official.

      If you need me, I’m in my studio, which is three doors down on the right. Go slow. There are stairs. Otherwise, I’ll see you at lunch.

      

      Xander

      

      “It’s like he knows,” I grumbled. Then I brightened. If he understood me and was giving me space, I should be thrilled. My brow furrowed. He penned what in?

      Glancing past the mug, I found my planner, open to this week. Xander had written in ‘self-care.’ Damn it. This was the kind of guy I could really love. Why did I have to meet him now? I wasn’t ready. Swallowing hard, I reached into the back pocket of my planner and pulled out the old, worn sheet of loose leaf paper. I’d committed it to memory because the constant unfolding had caused such wear and tear I was afraid I’d completely shred it eventually. Ever so carefully, I smoothed it out and read it over, reliving the time I’d made this with my mother.

      We were alone one day after school. Her nurse had to leave early, and my father had made a habit of working late. “He should be here,” I complained while pacing in front of the formal living room window.

      Though the room had once been fancy and essentially unused, as mom’s illness had progressed, it had been converted to accommodate her hospital bed and equipment. “Come sit,” she whispered as she motioned to me with a few fingers.

      Slowly, I moved closer. She seemed so fragile, I was afraid to get too close, like I might actually break her. “Do you need something?” My frown lines deepened.

      “Yes.” Mom smiled weakly. “We need to talk.”

      I stiffened. Talks were never good. Over the past week, she’d tried to initiate this conversation more than once. Every time I artfully avoided it. Only now, I was out of options. I had no one else to throw in her path. Nothing was more important than making sure she wasn’t alone. Swallowing hard, I nodded slightly and sat in the chair beside her bed. When I leaned on the mattress, my hands clasped together, she began to stroke my fingers.

      “I look at you now, and I can’t get over how much you resemble me when I was a teen, back when your father and I met. If I try really hard, I can remember when you were so tiny. Holding my hand, constantly touching me brought you so much comfort, and now, you can barely stand to be near me.” She stared at me sadly, her cheek resting against the pillow.

      “It’s not that,” I argued. Even then I struggled to put words to my feelings, could never figure out how to express myself. “I’m scared of losing you,” I finally admitted. My eyes stung with tears, but I wasn’t supposed to cry. My father barely spoke, but this was one thing he’d been clear about: no crying in front of Mom.

      “Oh, Cadence,” she murmured as she tried to squeeze my hand. “Everyone dies. That doesn’t matter. It’s how we live that counts.” She inhaled deeply. “Make it count, Cadie.”

      I nodded and averted my face as huge, hot tears dripped down my cheeks. “I will.”

      “I’m sure you will, but let’s plan it together.” Mom sounded almost excited. “Before I go, I want to know you’re taken care of. I want to know you’ll be set.”

      “Okay.” I swiped at my eyes and sniffled while I patted my cheeks. “How?”

      “Paper.” She pointed to my book bag.

      I found a notebook with a few remaining unused sheets and removed a piece. “Now what?”

      “Make a path,” she urged.

      I drew a straight line and she laughed. “Oh, Cadence. Life is nothing like that. Give it to me.” Mom sat up with my help. After I passed her the paper, notebook, and pen, she flipped it over then drew a long line that curved and twisted around the page, turning in on itself in some places. “This is life. It’s never a clear line from start to finish. Sometimes it will feel like you’re going backwards, but that’s part of the dance.” She brushed my face with the back of her hand. Without thinking, I pressed her fingers against my cheek and savored her touch a moment before releasing her. She smiled. “Let’s start with the easy stuff.” She marked on the line a little way out: graduation. Then she added ‘college’ and looked to me for confirmation.

      “Yes, but I have no idea what I’d like to do.” I blew out a breath. “What should I be when I grow up?”

      “Try everything, Cadence. Try it all. You only get one life. Live it without regrets.”

      We spent the next couple of hours poring over the paper, adding different goals, talking about my dreams. Before long, I was on the bed with her and we were cuddled together like we hadn’t been for too many years. Soon, my mother was sharing her dreams, things she’d wanted to accomplish but had never done. “I was going to go to California. I wanted to see the Pacific. I wanted to work in Hollywood.”

      “You wanted to be an actress?” I crunched up my face.

      Mom laughed quietly. “Oh no. I’m built for a supporting role in life. I’m not meant for fame or life in front of the lens.” She stared at me seriously. “Play to your strengths, Cadence. You’ll never go wrong. And failure…there’s no such thing. Sometimes you win, sometimes you learn. Remember that.”

      “I will,” I assured her.

      “You will what?” my father asked.

      We both jumped when we realized he was standing in the doorway. We’d been so deep in conversation, we never heard him enter the house, never noticed him leaning against the wall watching us. “I’ll remember there’s no such thing as failure.”

      “Then what do you call the treatment not working?” He raked a hand through his hair, his agitation obvious.

      “I’d call it part of life. That’s what death is, Joe.” My mother gave me a quick hug, then a gentle nudge. “Let me talk with your father,” she whispered.

      I nodded and kissed her forehead. “Thank you, Mom.” I gathered my plan and my bag before leaving the room. As I exited, I glanced back and saw her open her arms to my father. I watched as he fell into them. Sobs racked his body while she whispered words of love. The next day, she fell into a coma. A few days after that, she died and my life was never the same, but I was grateful for our last moments together. More than anything, I religiously followed the plan we’d created together. It made me feel closer to her, like she’d be proud of me. Only lately, I’d done nothing but stray. And the results were obvious. I bet Mom never ended up in a silo, cut off from the rest of the world with some strange guy. Maybe it was time to revisit the worn paper. I stared at the sheet, trying to figure out where I was on my journey, and hoping to see how to get back on track. Sure enough, there it was in faded blue ink. At the moment, I was supposed to be dating casually and having fun without worrying about my career. The career was for next year and Xander, or a guy like Xander, was a good three years out.

      I carefully folded the paper and tucked it back in the pocket. There was no way around it. No way was I going to fall for this guy, no matter how awesome he might appear to be. What I needed at the moment was a job.

      Zipping the planner closed, I set it back on the nightstand before I shifted to kneel on the seat again. Unlike yesterday, when I could zip around, today I’d have to limit my movements. My knee was still throbbing and swollen. Lifting the mug to my lips, I sipped my tea and then set it down. Time to explore. Time to make some decisions about my future.
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      After a few hours, I gave up. I couldn’t settle into work. All I kept thinking about was Cadence. What if she fell and couldn’t come get me? What if she was so embarrassed, she refused to face me? What if she’d tried to come get me, had failed to stop in time, and tumbled down the stairs? Actually, that last possibility seemed the most likely of the three. How could she not want to see me again?

      So, after three attempts at reading a new book and completely failing, I grabbed the manuscript and told myself I was only going to go stretch my legs and get a drink. I exited the room, leaving the door open. With some trepidation, I peeked over the railing and looked down at the next landing, half expecting to find Cadence there. Thankfully, she wasn’t and my heart stopped racing, slowing to a reasonable pace. Still, when I stood and listened intently, I was only greeted with silence. I started toward the living area, only to find Cadence at work in the kitchen.

      “Whatcha making?” I asked as I neared the peninsula.

      She jumped and grabbed at her chest. “Is it lunchtime already? I must’ve lost track.” Then she glanced at her phone. “Is ten in the morning when you eat?” She frowned. “It’s not ready yet.”

      “What’s not ready?” Then my stomach grumbled. Maybe I was hungry.

      “All of it. None of it, really.” Cadence blew out a breath. “I needed to think. So, I bake. And cook. Oh, and if I’m upset, I eat.” She gestured to her body. “In other news, you really don’t have cheese.”

      I chuckled. “No. I don’t. You thought I lied?”

      She shrugged. “Exaggerated. Everyone has cheese.” Then she stared at me wide-eyed. “Wait. Are you lactose intolerant? You don’t have ice cream either.”

      “No, I’m not lactose intolerant.” I grinned.

      “Whew.” She sank into the seat. “I found some eggs and milk. I started making some vanilla ice cream. Oh, and some meringue cookies will be going in shortly. I added a shepherd’s pie to your freezer and I’m cooking one now.” Cadence gestured to the oven and I moved to peer inside.

      “Wow. That’s great. What’s that pie thing?” I sniffed. “Potato?”

      “Yeah, hamburger with onions and garlic on the bottom, topped with corn, then mashed potatoes.” She shrugged. “Meat and potatoes. Man food.”

      “I’m…shocked…impressed…” I struggled to find the words to describe my awe at what she’d accomplished.

      “I could do more if I had Internet service. I could’ve looked up a thousand recipes. You have food going bad in the storage room. Unfortunately, I only had my memory to figure out how to salvage some of it.” Cadence frowned and began fiddling nervously with her fingers.

      I took a few steps and squatted in front of her. “You really do need something to do with your hands, huh?” Without thinking, I dropped the manuscript on the floor and cupped hers with mine. I looked up into her eyes. “Is this okay?”

      Cadence nodded. The timer sounded and she started to move, but I cut her off. “I’ve got this. Sit.” I quickly stood. Opening the oven, I grabbed a towel from the counter. “I don’t really cook. Hence the lack of pot holders.” I shrugged apologetically.

      “I noticed. I added it to the list.” She smirked.

      After pulling the cookie sheet with the shepherd’s pie on it from the oven, I set it on the unused burners and turned to face her. “You have a list?”

      “Yeah. Necessities. You know.” She gestured to the food. “Like a pie plate. This is a round cake pan. So…we’re having deep dish pie.” She giggled.

      “Where’d you find the pie crust?” I examined the edge my jaw dropped open. “You made a pie crust from scratch by memory.”

      Cadence blew out a breath. “I told you. I bake when I’m upset.” Her shoulders drooped. “I know what you’re thinking. My favorite things aren’t really conducive to being fit. I eat my emotions. I bake because I enjoy it. I read while I’m waiting.” She rolled her eyes.

      “You’re a reader?” An idea began to form in my head. “I’m having trouble with this book. You wanna look it over with me? Maybe you can help me get in the right frame of mind.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “It’s a romance…”

      Her eyes sparkled. “Yes. Definitely, yes.” Before I had a chance to respond, she began babbling. “I said I would. Stop begging. It’s totally unbecoming.” Cadence winked at me.

      I chuckled. “Fine, after we eat then.”

      She shifted impatiently. “Don’t waste time chewing. It’s nothing special.”

      “You made ice cream. You made this…pie. I’m in awe. I plan to chew and savor every bite.” I moved to the cupboard. “Gimme a minute to set the table, then we’ll eat.” As I moved around, I asked casually, “How are you feeling?”

      Cadence blew out a breath and I knew she understood what I meant. “I’m fine. I’m…sorry.” She groaned. “At the risk of getting graphic, I usually have a warning…in the form of pain, but I’ve been popping ibuprofen like it’s my job, and I never felt…it.” She covered her face. “And I’m glad you have…stuff…because I checked in my purse. Nothing.”

      I stared at her, my mouth agape, and laid a hand on my chest after a fake gasp. “The Hermione Granger bag let you down? I’m shocked.”

      “I can see that.” Cadence rolled her eyes.

      “How can that be?” I teased.

      “Honestly? I vaguely remember offering my last tampon to a new wannabe-actress a few weeks ago. Then I forgot to refill my purse. Regardless, one wouldn’t have made much of a difference in this situation.” She finger-combed her hair.

      I hesitated, but decided to break down and show her. “Come with me,” I murmured. Then I pushed the chair and rolled her into the storage room before she could protest.

      “I already found this place,” she complained. “Why are you determined to keep me from the book?”

      I laughed quietly. “I’m not. In case you need anything, I want you to know where to find it. I want you to know I’ve got you covered.” I shrugged like it was no big deal, but really, this was monumental for me. Historically speaking, I only looked out for myself. Because of this change, I felt the need to explain, even if she wouldn’t know the difference. Her face scrunched up as I parked her in front of the cabinet.

      “This one’s locked.” Her cheeks pinked. “I may have checked earlier when I was trying to get the lay of the land, plan meals, organize my escape…” Her voice trailed off playfully and she whistled while she looked about. “We need to talk about this storage room though. For real.”

      “Okay. This first.” I took a deep breath and opened both doors wide. “This is my girl cabinet,” I began nervously.

      “You said there were no girls.” Cadence frowned.

      “There aren’t. There haven’t been…”

      “I mean…I believe you, but I don’t understand. It’s like you went through the feminine hygiene aisle and bought one of everything.” Her head tilted and I watched her lips move. “Or more. A lot more.”

      “I grew up in foster homes,” I blurted out. Then I wrapped my arms around my body and began to pace.

      “Slow down. You’re making me dizzy.” She frowned at me.

      I came to a stop in front of her and dropped to my knees. Something about her lap seemed incredibly inviting, so I balanced my forehead on her good knee. “It sucked for me, but it was even worse for the girls. They had to beg for this stuff. They were ordered to conserve. They were self-conscious about smelling.” I shook my head as I recalled various situations I’d seen. “They needed understanding, but never received it.” Cadence remained silent, but she gently began running her fingers through my hair. Feeling slightly more emboldened, I continued. “So, I vowed no one close to me would ever need to go through that. Ever.”  Though she remained silent, Cadence held me tightly against her. And while I had so much more to say, I held back. I’d already shared more than I actually planned.
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      “You know what I love about reading?” I asked as I wiggled impatiently on the couch.

      “What?” Xander wore a slightly bemused expression on his face.

      I leaned in, determined to completely lift his spirits after our earlier discussion. He’d been somewhat remote ever since he’d revealed a hint of his past, which made for a painfully quiet lunch. So, I acutely felt the distance between us. “The escape. I love climbing into another world and leaving mine behind.”

      His head tilted. “Another world? So, you read fantasy?”

      “Um, I read fantasy and urban fantasy. I read all kinds of romance. I love a good mystery/suspense.” I wrapped my arms around my body and settled into the corner of the couch.

      “What, no thrillers?” Xander laughed.

      I shivered. “Too much like real life.” Since he never missed much, I felt the need to distract him. “What if we work on this, and then have some ice cream? It should be ready by then.” I looked at him hopefully.

      “Okay. Thank you.” He studied me a moment. “I appreciate your help, your insight into this book.”

      “Well, it’s the least I can do, since you saved me.” I giggled. “Now, the most I can do is organize your life.” I bit my cheek and offered a weak smile.

      “I’m organized…” Xander glanced around the space.

      I shook my head.

      “I’m not?” His brows peaked.

      “No.” I held out my hands, palms up and at the ready for him to drop the book in them. “Let’s read.”

      “Wait. How am I not organized?” His brow furrowed and he actually looked a little hurt as he pulled the book farther away.

      “You really want to do this now?” I grumbled as I sank lower in the couch.

      He turned to face me. “Yes. I do.”

      “Fine.” I held out my hand, ready to tick off the ways he needed my intervention. “So, first, it’s nice to be off the grid in theory, but dangerous in reality. There are ways to remove yourself from society without cutting you off if you need something.”

      Xander scanned the room. “What could I possibly need?”

      “Well, phone service, for starters.” I sighed. “What if you were injured?” I frowned. Already I could picture a nasty accident with his damn machete, and without a phone, living alone, he’d bleed out before he could get the help he needed. I swallowed hard. “How would you call for an ambulance?”

      He made a face. “Ambulances are expensive.”

      “Well, how would you call for an Uber then?” I huffed in exasperation.

      He blew out a breath. “I’m not clumsy in the least.” Xander smirked. “I mean, there have been times I’ve considered working on exploring my phone options, but mostly I just like the peace, you know?”

      I nodded and tilted my head as I studied him. “I do know. I think we all could use more peace. So, get a phone, but don’t give out the number.” I shrugged.

      “Right. What else?” Xander picked at a callus on his palm while he listened to me. I swear he feared what I’d say next. I tried to be gentle, but I have my buttons. Wasting food was one of them.

      “You need a system, some method for saving the food you have. Why bother with all that work if you’re not going to use it?” I threw my hands in the air. “Gardening can’t be all about wielding a cool multi-purpose machete and getting a tan.” I leaned closer. “So, we should talk about what you grow and how to maximize it. Maybe you need to do some canning, or freezing. Maybe you could create some meals and freeze them ahead or something.” I felt like I was losing him. Xander hadn’t even looked up while I argued that point.

      Still, he made a face. “Now I’m supposed to cook and can?”

      “You could freeze. I did suggest freezing.” I rolled my eyes. “Is this one of those sexist things? You don’t think you should have to work in the kitchen?” I remembered when I was left alone. I’d explored every inch of the kitchen and found it lacking in a number of ways. Clearly, the man didn’t use it much.

      “No,” Xander pouted.

      “Then what?” I asked in frustration.

      “I don’t know how,” he whispered. “I know nothing about family meals because I never had a family. The foster homes were…not exactly a model for my life, not really a place to learn any useful skills.” He rubbed his temples as he leaned over and stared at the floor. “The only thing they were good for was motivating me to earn money so I’d be able to take care of myself. Luckily, I’m really good at that.”

      I swallowed hard. The pain in his voice was obvious. All I’d done was criticize him and my chest hurt as I realized it. Slowly, I inched closer to him. Given my injury, I couldn’t have moved faster if I’d wanted to. Still, he eyed me cautiously as I neared his side. When we our shoulders were touching, I finally spoke. “Listen, you’ve done an amazing job of creating a safe place, of stocking it, making it homey, and providing for your basic needs. The last thing I want to do is make you feel badly about all you’ve accomplished. You’re amazing, Xander. Never doubt that.” Then I bumped into him playfully, hoping he’d at least peek at my smiling face.

      Eventually, he glanced at me. “Oh, I’m doubting. I doubt all the time.”

      I shook my head. “Nah. That’s counterproductive. You need to live your life with no regrets. You need to try new things. Try everything.” I could hear my mother’s voice echoing in my head. A knot formed in my throat. “Let me help you complete your dream. Sadly, I know all about family and the related life-skills. I can teach you.”

      “You’d do that?” His brows rose.

      “Of course. It’s the very least I can do for you after all you’ve done for me.” I sighed happily and hooked my arm through his companionably.

      “Last question.” His face grew serious.

      “Shoot.” I leaned my head against his shoulder.

      “Why sadly?” Xander asked quietly.

      “Huh?” I frowned.

      “Why is it sad that you know all about family?” He reached up and brushed the hair away from my face, giving me no way to hide.

      I bit my lip for a split second before blurting out, “Because then I knew what I was missing when it was gone.”
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      Cadence looked so sad all of a sudden. I knew I’d hit on a painful subject. I suspected as much when I forced her into the conversation. I’m not sure what came over me, but when her face paled and tears began to flood her eyes, I had to kiss her. Leaning closer, I lifted her chin with my finger. When she didn’t pull away, my spirit was bolstered. As I drew near, I pressed my forehead to hers while digging deep for the courage I needed. “May I?” I asked quietly as I stared into her eyes.

      She closed them and tears dripped down her cheeks. She nodded slightly. When I didn’t move, she whispered, “Yes.”

      I knew it wasn’t me. I figured there was some memory eating at her. Even though I wanted to hear all about her past, all about what had shaped her into the person I couldn’t stop thinking about, I didn’t want to pry. But I would. “Help me understand, Cadie,” I murmured against her cheek as I brushed my lips over her smooth skin.

      She inhaled sharply. “What’s to understand?” Her voice had taken on a faraway quality and I guessed she was already lost in another memory.

      I kissed a trail to her ear. “You,” I whispered. “I want to understand you.” As I dragged my lips down her throat, her skin broke out in goosebumps. Reaching up, I ran my fingers through her hair and hoped she’d say something. I’d learned to wait, but that didn’t mean I was going to be patient about it. “Talk to me,” I urged.

      Cadence responded with a sniffle. “I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “I can’t. I’m not ready. And I would much rather read a book than spend my day in tears. Please?” She studied my face, obviously saw the disappointment, and added, “I’ll feel better tomorrow. Today, I’m a little more emotional than I’m comfortable with, okay?”

      I nodded and swallowed hard. I felt like a complete dick for pushing her. “Let’s read.” Opening the book, I planned to talk to her about the project, but instead, she interrupted.

      “Oh, dual point of view.” She snatched the book and flipped through a few more pages. “No wonder you’re having trouble.” The Cadence looked at me and smiled. “You need me.”

      My head tilted. “You do like to be needed, don’t you?”

      She licked her lips before responding. “Most of the time.” After blowing out a breath, she murmured, “Let’s begin. I’m first.”

      Her mood had changed completely and her happiness had me more relaxed than I’d been all day. I listened as she read and I had to say, from a professional standpoint, her voice was pure perfection. She was easy to understand and her tone drew me in. The more she spoke, the more I tingled. I was so enthralled in her performance, I stopped paying attention to the book and simply stared at her.

      “Xander,” Cadence murmured.

      Hell, I even loved the way she said my name. I blinked at her a few times. “Yes?”

      She nudged me. “It’s your turn.”

      I shook my head, completely mesmerized by the transformation that had taken place in her. “You really do love to read.”

      “Yeah. Of course. Why would I lie about something like that?” She frowned. “Oh, I bet you’re used to the kind of girls who don’t eat in front of you, agree with everything you say, and basically follow you around like a puppy dog, huh?” Cadence laughed when I rubbed the back of my neck uncomfortably. “Well, then I must be a real treat.” She shook her head a few times. “Read,” she urged.

      I stared at her a moment. She was right. I had been so enjoying our time together, I hadn’t really considered why or how it was different. I hadn’t pondered where this was going, or if it was just a week of togetherness until I brought her back to L.A. with me on Friday. Of course, she’d still be recovering from the sprain, and now the knee. Oh, and let’s not forget the wine she was in charge of making. I couldn’t very well let her go without her stopper and it would be wrong to waste perfectly good wine. At least, I hoped it would be good. And hadn’t she just lectured me on being wasteful? An idea was forming. Before I’d even thought it through, I babbled like some dame smitten teenager. “So, I told you I record books, I think, right? I mean, if not, I record books. I read them aloud.” I saw her studying me and for some reason, I felt the need to keep on talking. “I mean, I don’t just do that. I do lots of other things too. Like…I write jingles. Sometimes I perform them. I record music. I…I do lots of things. Maybe I mentioned that.” I took a deep breath.

      Cadence giggled. “You mentioned it.”

      I frowned. “What’s so funny?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve never made a guy nervous before. And if I didn’t know better, I’d think I was making you nervous.”

      “Nah.” My brow furrowed. “I’m not…nervous. I’m…” I raised my hands while I searched for the word I needed. That’s when I realized my hand was shaking. I quickly balled up my fists and tucked them against my ribs as I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m excited,” I argued. “I have this whole idea in my mind and I’m totally bungling getting it out, but it involves you and me.”

      Her brows shot up. Her lips twitched.

      I swallowed hard. Images of the two of us in bed together assaulted me. I wondered what it would be like. Would she be aggressive? Would she be sweet? Would there be feelings with it? I missed having feelings, really being attached to the person I was having sex with. I hadn’t had that since high school. And even then, the attachment was much like the girl was my life jacket and not my soul mate. “Right. So…you. Me. And a book.” My shoulders sagged as I exhaled. “What do you say?”

      “Sounds kinky,” she teased. Then she waggled her brows playfully. “So, what are we doing with this book?” Cadence leaned toward me. I fought the desire to finish the kiss I’d only started earlier. I felt reasonably confident she wouldn’t deny me. After all, her body language was screaming ‘yes.’

      “Recording it. We’d be recording…” The sides of my lips began to quiver as I struggled not to smile. I was fucking nervous. Damn it.

      Her eyes widened. “Now there’s going to be a recording.” Her mouth opened to form the perfect ‘O’ before she covered it with her fingers.

      Finally, I laughed. “Yes. Stop it. This is serious.”

      Cadence leaned back against the couch and grinned. “Why must everything be so serious, Xander? Why can’t this be fun? Let’s just have fun with it, okay?” She stared at me earnestly.

      This felt different, bigger, and far more important. I knew guys were dumb and I was a guy, but something had changed. I studied her face before I spoke. “Are we still talking about the book?”
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      His question echoed in my mind and I had no idea how to answer him. Xander didn’t have to know we could only be casual. It’s not like he was going to fall for me. There’s no way I was his type. No way would someone like him develop feelings for a girl like me. At the moment, I was simply convenient. After I returned to L.A. or went on my merry way, he’d forget all about me, except for the recordings.

      “Let’s do this,” I murmured before nodding confidently. “I bet we can knock this out before bedtime.”

      “Depends on when you plan to go to bed.” He chuckled and shook his head. “This is harder than you think,” Xander warned. “It’s acting, only no one sees you, which means all the work is done by your voice. It’s exhausting. I’m usually completely drained after recording only a few chapters.” He chuckled. “I bet you we can’t even finish this book before going back to L.A. on Friday.” His brow shot up in challenge.

      I eyed him for a moment. “L.A. on Friday?”

      “Yes, I go every Friday for work. I’ll bring you home then, if you can stand me that long.” He grinned. “So, what do you think?”

      “Is this a challenge? Like you think I don’t have the stamina to blather on for hours on end? Ha!” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Mark my words, Xander, I can out-talk you any day.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you can out-talk me, but will your voice be worth recording at that point? I doubt it.” He stuck out his chin.

      “And the gauntlet has been thrown. Out of my way, Jack.” I moved to lift myself off the couch. I planned to use the chair so I could wheel my way down to his studio.

      “The Ripper?” he asked weakly.

      I laughed. “No. Just an expression.” I struggled some as I tried to make it off the cushions.

      “Take my hand.” Xander sighed, then smirked as he stood and offered me his open palm. “I don’t think my heart can handle another one of your injuries.”

      “Well, then I guess I better let you help me.” I smiled sweetly as I grasped his hand. Xander made getting on the chair simple.

      “You should let me take care of you more often,” he murmured as he helped me position myself.

      When I looked up at him, I found myself drowning in the depths of his dark chocolate eyes. “Damn, you’re dangerous.” I averted my gaze as quickly as I’d spoken.

      Leaning low, he whispered, “You have no idea.” Blowing out a breath, he added, “And I actually feel the same way about you.” His face was serious. “I think we should talk about it. Still not ready?”

      “What has it been…a minute and fifteen seconds?” I snickered. “I may need a little longer than that.” Then I tugged gently on his sleeve. “Come on. I’m going to the studio. If you hurry, you can keep me from tumbling down the stairs. It’ll be awesome.”

      Xander laughed quietly. “Maybe I should go first. I’ll be goalkeeper. With me blocking, no way are you going to be able to maim yourself this time.”

      We made our way down the hall in silence. I tried to concentrate on the book and not whatever was happening between us. Thinking about the story was easier. From the start, I had the sense this was a modern re-telling of The Ugly Duckling. Me, I had a history of rooting for the underdog. What I wasn’t used to was thinking I could come out on top in the end. I blew out a breath as we entered the studio. It was nothing like I imagined and everything like I’d seen on television and movies.

      “Wow. This is really…professional.” I scanned the room and realized I felt more intimidated than I expected by the microphones.

