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TO THE SWEET VALENTINE that stole my heart...

Mark Reid, billionaire Alex Reid’s brother, is full of cheesy Valentine quotes. He has a wonderful Valentine’s weekend planned for Erica. He’s going to whisk her away to a resort and spa—which includes a romantic Valentine’s Day dinner, complete with black tie and formal invites. 

He’s got arranged everything to a tee, even dropped his baby daughter Emily off at Alex and Jamie’s for the weekend. Now it’s just him and his wife, celebrating not only their love, but what they accomplished during the past year. 

It’s a time for them to catch up and connect on a more personal level, and it’s working out perfectly. Except Erica still sometimes feels haunted by her mistakes, and struggles to forgiver herself for the things she did. 

Add a few difficult guests to the mix and the weekend becomes something wonderful, exciting, and grand. 

“Anyone can catch your eye, but it takes someone special to catch your heart.”
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EMILY LAY ON HER BACK on the changing table, kicking her legs. She pumped them up and down as if she was getting ready to run a marathon.

“Now, hold still, little miss,” I said, trying to get the diaper to stay put while she wriggled. Changing her diaper used to be so much easier when she lay still, but since she’d started crawling, that was a thing of the past.

“Are you in a good mood today?” I asked, looking into her bright eyes. Erica’s eyes.

Emily answered by blowing spit bubbles at me and squealing that turned into giggles.

“You are in a great mood!” I laughed, tickling her so that she squealed and kicked even more. “But we have to hurry. Mommy’s going to be back soon and we want to be out of here by then, don’t we?”

I had no idea how much she understood. Sometimes it felt like Emily understood a lot more than we thought. And sometimes I was pretty sure she didn’t have any idea what we were saying.

She was almost a year old. She was going to walk soon. And then talking would follow. Or more talking. And running. Running away from boys and then running after them. Slow it down there, Mark. The milestones were following on each other fast now. And I loved absolutely every moment of being a dad.

I just wished time would slow down. I couldn’t believe that almost a year had passed since she had been born. A wonderful year with her, too. Being a father was the most fulfilling thing I had ever done.

It wasn’t just because of being a dad that time was flying, though. It was because things were going smoothly, too. The past year had been great between me and Erica, which was something that I hadn’t been able to envision, once upon a time.

“If you hold still for two seconds, I’ll be done and then you can kick as much as you like,” I said.

As if she understood this time, Emily calmed down. I made quick work of getting her diaper into place and sticking it down while she lay still.

When she had just been born, the whole parenting thing felt overwhelming. Changing a diaper alone was scary. It was amazing how you could get used to anything.

Then again, if you did anything as often as I changed diapers, you were going to get good at it.

When she was changed and her pants pulled back on, I picked her up and carried her out of the nursery. On the way, I grabbed the bag I had left in the passage, slung it over my shoulder, and picked up another bag.

“You are a real girl, you know that?” I asked, balancing her in one arm while I tried to load the rest of the staff on my other shoulder. “You travel heavy, just like any woman.”

Emily answered me with a gurgle and spit on my shoulder as she cuddled her head against me. But I didn’t mind – I would endure a world of saliva if it meant I could get cuddles from her forever.

“Let’s get you settled,” I said, walking out of the house and opening the car door. I dumped all the things I had been carrying and took the time to get Emily into the car seat, strapped her in to make sure she was safe. I handed her a soft toy that she immediately stuck into her mouth and then walked around the back to load the bags into the trunk.

I ran back to the house and locked up before I climbed in behind the wheel. I looked over my shoulder at her and she smiled at me, big, glistening eyes over the soft toy that was still in her mouth.

“Time to go see Auntie Jamie,” I said. “We have to move quickly. We don’t want to spoil the surprise, do we?”

Emily hiccupped in response.

I chuckled. “No, we don’t.” I turned on the car and backed out of the driveway.

Alex and Jamie didn’t live too far away, and the trip was quick. I kept glancing at the time. What if Erica decided to come home earlier? I really wanted to be there when she got home, to get everything ready so that by the time she arrived, we were all set and ready to go. I didn’t want her to get there when I wasn’t there and see everything I had only half-prepared. I still had so much to do.

I took a deep breath and focused on letting it out slowly. It settled my nerves a little. I had to trust that everything was going to run the way it always did. Erica was a creature of habit and she would come home after work, roughly the same time she always did.

I had to trust that my plans would work out.

It was still cold out. Spring was on the way but it wasn’t here yet. I couldn’t wait for the season to change, for blossoms and green and sunshine. Little Lake would start to wake up from its winter slumber soon enough, but not just yet.

