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      I looked over at Tyler and studied him. His shaggy light brown hair sat just above his deep green eyes. I loved those eyes. They were the first thing I had noticed about him.

      The first time I saw Tyler, he was walking down the hallway of our high school. It was my first day as a freshman and I was intimidated and so scared of my new surroundings.

      Puberty had hit hard that summer before and I had woken up with boobs the size of my thighs that had blossomed overnight. Stretch marks littered my skin as my body took a turn for the worse. The acne got bad. My vision tanked so I needed glasses.

      Just like that, I was the fat girl at the back of the class with glasses and a small voice. I wanted to fade into the background and forget about where I was for the next four years.

      But once I saw Tyler, I felt myself bloom into a completely different person.

      His green eyes sucked me in, and the way they grazed down my body made me shiver. I went out of my way to find the hallways he walked down just so I could watch him watch me. By the time my freshman year was over, I was madly in love with Tyler Browning, a guy on his way to becoming captain of the football team and soccer star extraordinaire.

      What I didn’t know until the end of my sophomore year was just how taken he was with me as well.

      “You look nice,” Tyler said.

      His sweet voice ripped me from my trance.

      “Thanks. It’s a new outfit.”

      “It looks nice on you, Ana. I like what it does to your—everything.”

      I blushed at his words as we sat there on his couch. Two years ago seemed like an eternity. We’d been sixteen at the time., learning how to drive and thinking we had the world at our fingertips. Now we were about to graduate. At only eighteen years old, we were trying to figure out what we were going to do with the rest of our lives.

      Tyler wanted to go to law school, but the positive pregnancy test I had taken that morning forecasted a very different story for my future.

      “I got my acceptance letter from Harvard a few days ago,” Tyler said.

      “Oh my gosh, really? Can I see it?” I asked.

      “You want to see it?”

      “Is that not something I should see?”

      “I wasn't sure how you were going to feel about it. I mean, Harvard isn’t really in California.”

      “What does that have to do with anything? It’s your dream, right?”

      “What do you mean, what does that have to do with anything?”

      “Can I see the acceptance letter?” I asked again.

      “Sure,” he mumbled.

      He pushed himself off the couch, but I could tell by his movements that what I had said bothered him. I really didn’t know what to think. As an eighteen-year-old about to graduate high school, I didn’t have the emotional capacity to deal with his mood swings and the reality of the life I was living.

      Closing my eyes, I conjured the image of that positive pregnancy test. The one in a plastic bag in my pocketbook. When Tyler had called me and asked me to come over tonight, I’d had it in my mind that I would tell him. I would tell him I was pregnant; then we could sit down and figure out a way to make it work.

      After I was done crying on his shoulder at least.

      “Here,” he said.

      A piece of paper fell into my lap as I opened my eyes. He dropped onto the couch next to me, and I felt my anger getting the best of me. What in the world was his problem? He wasn’t the one pregnant and struggling to figure out what to do. He had a plan. He had a college that wanted him. He had a dream to fulfill.

      All of mine had been smashed to bits.

      Reading the acceptance letter, I had tears in my eyes. I was so proud of him. For the entirety of our senior year, he had been talking about Harvard, about going there and taking classes and enrolling in their law school program. I wanted to support him; I didn’t want to hold him back from fulfilling his dream.

      My eyes flickered to my stomach before I set the letter off to the side.

      “I’m really proud of you,” I said.

      “That’s all you have to say, Ana?”

      “What do you want me to say, Tyler? Tell me and I’ll say it.”

      “I’m not going to tell you to say something. After two and a half years together, I figured I would get a little more than this.”

      “I’m supporting you in your decision. What more could anyone ask for?”

      “It doesn’t upset you at all that I’m about to cross the entire country to go to school?” he asked.

      “Does it bother you? Apparently it does since you’re projecting.”

      “Just because you took an A.P. psychology course, it doesn’t make you a therapist, Ana.”

      “Then stop being so hard to read and talk to me, Tyler.”

      The two of us had been stressed. Very stressed. Graduation was supposed to be a wondrous time, but we got a physical schedule of all the events we were required to attend: commencement and a senior barbecue and an awards ceremony and a local parade. A parade? Why a parade was required, I had no idea. Anyway, that stress had bled into our relationship. Things were weird and Tyler had been distant. Our conversations were strained and his kisses weren’t as personal or as sensual as they used to be.

      We fought more than we should have.

      “Are you even going to miss me if I leave?” Tyler asked.

      “What kind of question is that? Of course I’m going to miss you,” I said.

      “Then why aren’t you acting like it? Why are you acting like everything is okay and nothing around us is changing?”