      Xander laid a hand on my lower back. “You have the perfect voice. Let’s record the book. No pressure, even though we joked about this being a challenge.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Let’s just do the best we can. And when we’re tired, we quit.”

      I studied his eyes. “You mean this, don’t you?” The sincerity in his voice surprised me. That’s what living in L.A. and working in Hollywood does. Suddenly, I start to believe that everyone is all words, and no follow-through. People say anything and everything, but their words meant nothing.

      “Of course. Why would I lie?” His brow furrowed.

      I shrank some. “It’s not that you’d lie, exactly, but people are prone to…exaggeration.”

      “That is one of the many reasons I left.” Xander closed the door behind us, and soon moved to the open seat after gesturing for me to park in the space beside him. “Are you sure you want to go back?” He tilted his head.

      Without thinking, I shook my head. “I’m not sure about anything anymore. I hated working for Jordan, but it paid the bills. Now, I’m trying to figure things out.”

      He nodded while messing around with the electronic equipment. “Relax. I’ll be ready in just a moment.” Finally, Xander sat and turned to me. “Now, we’ll create a new track for each chapter. I already recorded all the front matter and back matter. We just need to do the chapters themselves.” He took a breath. “We’ll record the first one, then play it back. We need to watch for any sounds you might not know you’re making, like a clicking with your tongue or smacking your lips. We’ll check the pacing. Don’t stress.”

      “Do I look like I stress?” I rolled my eyes.

      He chuckled. “All the time. You strike me as very Type A, maybe even bordering on OCD.”

      I glared at him. “Because I’m organized?”

      “No, because of how you react when I’m not.” His brow shot up and when I failed to respond, he continued. “Also, if you make a mistake, pause for several seconds, then start the sentence all over again. That helps make editing easier.” He clapped his hands together. “You ready to begin?”

      Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Sure. I love trying new things. I’m just wondering if I might not be better with a little wine.”

      Xander snickered. “I tried that once. It didn’t go well.” He shook his head. “We’ll save the wine for after we’re done working. Okay?”

      My shoulders sagged. “If you insist.”

      “I do.” His nostrils flared.
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      What was it about Cadence? I studied her as she prepared to begin speaking. She was so pretty, maybe even beautiful, but not in a classic way. Her long strawberry blonde hair matched her equally fiery personality. I reveled in her wit and intellect. Most of all, she made me laugh. She made me feel. She was completely, unapologetically herself. Cadence was the first totally real person in my life in so long. She certainly hadn’t planned to be here and yet now that she was, I wanted her to stay. I couldn’t stand to be away from her. When we were apart, I worried over her, wondered where she was and what she was doing. I never did that. Lexi used to complain that I never seemed to care for her at all. She wasn’t wrong. We were using each other. We should’ve called it what it was from the start. And when we were done benefitting from each other’s talents, we were done. This was completely different. I didn’t want to use Cadence. I wanted to build something with her, together.

      “Tell me when,” she whispered, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

      I pushed a few buttons. “And…go.” I nodded to encourage her to begin reading.

      When she spoke, I quickly forgot what I was doing and became enthralled. She was doing it, becoming the character. The first chapter was quickly recorded, flawlessly, in one take. I shook my head in wonder as I began to prepare a new track for the next chapter.

      “Was I okay?” Her brow furrowed.

      “Better than okay.” I grinned. “That was perfect and you know it. Are you angling for a compliment?”

      Cadence laughed and looked at me in a way that made my heart race. She noticed when I laid my hand on my chest. Tilting her head, she asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Indigestion,” I lied. “Must be something I ate.” I snickered.

      “Then you should stock up on Tums because you’ll be seeing the leftovers at dinner, since I’m spending all day in here.” Her brow arched in challenge.

      “Somehow, I’ll power through.” I fiddled with the buttons and tried to avoid looking her in the eye.

      “Are we going to listen to that chapter? You said we’d need to check the settings.” Cadence bit her lower lip and stared at me expectantly.

      “We can if you want, but I’ve been doing this long enough to know we don’t have to re-record it. Do every chapter like you did this one and we really will fly through this project.” I reached out and took her hand in mine, slowly drawing it up to my lips and grazing her knuckles with my kiss. “We actually might be done in record time. Then what will we do with all our freedom for the next few days?” I grinned.

      “Oh, I can think of a few things,” she teased.

      “Really?” My brows peaked.

      “I have no idea what you think I meant.” Cadence sighed and looked away. “I figured we could get your place together. You know…we’ve spent some time in your world. Next, we’ll spend some time in mine.”

      I frowned. “Right. Good plan.”

      “So, on to chapter two?” She turned the page and waited impatiently since the heroine started this one too.

      “Yeah.” I finalized my part and cued her to begin. She did so, but this time something nagged at me. I didn’t want life to be divided up between my world and hers. For the first time ever, I wanted to share everything with someone. And that someone had to be her. What would it take for Cadence to feel the same way?

      Again, we flew through the recording of the chapter. As I did my thing, she bounced up and down eagerly. Her enthusiasm was contagious.

      “You aren’t getting tired yet?” My brow furrowed. I suppose I kept waiting for her to crash.

      “Nah. I worked insanely long days for Jordan and it wasn’t nearly as interesting as this.” She blew out a breath and rubbed her face. “Suffice it to say, I have stamina. Can we keep going?”

      I nodded. “We’ll go as long as you want.”

      “How long does it normally take to record a book?” She stared at me with a determined look in her eyes.

      “This book is nearly sixty thousand words. So, I guess about six to eight hours.” I leaned back in my seat. “The recording is only a small part of the job. Then I have to listen to it, edit if necessary, and compile the tracks before I can even send it to the author for approval.”

      Cadence nodded. “Sounds like we need to get back to work.”

      “We do, but with you, it doesn’t feel like work.” I winked at her and ran a hand down her arm. After lacing my fingers through hers, I gently squeezed. I’d never wanted to be close to someone so badly in all my life. Hell, I’d spent the better part of the last ten years keeping people at bay because in the end, they only disappointed me. Reluctantly, I released my grasp and turned to our project. “Okay. I’ll hit the button and speak the chapter information. Count to five, then begin your reading. Got it?”

      “Yes. I got it.” Cadence smiled. I was watching her bloom right before me. She seemed so comfortable. She’d probably stopped secretly worrying I was a serial killer.

      For the next few hours, we blew through the reading and her intonation, her pacing, the way she poured her heart into each scene had me all tingly. This was special. Then, when I was about to suggest we prepare yet another chapter, she stopped me.

      “Dinner.” Cadence looked at me sternly. “We have to eat. We have to take care of ourselves. And I really need to pee and stuff.” She winked and began to wheel out of the room without even waiting for me. In the doorway, she paused. “If you beat me to the kitchen, can you pull out the leftovers from the fridge?”

      I nodded. “Team work,” I murmured.

      “We make a great team.” She sighed happily. “Thank you for rescuing me, Xander.”

      I sighed and folded my hands behind my head. “I’m pretty sure you rescued me too.”
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      “Let’s get back in the studio,” I urged as Xander lounged on the couch. I hadn’t allowed myself to join him because I had to finish the book.

      He studied me a moment. “Is this your Type A coming out?” He grinned, showing me he was teasing.

      I shook my head vehemently. “I haven’t read this book. I need to finish. I have to know what happens to the heroine. I have to know who she ends up with, or if she decides she’s strong enough to land on her own two feet and be alone. After all, she has gone through mad character development throughout the entire story.”

      Xander raked a hand through his hair, rubbed his face, and stifled a yawn. “I was kinda hoping we could just kick back.” When he saw I was still determined, he smirked and pulled out the big guns. “You know, we could have some wine…talk.”

      My brow rose and frowned. “After.”

      “You’ll be too tired after. Trust me.” He held out his hands, pleading.

      “Obviously, I trust you. I’m still here, right?” I huffed.

      Xander chuckled in response. “You didn’t have much choice. It’s not like you could go anywhere. You’re injured. I might as well be Kathy Bates.”

      “Really? You’re going with a Misery allusion at a time like this?” I rolled my eyes.

      Slowly, he rose from the couch. “Fine. We’ll go, but I won’t enjoy it.”

      I snickered. “Yes, you will. I’ll see to it.”

      With brows peaked, he grinned. “You know, a kiss could go a long way to motivating me.”

      “I bet it would.” I laughed. Then I looked around the room and laid a hand flat on my chest. “Oh, wait. Did you mean me?” I smirked.

      “Yeah. I did.” His voice was barely louder than a whisper, and I sensed he was afraid if he said or did the wrong thing, he’d completely ruin the moment.

      My insides were complete jelly. Actually, my insides were like jelly, in a bowl, on a train, flying through the Alps at breakneck speed. One minute, my stomach was in my throat. The next, all wobbling around my mid-section. I barely ate. I mean, I kinda wanted to, but in other ways, I wasn’t hungry. Xander had even noted it at dinner.

      “Dear God, you’re not turning into one of those women who can’t eat around a guy, are you? I’d be seriously disappointed in you.” Then he chuckled.

      “Shut up, Kevorkian,” I grumbled.

      “Hey, he was more of a mercy killer.” Xander frowned.

      “Well, sometimes you make me want to die. Happy?” I glared at him even as my cheeks burned.

      “Are you sick? Is it some…time of the month thing?” His brow furrowed and he leaned across the table. The concern on his face was evident.

      “Can we talk about something else? I’m not picky. Anything else. Like…global warming. There’s a controversial topic. Or maybe we could talk about pets. Everyone has had pets.” I threw my hands in the air.

      Blowing out a breath, Xander picked at his food with a fork. “Not me.”

      I swallowed hard. I’d really done it now. Apparently neither one of us was going to really eat tonight. I’d been worrying over how to salvage the evening ever since. The best I’d come up with: work. We didn’t fight then. We didn’t talk about anything uncomfortable. We simply read from a script. Occasionally, he’d reach out and touch me. It was pretty awesome. I was desperate to get back to that place.

      I stared at him, watching me. “So, you want a kiss?” I bit my lower lip. Realizing how much I wanted to kiss him, too, actually scared me a little.

      “A kiss might help.” He shrugged. “They can be very…motivational.”

      “And would it make you happy…kissing me?” I licked my lips nervously. If he randomly leaned in, I wanted to be ready.

      A smile spread across Xander’s face. “It would. It really would. I’d probably get my second wind and rush right to the studio.” He turned his head slightly and watched my reaction from the corner of his eye.

      I shook my head and sighed. “I feel like I’m being played right now.” He turned and I could read the worry in his face. “And I don’t mind.” I held open my arms for him. If we actually did end up in a lip-lock, I’d need him for support.

      Obviously, Xander read my actions as an invitation. He wrapped his arms around me, hauling me closer to his body. I could feel the warmth through his black t-shirt. It was like hugging a heating pad, if the inanimate object was able to return my affection. His heart was racing. I could feel it against my palm. At the moment, it completely fascinated me. I wasn’t excited alone. Xander wanted me too. I stared up at him in wonder. I saw the intensity in his eyes, the determination, and the hint of desire. This kiss wouldn’t be some simple peck on the lips. No, he was clearly prepared to go all out. Me? I was prepared to let him.

      I watched as he leaned closer, our necks and heads angling for the experience. Though I hadn’t done this for some time, I felt no fear, only an eagerness to see if there was something between us. “Please don’t let this be like kissing a brother,” I whispered to myself.

      Xander laughed quietly. “You talk too much.” Then he pressed his lips to mine. “You’ve never been kissed like this,” he joked as he deepened the contact. Xander nibbled on my lower lip and soon, I was opening my mouth just enough to allow him access. There was nothing sloppy about this. Instead, he awed me with his tender intensity, like he was holding back, restraining himself when he really wanted to take me fast and hard right now.

      By the time we reluctantly pulled apart, I was breathless. “Where did you learn to kiss like that?” My eyes were wide with shock as I touched a finger to my lips.

      Xander wore a coy smile. “I don’t know. I’ve never done that before.” Then he released me and his hands gripped the armrests as he pressed his face into my neck. “Please, Cadence,” he murmured against my skin. “Please come to the studio with me.”

      “I don’t know,” I teased. “How am I supposed to work after a kiss like that?”

      His face was suddenly level with mine. “What if I kiss you after every chapter?”

      “I think that’s a terrible idea,” I replied even as I nodded my head.

      “And?” His brow furrowed.

      I laughed. “Let’s do it.”
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      Her words were all the encouragement I needed. Before she could change her mind, before she could fabricate some excuse, I lifted her up, sat her in the seat, and raced us out of the living area toward the studio.

      “Wait!” She exclaimed with a giggle.

      “There’s no waiting in recording. You have to strike while the iron is hot, and all that crap.” I grinned down at her.

      “We didn’t finish picking up from dinner.” She stared up at me with those big blue eyes of hers.

      I shook my head. “Later.”

      “They’ll be gross. It’ll only take a minute,” Cadence argued.

      “Nope. If it’s too much work, we’ll throw them out and buy more.” I shrugged. Seemed simple enough to me.

      Her head tilted as I pushed her through the studio door. “These books must pay more than I imagined.” She blew out a breath.

      “I have a bit of a nest egg,” I admitted. “From my past life.”

      Her face scrunched up and I could tell she was trying to figure it out. “What does that even mean?”

      “I’ll tell you later.” I pretended to focus on the sound board.

      “You know,” Cadence mused. “We spend an awful lot of time putting off conversations. We throw around the word ‘later’ like we have all the time in the world.” She began to fidget nervously.

      I swallowed hard. “We don’t?”

      “No, we don’t.” She shook her head and averted her eyes.

      “Then tomorrow. Do we at least have until then?” My brows rose and I could feel my throat tightening in panic.

      Cadence sighed. “I think that’s safe. Tomorrow it is.”

      “So, Taco Tuesday is now Spill Your Guts Day.” I sank down in my seat. “I guess we better have margaritas then.”

      With a nod, she murmured, “I think that would be best.”

      I had trouble focusing after that. I worried over her reaction to tales from my past. I wondered if she’d see me differently. Although, I’d already blurted out stuff about foster homes and that didn’t seem to deter her. How deep into my past did I dare to go? How much of my recent past was I willing to share? I thought about this until Cadence gave me a gentle nudge. When I glanced over at her, she tapped quietly on the book. I nodded. Already it was my turn.

      For the next few hours, we focused our attention and all of our energy on the book. Before we realized it, we’d come to the end. I pushed the button to turn off the recording and discovered Cadence was staring at me sadly.

      “What? You didn’t like the ending?” I tilted my head.

      “No, that was good. I mean, it’s happily-for-now. I can cope with that…” Her voice trailed off and I could tell something else was bothering her.

      “Then what, Cadie?” I reached out and took her hand in mine. We still behaved companionably toward each other, even if our pasts did threaten to drive a wedge between us.

      “It’s nothing.” She blew out her breath and looked away. Finally, she stood and moved into her scooter position with the chair.

      When I realized she was about to speed off, I panicked. “No, it’s something. Tell me what’s going on in your head. You’re sad. I want to fix it. What did I do?”

      “It’s more like what you didn’t do,” she grumbled as she reached for the handle.

      My mind raced as I tried to figure out what she was talking about. What I didn’t do? We read through the last four chapters of the book. We finished, just like she wanted. It was now after one in the morning, and I was spent. She had to be too. I sighed and rubbed my eyes. When I opened them again, she was biting her lower lip, staring down at me. All of a sudden, I knew.

      “I broke my word, Cadence.” I stood and moved closer to her.

      She shrugged. “No big deal. I’m used to it. No one means what they say anymore. You don’t know me. Why should you be any different?”

      I took a step closer and slid between her chair and the door, effectively blocking her escape. “I should be different because I care, because I like you, because I don’t want you to walk away from me.”

      “I can’t walk.” Her lips twitched and I could see her mood lightening.

      “I don’t want you to roll away from me either. And when you’re fully recovered, I don’t want you to have any excuse to run.” I held her face in my hands.

      “Do I look like someone who runs?” she quipped. “I think I’ve effectively proven I can barely limp along.”

      “Stop talking,” I whispered.

      Cadence stared into my eyes. “And why would I do that?”

      I grinned slightly as I leaned closer, coming nearer until her lips were two inches from mine. “Because a moving target is easy to miss.”

      She inhaled sharply and her lids lowered. “Fine.”

      I watched as her lashes fluttered against her cheeks. Already, I had the urge to kiss every bit of her face. I pressed my lips to her forehead before kissing my way to her temple. My face rested against hers and I let the sound of her ragged breathing show me I was doing everything right. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Cadie,” I murmured against her cheek.

      “I thought we weren’t supposed to talk during kissing.” She grinned as her eyes opened and fixed on me.

      “Oh, no. That’s for you. I can talk all I want,” I joked. Then I grew serious as I rounded her jaw and found her chin. I wanted to taunt her longer, but I was suffering too. I needed to feel her lips against mine once more. I had to know that earlier wasn’t a fluke. I needed this to be real.

      “Kiss me, Casanova,” she urged.

      I blinked a few times as I stared into her eyes. “Wasn’t he the most famous lover in history?” I smiled, thinking I’d finally softened her.

      “Do the research,” Cadence teased. “He was more of a womanizer.”

      I groaned. “You’re killing me with all these nicknames.”

      “Then you should probably shut me up.” Her head tilted toward mine. Her lips were slightly parted. Her breath came in little pants.

      Pressing her body to mine, I leaned and she met me halfway, which seemed to surprise both of us. Still, this time I fully captured her lips and teased her mouth until she allowed my tongue to tango with hers. This was no battle for dominance. This was seduction at its finest. Here, we were both winning. Finally, I stopped, my actions stalled because the intensity was driving me to want things I didn’t deserve to have, things Cadence might not be ready to give me.

      Slowly, I met her gaze, and glanced at her kiss-swollen lips. I saw the way her chest heaved. I ran my hand up her side, over her shoulder and around the back of her neck. There, I carefully massaged her, reveling how she melted under my touch. I was afraid of speaking, afraid I’d say something stupid like…I’m falling for you, Cadence; or…never leave me, Cadie. Xander Cross wasn’t the desperate, weak, needy type. He was a rock star, aloof and confident. Only these days, and especially around her, I seemed to suck at the last two. I’d stopped hearing the music in my head long before she showed up.

      “Wine?” She stared up at me, her brows peaked.

      “Yeah. That will make the perfect night cap.” I nodded and slid to the side so we could open the door.

      “Or, it could be the start to a perfect night.” Cadence shrugged and wheeled out of the studio.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Cadence

      

      

      “Would you like something to eat?” Xander asked as he slid past me in the kitchen to grab the wine opener.

      I shook my head. My stomach had been so fluttery from his touch, the idea of filling it with food had very little appeal. As for touching and kissing, I was eager for more. “I’m good.” I glanced around the room, ready to busy myself with some mindless task while I collected myself. “I’m going to clear the table,” I announced. As I rolled over to the table, I realized Xander was following me with a garbage can. “What are you doing?” I nodded at the trash bin in his hand.

      “Helping you clear the table.” He shrugged, like this was no big deal.

      I frowned. “What’s that for?”

      He lifted the plate he’d abandoned hours before. Taking a fork, he struggled to scrape it. The noise was horrific, nearly as bad as nails down a chalkboard. “See. Hard to clean.” Xander looked at the plate from different angles. “And ugly.” He dropped it in the bin. “Time for new stuff.”

      My mouth hung open. “We still need to be able to eat. We only have…” My voice trailed off as I tried to recall how many place settings he had.

      “Six more,” he announced as he lifted my plate and tossed it too.

      I slid down into my seat. “What are you doing?” I’d never, ever had enough money in my life that I could simply throw out stuff I was tired of or didn’t feel like cleaning.

      “Time for a change.” He shrugged.

      “So now all this stuff is disposable?” I frowned.

      Xander squatted in front of me. “In life, there are people worth holding onto, but I rarely get attached to things.”

      I swallowed hard. “Who have you held onto?”

      “No one yet…” He grinned then stood and planted a kiss on my forehead before changing the subject. “The way I see it, we have about three more meals before we need to get new plates. You in?”

      My shoulders sank. I was incredibly uncomfortable with throwing dinnerware away. “In for what?” I asked weakly.

      “We’ll go shopping. Either tomorrow or Wednesday. Okay?” He smiled warmly and this felt like something, like a moment I should hold onto.

      I nodded. “Okay, I’ll go.”

      Xander smiled more widely than I’d ever seen. “Good. We’ll have fun.” Then he sobered. “It’s about a two hour ride each way. Depending on how long it takes for me to finish edits and compiling, we may end up leaving late tomorrow, and staying in a hotel.”

      There was clearly a question there. “Are you worried I’ll object to sharing a hotel room?” I frowned. “I’m staying here with you. I’m pretty sure you shared the bed with me last night.”

      He raised a finger. “I laid on top of the blankets, fully clothed, and used the throw from the end of the bed for covers. I didn’t want you to be uncomfortable with my presence, but I also didn’t want to leave you alone in case you needed something.” He gnawed on the inside of his cheek for a moment. “Was that wrong?”

      I inhaled deeply and felt my eyes prickling from tears. Shaking my head, I murmured, “No, it was actually really thoughtful.” I groaned. “Everything you do is thoughtful and generous.” I stared at the trash can. “Except that. Throwing out perfectly good dishes is crazy.”

      Xander eyed the plates and crossed his arms over his body. “If you feel that deeply about them, I’ll pull them out.” He studied my face a moment before adding, “But I think this is more about you than the plates.” Though I opened my mouth to object, he shook his head. “Let me finish.” After I nodded, he continued. “I want to understand you, Cadence, but I’m willing to wait. We decided tomorrow is the day. Once I get my work done, we’ll talk, unless you decide you’re ready before.” Then he lifted the garbage can and strode back to the kitchen.

      “Wine?” I watched him from the chair, hoping a glass might take the edge off. I’d never wanted to share with anyone like I did with him. If I drank two glasses, I’d be pouring out my soul. I’d been so tightly wound and guarded for so long; this could be a nice change. Maybe getting all of this off my chest would be cathartic. Maybe he’d help me see everything from a different perspective.

      “Here,” he murmured as he passed me my glass. “Shall we move to the couch? You can prop your bad leg up.”

      “It’s really just my knee and my ankle,” I argued.

      “Technicality,” he joked. Already he’d set his glass on the side table near his end of the sofa. I nodded and he took it as an agreement to relocate. Soon he had me settled and comfortable. He’d even brought over the bottle.

      “This is going to go badly.” I groaned.

      “How so?” Xander tilted his head.

      “Oh, by the second glass, I’m going to get all chatty. I may even begin to dump on you. Then you’re going to pack me up faster than Roadrunner can traverse the desert and I’ll be back in L.A. by breakfast.”

      He inched closer. “Or maybe I’ll feel closer to you. Maybe I’ll finally understand all the history that shaped you. Maybe I’ll ask you to stay.”

      I took a huge swig of wine. Staying wasn’t even on the table, but I didn’t want to tell him that yet. I wanted to be close to him for a little bit before he started to push me away. I knew his type. “That could happen, I suppose.” Then I shrugged, like it was no big deal, until I ended up caught in his gaze and couldn’t help but get lost in his deep, dark eyes. This was a man who knew pain. My soul recognized him. I lifted my glass and gulped down more wine.

      Soon, I could feel the warmth spreading through me. It was familiar and welcome at a time when I was struggling with my emotions. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the couch.

      “Ready for bed?” Xander studied me as he brushed some stray hairs from my face.

      “Will you be there?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Do you want me to lie with you?” His hand cupped my cheek and I forgot to be afraid of having a guy near.

      Slowly, I nodded. “I think so.” My voice was barely a whisper. I stared at him over the rim of my glass as I took a few more swallows.

      “Well, I won’t stay until I know for sure, Cadence. I’m not that guy.” He shook his head sadly. “Not with you.”

      I glanced at my empty glass. “More wine, please?”

      Xander frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “Of wine? Yes.” I bit my lower lip and watched as he filled my glass.

      “Red wine gives me a headache,” he commented absently. “I try not to drink too much.”

      “More for me?” I offered a weak smile.

      He reached out and smoothed my hair, pausing as he neared the back of my head. Then he separated out a section and studied it. “I’ve never seen hair like yours before.”

      “I have.” I grinned, even though I knew my teeth had to be purple. Just as quickly, my smile faded. “My mom had it.” Then I looked away because I’d already said too much.

      “Your mom. Huh. I was thinking you didn’t have one for some reason.” Xander’s head tilted. “So, you two looked alike?” He smiled slightly.

      “I did. She died, eight years ago, when I was sixteen.” I took another swig from my wine glass. I could feel tears forming. As all of the wine hit my blood stream, I was going to have to struggle to hold it together or I’d get sloppy fast.

      “It must be nice to look in the mirror though, getting to see a version of her face.” He watched me quietly.

      I sniffled and looked away. “Before she died, when I was growing up, she’d call me her mini-me.” I shifted so my back was in the corner of the couch. I was going to need all the support I could get to share this. I licked my lips. “It wasn’t as nice after she was gone. That’s why I left as quickly as I could.”
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      She was finally talking. I felt mildly guilty, knowing it was probably a product of the wine. Still, I wasn’t really pushing her, so she had to want me to know. I’d only had a few sips from my own glass, partially because the tannins wrecked my head, but mostly because I needed to think clearly so I could process her words. Something about this admission had my mind recalling the night before. “You were whimpering in your sleep last night.” I moved my hand so it was behind her neck, rubbing her and relaxing her once more. I wanted her to know I was here, without judgment, ready and eager to support her.

      Cadence tucked some hair behind her ear and refused to meet my gaze. “What…” She paused and took a deep fortifying breath. “What did I say?” Already, her free hand was rubbing her temple.

      I’m pretty sure she suspected. I doubt this was the first time she’d cried out. And surely, I wasn’t the first person to hear it. My chest hurt slightly at that realization. “Daddy,” I whispered gently, unsure of how much to reveal, concerned over how she might react.

      With a hiccup, she nodded. “Yeah. Sounds about right.” She stared down at her bad ankle. “Stupid sprain,” she grumbled. “This is the part where I’d stumble away with tears streaming down my face.” She finally looked at me and the pain in her eyes hit me like a punch to the gut, but I tried to hide my emotions so she’d find the strength to tell me everything. “I can’t do that now, can I?” The first tear began to drip down her face, and was quickly followed by another.

      “I think you should stop running from this. Share your pain with me and it’ll be easier to handle, Cadence.” I slid closer and gently wiped her cheek. “I promise.”

      With watery eyes, she stared into me and finally nodded. “I think you know. Or maybe you simply suspect. And maybe if I don’t tell you, you’ll think it’s worse than it was. I mean…it was no big deal.”

      “Right.” I nodded as I moved closer.

      Cadence looked at the cushion, eyeing the millimeters between us. “You know, at the rate you’re going, I’m about one admission away from your lap.” She sighed.

      “Would you like to be on my lap?” I stared at her hopefully.