When I arrived at Alex and Jamie’s, I parked diagonally in front of the door so that I could unload everything quicker. I climbed out of the car and took Emily out of her car seat.

The kids weren’t playing outside. It was still far too cold, although I knew that Jamie preferred for them to be outside in the fresh air as much as they could. I rang the bell and waited.

When she opened the door, she already had a smile plastered on.

“Where is my favorite niece?” Jamie cooed, holding out her hand to take Emily from me. Emily eagerly threw herself into Jamie’s arms and I smiled. I liked the dynamic that we had in our family. I loved that Emily was so comfortable with Alex and Jamie that I could leave her with them anytime. That made things so much easier.

As soon as Jamie took Emily from me, I turned back to the car and unloaded all the bags with Emily’s overnight things. I hobbled to the front door and let myself in. Jamie was already in the living room with Emily, setting her down on the carpet. She started playing with her.

“Thank you for watching her for the weekend,” I said. “It’s so great to know that we have people we can turn to for these things.”

“Oh, absolutely. Any time, really! Leaving your child overnight, and for a weekend on top of that, isn’t exactly a job for a nanny, is it?”

I shook my head. While Erica had been away, when things had been rocky between us, I had hired Paige to help me. She had been a great nanny, and even though Erica and I had decided to try it by ourselves for a while after we had fixed things between us, we had rehired her after a while to help out now and then. With both of us working, it was the realistic thing to do.

After all, Jamie and Alex had Brianna to help with their kids, too. They had three, but that didn’t change the fact that sometimes you needed help.

But Jamie was right: a nanny was a daytime thing. There was no way I would leave Emily with Paige for an entire weekend and be able to go away with no worries. I would keep wondering if something was going to go wrong and I deserved to relax.

Besides, Erica would be worried, too. And we both deserved to be able to switch off from the outside world completely and focus only on each other.

“I really appreciate your help in keeping this a secret, too,” I said to Jamie.

Jamie nodded, a big grin on her face. “I think she’s absolutely going to love it.”

“And you are sure you don’t mind spending Valentine’s Day with the kids around? You and Alex don’t want to do something alone, too?”

Jamie shook her head. “We are already spending time with the kids, so having another baby in the mix is perfectly fine. Besides, who wouldn’t want to spend Valentine’s Day with this snuggly little nugget?”

Jamie blew raspberries on Emily’s neck, who squealed with delight and grabbed Jamie’s hair.

I smiled as Jamie carefully untangled Emily’s little fingers. She was such a good mother, and a great aunt. And a great sister-in-law, for that matter.

“Does she have any idea what you’re doing? Has she been suspicious?” Jamie looked at me.

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. If all goes well, and it has so far, it will be a complete surprise.”

“She’s going to be thrilled.”

“I hope so,” I said. I was a little nervous.

Things had been going really well for us. We were still seeing a therapist together, but our appointments were growing fewer and further between as we worked through the trauma of our rocky past. There had been a time where I had thought we would never get past the difficulties in our relationship – Erica abandoning us when Emily had been born, and then Amber in the picture after that.

But somehow, we had managed to get through it. We had both put in the work, we had both decided to hold on to each other and keep fighting for what we had, and it was paying off.

I had never felt so secure in our marriage before, and I knew that Erica felt the same way. We were closer than ever before, more connected, and it was one of the reasons why I was doing this. We had to keep making the time to spend together, without interruptions, without everything that life threw at us getting in the way. Of course, we could deal with those things together, too. But it would be good for us now and then to take a step away and re-evaluate who we were, just us, no interruptions.

A romantic weekend away for just the two of us, deliberating our love and our connection to each other, was just what we both needed. And even though I was still a little nervous, I knew that it was going to be a success. Because if you put this much effort into something – anything – it was impossible for things to go wrong. And Erica and I were both putting our all into making this work.

I glanced at my wristwatch.

“I’m so sorry to be in and out so quickly, but I have to get going. There are a few things I want to take care of before Erica gets home, and I am running out of time.”

“Of course, get going. We will be fine.”

I walked to where Emily sat on the carpet, playing with a couple of the twins’ toys. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and cuddled her.

I hated leaving her behind. When it had been just me and Emily, I had done everything to make sure she was okay, to be a good dad. Even though Erica and I were parenting together now, I was very protective of Emily and I was nervous about leaving her with anyone. Even Jamie and Alex, who I trusted with my life. And hers, obviously.

“Hey, it’s going to be fine,” Jamie said, smiling at me. “You need to get going. Come on, off with you. I want to spend as much time as possible with her before my kids come home from school and Alex comes home from work.”