      “Because things change, Tyler. We’re graduating high school. Things are changing! Why would I act like nothing’s changing when it really is?”

      “So this is nothing to you. I’m just going to go off to Harvard and we’ll never talk again? I love you, Ana. Don’t you love me?”

      “Who the hell said anything about not talking when you left? Are you asking me to come with you or something?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      “Of course not? What does that mean? You’re acting like this is the end of our relationship, Tyler. Are you breaking up with me?”

      “No. I would never do that,” he said.

      “Then why are you ‘of course not’ asking me to come with you?”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “I don’t know! You're the one who said it!”

      “Stop yelling at me. My parents are going to be home soon.”

      I stood up and shook my head.

      “Where are you going?” Tyler asked as I grabbed my purse.

      “To clear my head. We’ve been fighting way too much lately and I think we could use some time apart.”

      And I could use some time to convince myself of the decision I had just made.

      He stood up. “Time apart? We’re about to get months of that and you want it now?”

      “I’m not the one who started this argument in the first place. I said I was proud of you and you got huffy. What did you want me to say? That I don’t want you to go to Harvard? That I want you to stay with me always, even if it means sacrificing your entire future? What do you want me to do, Tyler? Tell me and I’ll do it! Because I love you, but for the love of hell you’re driving me nuts with your mood swings and your inability to talk about them!”

      “Well maybe if you listened to me every once in a while, you’d hear things instead of always being clueless and in the dark!”

      “I’m the clueless one? I’m proud of you, Tyler. I’m so glad you made it into Harvard and I know you’re going to rock ass, but I’m somehow the clueless one?”

      “What are you even going to do when we graduate, Ana? You haven’t even opened up to me about your colleges, about where you applied and what you’re going to do! Why won’t you talk to me about this stuff? This is important. You want me to talk, but you don’t want to talk yourself.”

      “Because what I want to do isn’t important anymore!”

      “It’s important to me!” he exclaimed.

      “Well you sure as hell aren’t acting like it is!”

      “What do you think this entire conversation has been about if it’s not important to me? No, you know what? Never mind. I’m glad I’m leaving for Harvard soon. Maybe the people there will know how to interact with other human beings!”

      I clenched my fists at my sides and stared him down. I felt my nostrils flaring and there was nothing I could do to stop them. Tyler’s stormy green eyes locked with mine as my heart shattered into a million pieces at my feet. Tears rose to my eyes and he faltered, but it was too late. Breathing got hard and my mind came to a careening halt, confirming what I knew I had to do.

      I couldn’t let this pregnancy hold him back.

      I couldn't let this pregnancy tie him to a woman he felt didn’t understand him.

      “Well I’m glad, too. Maybe one of those people will understand you better than I do,” I said.

      “Ana, I didn’t mean—”

      “Maybe one of those college girls will love you like I do.”

      “Ana, please sit down.”

      “Maybe one of those beautiful, thin, confident women will make you forget all about me and my high school acne and my thick-framed glasses and everything else that comes with—”

      “Ana, stop it!”

      His hand came down on my arm, but I wrenched away from his grasp. I grabbed my purse and clutched it tightly to me, hoping and praying the pregnancy test didn’t fall out. I scrambled out his front door and ran to my car, then jumped in and sped out of his driveway without even buckling my seat belt.

      I drove home with tears streaming down my face, wondering what the hell I was going to do with the rest of my life.
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      I sat in my new office building, gazing out over my view of Los Angeles. Excitement bubbled under my skin as a grin crossed my cheeks. I was ready to get things going with my business. I was ready to take on the world as a trial lawyer. That may not have sounded exciting to some, but it did to me.

      If there was anything I discovered in my years of law school, internships, and unpaid gigs, it was that I was good at two things: bringing criminals to justice and figuring out when someone was lying. Hiding something, withholding information, or outright lying had become easy for me to spot. My track record spoke for itself, and I hoped with the reputation I had already garnered in the community that my new business in Los Angeles would flourish even though I was just twenty-seven years old.

      The office was empty now, but it wasn’t going to be by the end of the week. I’d tapped into some resources and gotten some nice deals on office furniture to fill up the place. I had the top four floors of the office building I was in, but my first financial goal was to buy out the building altogether. My business plan was already in motion, and by the time I was thirty, this entire space would be mine.

      I looked at my watch before I gathered up my things. I had plans to meet my parents for dinner. On me, of course. I hadn’t seen them in a while. Four years to be exact. Law school had been rough enough, but making connections and drawing in residual income wherever I could had taken most of the time I would’ve spent coming home to see them. Which meant we stayed afloat as a family via video conferencing and traditional phone calls, sometimes the occasional email.