      She shook her head. “I’d never risk crushing you.” Cadence offered me a weak smile.

      “I thought we agreed you were going to stop downing yourself.” I frowned.

      Rolling her eyes, she muttered, “I don’t remember agreeing to that.” I stood abruptly. And she grabbed my shirt. “Please stay. I’ll tell you. I’ll behave. Just…don’t leave me alone right now.” She released me and wrapped her arms around her body. “I’m alone a lot and I usually prefer it, but not now. I can’t.” Cadence licked her lips. “I need you, Xander. I want to be understood.”

      “Oh, Cadie.” Her words made my chest ache in unimaginable ways. I scooped her up into my arms and she gasped as the wine sloshed in her glass. Then I sat down with her curled up in my lap as much as her bad knee would allow.

      “I think it’ll be much better tomorrow,” she murmured, following my focus. “It’s better today…”

      “I’m worried about more than your knee. Talk to me.” I pressed my head against hers. “Please.”

      “After my mom died, I was sixteen, going on seventeen, finishing up my junior year.” She breathed in and out a few times and I didn’t press her or rush her in any way. “My father was so sad, so lonely, completely devastated by the loss of his wife.” She swallowed hard. “And I looked so much like my mother when they first started dating. They both told me so.”

      I pressed my lips to her temple and waited, even as my heart pounded in my chest, unsure that I really wanted to hear this.

      Cadence swallowed. “He started drinking. He was a functioning alcoholic. He could hold it together during the day, throw himself into his work, but at night, he came home and drank himself to sleep.”

      Wrapping my arms more tightly around her, I murmured, “Grief is like that sometimes. Changes people.” She clearly felt the need to defend her father.

      With a nod, she continued. “So, he’d get drunk and see me puttering around in the kitchen making us dinner, or doing laundry. At first, it was the kind of thing he did to my mom…a slap on the butt, a kiss on the neck.” She shrugged. “I knew he was sad and the alcohol had him confused. I mostly gently scolded him or pushed him away. It’s partially my fault, you know?” Cadence stared up at me sadly.

      “But it’s not,” I murmured against her forehead. “It’s not your fault at all.”

      “I…” She opened her mouth to argue with me, but I laid my finger over it.

      “No. No guilt. Got it?” I frowned down at her. Once she nodded, I slowly removed my finger. “Continue, please.”

      After licking her lips, she spoke. “So, I didn’t want to look like my mother anymore,” she whispered.

      My heart sank. I knew where this story was going.

      “I didn’t want my father to look at me. I didn’t want anyone to look at me. So, I became invisible. I hid behind food and the fat it created.” Cadence looked at me sadly. “It seemed like a really good idea at the time, only then I didn’t want to look at me either. I didn’t love myself anymore.” She blew out a breath. “I thought moving to the other side of the country would help. I thought I could find myself again, but…there’s no love for fat chicks in California.” She shook her head. “What started as twenty pounds in Pennsylvania, became thirty-five pounds in college, and now has turned into fifty pounds more than I’m comfortable weighing.” Her cheeks turned scarlet. “So now you know.”

      I thought about all the girls I’d known who all appeared to have been cut from the same mold: tall, thin, blonde, and curvy in all the right places thanks to plastic surgery. I remembered all the girls with eating disorders, the girls who cut themselves to relieve the pain. I’d seen the kind of cruelty she was too ashamed to describe. I felt every bit of her experience as if it had been my own. “Do you have any idea how amazing you are?” I whispered against her temple. “Do you have any idea how strong you have to be to survive all this?” I pushed her away just enough so I could look her in the eyes. “I am in awe of you, Cadence. Completely in awe.”

      She looked up at me, nodded a few times, released a tiny whimper, then pressed her face to my chest. “I’m finally broken,” she murmured.

      “You’re not broken,” I asserted. “This was a big festering wound. We lanced it. We removed the infection. Now, you’re ready to heal.” I grinned down at her, proud of my analogy.

      Cadence yawned before nuzzling deeper into my chest. “You’re gross,” she grumbled and then she laughed.

      I sat there holding her until I sensed she was falling asleep. “Want me to stay with you tonight, Cadie?” I moved to the edge of the couch so I could stand with her in my arms.

      Her eyes blinked open ever so briefly. “Yes, please.”

      It was all the encouragement I needed. Slowly, I carried her to my bed.
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      When I woke, I rolled onto my side and found Xander staring at me. Apparently, at some point he had taken off his shirt. His head was half buried in the pillow and for the first time his tattoos were visible. I smiled at him shyly as memories of the night before assaulted me and my head began to pound. “Ow,” I moaned as I rubbed my temples.

      “Water and ibuprofen are ready for you on your nightstand, babe.” Then he buried his head in the pillow again and I saw his ears turn pink.

      I had no idea what to say. I’d never been called ‘babe’ before. “Thank you,” I mumbled shyly.

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled shyly.

      I rolled over to grab the pills and drink, well aware he was watching my every move. Swallowing them as quickly as possible, I flopped back down on the mattress and stared up at the ceiling. “What time is it?”

      “Closing in on eleven in the morning.” He wadded the pillow up under his chest before continuing. “We worked until after one. We talked until close to three in the morning. So, sleeping until eleven isn’t so surprising.” Xander smiled. “At least the book is done. I have to make some minor edits, and compile it, but then we’re good to go.”

      “How long will that take?” I hoped to mentally plan the rest of the day. I needed to know for my own peace of mind.

      “Probably a couple of hours. I have just a few edits to make. I took notes while we worked. The rest should go reasonably quickly.” He rolled out of bed. “I guess if we’re going to go shopping later, I should get on it.” He wandered over to the dresser and began to pull out socks and boxers. Turning to me, he commented, “You mentioned you had a list of things I needed?”

      I rolled toward him. “Yeah. I mean, it’s more of a suggestion really.” After everything I told him last night, I was feeling particularly shy and vulnerable.

      Almost as if he sensed it, Xander came over to my side of the bed and sat down gently beside my body. “So, if you don’t mind, I’ll take first shower.”

      I nodded. “Sounds good. I’d like to let the ibuprofen kick in before I move too much.” Then I bit my cheek and scanned the room, looking everywhere, but at him, even though he was only inches away.

      “Cadence, I’m not sure what you’re afraid of. I think you’re amazing.” He bent low and planted a soft kiss on my lips. As he pulled away, I could hear him humming.

      “What’s that song?” I asked with interest. “I don’t recognize it.”

      Xander laughed quietly. “I don’t know. It hasn’t been written yet.” He turned and started to walk away, but I stopped him.

      “What does that mean?” I frowned.

      He bit his lip and I could tell he was thinking. “I’m Xander Cross. That is why I wasn’t going to tell you my name the other day.”

      “Okay?” I could tell I was supposed to recognize him. “So, you write songs or something?”

      His smile lit up his entire face. “Yeah. Or something.” He took a few steps before pivoting and facing me again. “You really have no idea?”

      My cheeks grew warm and I shook my head. “Sorry.”

      “Cadence, you’re a gem.” Xander chuckled then disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door behind him.

      If I had the Internet, I could Google him. Of course, instead, I was going to hang out with him, looking like a complete ass. Damn it all.

      Luckily, he seemed to have forgotten by the time he emerged from the shower and entered the kitchen. I’d rolled out to the kitchen and started the coffee. “Here you go,” I passed him a mug. “I have no idea how you take it.”

      “Black like my heart,” he joked as he reached for the sugar. “Then sweet, like I want to be.”

      “I think you’re plenty sweet.” I watched him spooning sugar into his cup. “Now if you decide to toss this when you’re done…” I tapped on the porcelain. “Then I might change my opinion.”

      He continued to add sugar while he laughed.

      “And I can’t watch this, so I’m going to go take my shower now.” I blew out a breath and started toward the hall.

      “Make a list of what I need, Cadence. I mean it. We’re going to take care of this on the shopping trip.” He stared at me sternly.

      “Okay. I’ll do it.” I huffed. Then I scrunched up my face. “Wait. I don’t even know where we’re going. How am I supposed to plan what we need to buy?”

      “Where would you like to go?” Xander took a sip from his coffee mug and smiled at the dark liquid. “This is good.”

      I laughed. “Yes, my previous position has allowed me to perfect my coffee making game. I’m so proud,” I finished dryly.

      “Hey, it’s a skill. Where to?” He continued to suck down coffee.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Target? IKEA?”

      Xander rolled his eyes. “Kitchen stuff?”

      “Yeah. For starters.” I bit my cheek.

      “Then we’ll go to Williams-Sonoma.” He set his mug on the counter.

      My jaw dropped open. “Do you have any idea how expensive that is?”

      With a chuckle, he shook his head. “I told you. I have a nest egg. Go get ready.”

      I grumbled as I left the room. “If you want to keep the nest egg, you’ll learn to like IKEA.”
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      We didn’t speak again until we were in my SUV driving to Nevada. I’d picked a nice area because Cadence deserved nice things. And I would listen to her implicitly, let her choose everything I purchased because I wanted to share everything with her. I might be paying, but in my mind, everything was ours.  

      “You’re awfully quiet,” she remarked after we’d been on the road for a good twenty minutes. 

      “Sorry, just thinking.” I reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’m really looking forward to this.”

      “I thought guys hated shopping.” She eyed me suspiciously. 

      “I can’t vouch for other men, but I want to do everything with you.” Thus began the word vomit. Still, I was feeling reasonably confident she’d hear me out because we were speeding down the road at sixty miles per hour and she already could barely walk. Where the hell could she possibly go? “I think we should find a hotel first,” I began excitedly. “We’ll hang out in a hot tub, we’ll go out to dinner, we’ll relax tonight with a bottle of wine...” I watched her reaction and read the disappointment on her face. “Unless you have a better idea?”

      “It’s not that I have a better idea, it’s that I have no clothes,” she reminded me. “I’m currently re-wearing my sundress from the other night.” 

      “I washed it,” I reminded her. “It’s clean.” 

      “Yes, but I still have no swimsuit.” She sighed deeply. 

      “We can fix that. They have stores!” I laughed. “Then, you can pick the restaurant.” I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “We’re going to have a ton of fun. Wait and see.” 

      “I want to believe you,” she began quietly, “but I have to remind you: I still know nothing about you. Tell me about Xander Cross.” Cadence shifted in her seat to study me. 

      I blew out a breath. “There’s not much to tell.”

      “I find that hard to believe.” Her brow furrowed and I knew she thought I was backing out of our agreement after she’d unintentionally laid herself bare to me.

      “Okay. Xander is my name. Cross is the surname Lexi gave me when she signed me with the record company.” I gripped the steering wheel more tightly. After all, I had just broken the cardinal rule of women: never bring up another woman’s name. Crap. Maybe she wouldn’t notice. “So, that’s my story.”

      I could feel her bristling. “Who’s Lexi?” 

      Of course she noticed. “That would be my manager and sometimes girlfriend.” I shrugged like it was no big deal, but to Cadence it obviously was.

      “How long ago did this end?” Her eyes widened. “Or is it still going on?”

      I could actually see the panic on her face at the thought that I was still technically dating anyone else. “Oh, no. We’re done. She grew greedy and our relationship ended right about the same time as my career. My first album wasn’t the huge success she had promised the label. I was on my way to being a one-hit wonder.” I frowned and stared out the window at the passing desert landscape. “I quit. I quit her and I quit the business altogether. I needed to find peace. There’s no peace in L.A. You know this.” 

      “It’s true. I’ve never been so tense in all my life. Oh, and I’m a stress eater, so you can see how that’s working out for me.” She gestured and before I could chastise her, she spoke again. “Now I know what the silo was about.”

      “I needed quiet to figure out what I wanted. And I guess I thought in the silence I might hear the music again.” I raked a hand through my hair. “That was almost eight months ago. I don’t miss L.A. or the music business. Something about that lifestyle stifled my creativity. I haven’t been able to hear the music in my head for a long time. I just figure that part of my life is over, even if I thought it was a major piece of who I am.” My hands gripped the steering wheel more tightly and I tried to find the positive. “The good news is I love being my own boss. I’d even thought I would be alone for the rest of my life, pretty much...”

      “Except for all the casual sex?” She grinned at me. “I can do casual, you know.”

      “Oh, can you?” I paused as I tried to read her. What the hell was she saying? “That’s cool, but what if I don’t want casual? What if I want serious?” I frowned at her. “I thought girls were supposed to eat this shit up.”

      “Some do.” She sighed and gazed out the window. “I’m...complicated.” 

      “Obviously.” I frowned as I tried to figure out what to say next.

      “I thought you…understood that. I thought we had more in common.” Cadence pursed her lips while she studied me.

      “I think we pretty much share similar life experiences. I think we’re both rather alone in the world. We were each in a life boat with one oar, and now we’ve banded together with two oars, so we’re making real progress.” I glanced at her through my peripheral vision.

      “Are you always this optimistic?” Her eyes narrowed like she feared she was somehow being tricked.

      “No,” I replied honestly. “Somehow, you make me believe the impossible is possible, life can be better, and I can feel fulfilled.” I studied her ever-changing expression. “Do you feel fulfilled?”

      “Now? No. I’m not sure I ever will. I’m supposed to be trying new things right now. I’m supposed to be living it up, having loads of new experiences.” Cadence wrapped her arms around her body.

      “You mean…because you’re young?” I frowned as I tried to process her way of thinking.

      “Right. Young.” She whipped around in her seat. “There’s a mall. If you’re determined to stop for clothes, that’s a good place.”

      I laughed as I sped by the exit.

      “Or we could keep driving. I’m sure there will be more malls.” She sank down in her seat.

      “We’re not going to a mall. We’re going to stay at a nice resort. The one I have in mind has tons of boutiques. We’ll find you something to wear.” I reached out to rub her arm, but she pulled away. “What’s wrong, babe?”

      Licking her lips, I could feel her struggle to phrase her thoughts. “I’m not sure they will carry anything for me. I mean, I don’t have a lot of money so I don’t exactly shop in the boutiques, but I can tell you with absolute certainty they are every bit as judgmental as they appear in Pretty Woman. I’ve been in there picking up things for some of the starlets.”

      “You’re really that worried?” I frowned. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. Next mall. I promise. We’ll stop.”

      “And you want a nice dinner?” Her brows peaked hopefully.

      “Yes. We’re definitely going to enjoy a fine dining experience.” I grinned and my chest puffed out in relief.

      “Great! Maybe we can go to Red Lobster or Olive Garden.” She bounced in her seat excitedly.

      “And that’s where I draw the line,” I grumbled.

      Cadence fiddled with her fingers. “So, no pasta or seafood?”

      “Not at a franchise. Nothing so common.” I shook my head. “You’re special. You’re meant to have unique experiences. Let me show you how you deserve to be treated. Can you let me do that, please?” I watched her for a reaction.

      Chewing on her lip, she considered my request. “I can try.”
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      I think I managed to hold it together for all of seven minutes before I was pestering him with questions again. “So, you never gave me an exact destination. Where are we going?”

      Xander stared out the window for a moment. “We’re going to go to the farthest point first. I wanted to bring you somewhere you’ve never been, somewhere I always wanted to go…”

      “Oh my lord. Enough with the backstory. Gimme a name,” I urged. “How will I know when to get appropriately excited if I don’t know where we’re ending up?” I threw my hands in the air.

      “Not being in control is difficult for you, isn’t it Cadence?” He offered a half smile to soften his words.

      “Yes,” I responded weakly. “It has been this way ever since my mother was sick, ever since I had to take over everything. I haven’t known how to let up since, which worked well for Jordan, but isn’t working so well with you.” I leaned my head back against the seat even as my fingers gripped the armrest on one side and the console on the other.

      “We’re going to the Green Valley Ranch Resort and Spa.” He studied me to see if there was any name recognition. When I said nothing, he continued. “I’ll book it as soon as we stop to shop for you.”

      “That sounds really nice.” I exhaled in an effort to calm down. “And as for dinner…”

      “I know I told you I’d let you pick, but I thought you should at least know about the place I’d love to take you if you’ll let me. They have a highly-acclaimed restaurant there, Hank’s Fine Steaks and Martinis. Your seafood is on the menu. I don’t believe they have pasta, but maybe you could make do.” Xander winked at me. “Their wine list is wonderful and they have more martinis than you could try in a week.”

      “I’ve never had a martini,” I commented and then braced for his shock.

      “Whew. Me neither. Do you want one, or shall we stick to wine?” His brows rose while he waited for my response.

      “I’m good with sharing a bottle of wine.” I shrugged. “I’ll share better than last night. I can’t handle that much wine two nights in a row. Of course, I still swear you did that on purpose.”

      “Me?” Xander’s mouth gaped open as he feigned innocence.

      “Not buying it. You knew what you were doing. Maybe tonight it’s your turn to spill your guts.” I scowled and crossed my arms over my body as I stared out the window.

      Groaning, Xander murmured, “My story isn’t that interesting.”

      I softened, figuring he might divulge some long-kept secrets now. “Let me be the judge of that. I, for one, find you fascinating, Xander Cross.”

      “Right.” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know what to say. I’m from California, born and raised. I don’t know if I have any siblings. My only memory from my biological family is pretty cliché. I was playing on a playground and my mom disappeared.”

      My heart hurt. “Oh, Xander.”

      “Please. I don’t want pity. That’s the last thing I need. I don’t want you to look at me differently. That’s why I don’t share my story with people.” He raked his hand through his hair.

      “No pity. I’m sorry. You must’ve been scared.” I reached across the console and rested my hand on his thigh.

      He scrunched up his face. “I don’t remember being scared. I remember calling for my mom and no one answering. I remember police showing up and asking me a ton of questions. I was…four, I think.”

      I squeezed his thigh harder. “I’m here. I’m not pitying you. I’m not judging you. Go on.”

      “I don’t know if they ever found my mom. If they did, no one told me.” Slowly, he leaned closer to me, sharing the console until we were shoulder to shoulder. “I spent the next thirteen years in the system. It sucked. I went from one home to the next.” Xander glanced at me. “Some people take in foster kids for the money, not to help them. They must not screen potential homes well because as I became a teenager, I was hit a lot.”

      I winced. “Just hit?” I’d seen pain in his eyes, despite how hard he worked to hide it.

      “Yeah. All physical…not the other.” He looked away, unable to even speak the word. “Most of the girls weren’t so lucky though, which is why I got hit so frequently.” Xander looked at me with a sad smile.

      “You stood up for them, huh? And as a result, you were punished.” My jaw tightened. To hear this from Xander didn’t really surprise me. Everything he’d shown me of his character completely matched up. He was the best guy I’d ever known.

      “You would’ve done the same thing. You’re a fighter. Strong spirits, something else we have in common.” He twisted his head and planted a quick kiss on my temple. “And I know as time goes on, we’ll find more connections than this.”

      I completely ignored his comment suggesting we might have a future. “How did you escape the bitterness? How did you move on from that time and place?” I asked, knowing how I still struggled to recover from my past.

      “The music,” he responded without hesitation. “I couldn’t have survived any of it without music.”

      “Were you given lessons?” I frowned. I found it hard to believe people like he’d described would shell out money for such a thing.

      He laughed. “No. I was given a guitar to silence me. I’d been hit, and it bruised, and they were afraid of having their license revoked. So, I finagled a guitar and the fear still kept them in line for nearly a month.” Xander sighed. “When I left, I took the guitar with me. It has been with me ever since. No matter how many other instruments I’ve accumulated, that one will always be my first.” He reached out and caressed my cheek. “A guy never forgets his first love. You must remember yours.”

      “Food,” I quipped. “My first love was always food.”
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      “And humor has always been your defense mechanism.” I sighed and shook my head. “Tell me how you learned to cook, Cadence. You’re a mystery wrapped in a miracle.”

      Her lips twitched and I guessed she really liked my description of her. “Mom’s cancer was discovered when I was twelve,” she began slowly.

      Already, I could see her falling into her past, getting swallowed up by the painful memories. I reached out and squeezed her hand, hoping to provide some comfort.

      She licked her lips and sighed. “It all started small. She didn’t have the energy to cook after chemo. She often had no desire to eat, so I started cooking out of practicality. I was an only child. My father worked long hours as an accountant. I had to help.” She turned and gazed out the window. “I used to scan the cookbooks for hours to find new recipes to try, anything that might encourage my mother to eat. Only when I baked treats and tested new desserts did I tempt her. So, I started baking a lot.”

      “Have you considered being a chef? Or maybe opening a catering company?” My brows rose as a ton of possible careers sprang to mind.

      Cadence released a hollow laugh. “What is it about guys that they always want to fix everything? My father did that too.” She shook her head. “No, I bake with love. I wouldn’t love it if I had to crank out food at breakneck speed or on a deadline. I’d lose my passion for it altogether. Not the career for me.” She sank lower in her seat.

      “What did your father do…trying to fix everything?” I glanced at her briefly before turning my eyes back to the road.

      “Oh, he wanted to make Mom better. He tried researching the best hospitals and treatments, and when none of them worked, he decided he was a failure and started staying away more.” She studied me. “Is that what you did? When you couldn’t solve the label problem, you left?”

      I could feel how important my answer was from the way Cadence stared at me. I frowned. “Actually, I could’ve fixed it. I could’ve hired a different manager. I could’ve fought, but I didn’t. I’d lost my edge. I’d been so tainted by the success, I’d lost my hunger.” I smiled at her sadly. “I’m great with money. I’m lousy with people. So, I invested wisely. I hadn’t gone butt wild and spent like crazy.”

      “Ah. The nest egg.” She nodded wisely.

      “Yeah. I bought a modest house and fixed it up. When I found the silo, I sold my house and moved there. It had the basics…like a bathroom and a kitchen. The rest, I built.” My chest puffed out some. “I’m really proud of the place.”

      “I didn’t see your guitar,” Cadence murmured. “You know, your first love. I feel like we should meet.”

      “Ah. Well, there are other levels. And the next level down is mostly storage. I have her in a case down there.” I gnawed on my cheek while I tried to recall how long it had been since I’d gone down there.

      “Her? Your guitar is a she?” Cadence’s eyebrows peaked.

      I could feel my cheeks growing warm. “With those curves? The way I caress her and make her sing? Yeah, my guitar is a she.” I smirked.

      “Okay, I can see that.” She nodded. “How much further?”

      “You should try to enjoy the journey,” I teased. “Look at this. We’re genuinely driving into the sunset.” I gestured across the dashboard.

      “Right. Sunset. So how long?” She batted her eyelashes at me.

      “About an hour. Maybe less.” I studied the way she was sitting in the seat, wriggling slightly. “You need a rest stop, don’t you?”

      “Maybe a little.” She snickered. “Don’t worry. I can hold it. I’m great at holding everything but my tongue.”

      “I believe it.” I blew out a breath. “Well, there’s one place we can stop in just about ten minutes.”

      “Awesome!” She smiled so widely I thought her cheeks might break.

      “I wasn’t planning on stopping here until tomorrow…” My voice trailed off.

      “Why not?” Cadence frowned. Then she saw a sign. “Wait. Outlets and a hotel. Let’s just stay there. They must have everything.” Her eyes widened. “It’s perfect! It’s kismet. It’s destiny. It’s…”

      “Precisely what I was trying to avoid.” I sighed and shook my head.

      “What do you hate about convenience?” She reached out grabbed my forearm with both hands. “Please? Do you really want to waste another hour of our day in a vehicle, just so we can stay at some fancy resort?”

      “Yes?” I replied weakly.

      Cadence narrowed her eyes at me. “Xander…” There was an edge to her voice.

      “Fine. No, but I’m not going to like it.” I pouted.

      “What’s not to like?” She released me, leaned over and pressed her face to the window. “I see lots of lights and buildings. I’m sure it’s really nice.”

      “It’s not even a three-star resort. I highly doubt that,” I grumbled.

      “What makes you say that? How do you know?” Her brow furrowed as she studied me.

      “Oh. Lexi.” Cadence blew some wisps of hair away from her face. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “It’s not what you think,” I explained. “I stayed on the tour bus…because she refused to stay at the resort. She’d booked a performance there. That’s all. So, I went, I played, I did two concerts over the weekend, and then we drove back to L.A.” I shrugged.

      “Was the bus nice?”

      I couldn’t tell whether she wanted it to be or not. So, I decided to risk it and tell the truth. “The bus was okay. It wasn’t fancy. I was a rising star, not a headliner. So, I didn’t exactly get the same treatment as some of the big names that stayed there.”

      “Well, we should totally stay there. We can shop, eat, play, and sleep all in the same place. You’ll love it.” She clapped her hands together.

      “Our first night out and we’re staying in some dive. I must love you,” I grumbled as I stared out the window.

      Cadence gasped. “What did you say?”

      My throat tightened. My heart raced. And I realized I was about to scare her away. “We’re staying in a dive.”

      “That, I heard. No. The part at the end. You must love…” She watched me expectantly.

      I knew she wasn’t ready. I blurted out something I hadn’t even realized moments before. Clearly, I had some serious feelings for this woman. “I must love food,” I replied as calmly as possible while praying she didn’t see through me.

      “What does that even mean? What does that have to do with anything?” She frowned.

      I sighed. “It’s just an expression.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Really? Because I’ve never heard it before.”

      Thankfully, the exit ramp was upon us. I drove like my life depended on it and before long, I’d smoothly pulled into the outlet mall and parked. “Oh, look. We’re here.” I blew out a breath and opened my door. “Wait right there. I’ll come help you.” Then I hopped out of the vehicle and made my way to the one woman in the word I knew wouldn’t want me to say those three little words.
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      “Look, I get we’re staying together in a hotel, but it’s no different than when we were staying at your place, other than that now there will be witnesses,” I teased.

      “You’re really quite funny,” Xander murmured as he let us into our room. “I can see that you’ve turned this serial killer thing into something of an extended metaphor, but from now on…” He paused as he helped me further into the room. “From now on, I plan to be more of a serial kisser.” He leaned low and pressed his lips to mine.

      Within seconds of contact he had managed to deepen the kiss. Soon our tongues were dueling for control. And the tenderness of the day before had given way to tension, a barely cloaked need. I grinned as I pulled back.

      “You want me,” I whispered as I touched my lips. Joy bubbled up inside me.

      Xander nodded sadly. “I do.”

      “Then what?” My brow furrowed. Then thinking I’d figured it out, I exclaimed, “Tomorrow. I’m practically done. Three days and it’s always over.” I shrugged.

      “Thank you for sharing.” He dropped me on the end of the bed while he set my purse on the dresser and our bag in the closet. He sighed as he glanced around the mini-suite. “We could’ve been at a four-star resort.” He shook his head. Slowly, Xander wandered over to the window and peeked out. “I can’t believe we’re staying here. Yeah, nothing but desert as far as the eye can see. Great place for a body dump.” He turned and glared at me wickedly. “Let’s shop.”

      Despite my objections, Xander managed to secure a wheelchair for me. “Listen, ride and shut up about it. The hotel doesn’t want a lawsuit when you fall and injure yourself. Again.” He stared down at me pointedly. “Now, you need to decide where we shop first.”