I chuckled and stood. Jamie was right; I had to stop being silly and wasting time.

I stood, gave my sister-in-law a hug and walked to the front door. Emily didn’t even squeal when I walked away. She didn’t have any kind of separation anxiety, and that made it all just a little easier. If she started crying when I walked away, I might have turned back.

I pulled out of the driveway and drove back home.

As I drove back, I cracked the window open and breathed in deeply. The air was frosty, but I could taste spring on my tongue and I smiled. Soon, everything was going to be bright and colorful again. My work at the golf club was great, but when everything was green and it was hot and no one had to bundle up, business usually was better. Not to mention that everyone crawled out of their holes, and it was pleasant to be outside. I preferred spring and summer over fall and winter.

Thinking about the weather had my thoughts drifting to what I still needed to get done. I had to take the weather into account when I prepared for the weekend. I couldn’t forget to make sure that Erica and I were both warm. Nothing would spoil our romantic weekend like being cold all the time.

I made a mental note of a few things I wanted to remember, checked the time again, and then again.

Soon. She was going to be home soon.

I sped up just a little bit, slightly over the speed limit, but I was in a rush. I would never drive like this with Emily in the car, and it was why I had been safe all the way. But now that it was just me, I floored it.

Not once had I looked back at my young life, being a bachelor, and thought that I wanted it. In my first marriage, I had missed being young and free. But since the day I had met Erica, I had known that I was ready to settle down.

And now, with Emily in our lives and the three of us being a family, I couldn’t be happier. Even with all the added responsibility, with the added costs and the stress that came with having a baby. I preferred it over being the young Casanova that was always looking for some fun.

It was true what they said, that when you meet your soulmate, you calm down. Because you are with who you were meant to be with, and nothing else matters. And that was exactly how I felt about Erica.
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WHEN I ARRIVED BACK home, I parked the car in my usual spot so nothing would seem out of place and hurried inside. Erica was going to be home any minute, and I still had so much I wanted to do.

I ran through the house, frantically doing some last-minute packing. I had made so many mental notes of everything that I needed to remember, but now that I was pressed for time, I felt like I was forgetting at least half of it.

I stood in front of the bed, staring at the bag I had packed for Erica. I was sure I had included most of what she might need, but I was pretty damn sure that I had forgotten things. Probably the most important things. I would just have to make sure that she checked the bag to see if she had everything before we left.

It was only going to be a two-night getaway, so technically we didn’t need a lot of things. But I felt like I was packing up the whole house.

I walked into the bathroom and looked around. I had taken my own shaver, toothbrush, comb, all the important stuff. And I had packed a toiletries bag for her with similar things. But I felt like women always had so much more baggage for a reason – there were things they had to remember that men couldn’t even fathom.

I was in way over my head when it came to packing for my wife. I burst out laughing, shaking my head at myself.

“You are an idiot, thinking that you will be able to crack the female mind when men have tried for centuries and failed.”

I would definitely have to have Erica add whatever else she needed.

I walked to my bedside table and retrieved the invitation for the Valentine’s event. All the other documentation was online, in my email inbox, but this one they had mailed to me directly. Erica had nearly found it, too. She had been opening mail and I had had to distract her, getting her to put down the envelope at the last moment. I had told her Emily was crying.

Emily had started crying shortly after that, and I had been relieved. I had hurried to the room and hidden away the envelope before Erica could return.

Next time, I would have them send it to the office at Little Lake instead of to my home address.

I was sure to pack the invitation, checked that my emails were downloaded onto the device in case something happened and I didn’t have the thing – I could never be too prepared – and finally, I was happy with what I had achieved. Sure, there would be things Erica would add to her bag, but that was understandable. Everything else was perfect. I had confirmed our bookings at the hotel last night, I had filled my car up with gas on the way back from the office, and everyone knew that we were going away so that no one would bother us. It was amazing that it had stayed a secret from Erica, and I was glad that our friends and family could keep their mouths shut. It wasn’t something that had happened at any other point in our relationship. In fact, there had been certain things slipping out that I would have preferred to stay private. But that was all in the past now.

I heard her pull into the driveway and shut the car door, and a moment later, I heard her coming through the front door. I hurried out of the bedroom and to the top of the stairs.

Erica came into view, her blond hair pulled into a ponytail and her pale skin smooth and porcelain-like. She sighed, tired, and let her purse slip from her shoulder, putting it on the large table close to the front door.

I still couldn’t believe that someone like Erica would be with someone like me. Every time I looked at her, my breath caught in my throat. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.
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