      Walking into Republique, I drew in the familiar scent. All the restaurants I’d always gawked at as a teenager were now mine for the taking. I immediately saw my parents in the corner and they waved at me, standing to greet me as I walked toward them.

      My mother was already stumbling in her heels.

      “Son, it’s been a very long time,” my father said.

      I embraced him and clapped his back before I moved to hug my mother.

      “You look so grown up,” she said.

      Her words were slurred, and I tried to ignore them. She hugged me a little longer than I figured she would, and I felt her lean into me, her body growing heavy. She was falling asleep on her damn feet as the alcohol coursed through her veins. I looked up at my father and he held up his hand, wiggled his five fucking fingers as I clenched my jaw.

      Why the hell my father didn’t help her get her drinking under control was beyond me.

      “So, Dad, how goes the accounting firm? Still doing your own thing out of the house?” I asked.

      “You were always adamant about not talking about work. Now that we’re face to face for the first time in years, work is your first question?” he asked.

      “I have an announcement, but I don’t want to be selfish,” I said.

      “Well, what’s the announcement?”

      “Could I get another drink?” my mother asked.

      “I think you’ve had plenty, Mom.”

      “A celebratory one, for your announcement,” she said.

      The grin on her face was sloppy at best, and I looked at my father to step in. Instead, he sat there like a damn bump on a log, as if my mother’s disposition was just fine.

      I was quickly being reminded of why I had left in the first place.

      “To answer your question, Son, the accounting firm is going just fine. I’m still working from home, and it’s keeping us afloat.”

      “Afloat? Has something happened?” I asked.

      “Just your father’s terrible investments,” Mom said.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Nothing you need to worry about. I’ve got it under control,” he said.

      “If someone’s taken advantage of my parents, I want to know about it,” I said.

      “Really, it’s fine. The stock market is taking a nosedive right now and some of the riskier companies I took chances on aren’t seeing the kind of rebound I had hoped. No one has gotten swindled out of anything,” he said.

      “If you want me to take a look at things—”

      “I’m an accountant, Tyler. I know numbers. I’ve rebalanced our portfolio and we’re going to be fine. Now, I want to hear about this announcement of yours,” he said.

      “Oh! Red wine. This is a nice vintage as well,” my mother said.

      I watched her tip the wine glass all the way up before I grabbed the stem gently and pulled it away from her.

      “Slow down,” I said.

      “We’re celebrating,” she said.

      “For all you know, my announcement is that I’m dying.”

      “Wait, are you sick?” my father asked.

      “Oh my gosh, Tyler. What’s happened?” my mother asked.

      “I’m not sick. But if you want my announcement, no more drinking,” I said.

      “That was a terrible thing to do, scaring us like that,” my mother said.

      I shot my father a look as her cheek fell to my shoulder.

      “I’ve opened up an office here to start my own business,” I said.

      “Wait, so you’re moving back?” my father asked.

      “I am.”

      “Oh, I’m so happy to have my son back,” my mother said.

      She was crying her makeup off onto my shoulder as the smell of booze wafted from her lips to my nose. I signaled the waiter over so we could get some food ordered, and I made sure to put in a starchy appetizer order to help with Mom’s appetite for alcohol.

      Dinner was tense, but it was nice to catch up with them. I wasn’t happy that my mother’s drinking was apparently still an issue. Nor was I happy about my father’s apathy toward it. Still, it was nice to sit and eat with them—no matter how much their relationship struck me as unhealthy.

      After dinner, I helped my mother to the car and practically poured her into the back seat. I shot my father one last look before he ducked behind the wheel, and I thought I saw something akin to shame wash over his face. Good. He needed to be ashamed. Mom needed help and he was her primary enabler.

      Maybe now that I was back in town I could help her myself.

      My phone buzzed against my hip as I watched them pull away. My eyes followed them all the way to the road before I pulled it from my pocket. I grinned down at the name as I picked up the phone, ready to talk with my best friend.

      “Hey hey, Brandon.”

      “Please tell me you’re done ‘settling in.’ You’ve been settling in for a fucking week already.”

      “I’m done settling in,” I said.

      “Good, because the dynamic duo is back. You up for a drink or two?”

      “After the dinner I just had with my parents? God yes.”

      “Oh, shit. You had dinner with them? How’s your mom?”

      “Worse off than she was when I left.”

      “Oh, fuck. Okay then. Drinks, right now. Our usual spot?”

      “We don’t have a usual spot.”