      “We need kitchen stuff,” I began as I stared down at my list.

      He sighed. “Okay, scratch that. We’re focusing on you. You need something to sleep in.”

      “I’ve been sleeping in my clothes for days,” I reminded him.

      “Yes, but that was out of necessity. Since we can get you new clothes, you can sleep in something sexy, or comfy, or both.” He chuckled.

      “Why can’t you just have a bunch of big t-shirts and old boxer shorts for me to wear like all the other guys?” I teased.

      “All the other guys?” His eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “I went to college, remember? There was a guy or two back in the day.” I winked up at him. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I’m blissfully single at the moment.”

      “Right. So where to?” Xander huffed.

      “Um…” I scanned the sign with all the listings.

      “We can simply walk around if you think it’s easier.”

      I knew he thought he was helping, but he wasn’t. “Stop rushing. Gimme a minute! Geesh.” I stared at the list and then tried to match it with the map. “I should warn you, I suck at geography.”

      Xander laughed. “It’s a spatial reasoning thing. Historically speaking, men are better in that area, while women have other talents.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.” I sighed and pointed. “Go that way. There’s an Old Navy.”

      “Yeah, but there are also some nice stores we could check out,” he complained as he squatted by the wheelchair. “Is it money? Please tell me it’s money, because if it is, I’ve got you covered, babe. I mean it. This trip is on me.”

      My head hung. “A little,” I admitted.

      “Then let me cover you. Try new things. Have fun. That’s what you keep saying you’re supposed to be doing now, but I don’t see you actually embracing those concepts.” Xander stared into my eyes. “Let me make this special for you, Cadie. We only get one first trip.”

      “Fine,” I murmured as I gave in. As we were wandering through the crowds, I finally felt myself relaxing. “You know,” I commented absently, “you’re not bad for a serial killer.”

      He laughed. “How about for a boyfriend?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry. Not the time.”

      Xander pulled us out of the traffic and off to the side near the store entrance. “There are things in this life you have to make time for, Cadence. Love is one of them.”

      “Who said anything about love?” I waved my hands in front of me. “Three years out. That’s when love comes in.”

      “Where do you get these crazy ideas?” He scowled.

      “Later,” I murmured. “I’ll tell you later. Right now, I need that dress in my life.” I pointed to the mannequin in the window, partially because I liked it, but mostly because I hoped it would serve as a distraction.

      Suddenly, Xander relented and seemed less prickly. “Nice choice. Let’s go get it for you.”

      We wandered into Charlotte Russe. I don’t know what made me want to go in there. I’d never shopped at a place fancier than Target or Old Navy before, but maybe they would have something in my size, and if they didn’t, maybe Xander would let up and trust me on where I could purchase clothing. One way or another, I’d be happy.

      We rounded another rack and there it was: the dress from the window. Though it was only a simple black cocktail dress, I’d never owned one despite the occasional party I’d have to attend with Jordan and his flavor of the month. “Help me stand?” I asked him as he set the brakes on the chair.

      “You got it.” He walked around to the front, held out his hands, and gently tugged me to my feet.

      Immediately, a saleswoman made her way toward us. “Can I help you with anything?” She was tall, thin, and beautiful. Her long brown hair was gathered into a ponytail at the base of her neck in a style I’d never managed to cultivate with my unruly locks. She smiled at me and then she pretty much beamed at Xander. I closed my eyes and counted to ten. This was yet another reminder of why I couldn’t be with someone like him. There’d be a million women vying for his attention and I wasn’t the competitive type. Now jealous, that I could do.

      “We’re just grabbing this dress and anything else she wants.” He gestured to me.

      “I’ll be happy to help your sister.” She smiled sweetly at me.

      Though I’d told Xander not minutes before we weren’t together, I was seething. Obviously, from her perspective, a hot guy like him couldn’t be with someone like me by choice. Instead of making a scene, or replying at all, I merely continued to scan the rack for my size.

      “Actually, Cadence is my girl,” Xander corrected her firmly. Then he laid a hand on my lower back. “Feel free to help her find anything she wants.”

      “I don’t think they have it in my size,” I mumbled. The more I looked, the more disappointed I became.

      “Of course, sir.” She smiled again and turned to me. “What size?”

      I eyed her. “Here’s what we’re going to do, ready?”

      She clasped her hands in front of her and nodded demurely.

      “I’m going to lean in and whisper a number. You’re going to show no reaction at all, no jaw drop, no exaggerated gasp, nothing. Got it?” My brow arched.

      “Yes, miss.” She nodded, but I could see the sides of her lips twitching.

      I blew out a breath. “Most of all, and this is critical, you don’t say the number aloud or tell Xander what I said. Understood?”

      Her eyes widened. “Xander Cross? I thought I recognized you!” She looked him up and down while he rubbed his face.

      “Cadence,” he grumbled.

      I snapped my fingers in front of her. “Right here. Eyes here.”

      “Yes.” She squirmed slightly and I sensed this was going to go badly.

      “Ready?” My eyes narrowed. When she finally looked at me and nodded, I leaned in and whispered, “Sixteen.”

      She stepped back and studied me. “Are you sure? I don’t think so.” Then she grabbed the dress I’d been looking at off the rack in three different sizes. Looping her arm through mine conspiratorially, she murmured, “Let’s go get you dolled up.”

      I took all of one step before Xander rushed over and scooped me up. “Put me down,” I hissed.

      Once he’d deposited me in the wheelchair again, he muttered, “Cadence, you need to watch the ankle.” He glanced up at the saleswoman. “She sprained it about four days ago and taking care of her has been a full-time job. Not to mention her knee. She’s so stubborn. Apparently, she hates being babied.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “Cadence, is it?” I nodded. “If Xander Cross wanted to care for me, I sure as hell wouldn’t argue with him,” she said in a low voice. Then she gestured for us to follow.

      I stared up at him and willed him to look down at me. “Sorry,” I whispered.

      “For trying to walk? You should be,” he grumbled.

      “No, for…outing you, I guess.” I pleaded for forgiveness with my eyes.

      “Cadie, I’m used to that.” He leaned down and kissed my cheek, then pressed his forehead to my temple. “I’ve never had to work so hard to be with anyone in all my life, but you’re completely worth it.”

      I tried not to tear up, but this was proving impossible. Ever since Jordan fired me, I felt like such a fuck up. Why the hell would Xander want to be with me?

      “Dressing room three is ready,” the saleswoman announced. “You’ll have to stay out here,” she warned Xander. “I’ll help her if she needs it.”

      Soon, we were crammed in the cube of a room and true to her word, she was helping me in and out of the different sizes. “See, I knew you weren’t a sixteen,” she whispered. “Try this one.”

      “I guess the sizing runs differently. I’m used to Old Navy.” I shrugged before she pulled the dress over my head.

      “No, actually we tend to run smaller. Let’s try the fourteen, which is more like a twelve in other stores.” She helped me adjust the new dress and zipped me while I frowned. “It fits perfectly.” She smiled. “Let’s show Xander.”

      I nodded numbly while she opened the door.

      The minute he saw me, Xander released a low whistle. “You look beautiful, Cadie.” He reached out and took my hands while I leaned against the wall. “Do you like it?”

      I nodded again.

      “Babe, what’s wrong?” He squatted in front of me.

      “I’m losing weight,” I whispered hoarsely.

      “Okay? Did you want to lose weight?” Xander struggled to understand.

      I whimpered. “Of course. What woman doesn’t want to lose weight?”

      “Then what’s the problem?” He eyed me curiously.

      “I’m not trying. This is how it all started with my mother and the cancer, only she didn’t have nearly as much weight to lose.” I covered my face with my hands.

      He stood. “We’ll take the dress. Can you stick her clothes in a bag?” He reached into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet, and passed her his card.

      The woman nodded and scampered away with his card after collecting my clothes from the dressing room.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m just…”

      “Scared.” Xander leaned in and kissed me. “I get it. We’ll have you checked tomorrow if you want.”

      “My crappy insurance isn’t good outside of California. Hell, it barely helps me in-state. Here, everything is out of network. I’ll just wait.” I took a few deep breaths and tried to pull myself together. “You said we’re going to L.A. on Friday, right? You’ll drop me at home then?”

      He averted his gaze, instead reaching out to hold my hand. After a few seconds of silence, he brought my knuckles to his lips and kissed them. “Yes, Friday.”

      The saleswoman reappeared with a bag. “The receipt is in the bag. Here’s your card.” Then she smiled down at me. “Hope to see you again soon, Cadence.”

      “Thank you for all your help,” I murmured. Then I waved as Xander pushed me out of the store. I leaned back and looked up at him. “So, at least they had my size?”

      He laughed. “Yes. More shopping, or have you had enough for one day?”

      “We need to get some dishes,” I reminded him.

      “Yes, after pajamas and a bathing suit,” he argued.

      I pointed. “But Williams-Sonoma is right there.”

      “Uh huh, and your Old Navy is around the corner. Also, I’m driving.” With that, he sped off toward my favorite store.
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      “So, I have pajamas and a stupid bathing suit,” she grumbled. “Can we go to Williams-Sonoma now?”

      I laughed. “You’re all about this place today. Why was it too expensive yesterday?”

      “Outlets, baby.” Cadence laughed. “Everything feels less expensive when you throw the word ‘outlet’ at the end. It’s probably the same price, but with the possibility that we’re getting a deal, I’m much happier.”

      “I see.” I shook my head as we entered the store. “Any idea what you want?”

      “Oh, it’s not about what I want. It’s all about what you need.” She passed me the list she’d dug out of her purse.

      “Okay, but I’m going to defer to your expertise. Let’s start with the obvious: dishware.” I followed the signs toward that area of the store.

      “Dishware wouldn’t be so obvious if you hadn’t thrown away some perfectly good stuff,” she reminded me.

      “Change is good!” I grinned as I stopped near some china.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Cadence look up at me, her brow furrowed, and lips twitching.

      “What? No china?” I pointed to a nice floral design, imagining this style might please her.

      “You live in a silo. No china.” She sighed. “Let’s look for stoneware.”

      I loved watching her assess what we should purchase. Unlike other women I’d dated casually in the past, she cared about the price, even though I was the one spending the money.

      “Feel this one,” she suggested as she passed me a plate. “I love this glaze. It’s simple. It’s homey. It’s elegant enough. It’s solid. And…it’s on sale.”

      “Do you like this color?” I tilted my head. “I see it comes in three. There’s…”

      “Your industrial white? Pass. A gray, which isn’t bad and would go with your counters. But…this is a splash of color in your otherwise monochromatic life.” Cadence nodded her head.

      “You like color?” I smirked.

      “I love some color.” She grinned and I could tell she was trying to figure out what I was getting at.

      “See, I have to ask because after going to two stores with you to purchase clothes, I can’t help but notice we walked away with a black cocktail dress, black and gray pajamas, black bathing suit, black shorts, black yoga pants, and a few gray tops.” I shrugged. “So, just asking.”

      “Black is very slimming.” Cadence rolled her eyes. “Oh, and I saved the receipts so after you dump me in the desert, you’ll still be able to return the clothes.” She winked and pointed to the box. “I’ll carry it for you.”

      An hour later, we were back at the hotel room marveling over our purchases. “I had no idea I needed this many hand towels.” I laughed.

      “Please. At least three. If you’re a messy cook, maybe more.” She nodded confidently.

      “Oh, and a drying rack. I have a dishwasher,” I reminded her.

      “Yes, and if you lose power?” She frowned.

      “Then I start the backup generator?” I smirked.

      Cadence tapped her lip. “I feel like that would’ve been a handy piece of information to have before we made all these purchases.” She threw her hands in the air. “Well, we still have the receipt. You can return anything you don’t want.” She moved to flop out of the wheelchair and onto the bed.

      My eyes widened and I casually wandered over to the bed to join her. Once I’d landed next to her, I rolled onto my side and waited for her to look my direction. This was too important for her to not be paying attention. Cadence continued to stare up at the ceiling so I poked her gently in the side.

      “Hey!” She rolled my way, her nostrils flaring.

      “Okay, so what about stuff I want to keep? Stuff I don’t want to return?” I bit on my lower lip while she eyed me suspiciously.

      “You keep it?”

      “Awesome.” I rolled onto my back and sighed in relief.

      “What’s that about?” she asked as she moved closer to me.

      “Nothing much.” I shrugged. “Oh, but we’re not going to L.A. on Friday.”

      She punched me in the shoulder while I laughed.
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      “Are you telling me my rescue has turned into a kidnapping?” I glared at Xander as he lay next to me on the bed.

      “Can’t kidnap the willing, babe,” he joked.

      My brow shot up. “Do I look willing to you?”

      Xander rolled over and propped himself up on his elbow. “If I kissed you some more, I think you would be far less resistant to my idea. Care to test the theory?” He reached out and held the back of my head, gently knotting his fingers in my hair.

      Inside, I could feel warmth spreading, mixed with a growing need. “What are you doing to me, Xander?” I whispered against his lips.

      “Proving a point,” he teased.

      “Seriously? You’re trying to show me I’m attracted to you? I’m sure through the years you’ve left a trail of wet panties behind.” I shook my head. “I’m not going to be one of them.”

      “Good.” He grinned. “It’s settled. You’ll stay. No more of this going back to L.A. nonsense.” Still, he moved in and pressed his lips to mine.

      “Xander, I can’t stay. I need a career. I’m supposed to be having fun. Nothing serious for three years. And I’d never expect you to wait that long.” I pushed off his chest, frowning, and sat up.

      “Hey, as long as I know it’s you and me for all time, I don’t care how long we date. I never really thought about marriage before…” His voice trailed off and he looked away.

      “Before what?” I asked, almost afraid of his response.

      Sitting up on the bed, he crossed his legs and took my hands in his. “I never thought about it before you. I don’t know what happened. I don’t know why. All I know is from that first time you looked up at me from the floor of the living room, everything has been different.” He laced his fingers through mine. “I thought you might feel it too.”

      “I do, but it doesn’t matter because you’re…too soon,” I moaned.

      “Where are you getting these ideas? You seem so certain, but you back these claims up with nothing. How am I supposed to argue that, counter your beliefs?” He growled in frustration. “Talk to me, Cadence. What’s going on?”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek for a few seconds before speaking. “I need my purse,” I whispered.

      He rolled off the bed and rushed to the dresser to retrieve it. Then he closed the distance between us, sitting at the end of the bed near my feet. “Here.”

      The depth of the sorrow in his eyes ate at me. Here was a guy who had never had anything, never wanted anyone; and for some reason, he was now fixated on me. I’d been hurt before. The last thing I wanted was do was cause pain in the one man who’d been nothing but sweet and decent to me.

      Without speaking, I opened my purse, pulled out my planner, and turned to the back. Reaching into the back pocket, I slowly slid out the worn piece of paper I’d studied constantly in the years since my mother died. Ever so carefully, I opened it and tried to lay it flat on the bed without tearing along the fold lines.

      “What’s this?” Xander asked quietly while leaning low on the bed.

      “My mother and I made this together a few days before she died.” I pointed at the paper while my hands shook. “She wanted me to have a plan. She wanted to know I’d be happy. This has been my guide ever since.” Tears burned my eyes and I quickly wiped at them so they wouldn’t damage the paper.

      Following along the curved line, Xander read each stop aloud. “Graduate. Go to college. Move far away. Date casually. Build a career. Fall in love. Marry. Travel. Buy a house. Plan for retirement. Have children. Be happy. Retire. More travel.” He blew out a breath. “It’s a decent plan.”

      “See?” I asked as I pointed. “There are even dates. Here’s where we are.” I pointed to ‘date casually.’ “And here’s where you want me to be.” I hiccupped.

      “Oh, Cadie,” he whispered. “Babe, this is a guide. This isn’t…” He shook his head. “There’s no consequence for deviating from this.”

      I nodded. “Yes. There is! My mother won’t be proud of me.” I sniffled as I wiped my eyes. “I made a promise.”

      Xander inhaled deeply. “What was the promise? What did you agree to do?”

      I closed my eyes, wrapped my arms around my body, and rocked slightly on the bed. “I told her I’d follow her plan. I promised to make her proud.” I opened my eyes and stared at him. “Don’t you see? I have to do this.”

      Lacing his fingers, he propped his chin on them. “I see, Cadie. Calm down. Everything will be alright. Your mother wants you to be happy. That will make her proud.”

      I nodded, thinking he finally understood. “Okay, you get it.” I blew out a breath as I reached for the paper and carefully folded it and tucked it back in the planner. “So, we can keep it casual, right?”

      His head tilted. Xander closed his eyes and I watched as his nostrils flared. Finally, he opened them again and gave me a slight nod. “For now, Cadence. We can keep it casual for now.”
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      My chest physically ached. I hadn’t been this unhappy in a long time. And for some reason, all I wanted was my guitar, which was back in the silo, too far away. I rubbed my eyes. They were stinging for some reason. Then I rolled off the bed and stood. “Let me get you some tissues,” I murmured as I wandered toward the bathroom. When I returned with the box in hand, Cadence nodded and offered a watery smile.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m trying to be honest with you.”

      “Oh, you were honest.” I pursed my lips. I wanted to say more, but there was a knock on the door. “Crap. I forgot all about this.” I stretched and tried to pull myself together. “The doctor is here.”

      “I thought I told you about the insurance,” she grumbled.

      I nodded. “This is a doctor I worked with. I thought you could use a walking boot.” Licking my lips, I turned my back on her and strode to the door. As I opened it, I greeted the man who’d treated my sore throat more than a year ago. Other than having more salt than pepper now, he looked precisely as I remembered him. Short, with a scrawny build. “Thank you for coming, Dr. Cohen.” I held out a hand to greet him. “Come on in.”

      “Nice to see you, when you aren’t the patient,” he joked.

      “Yes, I know I can be pretty miserable when I’m sick. This time, Cadence could use your help.” I chuckled. “She may be plenty miserable. I didn’t tell her you were coming. Did you bring the boot?” I saw he was carrying a bag and wheeling a suitcase behind him.

      “Of course.” Dr. Cohen walked through the living area, into the bedroom, and over to the bed, where he finally smiled. “You must be Cadence. I’m here to salvage your vacation.” He held out a hand and she shook it.

      “Thank you. So, no more wheelchairs, huh?” She sighed. “I hate being an invalid.”

      “You still need to take it easy, but you’ll be far more mobile.” He squatted down and opened the suitcase. “I brought a couple different models to see what’s best for you.” He turned to examine her foot and ankle. As he finished, he caught a glimpse of her knee, since the hem of her dress was nearly mid-thigh when she sat. “And you did a nice job on this. Should be much better in a day or two.”

      “It’s feeling better already. Just needed some ice and a little rest,” Cadence commented.

      “Smart move,” Dr. Cohen replied as he selected a boot from his bag. “This should do the trick.” He pulled it onto the bed and showed Cadence how to use it. “There. Seven to ten days is normally how long we recommend wearing a boot after a sprain. I know you did this a few days ago. Play it by ear. Ibuprofen for pain. You’re good to go.”

      Cadence slid off the bed and stood for the first time since I’d known her. “Ta da!” she sang. “This should look super sexy with my cocktail dress.” She winked at me.

      “We’ll get you a mani-pedi and buy you a pair of sexy black boots. No one will even notice.” I shrugged.

      “We’ll see.” She gave me the side-eye.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you, Cadence…or Xander?” Dr. Cohen clapped his hands together.

      “Nope. I’m good.” Cadence crossed her arms over her chest.

      I sighed loudly. “No, she’s not. She’s concerned about some sudden weight loss. There’s a history of cancer in her family. Isn’t there some blood test or something you can do?”

      “What kind of cancer, Cadence?” Dr. Cohen asked quietly.

      Her head hung. “Breast. At least…that’s where it started. Then it metastasized and went other places. None of the treatments worked.” Cadence glared at me.

      “When was your last annual exam?” he asked her seriously.

      “Not since college, before my insurance changed and I moved across the country. So, it has been a few years.” She began to rub her forehead.

      “Okay, I can do a quick external exam, check your breasts, and draw some blood. I’ll need billing information and patient information.” He reached into his medical bag. “Here. Fill this out.” Dr. Cohen passed her a clipboard with papers on it. Then he turned to me. “Normally, I’d have my nurse here, but since I thought I was checking an ankle, I’ll need you to stay in the room. It’s for her protection and mine. You understand.”

      I nodded, but glanced at Cadence for her reaction.

      “Is this how you pictured seeing my boobs for the first time?” She sighed and shook her head. “I rather thought it’d be sexier.”

      “Oh, I assumed…” Dr. Cohen looked back and forth between us.

      “It’s okay,” Cadence murmured. “I need to do this. I’ve been putting it off long enough. Let’s just get it over with.”

      With a nod, Dr. Cohen took the clipboard from her. “You’re paying, right?” His brows shot up over his glasses as he asked.

      I grinned. “Of course. Whatever Cadence needs.” I grabbed the paperwork, added my card information, then passed it back to him. I’m not sure which one of us was struggling more, me or Cadence.

      Our eyes met and she burst out laughing. “Why are you stressing out?”

      “I don’t want you mad at me,” I explained quietly.

      “Well, I’m stressed because I could be sick, not because you’re going to see me topless.” She huffed. “If you play nicely, you’ll be seeing them again anyway.” She waggled her brows at me.

      I chuckled. “And you wonder why I have such strong feelings for you.” It was as close as I’d allow myself to come to telling her I loved her again.

      “Yes, I wonder. Then I remind myself you’re absolutely crazy and it all makes sense.” Cadence grinned.

      Dr. Cohen had been watching the back and forth between us like he was at a tennis match. “Now that we have all that out of the way, Cadence, here’s a paper drape. I’ll step away with Xander. You take off your dress and bra. Let us know when it’s safe and we’ll return.” He nodded to me and gestured for us to exit and stand on the other side of the wall in the mini-suite which separated the bedroom from the living room.

      “Thank you for this, Dr. Cohen,” I murmured. My shoulders had sagged in relief. I worried my luck would have me losing Cadence before we’d ever had a chance to truly be together. This appointment was one way to counter that possibility. Once we had the results, I’d merely have to try really hard not to fuck up, not to come on too strong, not to push her for three long years. I raked a hand through my hair. No way was this gonna happen.

      “Okay,” Cadence called. “I’m as ready as I’m going to get.”

      While the doctor conducted his exam, I stared into her eyes. This was not the time to be ogling her goodies. When she realized what I was doing, she shook her head and whispered, “You’re a good man, Xander Cross.”

      I cupped her face. This was as close as I could get to kissing her at the moment. “Not good enough to marry?”

      She groaned. “The timing is off,” she reminded me.

      “Ah,” Dr. Cohen sighed.

      We both looked at him wide-eyed. “Is something wrong?” I blurted out, afraid he’d found something.

      He nodded sadly. “Yes. You’re young and dumb. You always think you have more time.”

      I swallowed hard and stared at Cadence. She refused to meet my eyes.

      “Sometimes, you have to let go of your expectations, all your plans, and run with what you have.” He pulled the paper drape back up. “Go ahead and get dressed, then I’ll take your blood.”

      We gave her some space again. When we returned, she looked sadder than ever. He worked quietly and efficiently to draw her blood. After, he glanced back and forth between us. “I’ll mail the results. I’ll put a rush on it. You should have an answer in a couple of days.” Then he took a picture of the sheet we’d filled out and quickly texted it to the cell phone I only used when I wasn’t in the dead zone surrounding my silo. “For your records.”

      “Thank you.” I walked him to the door and shook his hand again.

      Then he exited our room and we were left alone once more. “Can I take you to dinner?” I asked quietly. “You choose where.”

      “Casual. Can we do that?” She eyed me seriously.

      “Are we still talking about dinner?” I held my breath and eyed her seriously.

      “Not really. What do you say?” She looked so sad, I knew my answer mattered to her. In this, I found hope.

      Without hesitation, I nodded. “I’ll agree to anything just to be with you.”
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      “I think you should move in with me,” Xander announced over dinner.

      I nearly choked on my wine. Instead I swallowed hard and stared at him with bulging eyes. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and reclined in his chair. “It’s simple really. You’re supposed to be building a career. If you live with me, you have one.” He nodded. “It’s just common sense, practical really.”

      I scrunched up my face. “How would that work, exactly? What…we share a room? We live and work together?”

      “Yeah.” Xander smiled, thinking his plan made perfect sense. “You saw how well we came together for our first project. Imagine.” He leaned across the table, his excitement obvious. “You would be getting paid to read books.”

      With a nod, I murmured, “That’s nice…in theory. What if we don’t get along? I barely know you.” I frowned. “Then I’ve lost my crappy apartment, my job, everything.” I shook my head. “I’m not a gambler. I’m not prepared to take that kind of risk.”

      “How is it risky? I told you no one else has ever been there, let alone lived with me,” he grumbled. “And I challenge you to find someone easier to get along with.”

      “You say this, but we argue all the time.” I frowned.

      “Is that what you think this is? Most of the time, it’s just banter.” Xander closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “I swore long ago I’d never be with anyone I couldn’t fight with.”

      “That’s a great measure of a relationship.” I rolled my eyes. “I had rather hoped for a more peaceful existence.”

      “We can have that. I don’t want to fight all the time. I mean that I don’t want to be with someone I fear arguing with. I don’t want to always wonder if this fight is our last, or worse, wish that it would be.” He reached out and found my hand on the edge of the table. After giving it a quick squeeze, he continued. “I want someone I can have it all with. Someone I can play with, someone who challenges me, someone who is driven and intelligent. I want someone who can make me laugh, someone whose humor matches mine.” He grinned. “Do you have any idea the number of women I’ve asked to live with me through the years?” Xander sighed.

      “How old are you?” I smirked. “I need a reference point. You understand.”

      “I’m twenty-six. How old are you?” His brow arched.

      “Twenty-four,” I replied absently as I began to calculate. “So, I’m going to go with three. I think that’s a safe number.” I nodded confidently.

      He laughed. “Zero.” He created a circle with his thumb and fingers. “None. Zilch. A big fat goose egg.”

      “Really? No one.” I could feel my heart racing as I asked, “Why me?”

      “You make me believe in forever,” Xander murmured. “You help me understand love at first sight. You give me hope in happily ever afters.” Under the table, he wrapped his calves around mine. “Why wouldn’t I want you to stay?”

      My mouth went dry. I could feel my throat tightening. For the first time ever, I was cursing the damn plan. No one had ever spoken to me like this before. No one had ever made me feel like this. I wanted this man like I wanted cheesecake. And right now, I was so stressed, I genuinely needed cheesecake. “Dessert,” I whispered. “Can we get dessert?”

      His shoulders sank. The man had shared his thoughts and feelings with me and I’d asked for food. I closed my eyes and tried not to burst into tears.

      “Maybe we should’ve asked the doctor for anxiety meds. There’s a pattern here. You admitted it yourself.” Xander blew out a breath. “I’ll ask for the dessert menu. Would you like more wine, or maybe coffee?” He motioned for the waiter.

      “I can’t help myself.” I shook my head. “I told you.”

      He laced his fingers and rested his hands on the table. “That was before, when you were younger, when your life was turned upside down, when you were all alone. You can count on me, Cadence. I’m doing everything I can to prove it to you.”

      My head hung. “Time. It takes time.”

      “So, give me time. Don’t run. Fight that urge. Stay.” The waiter arrived with the menus. “The lady would like cheesecake.”

      “And coffee. Something tells me this is going to be a long night.” I rubbed my temple.

      “Headache?” Xander’s brow furrowed.

      “Working on one.” I blew out a breath. “Can we table any and all discussion until we get back up to the room?”

      Leaning on the table, he nodded. “I’ll do one better. After this, I’d love to go relax in the hot tub. What if we do that before we consider further discussion?”

      “I’d really like that,” I lied. In truth, I’d like for us to not talk about any of this again.
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      I knew she didn’t want to talk. If I’d learned anything about her in the last few days, it was that this level of sharing, this kind of intimacy made her incredibly uncomfortable. Still, I had no idea how to further my cause otherwise.

      We were silent during dessert, and in the ride up to our room. We were polite and took turns in the bathroom getting dressed. And we failed to initiate any conversation while we made our way to the hot tub. I turned my back on her long enough to deposit our towels on a nearby chair. Yet in that short period of time, when I faced her again, she had a determined look about her. Cadence’s jaw was set and her shoulders were back.

      “What’s up?” I asked as I slipped into the water across from her.

      “I’ve been thinking,” she began seriously.

      I nodded. “I can see that. So, are you going to tell me about what?”

      Cadence licked her lips. “Here’s the thing. I’m having a really hard time taking direction from you at the moment.”

      “Why’s that?” I ran my wet hands through my hair to slick it back.

      “Well, you were sitting there at dinner, lecturing me on staying rather thanrunning, but you did.” Her brow arched.

      “I didn’t run,” I argued. “I left. I already explained about all that earlier.” I shrugged like it was no big deal, but seeing my life from her point of view had me rethinking my choices.

      “You say that, Xander, but you didn’t just run; you’re hiding. You didn’t want to be found.” Her lips were pursed after she shot that last accusation from them.

      “No…” Inside, my stomach churned.

      “Yes.” She leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “You don’t have Internet. You don’t have television. You aren’t living off the grid. In no way would I describe what you’re doing as living.” Her brow furrowed.

      “I go to L.A. every week,” I objected. “Would I do that if I were running?”

      Cadence nodded. “You’ve created this life on your terms, which is fine for you, but I don’t want to live like that. I need to have a different kind of security. I need a phone so I don’t feel cut off from the world. I need Internet because I love learning, I love researching, and damn it, I love reading.” She blew out a breath. “I can’t imagine living without all those things. It’s nice in short bursts, but in terms of forever, it’s a complete deal breaker.”

      “I can see that, I guess.” I slowly sank under the water for a moment. “I can get those things, you know. I just haven’t done it yet. There has been no reason to do so.”

      Her brow arched. “You could avoid going to L.A. every weekend. I think if I finally managed to escape from the city, I wouldn’t want to travel back there all the damn time.”

      “Right. Only, how would you get supplies?” My brow furrowed.

      “Truth?” Cadence grinned.

      “Of course. And nothing but.” I laughed. “Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      “I use Prime. I shop online. I get free shipping.” She sighed. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      My mouth gaped open for a second before I responded. “What look?”

      “You were judging me.” She shook her head. “I work long hours and I’m seriously tired. I do everything myself. So, when I remember that I need something last minute, I order it online. I have some things I have a subscription for so that I never run out. Lots of times, I can even find it for cheaper than in the store.” Apparently, Cadence still wasn’t pleased with my facial expressions. “Think what you want, Xander, but I’m doing my best.”

      “I am too!” I threw my hands in the air and dropped them rather abruptly, creating a splash that hit both of us. “Sorry,” I mumbled. Inhaling deeply a few times, I struggled to find the words I needed to explain my thoughts. “Being alone is tough. Being with the wrong person is worse. This is why I’ve been by myself ever since I moved.”

      She looked at me from her peripheral vision. “Are you sure you were alone that whole time?”

      I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. “I saw someone. Sort of. We spent the night together, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “What happened?” Cadence silently stared at me.

      “She was a distraction. She was fun. She wasn’t forever.” I rested my arms on the cement surrounding the hot tub, trying to exude the confidence I should’ve felt, but I never knew the spin Cadence might put on something.

      “When did it end?” She bit her bottom lip while her nostrils flared.

      “Recently.” I sighed. “I ended it recently, okay?”

      “Great. I’m a rebound.” She groaned.

      “I ended it because she wanted more and I didn’t. Not from her. How does this make you a rebound?” I sank under the water and popped up in front of her. “I have an idea, Cadence. Will you hear me out and give it a chance?”

      She stared into my eyes and I hoped she saw how much I wanted her, wanted us. “Maybe. I don’t make empty promises.”

      Her words felt like an accusation. Once again, I was on the defensive. “Neither do I.” I shook my head. “I want you to be comfortable with everything. I want you to see what we could have. What if tomorrow, on our way back to the silo, we stop and work on Internet? I heard there’s a way to amplify the phone signal so it will work and there are satellite service providers for Internet. We’ll get this fixed. We’ll do it together.” I reached out and took her hands in mine. Already, she was pruning. I smiled. “I want to do everything together.”

      I watched as Cadence studied my face. Finally, she removed her hands from mine and while I wanted to protest, she simply cupped my cheeks and stared into my eyes. “Okay,” she murmured. “It’s not going to change that we can’t live together before marriage or that marriage is three years off, but hey, if it makes you happy, then we’ll do it.”

      My stomach sank. Still, she clung to the crazy plan she and her mother concocted. I rubbed my eyes and slowly moved back to the bench opposite her. “I know what you’re doing. You can’t scare me off, Cadence. You can’t push me away. I’m glue. And from this moment to my last, I’m stuck on you.”
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      Somebody was going to get hurt. By the time we finished talking in the hot tub, it was obvious. The longer I allowed whatever was between us to grow, the more convinced I became that Xander was the one who’d suffer. We walked back to our room with him carrying our towels in one hand, and his other wrapped protectively around my waist.

      “You’re doing great with the walking boot. I bet it feels wonderful to be mobile again.” He smiled down at me and I melted a little inside.

      “It really does.” I grinned. Then I sobered and struggled to change the subject.  “What does tomorrow look like?”

      “Eh, we’ll leave by checkout. We’ll grab food when we want. We’ll run those errands I mentioned.” He shrugged. “Mellow day. I want to relax. We’re in no rush, right?” He eyed me quietly before finally speaking. “Wanna try and set a record?”

      “How?” My brows peaked.

      “We could turn in auditions for a few books. Sometimes the authors respond really quickly. We could start another one tomorrow or Thursday.” Xander opened his phone and eyed the calendar. “I plan to send the current one from my laptop tonight.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” I admitted. “And how does the pay thing work?”

      “Well, we get a royalty. I’ll split everything with you. Because it’s all in my name, I’ll have to 1099 you, so we can fill out W-9s when we get up to the room.” He raked a hand through his damp hair. “Simple, really.”

      “And you make good money doing this?” I scrunched up my face, trying to imagine how this could be profitable.

      “Yes. Plenty. And it increases all the time because I keep adding books to my credit.” He was watching me, and I swear he could read my mind.

      Already, I was withdrawing. I needed security. This wasn’t going to provide it. I didn’t have a nest egg. After rent, utilities, and food, I lived paycheck to paycheck with little left over in between. How could I possibly consider this arrangement?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Xander began quietly. “I wouldn’t charge you rent, or room and board, or anything. You’d have your phone and whatever other bills you have, but otherwise, you’re fine. This would be your biggest safety net ever.”

      I licked my lips and nodded. “It’s not just that though.” I wrapped my arms around my body. “I can’t just follow you around and piggy back on your dream. I have to have my own thing too. Make sense?”

      “That makes perfect sense.” He paused in the hall outside our door. “So, what are you passionate about? Start building your dream. I’ll support you in every way you’ll allow.” Xander opened our door and motioned for me to enter first. Once I stepped inside he asked, “Seriously. What do you like?”

      I laughed. “That was an easy question. Food and wine. Maybe especially wine. It makes me feel sophisticated.”

      “I should’ve known that. After all, your first act around the silo was to make wine.” He chuckled. “How much longer until we can test the product of your efforts?”

      “Probably at least a week still.” I moaned. “So…forever.”

      “Look, you haven’t seen the land yet. You have no idea what’s out there, but I’ll give you the grand tour now that you can move around.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I planted grape vines. You know, just a few to start, but they seem to be taking hold. They produced. Not a ton, but they are still small.”

      “What are you trying to say?” I huffed. “Spit it out. Damn it.”

      “You could plant more. You could grow all the grapes you want. I have so much land. I’m talking more than fifty acres. That’s a lot of grapes.” His eyes sparkled and I knew he thought he was on to something. He wasn’t wrong.

      “Why would you do that?” My brow furrowed.

      “I thought that was obvious, Cadence,” Xander whispered. Then he leaned low and kissed my cheek before murmuring in my ear, “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you, give you whatever you need, if only you’ll stay.”

      His warm breath in my ear had shivers moving up and down my spine. And when the shivers stopped, the heat spread. Lord, how I wanted this man. Without thinking, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer. Xander complied, melding his body to mine until not even a moonbeam could come between us.

      “Will you at least think about it?” he asked. “Would you at least consider the possibilities? You could do this as a hobby, or you could make it a career. You could sell the wine. Whatever you want.”

      I groaned. “You’re really determined, aren’t you?” I pulled back so I could study his face while he answered my questions.

      “Yes, I am.” Xander pressed his lips to my forehead.

      His eyes affirmed the truth of his response. I swallowed and chose my next words even more carefully than before. “You’re pretty accustomed to getting what you want, aren’t you?” In my chest, my heart raced.

      His head tilted. “I’ve worked tirelessly for everything I have. I told you about my childhood.” He buried his head in my neck. “Nothing has come easily to me, but yes, historically speaking, if I want something badly enough, and work my ass off, I usually get it.”

      I nodded. “I see.” For several seconds, I stood there while he breathed against my skin. There was a comfortable silence between us carrying a hint of sexually-charged tension. And I loathed ruining it, but I had to know. “What about with women? Do you usually get your way with them?”

      Xander inhaled sharply then pulled back so he could look me in the eyes. “I don’t know. I’ve never tried for anything with a female, not like this.”

      “But…sex…” My voice trailed off and I had no idea how to explain my question.

      “Females have always thrown themselves at me. Sometimes I let them. Sometimes I didn’t.” He shrugged. “I’ve never chased anyone. I’m in wildly unfamiliar territory here. You’re not an easy conquest, Cadence. But everything in me tells me you’re worth it. I have to believe whatever is between us means something.”

      “So, if I wanted to, you’d sleep with me?” My brow furrowed while I watched his reaction.

      With a laugh, Xander admitted, “I was planning to sleep with you, Cadie. And while we sleep, I hoped you might let me hold you all night.” A smile spread across his face.

      Inside me, butterflies fluttered like a thousand cocoons had suddenly opened, and those ugly green caterpillars had become beautiful winged insects. I rested a hand over my abdomen. “No sex?” I’m not sure whether I felt better or worse.

      “Not yet, Cadence. I’m not ready. I don’t want to fall into bed with you. I don’t want this to be anything like previous relationships because you’re nothing like other women.” He lifted my drooping face with a single finger under my chin. “This is a good thing. They weren’t meant for forever. Most of them I could barely stand for a moment.” Xander stared at me and shook his head while a moan built in his throat. “You’re nothing like them. You’re the forever I always wanted to have, but never believed I deserved.” He frowned. “Tell me I’m not wrong. Tell me a guy like me can be worthy of someone special like you.”

      I could feel tears prickling my eyes and I blinked them back as best I could before opening my mouth. “I have no idea what you see in me, Xander. When you get to know me, you’ll be so disappointed. There’s nothing special about me.”

      “You’re so wrong about that.” He reached out and crushed me to his chest. “Give me time, and I’ll convince you otherwise. I’ll make one of your glorious lists if it will help.”

      I snickered. “That shouldn’t take long.”

      Xander tugged at his chin. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I’m guessing it may take longer than you think.”

      “Well, I’ve got fifteen minutes.” I smirked. “Come lie with me and we’ll talk.” I seriously hoped I could convince him to reconsider his no sex stance. I hadn’t dated for a while.

      “I’ll lie with you.” He helped me onto the bed then climbed on beside me. Once he’d managed to position me comfortably in his arms with my head resting against his chest, he sighed happily. “As for my list, I’ll need much longer than fifteen minutes.” I started to open my mouth, but he pressed a finger to it and gazed into my eyes. “I’ll settle for nothing less than a lifetime with you, Cadence. And I’m willing to wait, to do it right because, despite what you may believe, I’m not rushing into this. I don’t need to. Even if you refuse to accept it, I know this is forever and I’ll be right here when you figure it out.”
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        Xander

      

      

      We settled in for sleep around midnight. At least, I thought we were trying to sleep. Then Cadence backed up into me and we were spooning, which was pretty nice, until she began to shift. Initially, I thought she was having trouble getting comfortable. Soon, I realized she was intentionally rubbing against me and my body had betrayed me by responding. Still, I refused to give in. I tried to ignore her, but I gave up and rolled out of bed. Standing there with my erection throbbing, I staggered into the bathroom and turned on the water in the shower. Once the room was sufficiently filled with steam, I dropped my boxers and climbed in. Maybe if I could stay in here long enough, my body would fall in line and she’d be asleep when I returned.

      In theory, it was a great plan. In reality, I’d barely been in there long enough to wet my hair down when I heard the door groan on its hinges and my shoulders sagged. I hurriedly gave myself a little pep talk. Stay strong, Xander. Remember: you’re playing the long game. Cadence is worth it.

      The shower curtain opened and she peeked her head inside. “Hey, whatcha doing?” She smiled coyly at me.

      I wanted to be annoyed, but she was so damn cute when she was being playful, I couldn’t pull it off. Instead, I turned three shades of pink and murmured, “Just trying to relax.”

      “Oh, want me to help?” In a matter of seconds, she had peeled off her pajamas and was struggling to climb into the tub.

      “Babe,” I grumbled, but she didn’t even look up at me. “Cadence, this is a terrible idea. You’re going to get hurt.” Still, she ignored me. “This shower isn’t built for two.”

      That did it. She stared up at me, her eyes already watering. “You don’t want me?” She sniffled and turned away as she sat on the side of the tub.

      “Babe. Cadie. Cadence, damn it, look at me.” I squatted down in the tub.

      Slowly, she met my gaze. “What?” Her eyes narrowed and she averted her gaze again.

      Standing, I gently turned her head so she could witness the result of her actions. “See this?”

      Her eyes widened. She nodded bit her lower lip.

      “You did this.” I sighed. “You and your gloriously curvy ass, rubbing against me like you were trying to start a fire.” I threw my hand in the air and then let it drop to slap my thigh. “Well, congratulations. You did.” I squatted down again. “I want you, Cadie.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” She inhaled deeply and I sensed she was bracing for my answer.

      “No problem, really, except that you’re determined to keep all those plans and promises you made with your mother.” I pressed my forehead to hers. “And I want to respect that. You don’t want to live with me before marriage, then we go all the way. No sex before marriage. We’ll do this right, completely, one hundred percent, precisely the way your mother would want this for you.”

      Cadence made a choking sound. “You’re joking, right?”

      I shook my head. “If this was some seduction scene, we’d be in bed already, going at it for hours.”

      Her lips twitched. “You can go for hours?”

      “Yes. All men can, I think. We just have to want to.” I grinned. “And with you, I’d want to savor every moment of the experience, so it would take hours. You’d have to block it out in your planner.” I snickered.

      Shifting, she rested her back against the shower wall. “I like the sound of this.”

      “Good, I’m glad. I have a plan.” I pushed the hair back from her face.

      “Now, if we could get you over the waiting for marriage part, we could get right onto the good stuff.” Cadence looked up at me through her beautiful strawberry blonde lashes and I actually felt my resolve melting.

      I stepped back until I was fully engulfed in the shower stream. With the distance, I was able to shake my head. “Listen, you have your plan, I have mine. I’m just hoping I can get them to merge at some point.” I set my jaw and grabbed the bar of soap. “I’ll join you in bed once I’m done, but I’m telling you right now, no sex.”

      She crossed her arms over her bare body. I could see her fair skin changing from pale to pink. “I don’t beg for sex, Xander,” she grumbled.

      “Good, I don’t bend for sex, Cadence.” I stared back at her.

      “What do you suggest?” She huffed and I could feel her irritation was mixed with more than a hint of fear.

      “Marry me,” I blurted out, but the minute I spoke the words, I knew I meant them. So I expanded on the idea. “We could go to Vegas. It’s forty-five minutes away. I’ll buy you a ring. We’ll pick out wedding bands. We’ll hit city hall for a license, then you select the venue. We could be legal before you know it.” I leaned lower. “And then all of our problems would be solved.”

      She shook her head. “New problems. I’m only going to marry once, just like my mom.”

      “What a coincidence! Me too. No divorce plans here.” I shook my head and exhaled.

      “We’ve known each other for four days. You can’t build forever on four short days,” Cadence argued.

      “Can’t you? I’ve met people who married after less time than that and they’re still together after more than twenty years.” I turned and began to rinse off. “That could be us, if you’d agree to be my wife.”

      “I need to think.” She reached for her pajamas on the floor and started to dress. “I don’t know about this. I…”

      “Didn’t plan for this? Can you not deviate at all from that sheet of paper you carry around with you?” I reached out and helped her to her good foot, while she struggled to not put any extra weight on the injured one. “If your mother had lived, would you still be doing every damn thing she wanted?”

      My words didn’t have quite the reaction I’d anticipated. I’d hoped she’d see that at twenty-four, she’d be making her own decisions. Instead, Cadence ripped her arm out of my grasp and nearly fell to the floor.

      “I don’t know how my life would be, had she survived. All I know is my word is everything and her hopes and dreams for me deserve to be followed.” She rubbed her eyes. “I’m going to bed. You might be more comfortable on the couch,” she spat as she struggled out the door.

      The minute Cadence closed the door behind her, I knew we were farther apart than we’d ever been. Somehow, I had to believe we’d find our way back to each other. My dreams deserved a chance too.
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      I was staring out the window with my back to the bathroom when the door cracked, a sliver of light crawled toward me, and Xander crept over to the bed. The mattress sank as he kneeled behind me. A second later, his lips were pressed against my temple. Normally, I’d treasure the closeness. This time, his affection only served to irritate me. “Go sleep on the couch. I mean it,” I grumbled.

      “How can you possibly be mad at me, Cadie?” He sighed.

      In a flash, I’d rolled over and glared at him. “You think I’m mad at you? Ha!” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Then what?” Xander frowned as he reached out and brushed my hair away from my face.

      “You hurt my feelings. You rejected me.” I swallowed hard. “Most of all, you scare me. I was less afraid of you when I thought you were a serial killer.”

      He laughed, but stopped abruptly. “Wow. You’re serious. Cadence, I never meant to hurt your feelings. And I’m struggling to understand why you’re more comfortable risking your life than your heart.” Xander sat hard on the bed.

      I stared up at the ceiling while I tried to figure out how to explain it to him. “My father was a really good man. He loved my mother, was completely devoted, and then when she died, he became someone I no longer recognized, someone I didn’t want to know.” Inhaling deeply, I gazed at Xander, still sitting beside me. “If a broken heart does that, I want no part of this love crap.”

      “Cadie, you never cease to amaze me. I’ll give you that.” He shook his head. “Your father crawled into a bottle. Everyone manages grief differently, but he handled it all wrong. It cost him your relationship, but never blame love for that situation.”

      I’d listened to him, and while I wanted to believe there was truth in his claims, the idea of allowing myself to fall for him, someone who seemed so decent, giving, and attentive, scared the crap out of me. “Go away, Xander. Let me sleep. By myself.” I turned back toward the window and closed my eyes. For some reason, even though I claimed I wanted to be alone, even though I’d slept alone for years, this time I felt lonely already.

      Eventually, the springs squeaked and I felt the blankets shift as he finally moved away from me. I listened to see what he was going to do. Thanks to the bars and casino, the hotel was still busy. I wondered if he’d dress and leave. I worried about being abandoned, again, like Jordan did when he dumped me on the side of the road. Quickly, I realized my talk about wanting to be left alone was that: talk. In truth, I wanted him here with me. I needed to know I hadn’t lost him, despite my claims that I didn’t want him. So, I lay there listening intently, craning my neck and occasionally peeking to see what he was doing.

      From here, it looked like he was working on his laptop and I remembered he’d mentioned uploading the audiobook while we were here. He’d joked that we wouldn’t have to go to L.A. Of course, if we didn’t, how would I ever get home? I had a life. Okay, I had an apartment I couldn’t pay for, since Jordan fired me. I had no idea what to do. Nothing made sense. I was blowing through agents and part of it was because while I loved planning, I hated them. They took advantage of their position and had me doing things far beyond the scope of my job description. I had taken and picked up pets from the groomer, the vet, and from being boarded. I had gone grocery shopping and made meals. I’d acted as house-sitter in their absences. I really did want a life on my terms. This wasn’t it, but I wasn’t sure moving in with Xander was the answer either.

      My phone vibrated on the nightstand beside me. I’d barely paid attention to it, having grown easily accustomed to not having it. Now, as I looked, I realized I had half a dozen missed texts and even more missed calls from my former boss.

      

      Jordan: Where are you?

      Jordan: Why didn’t you come to work?

      Jordan: When will you be back?

      Jordan: Do you think I can’t replace you, you little bitch?

      Jordan: I didn’t mean it. You’re not a bitch. Usually. Why are you ignoring me?

      Jordan: I expect to see you in the office at 8:30am. Bring me a coffee. The usual.

      Jordan: Dammit, Cadence…

      I was rather enjoying his unease. I wonder if it had occurred to him yet that he left me on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere without phone service. I would be dead in a ditch if it weren’t for Xander. There could be buzzards feasting on my corpse. I can’t believe I worked for that miserable fucker. I sighed. What were my options, really? He could ensure I never worked in L.A. again. I gave in and sent a text.

      

      Me: I’m currently outside of Vegas.

      

      He responded in seconds.

      

      Jordan: WTF are you doing there?!

      Me: Well, you left me on the side of the road with no cell service. I sprained my ankle. Luckily, a guy rescued me or I’d be dead, thanks to you.

      

      This time he hesitated in his response. I could see the dancing dots, which suggested he’d considered and reconsidered how to respond. After all, hadn’t I watched him long enough to learn that the key to success was never accepting responsibility, never admitting guilt?

      

      Jordan: When are you coming back?

      

      I rolled my eyes. This was all he cared about, how my situation impacted him. What an asshole.

      

      Me: No idea. After all, I’m dependent on him to get home.

      Jordan: Who is this guy?

      

      I grinned. Even though I hadn’t known who he was, Jordan was far better connected. He had contacts in the music industry. I was almost looking forward to his reaction.

      

      Me: Xander Cross

      Jordan: Jesus! You’re with Xander Cross. I thought he’d fallen off the face of the Earth. Shit.

      Jordan: So, what’s the plan?

      Me: I don’t have one.

      Jordan: You always have a plan.

      

      I yawned. I really was tired now. Jordan had a way of wearing me out. And I didn’t want to talk about this anymore.

      

      Me: No plan. Going to sleep now. Later.

      Jordan: I need you, Cadence. You can’t just not come back.

      

      I could sense his panic. Maybe I should actually capitalize on it.

      

      Me: I thought I was fired, Jordan. Why would I come back?

      Jordan: Come on. People say things in the heat of anger sometimes.

      Me: Not people. You. And this is probably why you’ve been divorced three times at the age of thirty-four. How’s wife number four hanging in there?

      

      Even I winced at my text. Clearly, my situation had made me feel far more emboldened than usual.

      

      Jordan: If you don’t come to work tomorrow, I’ll find you on Thursday.

      Me: I don’t know how you think you can do that, since even I don’t know where I am.

      Jordan: How about a raise? I’ll even pay you for these days, treat them like a paid vacation.

      Jordan: Cadence? What do you say? An extra dollar an hour.

      

      I rolled my eyes. This wasn’t a negotiation. I wasn’t going to rush back to L.A. for an extra forty dollars a week. Oh, and it’s not like I only worked forty hours. It’s that this loser only paid me for forty hours. I groaned in disgust then I turned off my phone because I had enough negativity in my head at the moment. Oh, and the idea of screwing with Jordan’s head pleased me greatly. Putting the phone back on the nightstand, I closed my eyes. I’m pretty sure I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
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        Xander

      

      

      I acquiesced, giving Cadence the space she requested even though everything in me wanted to argue with her, fight for her. The distance between us seemed to be growing and everything I’d tried so far had the opposite effect. So, I decided to do what I did best: throw myself into my work.

      Opening the laptop, I quickly sent the audiobook for the author to approve, then I checked my email. I made short work of deleting all the spam, then moved on to answering the one requiring my attention. I’d stopped stressing over my inbox the minute Lexi seemed to have given up and stopped emailing weekly. I could’ve simply deleted, but for some reason, I always read them even though I never responded. Sometimes she tried to lure me back with a potential offer from a label. Sometimes, she told me how much she missed me, missed us, which was funny because I didn’t at all. Ours had been a completely superficial and utterly convenient relationship.

      This hadn’t taken up enough time. I wasn’t sleepy yet. So, I decided to turn the television on low and settle in on the couch, carefully positioning myself in the corner so I could see Cadence if she needed me. I started flipping through the channels looking for anything to distract me. Naturally, it was prime infomercial time so the pickings were slim until I hit TMC. An Affair to Remember was playing.

      I paused and was quickly engrossed in the story, so much so that I didn’t even notice Cadence until she hobbled over and curled up next to me on the couch, tucking herself in against my side. “Hey,” I murmured. “I thought you were asleep.”

      “I was for a minute, then I wasn’t.” She gazed up at me. “So, what are we watching?”

      I hugged her close. “An old movie I haven’t seen in years.”

      Cadence grinned. “I have a hard time picturing anyone like you watching old movies.”

      “Well, I wasn’t always this cool,” I joked. “When I was growing up, there was one really great foster home. It was the longest I lived anywhere.” I swallowed hard and continued my story in a low voice, hoping I wouldn’t interfere with her enjoyment of this classic love story. “Miss Sarah adored old movies. She’d been a minor actress back in the day. We’d watch an old movie every night, but this was one of her favorites. She’d met Cary Grant once and told me she’d never quite recovered, claiming it may be why she never married.” I chuckled. “We both knew, however, it was because she was a lesbian.” I winked at Cadence. She had settled in with her head against my chest. I’d laid out a blanket earlier and now grabbed it from the back of the couch and pulled it over us.

      “Why did you leave Miss Sarah?” she asked while trying to hide a yawn.