      “Precisely why we need to make one. Where do you want to go?” he asked.

      “What about the Varnish?”

      “Speakeasy atmosphere, huh? I like it. They always have soft live music going on. See you in fifteen?”

      “See you there.”

      I hopped into my car and punched it into my GPS. I’d never been there, but anyone who was from L.A. had heard of Varnish at one time or another. It was one of the most expensive bars in town, complete with a strict dress code. It tailored itself to the professional environment, and I liked that. Bars with dance floors, strobe lights, and rooftops parties didn’t interest me. Never had. Mostly because I didn’t enjoy that kind of atmosphere, and mostly because the women there were always looking for men like myself in tailored suits, assuming we had money.

      But there was only one woman on my mind.

      Brandon wrapped his arms around me the second he saw me. I smiled and clapped his back, enjoying being back in his presence. I’d missed the hell out of him. The memories we had created in high school and the friendship we had maintained over the years had kept me afloat during the hardest times at law school.

      Well, those and the memories of Ana.

      “I’m so glad you’re back. I know I came to see you a few times in Massachusetts, but I can’t say I enjoyed the women out that way. The women in California are more our speed, and I can’t wait to be your wingman.”

      “Wingman?” I asked.

      “Yeah! You went to school on the other side of the world and I had to survive eight entire years in L.A. without my wingman. Aspiring singers and actresses and models all going to bed cold and lonely at night because we weren’t there to hold them close. Think of the disservice we’ve done them.”

      “You think they went to bed alone because we weren't there?” I asked, grinning.

      “Only the best look for the best, and you can't tell me we’re not the best.”

      I chuckled and shook my head before we placed our drink orders. I knew Brandon was excited to have me back for a variety of reasons, but the idea of scoring women together didn’t feel right. I wasn’t feeling that type of lifestyle for myself. I never had. I didn’t enjoy picking up random girls. I didn't enjoy making out with a woman whose last name I didn’t know. I wanted that personal connection with someone. I wanted the kisses and the lingering glances and the caresses to mean something.

      They had only ever met something with one person—one woman I was determined to see now that I was back in Los Angeles.

      I just hoped she felt the same way about me after eight years of being gone.
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      “And when the little boy crossed the road and saw his mother, he ran to her quickly. He was so happy he cried, and the mother scooped him into her arms.”

      “Good job, Brody. You didn’t need any help with that sentence,” I said.

      “Want me to read the next one?”

      “Yes, sir, I do. We need to get through this chapter before we’re done with your required reading for the day.”

      “Then the workbook? Today’s activity is supposed to be really fun.”

      “I see someone’s been peeking ahead at the activities,” I said, grinning.

      “I wanted to see when the water balloon exercise was.”

      “There’s a water balloon exercise?”

      “No, but if there was one, I wanted to see when it was!”

      I threw my head back and laughed. Brody and I fell back into the cushions of the couch before he clamored into my lap. Eight years old and he still couldn’t get enough of his mother. Most eight-year-olds were already independent and branching away from their parents, copping attitudes and throwing tantrums over the smallest of things. But not my Brody. At eight years old, he was the spitting image of his father and the kindest, smartest boy I’d ever met.

      “The mother kissed the top of her little boy’s head and took him inside. And there waiting for him was a massively enormous chocolate sundae!”

      “Wait. Let me see that. It doesn’t say that,” I said.

      Brody giggled as I took the book from him and flipped through the pages.

      “You’re being sneaky.”

      “I want ice cream, with lots of chocolate and peanuts.”

      “I still don’t know why you like peanuts on your ice cream.”

      “Well, I still don’t know why you don’t.”

      I didn’t like peanuts on my ice cream, but I used to know someone else who did. One particular person.

      “Okay, okay. I hear your hint-dropping. Once we finish this chapter, we’ll do your workbook activity, then go have fun in the sun. Sound good?”

      “Water balloons and ice cream?” he asked.

      “Yes, if you get your work done. Now come on, you’re doing really well. Don’t get restless on me now.”

      Brody finished the last chapter of the book before he scrambled down from my lap. We opened his summer workbook and answered the questions regarding the reading material and then a few critical thinking questions. Brody answered almost every single one of them correctly.

      He was growing into such a smart young man.

      While most kids were whining to their parents about school work over summer break, Brody loved it. He digested it all and truly enjoyed the learning process. He also played sports during the school year: football in the fall and soccer in the summer.

      Just like someone else I used to know.

      “Ready to go get some ice cream?” I asked.

      “Yeah! Do we have balloons?” Brody asked.

      “We don’t, but I think I have some leftover ones at the clothing store.”