      “I didn’t leave her. She left me.” I sighed. “I came home from school one day and the police were there. She’d died while I was in gym class. I always felt so badly about having fun when she needed me.”

      “Are you rescuing me out of penance?” Cadence frowned.

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t marry for penance, Cadie. Give me a break. Watch the movie,” I grumbled. “It’s about a couple who meet on a cruise ship and fall in love. They don’t know if it’s real, so they decide to take six months to get their lives in order, then meet at the top of the Empire State building on Valentine’s Day.”

      “Aw. Do they get their happily ever after?” Her brows peaked and I decided to choose my words carefully.

      “Eventually. When it’s true love, everyone always gets a happy ending.” I pressed my lips to her forehead. Then we turned our attention to the television. To my delight, Cadence was soon as engrossed as I, even crying at the sad parts. Unfortunately, before the final scene, she was sound asleep.

      Sure, I could’ve moved her, but instead, I decided to rest my eyes for a few minutes first and when I woke, the sun was streaming through the gauzy curtains and Cadence was smirking up at me. “What?” I asked. For some reason, she had this gift for making me feel guilty.

      “So, you let me sleep on the couch all night with you?” She shook her head. “The couch was supposed to be your punishment for rejecting me.”

      “Can we both agree that you suck at punishing me?” I winked. “And I’d also like to point out that I kept my word. You wanted me to sleep on the couch; here I am.”

      “Yes, but I wasn’t supposed to sleep with you! That’s not a punishment.” Cadence sighed.

      “You’re drawn to me. Admit it. By the time you joined me, you weren’t even mad anymore.” I snickered.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” She sighed. “For me to not be mad.”

      “Of course, almost as much as I’d like for you to agree to all my offers.” I hugged her and felt her stiffen.

      “Stop pushing, Xander. I need to make my own choices.” Cadence sat up and slid a few inches away from me.

      “I know.” My shoulders slumped.

      “Yeah, well, did you know that if you love someone you’re supposed to set them free, and if they return it was meant to be?” She glared at me and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I swear you read that on some refrigerator magnet.” I rolled my eyes.

      Her cheeks turned pink. “It doesn’t matter where I read it,” she snapped. “The sentiment is true.”

      I nodded and swallowed hard. “Is this the part where I’m supposed to set you free?”

      Cadence nodded and my heart sank. “I think so.”

      “Here? I’m not taking you back to the silo?” My mouth completely dried up.

      “Yeah. I’ll make some arrangements to get back to L.A. At least now, I have phone service.” She stood and hobbled back to the bedroom. I saw her pick up her cell from the nightstand.

      This was it. She was leaving me and there was nothing I could do to stop her. “The offer still stands. It will always stand. You can come back whenever you want.”

      With a nod, she began to punch away on the phone screen and I imagined she was sending a text message. I sat silently and watched, hoping she’d change her mind. Instead, a few minutes later, she glanced up at me. “It looks like I have a ride.”
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      “What are you doing?” I asked when I stepped out of the shower and found him collecting all my clothes. “Are you returning them?” I panicked slightly, knowing I only had one outfit he hadn’t purchased and I’d worn it yesterday.

      “No. Of course not. I told you these were yours.” His brow furrowed. “What kind of guy do you think I am?”

      I opened my mouth to respond. I suppose I imagined him to be like every other guy I’d known: easily hurt, incredibly vindictive, and rather volatile.

      “Don’t answer that.” Xander shook his head. “I’m not that guy. I’m the guy who throws on his clothes, rushes downstairs, and grabs you a weekender for all your outfits so you can get them back to L.A. in style.” He chuckled. “I’m hoping you love the color. It’s called ‘Deep Plum.’” He pushed it toward me on the bed. “You need a little color in your life, Cadence.”

      “Thank you.” I spluttered. I had no idea what to say. Every time I turned around, this guy was surprising me.

      Xander sank down on the end of the bed. “So, what time are you getting picked up?”

      I glanced at my text messages. “Looks like it could be a couple of hours.” I blew out a breath as I moved to the mirror to begin working on my hair and makeup.

      “Well, what if we go grab breakfast? We’ll check out. I’ll load the SUV. You can keep your stuff in it if you don’t want to carry it.” He glanced at my walking boot. “No need to risk another injury.”

      I nodded as I gnawed on my lower lip. “Don’t you need to get home?”

      He shook his head. “I’m my own boss. I have some errands to run on the way back to the silo, but otherwise, I have no time schedule.”

      Part of me wanted to run, to part ways immediately because the longer we stayed together, the harder it was to leave him. “Why do you have to be so…perfect?” I whined. “Seriously. I’m trying so hard to keep my word to my mother. I’m trying to do right by you. And you’re making it so hard.”

      Xander stood and wandered over to me. Wrapping his arms around me, he murmured into my hair, “If this was easy, Cadie, it wouldn’t be real. Remember that.” Then he pressed his lips to my temple.

      I gazed up at him, hoping for one more kiss, but instead, he pressed a finger to my lips and shook his head. “No?”

      “It’s too hard,” he whispered, his voice sounding strained. “Car.” He pointed at his pile of purchases from the day before. “Be right back.” Then he loaded his arms and rushed out the door.

      Sinking down on the bed, I began to have doubts. This guy truly cared about me. Why was I pushing him away? Why was I so determined to make my mother happy? What if he was right? What if I was supposed to be with him and the plan was more of a guide than an actual directive? I stood up and moved to the vanity, leaning over the sink and struggling not to cry. I could feel his emotions as surely as I felt my own. Xander was hurting and it was my fault.

      By the time he returned, I had finished getting ready, mostly because I no longer cared what I looked like. I stood clinging to the new bag slung over my shoulder. “Breakfast?” I asked as brightly as I could manage.

      “Let’s go. I’ll carry your bag.” He reached out to help me and while I appreciated it, I had trouble relinquishing my grip on his newest gift.

      “Why are you being so nice to me?” I asked as I slowly passed him the tote.

      Raking a hand through his hair, Xander smiled sadly. “I don’t believe this is goodbye. I don’t believe this is over. And if I want that to be so, then I need to keep on treating you the way you deserve to be treated, spoil you like I would if we were truly together. Make sense?”

      I nodded as I dabbed at the corners of my eyes. “Sorry, eyelash,” I lied.

      “In both eyes?” He snickered as he offered me his arm.

      Somberly, we made our way to the elevator. “I’m not really in the mood to eat. I don’t know why I suggested breakfast,” I admitted. “Any chance we can grab a couple of coffees and walk around?”

      “Absolutely.” He nodded and I could feel his shoulders heaving as he helped me into the elevator. “Maybe you can help me shop more for the silo. I love your sense of style.”

      “Shopping with other people’s money is one of my very favorite things to do,” I teased.

      “Then it’s settled. Coffee and shopping while you wait.” Xander squeezed my arm gently and the tension between us began to melt away.

      Almost three hours passed while we wandered around and made a series of purchases in various stores. I glanced at my phone; I’d begun to worry I’d been forgotten. When I’d about given up, I received a text.

      

      Jordan: Your ride is pulling up now.

      

      I sighed and quickly replied.

      

      Me: So, who’s my Uber driver? What vehicle should I look for?

      Jordan: No Uber. A client is picking you up on his way back from Vegas. Hot young star. You’re welcome. Hurry back.

      

      I took a deep breath as I began to imagine all the ways this could go horribly wrong. Rubbing my forehead, I stared at the screen.

      “What’s wrong?” Xander frowned. “I’ll drive you if you want.”

      I stuck out my chin. “Nope. It’s okay. I…have a ride.”

      He wrapped an arm around my waist. “Okay, I’ll walk you out. Main entrance?”

      With a shrug, I mumbled, “I guess.”

      We wandered back to the main entrance and out through the main doors. When we exited the building, I saw a guy leaning on the hood of a Porsche Boxster and groaned inwardly. Xander’s brows rose. “Is this your ride?”

      The guy slowly pulled off his sunglasses and I realized this was a practiced move and he was used to women swooning in response. I was going to be such a disappointment. “Yup.” The ‘p’ popped to reflect my frustration.

      He held out a hand. “Cadence, right? Jordan sent me.” He grinned.

      “Hayden Michaels,” Xander murmured as he nodded. “Take good care of her. This is some precious cargo.” He laid his hand on my back then bent low to kiss my temple.

      “Right, man. Got it.” Hayden made this clicking sound with his mouth and pulled the trigger on his finger gun for emphasis. Turning to me, he grinned and opened the door. “Hop in. We’ll be back in L.A. before you know it.”

      I nodded and swallowed hard. What was I doing? I could be going home with Xander. Instead, I was about to spend the next nearly four hours in a vehicle with this douche. I licked my lips before responding. “Okay.” Turning to Xander, I reached up and tugged his neck so he’d kiss me on the lips.

      “I don’t know about this guy,” he whispered in my ear. “Seriously, let me drive you.”

      “Xander, I’ll be fine. If I’m not, you’re my witness.” I chuckled.

      Before releasing me, he added, “Let me know you’re okay later.”

      My brow furrowed. “How?”

      With a wink, he said, “You’ll see.”

      Hayden cleared his throat. “I know parting is such sweet sorrow and all, but I have to be on set at dawn tomorrow…”

      “Right.” I smiled sadly.

      Xander walked me to the car, helped me get settled comfortably with my purse and weekender, and then kissed me once more before backing away. “We’ll talk soon, Cadie,” he announced with a sad smile.

      I waved slightly then stared straight out the windshield. Seconds later, Hayden had settled in behind the wheel and we were speeding off.

      “How long have you known Xander Cross?” he asked.

      “Why do you ask?” I frowned as I studied him.

      He shrugged. “Just making conversation, I guess.” Hayden grinned at me, then added, “Jordan made it sound like you two had just met, but that can’t be the case because you seemed…close.”

      “Right.” I stared out the window at the passing landscape.

      “So, I guess I was wondering how close. And how serious.”

      From my peripheral vision, I could see him staring at me, waiting for a response. I didn’t feel like giving one. I didn’t want to talk about Xander, especially with this guy. “How’s Jordan?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

      He laughed. “Misses you. Says he can’t get anything done without you.”

      “That sounds about right.” I leaned back in the seat and wrapped my arms around my body.

      “So, we have a long ride ahead. I’m gonna turn on the radio, since you don’t seem like you want to talk right now,” Hayden grumbled.

      I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t exactly picking up on a good guy vibe. The last thing I wanted to do was encourage him in any way. “Thank you,” I murmured as I closed my eyes.

      Hayden turned the radio on, and despite the fact that my eyes were closed, he blasted the music. Despite his attempts to prevent it, I still dozed off. I wanted nothing to do with him and I was none too pleased with Jordan at the moment for putting me in such an uncomfortable position. I woke a short while later to a hand on my thigh. My stomach was in knots from the déjà vu.

      “What are you doing?” I glared at him. “Hands off.” My phone was already in my hand, ready to spring to action if needed. Too bad I didn’t have Xander’s number. This was bullshit. Why did I not ask for his number?

      “Huh. I never had you pegged for a prude.” He glared at me as he removed his hand. Then he stared out the windshield. I could feel him seething. This was going to be the longest ride of my life.

      We pulled up at my apartment around four in the afternoon. He’d refused to stop and I wasn’t the begging kind, so I decided to hold it. To my surprise as I began to walk to the door, I discovered Hayden was following me.

      “Thank you for the ride,” I mumbled.

      He brightened some. “You’re welcome. I thought I’d come in and use your bathroom. I have another half hour to drive.” He shrugged.

      For the moment, he seemed harmless enough. So, I shrugged and let him traipse behind me while making small talk. We took the stairs since there was a wait for the elevators and my legs needed the stretching. I only lived on the second floor, so no big deal anyway. When I reached more door, I opened it and let him in. “It’s a tight squeeze,” I warned.

      Hayden entered and glanced around. “So, like your living room is your dining room is your bedroom. Wow.”

      “It’s not much, but it’s home.” I sighed. “Bathroom is the door you’re standing beside in case you’re wondering.” For a guy who claimed he had to pee, he showed no sense of urgency. I stepped around him to shut the door, then set my bag down on the couch. I was leaning over it, unpacking my clothes, when he came up behind me and grabbed my ass. I jumped and whipped around. “Stop,” I growled, trying to sound as fierce as possible, but the danger of my situation hadn’t escaped me. I kept to myself. I hadn’t been friendly with any of my neighbors, if they were even home. And he was Hayden Michaels. I was a lowly personal assistant to an asshole agent, struggling to keep a job I pretty much hated. There was so much wrong with my life.

      Soon, I was literally backed into a corner and the guy had me up against the wall, while trying to jam his tongue down my throat. This is what I get for opening my mouth to try to scream. The best I could do was to haul back and slap him across the face.

      Holding his cheek, I could see he was none too happy with me, but I never anticipated him punching me in response. His fist caught me completely off-guard and he was able to get in a couple of hits before I could think straight and defend myself. I went with the classic: a knee to the groin. In the past, I’d considered such a move as dirty, a last resort. And here I was, using it. The minute he doubled over, I grabbed my bag from the couch and my purse with my keys and bolted from the apartment. He tried to grab my shirt, but I yanked myself away. The fabric gave, and soon I was stumbling down the hall in my walking boot with my cheek on fire and my mouth filling with blood.

      With some trepidation, I felt my teeth with my tongue to make sure they were all still there. My shoulders sagged from relief when I realized they were all intact. I wasn’t sure I could safely make it down the stairs. I heard Hayden swearing and saw him coming after me down the hall. Naturally, in my panic, I did that stupid thing chicks do in all the horror movies. I started punching the elevator button like crazy.

      An elderly woman’s head peeked out the door across the hall. She wore a seriously disapproving look until she processed my injuries. “Come in,” she urged as she wildly waved me toward her door.

      I didn’t need to be told twice. “Thank you,” I whispered as I limped past her and landed on the couch. “Shoot.” I shoved myself off the cushion. The last thing I needed to do was bleed all over the nice lady’s furniture.

      “Stay right there. I’ll get a washcloth, a towel, and some ice.” She shook her head. “Is that your boyfriend?” Her brow furrowed.

      I shook my head gingerly. Already, my head was throbbing. I fumbled around in my purse and found the ibuprofen. “No, my boss had him give me a ride home. I don’t really know him…” I unscrewed the top, poured a few into my hand, and glanced up at the slight, gray-haired lady.

      “Some water too,” she murmured as she disappeared. “I’m Neesey, by the way.”

      “Thank you, Miss Neesey.” I wrapped my arms around my body and considered my situation. Xander might think I was crazy to not wear more color, but I didn’t have to worry about blood staining my dark clothes. So, there was that. In my purse, which I’d dropped on the floor with the bag, my phone was vibrating. I had a text from Jordan. Already.

      

      Jordan: How could you be so rude to Hayden after he drove you home?

      

      My jaw dropped open. I literally had no words. Then I remembered a picture is worth a thousand of them, so I took a few shots of my face from varying angles and sent them to him. In response, I received silence. Why was I here? Why hadn’t I stayed with Xander?

      Neesey helped me clean up. It didn’t improve my look much. And half an hour later, when I was convinced it was safe, I decided it was time to leave. “Thank you for everything, Miss Neesey.”

      “You sure you don’t want to stay for dinner?” She smiled at me warmly. “I’m making stew. It’ll be ready in an hour.”

      I frowned. “Sounds wonderful. I appreciate the invitation, but I really just want to go take a nap and try to forget this happened.”

      She shook her head, gesturing to my face. “I understand, but you won’t be able to forget that for a good ten days.”
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        Xander

      

      

      No way is this over. That’s what I kept telling myself as I started the drive back to the silo. The place had only felt like home for a little while, and that was while Cadence was there. I tried to focus on the roads, but all I could think about was getting the place ready for her.

      My first stop was to work on getting phone service out there. Apparently, if I had Internet, my phone carrier could set it up to use that to support my cell when I was home. Bam. Nearly two birds with one stone. And though I wouldn’t have cable, I could have satellite television service. The place would suddenly feel like it had actually entered the twenty-first century.

      In my mind, I could actually picture the two of us reclining on the couch after a long day, watching old movies while sipping her wine. I’d build her an entire wine cellar, not a few shelves. I’d give her a tasting room.

      Then a funny thing happened as I was driving. Even though the radio was off, I could hear music in my head. Why the hell did I have to be driving? I fumbled some with my phone while flying down the empty road. I needed to hum it. I needed to record as much of the tune as I could. Tonight, I’d write our song. Tomorrow, I’d record it. And Friday, even though I had no reason to drive into L.A., I’d deliver it to her. After all, I had her address on my copy of Dr. Cohen’s paperwork. I grinned. She’d be so surprised.

      

      I’ll give you all you want.

      You give me all I need.

      My love is like glue

      And, Cadie, I’m stuck on you.

      From the moment I laid eyes on you,

      I learned love at first sight is true.

      Girl, you’ll feel it too.

      If you’ll just stay.

      I’ll build you a winery.

      Our love was meant to be

      Cadie, it’s you and me,

      When I think of forever,

      All I see is you.

      

      It was rough, but it was a start. I could feel the words in my heart. Oh, yeah. That was good. I’d have to add that. Before long, I was smiling like a crazy man, which was pretty much what happened when a song started in my head.

      By the time I pulled down the ridiculously long driveway to the silo, I was dying to pick up my baby. I’d begun to think I was done with my first love, until I met my forever love. Cadie must be my muse.

      When I opened the back of the SUV, I started to regret all the shopping we’d done. The last thing I wanted to do at the moment was unload the vehicle, but I’d promised myself I was going to turn this place into a home, the kind of home she’d want to live in with me.

      Rather than whine, I went straight to work. I had the vehicle unloaded and everything in its place. Cadence had picked out the dishware and then I had added to the collection, ensuring she’d have everything she needed to cook, and that it would match. I heard women care about that kind of thing. I might have complained about buying three kitchen towels, but once I knew the colors she liked, I’d bought new bath towels. Oh, and there was a comforter she’d rubbed her hand over while commenting on how soft and pretty it was. After she left with that Hayden douche, I returned to the store and bought it.

      Most of all, though, I wanted to make sure next time she showed up, because I absolutely believed there’d be a next time, I’d have a closet full of clothes for her. So, I’d stopped in Charlotte Russe and found the saleswoman who helped us the day before.

      “Hi,” I began shyly. “I’m not sure if you remember me.”

      “Xander Cross?” She laughed. “How could I forget?” She glanced around. “Now, where’s…Candace?”

      “Close. Cadence.” I smiled. “I’m trying to do some secret shopping for her, so I couldn’t very well bring her.”

      She clapped her hands together. “Secret shopping is my favorite. How can I help?”

      Soon, I’d bought her half a dozen dresses that the woman assured me would look awesome on her. Then we moved on to pretty much an entire wardrobe. I found leggings I felt confident she’d love, which meant more tops. I found panties in several styles I knew she’d look amazing in. Basically, I bought everything but shoes. And I only hesitated on those because I hadn’t paid attention to her shoe size. I was an idiot.

      By the time I was done, the woman had been glowing. After all, this meant a hefty commission for her. “Thank you, Mr. Cross,” she repeated.

      I smiled and nodded as I left, my arms completely overloaded with clothes. By the time I’d pulled out of the parking lot, I’d decided it was a good thing I didn’t have Cadence with me. There would’ve been nowhere for her to sit.

      Once the silo was together, I grabbed a Red Bull from the fridge and walked down to the next level. There, I began to unpack what was supposed to be my music room. I’d never worked on it because I’d had no reason to. I had come to believe the music in me had died. Now, I knew it had merely laid dormant, waiting on the appropriate inspiration. In Cadence, I’d found it. In fact, I’d found everything I’d been missing in my life, everything I’d always wanted, but failed to believe I could have.

      Sitting down in my favorite chair, I pulled out my first guitar and began to play with the melody, trying to make it match the one I’d been hearing in my head during the drive. I worked steadily, leaving the room only to pee and grab another Red Bull. Before long, I’d written a new song. I was so spent, I couldn’t even crawl upstairs to go to bed.

      All I could think about was Friday, when I’d drive to L.A. and surprise Cadence. Hell, if by some miracle I managed to get the music recorded in a reasonable amount of time, I might drive to L.A. tomorrow night and show up before she left for work on Friday morning. Smiling, I decided I liked that idea even better. Satisfied, I closed my stinging eyes.

      [image: ]

      
        Cadence

      

      

      About noon on Thursday, Jordan sent me the first in a series of angry texts.

      

      Jordan: Where the fuck are you, Cadence? I’ve been patient. Do you want me to fire your ass?

      

      I was so furious, it made my face hurt. Some of the swelling had gone down, but the discoloration was so intense, I had no idea how to cover it. My makeup skills were not only not on point, they were barely-existent. I had no idea how to contour. Finding the right shade of lip gloss usually took roughly three tries. And I didn’t even own concealer. Needless to say, I wasn’t going to work.

      

      Me: Did you not see the pictures? How about these?

      

      I took several shots and sent them of my current status.

      

      Me: How the fuck am I supposed to go out in public like this?

      Jordan: Hayden says he didn’t touch you.

      

      I stiffened.

      

      Me: I knew this was going to turn into a game of he said/she said. Only in this case, it’s he said/she has a witness.

      

      Bam. And I waited.

      

      Jordan: Who?

      Me: That’s your response? All you care about is if there’s someone you might be able to pay off to save your damn rising star?

      Me: You suck, Jordan. And if you start paying off his mistakes now, you’ll be doing it for another forty years, dumbass.

      

      Maybe that hit a chord because he didn’t respond for several minutes. All the while, I paced back and forth in my living room, which really meant I could take all of seven steps before I reached the door and had to turn around and stalk back to the window.

      

      Jordan: What’s it gonna take? You want a raise? What if I give you $1000/week plus full benefits?

      

      In the past, this might have sounded like a decent deal. I might have been willing to parlay my injury into more money or career leverage. Instead, I had Xander in my corner, if I wanted. And I realized I didn’t need this bullshit and I sure as hell didn’t need this job.

      

      Me: Go fuck yourself. I’m not coming back.

      

      For the first time since I’d been dumped on the side of the road, I felt truly free. I might as well have lost a hundred pounds, not that I needed to, but quitting my job had the same effect. And since I felt new, I was looking at life differently. Walking over to my purse, I realized I hadn’t even opened my planner since my return. I hadn’t even unpacked. I’d come back from Neesey’s and curled up on the couch. I didn’t even have the energy to make it into a bed. I just yanked the throw off the back and passed out. I’d slept in this morning, taking a long, leisurely shower…a full ten minutes unlike the normal six. All I’d decided before this moment was that I wouldn’t be leaving the apartment all weekend.

      Since I was newly unemployed, I might want to revisit my plans and look into the Plan B I’d considered when I was staying with Xander. Of course, he’d made me believe I had a Plan C and D too. Maybe I did want to start a winery. Maybe I should consider it as an option. And because my wine stopper was there, I had the perfect excuse for a visit. I’d go after my face healed. I opened the planner to pick a day. As I flipped through, I realized he’d altered my calendar. On every day, for as far out as I could see, he’d written: Build a Life with Xander.

      My heart swelled and broke at the same time. This man was killing me. I fanned my face, since it hurt too much to dab at my tears. Why did my mother have to create such an impossible plan to follow? Dammit.

      Reaching into the back of the planner, I felt for the worn papers I knew by heart. Only this time, there was another paper there. Frowning, I reached in to pull it out even as my pulse raced. I swallowed hard as I slowly unfolded the paper. Across the top, Xander had written “Cadence’s Revised Life Plan.” After reading his writing, I could barely see anything at all. Tears poured from my eyes and my nose began to run. I hopped up and hobbled to the bathroom to grab a roll of toilet paper and the bathroom garbage. This was going to be one serious cry. I could feel it.

      Several minutes later, I began to examine this new plan. He’d seriously drawn a map of California and Arizona. He’d marked two places on it, L.A. and the silo. Then he’d written:

      

      Cadie,

      

      All you have to do is get here. Please get here.

      I’ll give you everything and anything to ensure your happiness.

      We can record books, if you’d like.

      You could open Cross Wines. Cadence Cross has a nice ring to it.

      Yes, I still plan to marry you.

      You could organize my life. My plan will always revolve around you.

      You can do whatever you’d like to do. I’ll support you.

      Why?

      Simple.

      I love you.

      

      Xander

      

      I didn’t think I’d ever stop crying. Finally, I started to fold up the map he’d made me and discovered there were handwritten directions on the back, along with his address, phone number, and email. He’d added another personal note.

      

      Yes, Cadie, by the time you read this, all of them will be functioning as promised.

      

      Instead of shoving the paper into the back of my planner, I held it to my chest. I was so spent by the time the tears dried up, I decided to close my eyes and rest for a few moments. I’d make my decision when I woke. All I knew for certain was my old life was done and I was ready for a new plan.
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        Xander

      

      

      I’d kept my phone beside me religiously since I added the Internet and satellite service. More than once, I’d sent myself test emails to ensure everything was working properly. Still, it was obvious she simply hadn’t reached out. I worried some over that, but I mostly kept the fear at bay by staying busy. The bulk of Thursday was spent in the studio, followed by quickly packing and driving to L.A.

      Arriving shortly before midnight, I checked into the hotel nearest Cadence’s apartment, which still had me a good twenty minutes away. When I reached my room, I tossed and turned for hours. Needless to say, when my alarm sounded at six in the morning, I wasn’t remotely rested. I was even further from bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Being a man with a plan was exhausting.

      The only reason I managed to make it out of bed at all was the excitement of surprising Cadence. I’d dreamed about it during the few hours I’d been sleeping and it had gone so smoothly. I knocked on her door. She rushed to open it. The minute she saw my face, she threw herself in my arms. I twirled her around and shared my song with her. She hopped in the SUV with me and we drove to the silo where we would live happily ever after. Sure, I hadn’t dreamed the last part, but this was Cadence we were talking about. The happy ending seemed assured. My only concern was that I hadn’t heard from her yet, but I chalked it up to the whole ‘busy with work’ thing. Her boss, Jordan, seemed like the kind of guy who’d work her long hours until she dropped into bed from exhaustion every night.

      I showered and styled my hair. I picked out my standard outfit, which was a pair of jeans and a dark t-shirt. After brushing my teeth and double-checking my breath, I packed everything up, exited my room and the hotel. My heart was already racing by the time I reached my vehicle in the parking garage. My palms had grown sweaty. Why the hell was I so scared? I tried to talk myself down, but Cadence had turned me down before and this seemed like the most important moment in my life. If I could just convince her we had a future, every other aspect of my life would be cake. Our life. This wasn’t about me. This was all for us. Us.

      After punching her address into the GPS, I started down the street. The entire time, I practiced taking deep, calming breaths and exhaling my stress or whatever bullshit I’d seen taught in those fancy yoga classes Lexi had tried to drag me to. None of it stuck. Not the breathing. Not the yoga. And obviously, not Lexi.