      “We won’t stay long, right?”

      “Nope. Not at all. This isn’t a work visit, remember? Today is for you and me.”

      “Oh good, because I was going to be okay with it and not complain, but inside I would’ve been upset.”

      “Well, thank you for being honest with me, Brody. It’s important to acknowledge how you’re feeling. Thank you for letting me know.”

      “You’re welcome, Mom.”

      I grabbed my purse and we headed for my car. Our first stop was ice cream, as promised. Brody never enjoyed going into places like that. What he really enjoyed was sitting in the car and eating his food, like some old-fashioned drive-in restaurant. I got him an ice cream sundae with extra chocolate and peanuts, then passed it back to him before I grabbed my chocolate-dipped cone.

      Watching through the rearview mirror while he ate, I studied his every movement.

      The more he grew, the more he looked like his father. When he was first born, I thought it was me seeing things, trying to see Tyler in him. But as he got older, even my parents started making comments on it, saying how uncanny their similarities were. From the lilt in Brody’s voice to the two butt dimples he had in his lower back, there wasn’t a physical ounce of me in him.

      Sometimes if he smiled the right way I could see myself in him. And his legs were a lot like mine, long and thicker, which would hold good muscle for football as he got older. But that was it. The rest was Tyler.

      “Hey, Mom?”

      “Yeah, buddy?”

      “Can I tell you something?”

      “Of course you can. You can tell me anything.”

      “Well, my soccer coach told me that they’re having a father-and-son cookout at his house. With burgers. They have a pool and all, and he said I could come with you if that was okay, or just by myself. But he said you could come, you know, since it’s just us.”

      My heart sank a little as I reached for the empty ice cream cup he had in his hands.

      “When’s the cookout?” I asked.

      “This Saturday.”

      “That sounds like fun. Do you want me to go or do you want to go by yourself?”

      “Could I go by myself?”

      “Of course you can. I can drop you off, make sure you get out back okay, and then I’ll come pick you up.”

      “I just don’t want you to feel bad.”

      I smiled at him in the rearview mirror as a sigh escaped my lips. He was getting more and more inquisitive about his father lately. There were times he beat around the bush like he was now, but the past few nights he had been asking me questions about him outright. His name. How we knew one another. Where he was.

      I had prepared myself for these times, but not when he was eight. I figured I wouldn’t have to field those questions until at least ten or eleven. But I had raised Brody to be open with me, to be in tune with his feelings despite that I knew he would grow up to be big and strong and intelligent.

      Like his father.

      “Whatever you want, sweetheart, I’ll do. And I don’t want you to worry about me, okay? I’ll be just fine. If you want me there with you at the cookout, then I’m there. If you don’t want me there, then I’m not. You just tell me what you want. That’s what’s important to me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Have I ever lied to you?” I asked.

      He bit down onto his lower lip as he contemplated my words—one of the handful of traits he got from me.

      “Then can you come?” he asked.

      I smiled at him as I eased us out of the parking lot and onto the road.

      “I’d love to go with you, sweetheart.”

      We headed to the clothing store to get the extra balloons in the back while Brody sat in one of the chairs in the corner of the store. He was always so good when I brought him in. He sat quietly, didn’t disturb the customers, and never once kicked up a fuss about being there.

      “Hey, Aunt Kristi.”

      “Oh! There’s my cutie patootie. I take it you being here means that your mother is here as well?” I heard her ask.

      “She’s looking for balloons in back,” he said.

      “Well she’ll find plenty of them. I bought way too many to blow up and advertise our summer promotions.”

      “She said you might do that.”

      “She did, did she?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      I emerged with a smile and embraced my best friend. Kristi and I had grown up together. She’d been my best friend since kindergarten and the one person who kept me afloat during my pregnancy with Brody. She was the first one I told. In fact, she was the one I went to right after Tyler and I had our argument.

      The one that split us for good.

      “I take it a water balloon fight is about to happen?” she asked.

      “How ever did you know?” I asked playfully.

      “How are his summer studies going?”

      “You know how he is with school. He loves it. It’s insane to me. I hated school, everything about it. But he devours it. His teachers are even considering bumping him up a grade depending on how he does with his evaluation at the end of the summer.”

      “Wow, that’s—”

      “You can say it,” I said.

      “He sounds just like his father.”

      It was a phrase that had haunted me ever since Brody had been born, and it wasn’t one that was going away. I looked over at my son as he curled up in the chair, playing with a piece of string hanging off the side. With his shaggy light brown hair and deep emerald eyes, there wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t think about Tyler because of him.

      Because of the way he smiled at me.