      Damn, I wanted Cadence to stick. So, I started to practice what I was going to say. I couldn’t remember how I’d won her over in my dream. Obviously, I’d have to start from scratch with this. As I pulled up in one of the open spots in front of her apartment building, I still had nothing. No words had come to me. Maybe I should just sing her our song, the song she’d inspired.

      My nerves were out of control as I pulled open the front door and made my way to the elevator. I realized there were stairs to my right, so I opted to hop up those instead. After all, I was so unsettled, I had to work out more energy. I finally reached the second floor and made my way down the hall to her apartment. Once in front of her door, I wiped my hands on my jeans before forming a fist and knocking tentatively. Down the hall, across from the elevators, I saw an elderly woman peek out her door. I smiled and waved. She responded with a frown. Not a fan of strangers. Got it.

      When Cadence didn’t respond within the first ten seconds, I knocked again. Staring through the peek hole, I realized she was right there. Maybe I was too close and she couldn’t see it was me, so I took a step back. “Cadence,” I began in a low voice, “it’s me, Xander. Open up.”

      “I can talk to you from here,” she mumbled. “What do you want?”

      “Um, I’m here. I thought that was obvious.” I frowned. “I want you, Cadie.” I shrugged and waited for her to let me in, but I sensed she was none too eager for this to happen. “Come on, Cadence. Let me in. This isn’t a talk I want to have through the door.” I blew out a breath and threw my hands in the air in frustration. Before I could figure out what was happening, I was getting hit by a broom all about my head. “Hey!” I jumped and turned around, trying to figure out who was attacking me, but mostly wondering why.

      I heard Cadence gasp and then reluctantly open the door a few inches. “Neesey! Stop! It wasn’t him.”

      I stiffened. “Who? What happened? Cadence?” Already she had slammed the door shut again. I pressed my head against it and squeezed my eyes shut. “Cadie, I traveled so far to see you. Please, won’t you let me in?”

      “Can’t you give me a week? Come back in a week, Xander,” she pleaded.

      “She doesn’t want you to see her face,” Neesey whispered loudly. “Oh, and sorry. I thought you were the one who hurt her.”

      I whipped around and stared at her. “What happened to her?”

      “Not my story to tell,” she mumbled. “I’m not some gossipy old bitty.” She slowly wandered back toward her door.

      “Open the damn door, Cadence. I’ll pitch a fucking fit. I’ll…I’ll…” I had no idea what I was going to do, but at least I didn’t have to spout off threats because ever so slowly, she finally complied. I swore to myself that I’d be calm, that I wouldn’t freak out. I meant it. Then I saw her face. My hands immediately fisted at my sides even though I wanted to haul her into my arms. “Back up. I’m coming in,” I grumbled.

      Once we were inside together, she lifted her chin and I had my first good look at her. “It’s not as bad as it looks,” she lied.

      “Right. It’s worse.” I shook my head. “Is there any place still safe to kiss you?” I started examining her neck and peeking around her shoulders and upper arms.

      “I’m fine, really. A week, and I’ll be good as new.” She shrugged.

      “Tell me you pressed charges.” I crossed my arms over her chest. My anger was on a slow burn and I needed to know someone was going to pay for hurting her if I was ever going to calm down.

      Cadence started to bite her lower lip and winced.

      “Your lip is split. I’m gonna beat the shit out of that bastard,” I growled as I stormed out of the apartment.

      “Wait, Xander!” She started to come chasing after me.

      “Stay here,” I snapped. “If I’m not in jail, I’ll be coming back.”

      “And if you are?” she asked in a hushed voice.

      I whipped around as I yanked the door open. “Then I guess I won’t.”

      I could hear her crying as I left. As much as I wanted to comfort her, I wanted revenge more. Nothing she did could deter me from making Jordan sorry.

      In my head, I imagined a number of scenarios. I’d punched in the address for his agency. I’d researched it from the silo while I was planning this trip. Now, all I had to do was hit that address in my search history and I could be on my way.

      Driving angrily, I reached the place in record time. I burst through the doors to the building and ignored the security guard at the desk. I hopped the elevator and punched the button to the ninth floor where the agency’s suite was located. The man scampered to his feet in shock and started to yell, but the doors closed before I would’ve been able to respond, even if I’d wanted. I didn’t.

      The moment the doors opened, I stormed out, wishing I had sleeves to roll up, or some other way to physically demonstrate my fury. Instead, I pushed through the door, passing the secretary who rushed to her feet and tried valiantly to block me. I held up my palms and moved straight to the door with Jordan’s name on it.

      He was on the phone as I entered his office. “I’ll have to call you back,” he spluttered as he ended the call. “Xander Cross. What a surprise.” Jordan sat up in his seat and tried to remain calm, but an eye twitch gave away his nervousness.

      Leaning over the desk at him, I growled, “Really? After what you did to Cadence, you should’ve expected me.”

      “I did nothing.” He held his head in his hands. “Okay, that time in the car…a week ago. Is that what you’re pissed about?” Jordan started wringing his hands. “I thought we were over that, now that Hayden…”

      “Hayden Michaels did this?” I slammed my fist on the desk and his pen bounced in the air. “Where the fuck is he?”

      With a shrug, he murmured, “I don’t know. I ended our contract, told him I wouldn’t support anyone who hurt one of my employees.” Jordan sighed. “Of course, that was before Cadence quit.”

      I shook my head as I wondered if I’d misunderstood him. “Wait. Cadence quit?”

      “Yeah. Yesterday. Told me to fuck off even.” He chuckled. “I didn’t know she had it in her. I’d be impressed if I wasn’t so royally fucked. She’s the best personal assistant I’ve ever had.” He sank back in his seat, folded his hands over his belly.

      “Goddamn it!” I raked my hands through my hair. “Why the fuck am I here?”

      Jordan tugged on his chin. “I don’t know, but since you are, do you need an agent? I’m representing a few artists in the music industry now.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”
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        Cadence

      

      

      When Xander stormed out, I thought I was going to cry. Instead, I paced while I tried to decide what to do. I mean, I planned to call him, or show up…in a week or so. Those extra days would give me the time I needed to pack up. I glanced around the apartment. Who was I kidding? I could be packed in ten minutes or less, if I had any boxes.

      There was a knock on my door. I really wasn’t in the mood for any visitors. Hesitantly, I peeked out the peephole and found Miss Neesey smiling back at me. It was strangely comforting, a friendly face when I’d been alone for so long. “Come in,” I murmured as I opened the door.

      As she entered, she began to glance around the place. “I expected to see you packing.” She chuckled.

      “Why would I be packing?” I asked even as my cheeks warmed and I refused to meet her gaze.

      Neesey moved past me to sit. “Oh, I don’t know. I guess I thought I recognized something in your voice, the way you said Xander’s name, the fear you showed when you thought I was going to hurt him.” Her brow arched. “If that was the guy, I’d have done it too.” She wagged her finger.

      “What did you hear?” I folded my hands and held them over my heart, which raced even as I stood still.

      “You have feelings for that young man. Why aren’t you with him? I know people your age live together these days.” She winked. “In my day, we just married them.”

      I laughed and clapped a hand over my mouth, until the sting made me regret even that. “Ow.” I sighed. “How old were you when you married?”

      “Oh, I was old. Twenty-two.” She shook her head. “I met Charles right after college. We had coffee on our first date, stayed until sunrise, and married two days later.” Neesey reached out and took my hands in hers. “We were together over fifty years, right up until he died last year.” She blinked back a few tears.

      “You married a guy you’d only known a few days.” I sank down on the couch beside her. “Well, it was a different time period.” I shrugged.

      “No, the times are always the same. Love never changes. We’d seen enough war, enough bloodshed, lost enough people; we were smart enough to know not to let go.” Neesey leaned in conspiratorially. “Sometimes, everything in you wants to run when really…you should stay.”

      I sucked in a breath. “He’s so good to me, Miss Neesey. He’s so loving and generous.”

      “Sounds like he’s a keeper, Cadence.” She released my hands and stood.

      “Where are you going?” I frowned.

      “You’re running out of time, dear girl. I have something for you. Wait right here. It’ll only take a minute.” She grinned as she disappeared through my door.

      I barely had time to think. Within a couple of minutes she had returned, her arms loaded with boxes. “What’s this?”

      “Sometimes you know what to do, but you need a little push. I’m here to help you with that.” She laughed. “Unless you really don’t want to be with him.”

      “With Xander.” I sighed. “Oh, no. I do. I really do. From the moment I quit my job, I’ve been trying to figure out how…when.” I gestured to my face. “I didn’t want him to see me like this.”

      “Now he has, so it looks like you’re out of excuses.” She smirked.

      “I’ve treated him terribly. Why would he want to marry me now?” I grimaced as I tried to picture our next conversation.

      “Ask him.” Neesey’s eyes sparkled.

      “Why he’d want to marry me?” My brow furrowed.

      She sighed. “No. Ask him to marry you. I’ve heard kids these days do that too.

      I slowly shook my head. “Oh, I could never do that.”

      “Really, Cadence? You seem like the kind of girl who can do anything.” She nodded knowingly.
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      When I knocked on Cadence’s door for the second time that morning, I wasn’t sure what to expect. To my surprise, the door flew open and she stood there in the cocktail dress I’d bought wearing the walking boot on one foot and a low, strappy black heel on the other. As I gazed down at her, I grinned.

      “It’s the makeup, right? Miss Neesey let me use some of hers because I seriously don’t even own any concealer,” she explained.

      “Well, it’s not like some asshole actor beats the shit out of you on a regular basis, right?” I asked before I sighed. “Why would you keep it on hand? Your skin is otherwise flawless.” I leaned in, wanting to kiss her, but scared to cause her further pain. In the end, I tilted her head down and pressed my lips to her forehead, although even that was questionable.

      “So, ignore the whole Morticia Addams look I’m rocking.” She posed and I laughed.

      “Cara mia,” I teased as I reached for her hand to kiss my way up her arm. I hadn’t made it past her wrist before she stopped me.

      “I’m all packed. Let’s do this thing.” She offered a half smile and I quickly realized it was because of her injuries and not doubt.

      I clapped my hands together. “Okay. Sure. Yeah.” Then I leaned heavily on the doorway. “So, what are we doing?”

      She shook her head, but her eyes sparkled. “I’ve given you too much credit,” she teased. “Come in. There’s not much room, but…we should talk inside.” Cadence motioned for me to follow her, and I did.

      Once inside, I shut the door behind me and surveyed the apartment. “I guess this is big enough for just one person. Are you happy here?” I frowned as I realized the closet door was one of those folding curtain things and it was filled with packed boxes. “Been here long?” I asked by way of conversation. I was genuinely confused and trying to get the lay of the land.

      “Maybe you should sit.” She gestured to the couch, which was about the only open space in the place.

      I sat quietly on the edge of the cushion, unsure of whether or not I should get comfortable. “Listen. I’m sorry about earlier.”

      Cadence held up a hand. “Can I do some talking too? After all, I have a lot to say and you might actually want to hear it.” She sighed and waited for my response.

      I nodded. “Of course. I’m just…nervous.”

      She slapped her thigh. “What a coincidence! Me too!” Then she giggled. “Only when I’m nervous I babble. So…let me try to organize my thoughts.” Cadence leaned toward me. “Yes and no. And yes.”

      I shook my head. “Huh?”

      “Oh, right. I was answering your questions. Was I happy here? Yes and no.” She shrugged. “I liked being independent. I hated the teeny tiny living space. I mean, Genie had more room and it was a helluva lot nicer.” She surveyed the apartment like she was trying to see it through my eyes. “I tried to focus on the positive, which seemed to boil down to it was affordable and I didn’t have much to clean.” Cadence laughed.

      “Those are good points.” I nodded. “I’m allowed to chime in, right?”

      “Yes, but don’t make a habit of it.” She winked. “As I was saying…on the down side, this place could be quite lonely. And I rather hated my job. I’m too strong-willed to work for others, I guess.” Her eyes sparkled.

      “Yes, but you sold me on this whole super-organized bit. What’s going on here? You didn’t have a place for everything?” I jerked my thumb toward the stack of boxes.

      She smirked. “That’s not it. The organization bit wasn’t a ruse. I learned to downsize. I learned to only keep that which I really need, what I can’t live without. The rest had to go.”

      That’s when I noticed the garbage bag in the center of her tiny galley kitchen. “Oh, right.” I glanced around and tilted my head before fixing my gaze on her. “So, which pile do I fit in?” I gnawed on the inside of my cheek nervously, wondering if once again I was pushing too hard.

      “Well, I’ve given this some thought.” Cadence reached out and took my hands in hers. “You, Xander Cross, are a keeper.”

      “Are you gonna stick me in a closet too?” I snickered.

      “No, but I’ve been thinking.” She tapped her chin dramatically.

      “This should be good.” I sighed.

      “Yes, it is, actually. At least, I think it is. Maybe I need to give it more consideration.” Her voice trailed off.

      “Oh my God, woman. Spit it out!” I raked my hands through my hair. “So far today, I’ve made myself a complete fool for you. I raced out of here and very nearly attacked Jordan before he managed to make clear he hadn’t fucked up your face.”

      “Crap. What have you done?” Cadence closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “Well, I found out you quit your job and…I had an offer for representation. My morning has been none too shabby.” I chuckled.

      She shuddered. “Did you take it? The offer? Because before you agree to anything, you should know I have an offer for you too.”

      My brows rose. “I’m open to some offers. I hope yours is at least as strong as Jordan’s. He had some great terms and threw in some perks too.”

      Cadence pursed her lips. “My offer is no big deal, I guess.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” I opened my arms. “Why don’t you come over here and tell me?”

      Slowly, almost reluctantly, Cadence moved into my arms. “I know the boxes are bothering you, but this is what happens when people pack up and move on.”

      I swallowed hard. “You’re moving?” I asked weakly.

      She murmured against my chest. “I had a better offer.”

      “You did?” My heart raced. This could be awesome or it could be terrible. “Who’s your new boss?”

      Cadence laughed quietly. “Me.”

      I licked my lips. This next question would tell me everything I needed to know. “Where will you live?”

      Leaning back, she smiled up into my eyes. “With you.”

      Without thinking, I reached out and crushed her to my chest. “Cadie, we’re going to be so happy together,” I muttered as I tried, poorly, to hide my emotions.

      Carefully, she pulled back from my chest. “You should know, I have a condition.”

      I groaned. “Of course you do.” Rolling my eyes to the sky, I mumbled, “So, let’s hear it.” Then I looked her in the eyes. “But I need you to remember, I don’t bend for sex.”

      Cadence nodded. “I thought you might say that.”

      “Your condition?” I reminded her impatiently.

      “One small thing. Practically miniscule, really.” She blew out a breath. “I’d like you to marry me.” She stared hopefully into my eyes.

      I studied her face, her behavior. She wasn’t teasing. “You mean it?” I inhaled sharply.

      With a nod, Cadence whispered, “I do.”
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      Once Xander realized I was serious, everything started moving pretty quickly. “When? Where? Please say soon.” He held my hand. “I need a ring. You need a ring. We’ll get…”

      “Rings?” I teased. “I’d hoped we could wait until my face is healed, but I sense you won’t wait. Am I right?”

      “Yeah. No more wasted time. Not with you.” He ran his hand over my hair. “Vegas? Tomorrow? You can show me what mad skills you have.” Xander smiled shyly. “Today we can shop and plan. You know, the works. I want pictures.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And this is why I wanted to wait.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I think I know someone. A makeup artist. The woman worked on one of my videos, ironically to make someone look like they’d been beaten up. I bet she could make it look like you hadn’t.” He stood and walked to the kitchen while pulling out his phone. “I’ll make a few calls.”

      I wandered over to him and rested a hand on his forearm. For the first time, I felt calm, like everything had fallen into place, and my formerly stagnant life finally made sense. I’d been in training for this for years and now, I was ready to move. “I’ve got this. Why don’t you load the SUV?”

      Xander inhaled deeply. “Just the boxes?”

      “The boxes, the bags, and me.” I giggled.

      “You got it.” He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek, while I went to work on making all of our arrangements.

      Twenty minutes later, I stood in the doorway, double-checking my empty apartment. “I’ve loaded everything but you,” Xander teased as he scooped me up.

      “My purse! My bag!” I laughed as I reached for them, a good foot away on the counter.

      “I’ve got them.” Xander grabbed them for me. “We’re out of here.”

      As we waited for the elevator, Miss Neesey opened her door and blew us kisses. “Be good to each other.” She smiled.

      “We will,” Xander and I replied in unison before looking at each other and laughing.

      During the bulk of the drive, I was on the phone making arrangements. Even though it was only going to be the two of us, Xander kept reminding me we were only doing this once, even if we did renew our vows. “Let’s do it right. I want a photographer, cake, so much food, flowers, the works.”

      “Night wedding or day?” I asked as I prepared to schedule the justice of the peace.

      “Evening. Sunset. Unless you want something else.” He wore a dreamy look on his face and I realized how important this was to him.

      “What is it, Xander? What are you thinking?” I rubbed his arm affectionately.

      He inhaled deeply. “We’re finally getting our family. I’m really happy.”

      After asking a few more questions, I had everything organized. “We need to get our marriage license.”

      “First stop rings. License is second.” He laced his fingers through mine. “Do you know what you want?”

      I shook my head. “I never really thought about it.”

      “Now we can figure it out together.” He laughed as he pulled into the jewelry shop parking lot. Once he stopped the vehicle, he studied me. “You ready?”

      I nodded and we hopped out to make our way inside. As we wandered around, stopping in front of the wedding rings, I could feel eyes on us. Finally, a woman greeted us from behind the case. “Are you looking for anything in particular?” She eyed me nervously.

      “Engagement rings and wedding bands.” Xander grinned. “Whatever the lady wants.” He kissed my cheek and pointed to the restroom. “I’ll be right back. It was a long drive.”

      I barely had time to react before he disappeared. Once the door closed behind him, the saleswoman blurted out, “Honey, is he trying to buy your silence?”

      I frowned. “No. Why would you ask this?”

      She moved the mirror on the display and angled it to show me my face. “This. If he hit you once, he’ll hit you again. No matter how sorry he is.” She reached out and laid a hand on my arm. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Without thinking, I burst out laughing. “Oh, wow.” I clutched at my stomach. “You think Xander did this to me?” I shook my head and tried to stop giggling. Holding up my hand, I tried to explain. “He didn’t do this. Had he been there, I’d have never been touched.” I blew out a breath as I tried to calm down. “Long story. He wasn’t my attacker. He has the gentlest soul. He’s the best man I’ve ever known.”

      Soon, two strong arms wrapped around me. “Who’s this guy you’re swooning over?” Xander kissed my neck.

      “You. Always you.” I sighed happily. “Oh, and I told you we should wait until my face healed. Everyone thinks I’m marrying some kind of abuser.”

      His jaw dropped open. “You thought I did that?” His eyes widened. “I’d never harm her. Now, the guy who did this? I was ready to kill him,” he grumbled.

      The woman’s cheeks colored. “I’m sorry. It’s just…well, I’ve seen this before. I hope you understand.”

      “I do.” I patted her hand reassuringly.

      “You’re saying this a lot. You practicing?” Xander teased.

      “No practice needed.” I glanced at the clock. “Also, no time to waste.”

      “Right.” He puffed out his chest. “Time to get serious.” He studied the options in the case. “That one.” He pointed to a black diamond engagement ring.

      My brows peaked. “Hm.”

      “You love black. And you, Cadence, were meant to stand out.” He kissed the side of my head.

      The saleswoman began to pull out the ring he’d suggested. I watched as it caught the light. While there was a giant black diamond in the middle, it was surrounded by other white diamonds on both sides. By the time Xander had intercepted it to slide it on my finger, I was pretty in love.

      “Don’t you want to check the price?” I glanced up at him. “This looks…expensive.”

      “Babe, I wouldn’t have even suggested it if I couldn’t afford it. For my bank account, this is actually rather modest.” He winked at me.

      “Okay, I can enjoy this more with less guilt.” I laughed as I admired it. The ring was nearly a perfect fit.

      “This is actually a wedding set. There’s a beautiful matching band. The style, of course, is art deco, with a vintage flair in white gold. The center stone is three carats, with another carat and a half in the stones down the sides.” She looked at me for a reaction. “What do you think?”

      My eyes widened as I stared at it. “It’s different from anything I’ve ever seen. And maybe for that reason alone, I love it. You?” I looked to him for approval.

      “If I didn’t like it, I wouldn’t have pointed it out.” He smiled. “We’ll take it. How long to resize it?”

      She made a face. “Probably an hour or so.”

      “Works for me. We’ll go get the license while we wait. But first, I need a band.” Xander wrapped an arm around my waist. “I want the world to know I’m good and taken.”

      “Can you show us some bands befitting a rock star?” I joked.

      Her eyes bulged. “You are Xander Cross. Let’s find you something special too.” Then she looked back and forth between us. “And again, I’m sorry for ever thinking ill of you.”

      “I understand the confusion,” I admitted.

      Half an hour later, we were in line to get a marriage license. When we reached the counter, I saw the clerk eyeing us. “He’s looking at us,” I groaned.

      “He’s looking at you,” Xander corrected. “I’m guessing he’s trying to decide if I did that to your face.”

      “He’s listening.” I giggled. “Let’s ask.”

      The man colored. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I’m getting used to it.” I shrugged. Then I leaned in and murmured, “Not him. I wouldn’t marry someone who had so little respect for me.”

      Xander rested his arms on the counter beside me. “Yes, and I wouldn’t hurt anyone, let alone anyone I love this much.” He pressed his head against mine.

      “Okay.” The man cleared his throat. “Then let’s get this license going.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Xander

      

      

      Cadence was swimming in our private pool when I woke on our wedding day. I kept repeating the words in my head. For a moment, I watched her before wandering out to the courtyard. “You’re naked,” I noted as I dropped my boxers and moved to join her.

      “Eh. We’re practically married and no one else can see.” She smiled as she floated on her back in the water.

      “Yeah. We are…but don’t count on no one being able to see.” I pointed to the rooms around the Green Valley Ranch and Resort.

      “Dammit. What’s the point of having a private villa suite, if we can’t run around butt naked?” She giggled.

      “Well, the butlers are nice,” I joked.

      “I’ll never get used to this, but I’m really going to enjoy it in the meantime.” Cadence sighed. “So, what are we going to do? We have almost all day to kill. It’s not even lunch time.”

      “We can eat. We can swim. We can…get to know each other better.” I reclined on the steps and watched as she swam back and forth before me. “Ask me anything.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. You act like I have all these burning questions I’m harboring.” She swam over to sit beside me.

      “There’s nothing you want to know? I thought you’d be far more curious than this.” I clicked my tongue and shook my head like I was terribly disappointed.

      “Fine.” Cadence huffed. “What about the tattoo?” She tapped my bicep. “You have a woman on your arm. That’s noteworthy.”

      “Jealous?” I teased.

      “Right. Because I want my face distorted and etched in your skin.” She rolled her eyes. “Seriously. Tell me the story.”

      “It’s my mom. What I remember of her.” I sighed. “The hourglass because we’re out of time. No big deal really.”

      “You don’t have no big deal inked on you.” She nuzzled my neck. “I think it’s cool.”

      “I’m glad.” I grinned before sobering. “I have a burning question.”

      “Oh dear. You look entirely too serious.” Cadence frowned. “What’d I do?”

      “Well, I think it’s a little early in our relationship for secrets,” I began. “What did the test results show?”

      Her brow furrowed. “No test results. How would I get test results?”

      I rubbed my forehead. “Dr. Cohen sent me an email with the bill and explained you’d received the test results via email. I thought you might have mentioned them by now. It’s kind of a big deal.”

      She rushed up the pool steps and dried herself with the towel she’d left on the chair. “It’s huge. I’ve been trying not to think about it.” She inhaled deeply. “Email, huh? After I quit working for Jordan, I stopped checking my emails. I needed a break.” She grabbed for her phone on the glass-topped rattan table. Her hands shook as she opened the app and began scrolling. “There it is.” Cadence swallowed hard and sat on the edge of the pool.

      “Shall I hold you?” I asked seriously. “No matter what, we’re in this together, right?”

      She nodded sadly. “Of course.” Then she tapped the screen. I watched as her eyes darted back and forth across the screen while she read aloud. Finally, she gazed down at me. “No cancer. Yet. I have the gene. We’re going to closely monitor, but…no cancer.”

      “Yes! Now get back in here so we can properly celebrate your news.” I reached out to help her into the water, but she rushed back to the table to drop off her phone before skipping down the steps into the water.

      “This is awesome news. Now, we can truly enjoy our day without that hanging over our heads.” I wrapped my arms around Cadence and held her close while savoring the feeling of her naked body against mine, knowing that tonight everything would change in all the best ways.

      There was a sharp knock on our door and I abruptly released her. “Quick. Get out of the pool. I’ll grab us robes.” Then I bolted to the bathroom and grabbed the ones the hotel provided. As I returned to her side, I helped her pull one over her shoulders, then did the same with mine before rushing to the door.

      Already the door was opening and our butler, Miles, had entered, frowning. “I know you were planning to marry at sunset,” he began quietly, “but there are rumors circling that you’re here to marry.”

      I nodded. “What do you suggest?”

      “Well, maybe you should move up the time. You told me you weren’t expecting any guests. The manager asked that the cake and food be ready as soon as humanly possible. And we’ve taken the liberty of asking the Justice of the Peace to arrive within the hour. Flowers will be here in twenty minutes. We have someone to do hair and makeup, along with the photographer.” Miles glanced back and forth between us for a reaction.

      Cadence leaned against my shoulder. “We had wondered how to spend our day, and now we don’t have to.” She laughed quietly. “Let’s get married.”

      “You mean it?” I asked quietly. “This isn’t freaking you out?”

      “Nah. It’s an adventure.” She shrugged. “Let’s get ready.”

      Instead of marrying at seven in the evening, we were married at high noon. I remembered little about the experience, other than how beautiful Cadence looked all made up, wearing the simple cocktail dress I’d bought her. After the ceremony, we wandered back to our room and this time, I carried her over the threshold.

      “We pulled it off.” I laughed as I sank down on the couch.

      “We sure did. Look at this!” She held out her left hand. “I guess we’re official.” Then she tilted her head as she studied me. “I have a question.”

      “Already?” I wrapped an arm around her as I leaned my head back on the cushion. “What is it?”

      “So, why did you show up at my apartment yesterday? If there was something you wanted to talk about, we never did. And I guess…I was just curious.” She leaned down and kissed my cheek. “Tell me?”

      I shook my head. “Can’t.”

      “Secrets already?” Her brow arched.

      “No. Songs.” I sat up and wandered to the bedroom where I’d left my guitar. She hadn’t asked me about it when I brought it in. Of course, we’d had other distractions. Now, however, I wanted to believe our life was settling down. I carried the guitar back out to the living room where I’d left her, but as I studied the place, I worried over the acoustics. “Out here.” I jerked my head toward our private courtyard.