      “You doing okay?” Kristi asked.

      “Some days are better than others,” I said.

      “Well, I’ll have you know the store promotions are doing really well. Fantastic if I may say so. We’ve already pulled in double the revenue of last month, and we’re only halfway through.”

      “I knew I hired the right manager for the job.”

      “I wouldn’t even have a job if it hadn’t been for your inspiration to open this place, so thanks for being creative.”

      “You're welcome,” I said, giggling.

      The day I decided not to tell Tyler he was going to be a father, two things happened. I cried harder than I had ever cried in my life, and then I figured out what I was going to do with the rest of it. I’d always been an angry shopper as a child. I hated shopping with my mother, in fact. The clothes never fit right and never looked as good on me as they did on the model.

      After I had Brody, I had a serious talk with my father about where I wanted to take my future. He told me he would help me in any way possible, and I knew he meant financially. My father owned one of the largest record labels in California, but I didn’t want his financial help. I had made the decision not to tell Tyler he was going to be a father, which meant I had consciously made the decision to do this all on my own.

      I didn’t want handouts. What I wanted was a life I knew I could work for.

      What began as the idea of a pissed-off nineteen-year-old soon blossomed into a clothing store that I opened two years later. My father had been insistent on purchasing the store property for me, but I had only taken him up on it once he agreed to a repayment schedule I could keep up with.

      My parents had helped me take care of Brody while I had opened the store and taken weekend classes in design and fashion at the community college. Finally, after eight years of blood, sweat, and tears, the name of my store was recognized on a coastal scale as the premier fashion outlet for plus-sized women: Curvy Belle.

      “You know, I sometimes look at this place and still can’t believe I made it a reality,” I said.

      “Well, believe it. This was all you.”

      “And you,” I said.

      “I came in later when you needed a manager, but you were the one who paid your father back less than two years in. You were the one who became a marketing expert and a financial expert and a design expert. You were the one who did this. And I’m taking you out Thursday to celebrate.”

      “Wait, Thursday? What are we celebrating?” I asked.

      “Are you kidding me? That’s the seven-year anniversary of the store. We’re going out and celebrating like we do every year.”

      “Geez, that’s right.”

      “It’s okay. You always forget because you’re doing everything else this place needs, and I always remind you because I really like excuses to go out,” Kristi said.

      “Mom?”

      “I know, sweetheart. Time to get ready for our water balloon fight,” I said, smiling.

      “You already know your parents will watch Brody for the evening. They have every year so we can go celebrate. Let them know you’ll be dropping him off. Then be prepared to have a night on the town.”

      “Is this night on you monetarily?” I asked.

      “Depends. Will my boss give me a raise?”

      “I’ll pay you whatever you want for all the shit you do for this place.”

      “Then it sounds like the night is on me.”

      “Now, who’s ready for a water balloon fight!?”

      “Me! Me! Me!”

      Brody launched himself off the chair and came running into my arms. I wrapped him up and lifted him off his feet, peppering the top of his head with kisses. I knew he wouldn’t mind spending time with my parents. They always spoiled the shit out of him. I would pick him up Friday after breakfast and my guess was he’d have at least two new toys in tow and a bag of sweets to torture me with later that weekend.

      But as far as a support system went, I had the best: parents who had helped me instead of hurt me when I had told them I was pregnant at eighteen, a father who bought the building for my clothing store so I could follow my dreams, a mother who babysat on the weekends so I could take my classes, and a best friend who managed the store when she really could go anywhere and do anything else.

      I had the family I wanted.

      For the most part.
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      “Come on, Tyler. You’ve been in town for almost two weeks and we haven’t once gone out yet.”

      “Have you ever thought that’s because I don’t want to?” I asked Brandon over the phone.

      “You’re twenty-seven years old. You’re at the top of your career.”

      “I’m not anywhere near the top.”

      “Your paycheck tells me differently. There are so many women out there who would love to spend a night with you and that mind of yours.”

      “Yeah, and by mind you mean dick, right?”

      “That, too. Come on, I’m not asking you to find your special someone. I’m only asking you to get out there with your best friend and throw back some drinks.”

      “And possibly get laid.”

      “If you don’t want to snag some ass, then wingman for me so I can. You may enjoy your drought, but I sure as hell don’t.”

      I chuckled as I shook my head.

      “I guess I could spare a few hours to help you get laid,” I said.

      “Perfect. Want to start with a drink or two at Varnish, then come up with a game plan?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes to Varnish. No to the game plan. But glad to see you’re still listening, because I know where your mind is.”

      “Uh huh. And where is it?”

      “On her.”

      I fell silent as I gazed out the window of my apartment. It wasn’t quite what I wanted. One day I wanted to be on the penthouse level of one of the more prestigious condominium complexes in Los Angeles, but my two-bedroom, two-bathroom apartment that sat close to the water was good enough for now. If I opened my window I could smell the salted air, and I found myself frequently opening it at night and falling asleep to the smell.

      It was comforting, like her.

      “You know shacking up with a girl might—”

      “Don’t you dare,” I said.

      “You need to let go of it.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Tyler, you’re letting her—”

      “I should’ve let her do more,” I said curtly.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and routed him back to the one conversation I knew would get him off that one. Anything to get him off Ana.

      “How does nine at Varnish sound?”

      “Oh hell yes. I’m there,” he said.

      “See you then.”

      I hung up the phone before he could get another word in edgewise. Then, looking around at all the boxes I had yet to unpack, I figured I could start in on a few of those. After getting through ten of them and working up a decent sweat, I looked at the clock and groaned.

      It was already seven thirty, and downtown would be packed with traffic and the after-dinner drink rush.

      I hopped in the shower and went to go put a suit on, then decided on jeans and a T-shirt instead. The less I could showcase my money, the better chance Brandon stood at hooking up with a girl tonight. Not that I was better-looking than he was, but in my experience, women gravitated toward any man they thought might make good money in his later years.

      Jeans and a T-shirt didn’t scream of a good job, of a six-figure salary. It screamed “deadbeat surfer dude” on a good night.

      And I wasn’t planning on having a good night.

      I knew the second Brandon embraced me that I was in for trouble. He had that smirk on his face that hadn’t changed since freshman year. I always knew when someone had something up their sleeve, but Brandon wore that shit like a badge of honor. Everyone always knew when he was up to something, and he didn’t care.

      When he pointed to two girls sitting at the bar by themselves, I groaned.

      “I told you I’m not hooking up with anyone tonight,” I said.

      “And you don’t have to. Look, see the one on the right? With the beautiful jet-black hair? Her body language is very open, very ready. The one on the left? She’s closed off. Her legs are crossed and her hair is in a high, tight bun. She’s not looking for someone, just like you.”

      “Oh, so we cannot look for someone while we fuck each other’s brains out?”

      “No, but you can keep the friend entertained while I swoop in on the one that might be available.”

      “You were being serious about that game plan thing, weren’t you?” I asked.

      “Not until I saw those two beauties when I walked in. And trust me, they’re gorgeous.”

      “Nice eyes? I know you have a thing for eyes.”

      “Don’t know. They haven’t turned around.”

      “They haven’t—Brandon!”

      He took me by the arm and pulled me their way. Of course he would have some batshit-crazy scheme up his sleeve for the night. I wrenched my arm away from him as we approached the two women from behind.

      I had to admit, he’d done a pretty good job of reading their body language. The one with the black hair did have a more open stance. Her shoulders were rolled back. Her legs weren’t crossed. Her outfit was a little skimpier. The woman beside her was the exact opposite: caved shoulders, crossed legs, jeans and a basic shirt.

      Like me.

      “I’m sorry for intruding, but I just have to say that seeing the two of you lovely ladies alone tonight makes my heart ache. Would you mind if me and a friend of mine joined you?”

      I shook my head and fought the urge to roll my eyes. If that was how Brandon was picking up women, no wonder he had hit a dry patch. The girls looked at one another before they turned in their seats, and the playful grins on their faces told me everything I needed to know about how this encounter would go.

      Until their jaws dropped open.

      “Brandon?”

      “Tyler?”

      As I took in the face of the woman in front of me in jeans and a tight shirt, my mouth went dry. Those curves. That thick, dirty blond hair piled high on her head. That doe-eyed stare that reminded me of the crystal-clear waters of tropical islands.

      “Ana,” I said.

      “Kristi. Wow. You look incredible,” Brandon said.

      I nudged him to get him to shut up as my eyes roamed Ana’s body. She locked up instantly. I watched her do it. Every muscle in her body tensed as her eyes locked onto my face in disbelief.

      Her thighs had thickened and her hips looked as if they had spread with womanhood. Her bosom moved with every shallow breath she took, and all the memories of losing myself in her curves came barreling back. The way she moaned. The way her plump lips wrapped around my cock. The way her soft arms wrapped around my neck and pulled me in for all those heated, stolen kisses in the shadows of the bleachers during football season.

      The way she would always gasp how much she loved me.

      “How are you doing?” Ana asked.