      With a smile, she stood and followed me to the pool area. Cadence kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the pool, dangling her feet in the water. “I’ve never heard you play. This is quite the treat.”

      I’d pulled up a seat closer to her. As I stared down at her, my heart raced and in my head I heard songs, so many, all competing with each other. The melodies differed, but the theme was the same. Love had helped me find my way back to my music.

      “Are you okay?” she asked as she stared at me with concern.

      I nodded. “Better than I’ve been in so long.” I began to strum on the guitar, my pick skating across the strings. “I wrote us a song,” I murmured as I began to hum and eventually sing.

      Her eyes watered as Cadence clasped her hands over her heart. “Have I told you how sexy you look when you’re singing me our song?” she asked as she tucked her hair behind her ear.

      “Cadie, don’t go. There’s something you should know,” I crooned as I played. “Ask me anything you’d like. Ask me why I plan to make you my wife. It’s easy to explain. I’m ready to live again. You must be able to see that you’re the best part of me.” I smiled in between verses at the woman who’d given me back my life.

      Soon she was standing, barefoot beside me, staring at me with such love in her eyes, I could barely force myself to finish our song. “Cadie, you should stay, never go away. I can see our future in your eyes.” After I sang out the last refrain, I stood, set the guitar on the chair, and scooped up my wife.
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      “Are you nervous?” I whispered in his ear as he carried me to our bed.

      Xander laughed. “Why would I be nervous? I’ve made you my wife. I’ve wooed you with our song.”

      “Yes, but this is our first time. No pressure.” I snickered.

      “Cadie,” he grumbled, “I wasn’t until now.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine.” I nuzzled into his neck.

      “It’ll be more than fine. After all, you did call me Casanova,” Xander reminded me.

      “Yes, but he was a womanizer. Maybe he had to woo so many because he sucked in bed and could never get a repeat performance.” I teased. “Now, we have a lifetime to make the magic. We’ll get it right…eventually.”

      “Damn it, Cadence.” He sighed as he shook his head. “I swear you taunt me on purpose.”

      I shrugged. “It’s our thing.” He plopped me on the bed. “I don’t want you to get bored, or think that marrying me has tamed me or anything.” I winked.

      “Oh, I’ll tame you.” He wore a naughty grin as he reached for my zipper and carefully helped me out of my dress before turning his attention to my bra and panties. “I hope you know how beautiful you are,” Xander murmured as he leaned low and kissed me.

      “Show me?” I asked with a naughty laugh.

      He nodded and I thought he was going to get undressed, but instead, he saw a flash from outside and moved to close the curtains. “This seems like a good time for some privacy,” he commented as he returned to our bed. Before climbing in, he carefully removed every article of clothing, starting with his shirt.

      “You look like a male model when you undress,” I noted. “Do I get this show every night?”

      “Yes. If you’d like.” Xander smiled shyly. Once he’d removed his boxers, he climbed onto the bed and began kissing me. “You’ve done this before, right?” he asked as he pressed his forehead to my temple. “I just want to make sure I know what I’m getting into.”

      “Oh, did you expect a virgin?” My brows arched. “Sorry. I went to college. I made a few mistakes…after drinking. So, I’ve been with a couple of guys, like literally two.”

      “You’re telling me you’ve had sex twice in your whole life, with two different guys?” Xander eyed me curiously. “Maybe you’re not good.” He teased. “Don’t worry, we have a lifetime to perfect this.”

      I giggled. “That can’t be it.”

      Soon we were wrapped together, kissing and touching. I loved the feel of his hands on my skin. They were rough enough to prove he’d done some work and wasn’t merely a pretty boy. They were soft enough to show he knew how to touch a woman. Damn, I was glad I was that woman.

      Xander finished undressing me. “You look so beautiful in the bra and panties, I almost don’t want to take them off, but I’m afraid that will ruin my plans for you.”

      “You have plans for me?” I asked as he pushed the fabric aside to lick and suck on my nipple while his hand teased the other side. “Damn, I can barely think any more.”

      “Further proof I’m doing it right,” he reminded me as his hand moved down my side, and then cupped me over the panties. I moaned and he finally yanked them down past my knees so I could kick them off.

      Once they were gone, I spread my legs for him, letting him tease me with his fingers. Already I was wet and willing. What I wasn’t was patient. I groaned as he lingered when I wanted him to attack. “I don’t suppose I can convince you to take me hard and fast this time, then slow and seductive in a few hours?” I eyed him seriously as he moved to position his face between my legs.

      Xander began to lick gently, tenderly, and so fucking slowly I was writhing in agony. “Why would I rush this? I thought you wanted me to go for hours.”

      Shaking my head, I corrected him. “I wanted to know if you could go for hours. I didn’t want to actually find out, especially now.”

      He’d stopped listening. His head was buried between my legs and though he was licking faster and hitting all the right places, his tongue would never replace his penis. My need required a penis. I wanted penetration.

      With a sigh, I waited for him to peek up at me, then I motioned for him to come closer for a kiss. I puckered my lips in preparation. And as soon as he pressed his to mine, I flipped him onto his back and straddled him.

      “Wow. Those are some moves I wasn’t anticipating.” Xander nodded approvingly.

      “Glad you like.” I slid down his body until I could grab his throbbing cock and thoroughly explore it with my tongue.

      “Are you trying to prove a point?” he asked, sounding more than a little pained.

      “Maybe,” I replied after I finished sucking on him while running my hand up and down his shaft.

      “Hard and fast it is,” he whispered. “Please.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice.” I giggled as I mounted him. Then I slowly sank back while his cock slid inside me.

      Xander inhaled sharply. “Damn, Cadence.”

      I lifted my hips again and slammed back down against his pelvis. After torturing him several more times, I heard my husband moan. A smile spread over my face as I began to nibble on his earlobe. “I really do love you, Xander,” I whispered, glad he couldn’t see my face.

      In a heartbeat, he’d rolled me onto my back. “Did you think you could just slip that by me?” He pressed his lips to mine and our kiss quickly deepened until I was panting and on fire with need, despite my injuries. While he distracted me with his lips, his pelvis slammed against mine, and he did this thing with his hips where he rubbed me just right. Soon enough, I was whimpering. And not long after, I was contracting around him, as ripples and waves of pleasure rolled through me.

      “I love you too, Cadence.” Xander slid his arms around my back, one hand gripping my shoulder, the other angling my pelvis.

      Though I’d never been multi-orgasmic, I knew I would be if he held on long enough. Suddenly, I wanted him to take his time. Sure enough, I could feel it building in me again and I stared up at him, certain he could read my emotions on my face. Then I felt him erupt and that was all I needed to send me over the edge. I wrapped my legs around his waist and together we rode it out.

      “Two?” he asked, sounding plenty surprised. “I’m impressed.”

      “What did you take me for, some one-trick pony?” I joked as I cuddled close to him.

      “No, there would never be anything common about my wife,” he murmured into my hair.

      Obviously, we fell asleep together. When we woke, we could hear the sounds of silver clanging in the kitchen of our villa combined with the voices of Miles and at least one other person as he directed them. “Rose petals. Stick the bouquet in water. Have the food laid out buffet-style here.”

      “Dinner is served?” I mumbled as I tried to wake up.

      “Obviously. I suppose we should dress and thank them.” He yawned and stretched.

      “You first,” I urged. “We left the door open.”

      Xander chuckled. “Right. I’ll close it so you can get out of bed.”

      Within fifteen minutes, I’d pulled my hair up into a messy bun and thrown on a sundress over my bra and panties. We exited the room and smiled at the staff who worked to make sure our wedding night was so special. I was surprised to discover the television was on.

      “We thought you should know what has happened,” Miles explained grimly. “Apparently, a guest took footage of the wedding and another guest recorded you serenading your wife. Now…TMZ is running with the story.”

      My jaw dropped when I saw images of us and our non-traditional wedding. There were some close-ups of the ring, but the focus, for sure, was on Xander singing to me. The girls in the office were chattering about it.

      “Oh my God. I want to be her! Look at the way he stares at her,” one gushed.

      “Please, he wrote her a song. Cadence, you are one lucky woman.”

      I blushed as I squeezed Xander’s hand. “I really am.”

      Seconds later, while they were still talking about us, Xander’s phone began to ring. My brows peaked. “Is there a problem?”

      He frowned. “No. I don’t think so, but let’s let this go to voicemail.” When he hit the button and the phone rang again, I peeked at the screen.

      “Well, that’s Lexi. Says so right there.” I snickered.

      “Yeah. I wonder why she’s calling.” His brow furrowed.

      “I’m not worried. If you planned on cheating, you’d have had me sign a pre-nup.” I smirked.

      Xander rolled his eyes and sent that call to voicemail too. “Okay, if anyone else calls, what if we answer, so I can decide whether or not I need to just turn off my phone?”

      I held out my hand.

      “What’s that?” He chuckled.

      I poked him and then held out my hand. “I thought we shook to make a deal.”

      “Cadie, we’re married. That’s the biggest deal ever. For everything else, we’re in it together.” He took a deep breath while I wrapped my arms around his middle. Almost immediately, his phone rang. With a nod, he hit the button and then put the phone on speaker. “Xander Cross.”

      “Mr. Cross, this is Oliver with the Margolis Talent Agency. We’re wondering if you need representation. We saw you on TMZ and thought you might be interested in releasing a new album and need someone to negotiate your contract.” He paused. “I’d love to work with you.”

      Xander stared at me and cupped my face with his free hand. “That’s a really great offer, but I already have someone to manage my career and my life.” He chuckled. “In fact, you probably saw her on TMZ…Cadence Cross, my wife.”

      My cheeks turned pink. I couldn’t process the rest of the call. Hearing my new name and marital status had me ready to squeal with excitement. When he ended the call, however, I shared my doubts. “I don’t know that I should manage your career,” I warned.

      “No?” He frowned. “Why’s that?”

      “Well, I don’t have contacts in the music industry. I may be organized, but I don’t think that’s the same thing.” I bit my cheek nervously as I struggled to shirk this potential responsibility.

      “I have faith in you, Cadence. You are a shrewd negotiator. I’ve seen you in action.” He chuckled. “As for the rest, we’ll muddle through together. We can get through anything as long as we’re together.” Xander pressed his lips to my forehead.

      “We’re married. I’m in this,” I murmured. Then I groaned.

      “What’s wrong, babe?” He frowned as he laid a hand on my back.

      “The only thing that would’ve made our wedding more special…”

      Xander chuckled as he motioned for Miles. “I think I know just the thing.”

      The butler wore a smile as he appeared with two glasses and a carafe. He set them on the table, nodded, and backed away.

      “This may not look like much,” Xander began, “but this is the first bottle from Cross Wines. For better or worse, we couldn’t toast without it.”

      “You brought it!” I practically threw myself at him.

      “Of course. I wasn’t taking any chances. I thought I’d made it clear; I’d do anything if only you’d stay.” Then he pressed his lips to mine and I could feel our forever in his kiss.
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      “Thank you for coming, friends and friends who have become family.” He grinned at Miss Neesey, who blew him a kiss. “A year ago today, I eloped with the most beautiful, amazing, determined, witty, frustrating…”

      “Hey!” Cadence giggled. “Okay. I earned that.” Then she shrugged happily and wrapped an arm around my waist.

      “As I was saying, a lot has changed in the last twelve months. We’ve been working hard to grow Cross Wines and my solo artist career.” I gazed down at my loving wife. “Cadence, this life we have wouldn’t be possible without you. You gave me back my music. You helped me find a sense of purpose. You taught me how to live and love.” I pressed my lips to her forehead while our guests let out a collective “aw.” “Tonight, we share the fruits of our labor with all of you. We’re so happy to have you here celebrating with us. Enjoy the reception we would’ve had a year ago, if we hadn’t run off alone together.”

      I watched as the waitstaff passed out gift bags with my new CD and a bottle of wine from our vineyards. My heart swelled as I held Cadence close. “I have a surprise for you,” I murmured.

      “For me?” She stared up at me and batted her lashes.

      I touched the end of her nose with my forefinger. “Yes, you. Who else? It’s our anniversary, babe.” I walked her to an empty seat beside Miss Neesey. “I’ll be right back. Why don’t you enjoy a glass of wine or some of your new wine-inspired ice cream?” I grinned as I waited for her response.

      “Maybe later.” Her cheeks turned pink.

      Leaning low, I smirked. “I thought so.” With a chuckle, I walked to the side of the room, picked up my guitar, and threw the strap over my head. Then I moved the mic stand to the stage area. The Green Valley Ranch and Resort had been thrilled to have us return this year for the special occasion. Cadence had even been talking to their sommelier about carrying our wine on their list, and the manager about selling souvenir wines in the gift shop. God, that woman was amazing. I couldn’t live my life without her.

      “I wrote a special song for this evening,” I began quietly as I stared at Cadence. “It’s a surprise for my wife.” I grinned as I strummed the guitar. The tune was one I’d been hearing in my heart for months, one that insisted on being recorded. And when I realized something was going on with Cadence, I knew it would be my new song.

      “You’ve got a secret. No denying it’s true. I’ve got a secret, but the whole world knows I’m stuck on you.” I smiled widely as tears appeared in her eyes. “You smile, you sleep, you grumble, you weep, and I know why. Oh, yes I do.” I watched as her eyes widened and Miss Neesey held her hand supportively. “I’ve been waiting, patiently. I’m convinced, if not for me, there’d be no secret growing in you.”

      I finished the rest of the song and nodded to the waiter standing by. He brought over a special bottle I’d ordered to be made from our grapes. He set her flute on the table, and held the bottle so she could examine the label. Then he popped the cork on her sparkling grape juice. When I’d sung the last chorus, he brought me my glass too.

      “A toast to you, Cadence.” I lifted the drink to my lips amidst thunderous applause.

      After returning my guitar to its case, I wandered over to join my wife at our table. A DJ had taken over and I held out my hand to her.

      “What? Are we shaking now?” She snickered and looked away.

      Squatting by her side, I murmured, “No, we’re long past shaking. Come dance with me, unless you’re too tired.” I raised my brows hopefully.

      “I can probably manage a dance.” She sighed, but I could practically see her trembling. “We’ll be right back, Miss Neesey.”

      “Take your time, Xander. Enjoy this milestone with your wife.” She smiled and leaned back in her chair. “I’m just happy to be here.”

      “I wish you’d reconsider moving in.” I frowned. “You’re so far away.”

      Miss Neesey eyed Cadence quietly. “We’ve discussed that she might need a little extra support soon.” The older woman shrugged. “I’m considering it.”

      “Good. Now, I’m going to dance with my wife.” I winked at her as I held out my hand and helped Cadence to her feet.

      We’d made it all of twelve steps before she murmured, “How’d you know?”

      I twirled her into my arms and hauled her against me. “Cadie, how wouldn’t I? We live together. We share a bathroom. I do laundry.”

      “You make a valid point.” She pressed her cheek against my chest while we swayed to the music.

      “Why the secret, babe? Why wouldn’t you want me to know?” I frowned down at her.

      “Truth?” Cadence stared up at me seriously.

      “Of course.” My brow furrowed.

      “Well, first I was afraid I might miscarry. It was so early and I didn’t want to cause you any pain, plus you were so busy with recording the new album.” She sighed.

      “I get that. What’s second?” I brushed a few stray strands of hair away from her face.

      “Second?” She frowned. “Oh. Right. So…then you seemed distant. You were staying up late. And there were the phone calls you’d end when I entered the room. And we practically stopped having sex…” Cadence looked away and I heard a sniffle.

      Alarmed, I lifted her chin. “You thought I was cheating on you.” I shook my head. “Never. I was planning this party for you. I wanted it to be a surprise. I had no idea.” I groaned. “And the sex…well, you seemed distant and uninterested. I figured I could just love you harder and you’d work through whatever was bothering you.”

      Cadence gnawed on her lower lip a moment before speaking. “I’m seeing a pattern here. Are you trying to tell me I jump to conclusions and my hormones are all out of whack?”

      Inhaling deeply, I considered my response carefully. “Not if it’s going to land me on the couch.”

      She laughed and hugged me close. “You know how well that works. I just end up on the couch with you.” Cadence grinned. “A year into this and I still can’t stay away. Think it will always be like this, Xander?”

      Leaning low, I pressed my lips to hers. Then I murmured, “Yes. I do. I really really do.”
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      My ‘aha moment’—that moment in life when everything clicks into place and you suddenly realize exactly what you need in order to feel some resemblance of completion, that moment when you know you have to risk it all…well, it happened as I was nearly decapitated by a vase. A vase! A Waterford Crystal, twenty pound, 40k euro vase from Ireland that my girlfriend and I had picked up on our last vacation—that kind of vase. It came flying at my head, flung with an incredible amount of force for a one-hundred and ten pound woman. It must have been all those sessions with her personal trainer, sessions that I paid for, that gave her such inhuman strength.

      I ducked just in time and the vase hit the wall behind me. Miraculously no crashing sound followed, only a giant thud of contact with the wall and then the floor. Wow. The vase was a really thick vase. Superb quality. Excellent craftsmanship.

      “You piece of shit, asshole!” she screamed at me.

      I’d never heard Sandra swear before. This was a first. She’d always shown me a refined, perfectly put together, proper side. Her true colors were coming out now. I almost liked this side to her better. Almost. Maybe if I hadn’t already had my previous epiphany then I might have reconsidered the break-up that I knew inevitably was about to follow this fight. Because I didn’t want the ‘wet-blanket, roll-over-and-die’ type in woman. I wanted someone who would challenge me and didn’t put up with my bullshit.

      For the first time in our relationship, Sandra was showing me more than just compliance and agreement. So for a moment, a very meniscal moment, I almost considered giving our relationship another try.

      But…Nah.

      No matter what her true personality was, I still wanted her out of my life.

      She picked up a lamp.

      “Sandra,” I said calmly, raising my hands up like she was a wild, rabid animal. “Put the lamp down. You love that lamp. You got it in Paris. None of this is the lamp’s fault.”

      “I hate you!” she screeched, and hurled the lamp with all her strength.

      The lamp wasn’t as lucky as the vase had been. It collided with the floor and broke into several pieces. As I watched it shatter beside me, I realized that I’d kind of liked that lamp. The lamp didn’t deserve this. So instead of trying to consul her, I grew indifferent to her temper.

      “You know what?” I said to her, my voice sharp and direct. “Your suspicions are perfectly accurate. I have been cheating on you. On multiple occasions with multiple different women. You know why? Because I just don’t care. I don’t care about you. I don’t care about where this relationship is going. I never have, and I can’t pretend anymore. I don’t love you, and I don’t want to love you. And you know I’m never going to ask you to marry me. So why are we both wasting our time here? I think we should end this. Yeah, I think that’s the best thing we can do. So would you please go?”

      There. I said it.

      Finally.

      Two years too late, but I said it.

      She was right. I was a piece of shit asshole. But at least now I was an honest piece of shit asshole. I watched as the tears started to fall down her cheeks. Then as she began collecting her things. Then as she packed her bags. And then as she left my apartment, slamming the door as she went. She told me she’d send a company out to come collect the rest of her stuff. In reality, the rest of her stuff was my stuff. I’d paid for it all, which made it mine. But, whatever, she could have all of it. Except the vase.

      “I’m keeping the vase,” I yelled at the door a few moments too late. The door was closed and she was already gone. I stood there in my now silent apartment, broken things all around me, still staring at the door.

      So back to my ‘aha moment.’ I realized why I sabotaged all my relationships—every single damn one of them. Because that was exactly what I always did. When things got to a point where stuff became too serious, too close to turning into forever, I inevitably did something to fuck it up. And I finally realized why I always did this.

      Raven.

      A girl from my past.

      The only girl that had any hold over me.

      The memory of my Raven, of leaving her behind all those years ago, haunted my thoughts daily, almost hourly. There was a guilt there that I never could shake. It was the deep seeded kind too. I hadn’t seen Raven since I was ten years old. Seriously, ten. Circumstance of life had separated us. She’d only been a childhood friend, but somehow this gut feeling inside me told me that she was always meant to be more. It was a crazy notion. But when I slept around with different women, it never felt like I was cheating on Sandra or whoever my current girlfriend at the time was, it felt like I was wronging Raven. Ridiculous, I know, because I hadn’t seen her in fifteen years. Fifteen fucking years! You’d think I would have forgotten her by now. But I had this loyalty to her and only her.

      Now it was time to do something about that loyalty.

      Or else I was doomed to forever have giant, twenty pound vases thrown at my head.

      I didn’t know anything about current day Raven. If she still lived in our old town, on Cherry Hill Drive, in the trailer across from my mother’s lot. For all I knew Raven could be an unwed mother of four, addicted to drugs, working some dead end job, if she was even working at all, and still living in that same damn trailer. Because that was the type of person that came from our neighborhood, the type of person that life chews up and spits back out.

      I didn’t know. I didn’t know where she might be now and to what degree of fucked-up she might be after growing up there. Either way. I needed to find her, help her, hell…marry her…I didn’t know. Something. Maybe all I really needed was closure from the wounds of my adolescence, from those formidable years before my father rescued me from that hell-hole. Whatever. I had a plan now. I knew what I needed to do next. Make things right with Raven, help her, and hopefully heal something inside me in the process.

      [image: ]

      Three days later, and I road shot-gun as my brother Nick drove us in his mint-green old-school Volkswagen Bug. We were currently in the ‘middle-of-nowhere’ Missouri—vast nothingness surrounding us. Any minute now we'd be crossing the state line into Kansas. After driving for twenty-two hours straight, only stopping for food and bathroom breaks, there were only miles left before we reached Pecan. Which meant my stomach at this point, heavy with the reality of my decision to drop everything and find Raven, felt a lot like I’d swallowed a gallon of battery acid.

      And yes, my brother’s name was Nick. My name was Mick. That coincidence happened because Dad didn’t even know I existed until I was almost ten years old. After having a fling with my mother, a few years later Dad married Pamela, my stepmom, and together they had Nickolas. Meanwhile, halfway across the country, I already existed. Nick and Mick—kind of hilarious, I guess. My real name was Mickey, actually, but I legally changed my name to Mick years ago when my father officially adopted me. I took his last name too because I wanted to scrub myself of my mother in all possible ways.

      Going back to Pecan wasn’t something I ever thought I’d want. The only time I thought I’d cross into Kansas again was at thirty-thousand feet, flying at six-hundred miles per hour, relaxing in a business class seat of a Boeing 747.

      “So why am I just now hearing about this woman?” Nick asked. “Who is she exactly?” He reached out, hitting the volume on the music, turning down the Taking Back Sunday song he had blaring.

      In the twenty-two hours since we first sat down in his car, he hadn't questioned this insane impromptu road trip once. Now with only miles left to drive he wanted answers. Typical Nick behavior. As much as he liked to act disinterested and aloof ninety-nine percent of the time, he also had this need to pry into everyone's business. To question and poke and prod—even if it meant exposing the one truth Nick desperately liked to keep hidden: he cared. He cared so damn much. It was my brother’s biggest weakness and his greatest strength.

      I opened my mouth to respond, not even sure how to explain Raven and my sudden need to find her, when Nick hit the blinker and pulled the car over. “Hold on,” he said. He parked on the side of the road.

      The Kansas state sign.

      Of course, he needed a picture with it. He’d taken one with each state sign thus far in our trip. So we both exited the car.

      Hot, suffocating wind whipped across the open plains. God, I'd forgotten how hellish this land could be in August. The sooner we could turn around and return to Maine the better.

      Nick ran up to the sign, the beanie that he always wore in place on his head, and he stood there rather awkwardly while I snapped a quick photo. Then we both hurried back to comfort of the air conditioning. “It’s pushing one-hundred degrees outside. You going to lose the hat while we’re here?”

      “Nope,” he simply answered. That thing never left his head; it was pointless to even ask. “So tell me about Raven then,” he deflected.

      Once the car was moving again, I admitted the truth. “Raven was my best friend from birth until the day I left Pecan. I haven’t mentioned her in years because I've always felt guilty about leaving her behind in Kansas.”

      “You were ten, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “You shouldn't feel guilty. Did you even have a choice when Dad came to rescue you?”

      “Maybe. Probably. I don’t know.” Yes. I’d had a choice. I knew then just as I still knew now that I could have refused to leave. I didn’t even know my father, but when he’d shown up on that random day in January fifteen years ago, I’d picked living with him over living with my mother without even blinking. Living with my mother and in that town had been that fucking bad. But Raven—I couldn’t help but wish somehow she could have been able to come with me. I'd been rescued, as Nick put it, but she'd been left behind to suffer and fend for herself without me.

      “I tried to write to Raven after I moved to Maine with Dad,” I admitted. “She returned each one of my letters with a big middle finger drawn on the back. She hated me for leaving her.”

      “Ouch.” Nick picked up his phone, glancing at the GPS. “Five more minutes to go,” he announced. “What if she doesn’t even remember you? What are you even hoping to gain by seeing her again?”

      I sighed, running my hands through my hair. “If she doesn't remember me then I'll make her remember. And I'm taking her home with me…unless she's married.”

      “Wait. Hold the fucking front door!” Nick glanced at me sideways like I was some stranger sitting in his car. “You’re—we’re—taking her home with us? Are you insane? You haven’t seen or spoken to this random woman in fifteen years and you want to take her home with us? What are we going pull up in front of her trailer—in the trailer park—and you yell out the window hey baby hop in? Seriously, Mick, are you fucking with me right now?”

      “I’m not fucking with you,” I told him and I cleared my throat for like fifteenth damn time today.

      It didn’t happen often, but when I was anxious my throat had a tendency to grow extra thick and scratchy. Something I blamed on my mother. My voice, even when I wasn’t anxious, always had a gritty tone, like a smoker’s, though I’d never smoked one cigarette in my life. But my mother was a ‘two pack a day’ sort of woman, with no regard to the damage smoking around an infant might do, and so I had a permanent husk to my voice—a husk that magnified when mixed with stress. And right now I was more anxious than I’d been in my whole damn life.

      “Oh my God,” Nick complained. “You’re wicked crazy. This is what a mental breakdown looks like. Sandra broke up with you and now you’ve lost your damn mind.”

      “I broke up with her, not the other way around. And don’t miss the exit,” I told him, nodding at the fast approaching Pecan sign.

      He groaned, taking the exit.

      Fuck.

      I might have been calm on the outside. But on the inside my heart raced like crazy. Meanwhile, Nick was having a mini panic attack of his own—complaining and ranting as he drove. We passed through the one and only stop light in Pecan and turned into the Cherry Hill Trailer Park.

      Everything looked familiar yet somehow different.

      “Okay, slow down, let me think,” I told my brother. Goosebumps prickled over my skin. It was entirely too eerie being here again—surreal, and not in a good way.

      All the trailers were copies of one another, the only thing differentiating them was the random junk piling around the outside of each. It seemed no one had enough room inside their homes to keep their stuff inside their homes.

      “So tell me when to stop—” Nick started to say.

      “Stop!”

      This was it. Raven’s trailer. Well…her mother’s trailer.

      For better or worse, here I was.
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