      Her smooth voice ripped me from my trance, and I did the one thing I had wanted to do for years. I opened my arms to her and gave her a hug. She only hugged me with one arm, using that move where she sort of turned her body away from mine. But I didn’t care. It had been years since I’d felt her against me, and the muscles of my arms screamed out to feel her again.

      I leaned over and gave Kristi a pat on the back to try to smooth things over a little, but the awkwardness of the situation hung heavy between all of us.

      “It’s been a while since you’ve been back in town,” Kristi said.

      “Four years, give or take,” I said.

      “Do the two of you frequent this bar?” Brandon asked.

      “Never been. This one was Kristi’s pick,” Ana said.

      “So how long are you in town for, Tyler?” Kristi asked.

      “I’m back here permanently.”

      “You’re what?” Ana asked.

      My eyes whipped over to hers as her face fell in shock.

      “I just opened up my own practice in an office building up the road from here. I started taking on clients a week ago,” I said.

      “A week ago?” Ana asked.

      “Been in town two weeks, but yes, a week ago.”

      “Well, that’s fun!” Kristi said.

      Her voice was a little too cheery for the statement.

      “Tyler here is a trial lawyer. Setting himself up to be the best of the best when it comes to defense lawyers.”

      “So you defend criminals,” Ana said.

      “I never take on a client whose story I don’t believe,” I said.

      “That didn’t answer my question.”

      “You didn’t ask a question.”

      “Oh, he’s good,” Kristi said.

      Ana’s jaw tensed as anger flared in her eyes. Anger I recognized from the last time I ever saw her, the last time we ever spoke. She had every right to be upset with me after what I had said to her, what I had done to her.

      Even so, the slight wrinkling of her nose said there was more to it. With the anger in her eyes, the shock in her forehead, and the closed-off nature of her posture, there was only one conclusion I came to that could be the result of all those reactions at once.

      Ana didn’t want me staying in town for long, and I wanted to know why.

      “So, what do you guys do now?” Brandon asked.

      “I manage Ana’s clothing store,” Kristi said.

      “You have a clothing store?” I asked.

      “Curvy Belle,” Ana said flatly.

      “Wait, what? You own Curvy Belle?” Brandon asked.

      “Is that a well-known brand around here?” I asked.

      “Only the premier plus-sized store on the West Coast,” Kristi said.

      “You’d know that if you ever came home,” Ana said.

      “Well, I’m home now. Maybe I’ll stop by and see it sometime,” I said.

      Ana started to say something, but Kristi settled a hand on her knee—an action that didn’t go unnoticed by me.

      “Congratulations on your clothing store. I didn’t know you had a thing for fashion,” I said.

      “Why? Because I was a fat, acne-ridden girl in high school?” Ana asked.

      “No, because you always found a way to rise above the facade and dig into something deeper.”

      “Everyone deserves to feel beautiful once in a while.”

      “Though for you, I think it’s a little more than once in a while.”

      Kristi’s jaw dropped to the floor as Ana shook her head.

      “What was your inspiration behind the store?” I asked.

      “Money.”

      “Oh, come on. I know you better than that.”

      “I promise, you don’t.”

      “Okay, how about another round of drinks?” Brandon asked.

      “I’m good actually,” Ana said as she set her glass down.

      “Me, too,” Kristi said.

      “Well, where are the two of you headed? Maybe we could escort you there and make sure you get there safely,” Brandon said.

      Really? He was still trying his shtick?

      “We’re both a little tired. I think it’s time we retired for the night,” Ana said.

      She shot Kristi a look that told me what she had said was an outright lie.

      “Yeah, tired. It was nice seeing you guys again. Maybe we’ll see you again at the ten-year reunion or something?” Kristi asked.

      “Are you sure you guys don’t—?”

      I shot Brandon a look that told him to shut up. It was done, over. The opportunity had been wasted the second they turned out to be who they were.

      My eyes panned back to Ana and fell to her swaying hips as she and Kristi made their way to the exit. Even in a ragged pair of jeans and a gray blouse, she looked fantastic, though a far cry away from someone who would be considered a fashionista.

      Then again, maybe she was right. Maybe I didn’t really know her at all after eight years apart.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t want to see her again, though. I knew they weren’t tired, and I wanted to know why she didn’t want me in town, if anything so I could get closure at least. Though that wasn’t what I wanted. What I wanted was to feel her body against mine again, to stare into her eyes and see my reflection, to kiss those lips and pin her to the wall before fucking her insane again.

      Or for the first time. I hadn’t been nearly as strong in high school as I was now.

      I’d have done anything to get back into her arms. But first I had to figure out why she didn’t want to be back in mine.

    

  

