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CHAPTER 1


          

          GENEVA

        

      

    

    
      Everyone stood around the cake, our voices singing out the familiar song, “Happy Birthday to You,” only the words to this rendition were a little different. Dana’s idea.

      “Happy gotcha day to you,” we sang. “Happy gotcha day to you…happy gotcha day dear Lucas, Levi and Lilly…happy gotcha day to you.”

      The adoption of Dana and Peter’s children had been finalized the day before. The couple planned what they called a “Gotcha Day” party. Better than a birthday party because, as Dana explained to the kids, she and Peter chose them.

      I scanned the room that was filled with all the people I loved in life. Dana and Peter’s faces were beaming with pride as they held the kids in their arms and helped them blow out all twenty-one candles, their combined ages.

      Peter’s sister Tori glided up next to me. She’d graduated college in California and had received her first field assignment as an environmental studies analyst, but the job didn’t start for a few more months. I knew she wanted to stay in Austin to be closer to her family so I’d invited her to move in with me. Although most of the time she spent the night with Dana, Peter and the kids in their new home.

      “What’s shaking, bean pole?” She nudged my hip.

      I glanced down at my body, laughing out loud. “I would hardly call this body a bean pole. Especially now.” I touched my stomach.

      “I’m not talking to you.” She bent at the waist so that her face was level with my now distended belly. “I’m talking to my little nugget in here.” She rubbed on my stomach. “Oh my God.” Tori jumped back.

      I laughed at her reaction.

      “He just kicked me!”

      “I know.” I smiled, rubbing the spot where her hand had been. “He already likes tall blondes.”

      Tori snorted. “That is just the coolest thing.”

      “What is?” Hindley asked, stepping beside me and handing me a glass of punch.

      “Oh, thank you. I’m always so thirsty.” I took the cup and downed half its contents in one gulp.

      “Yeah, me, too,” Hindley said. “Rory got so freaked out, thinking I was dehydrated again the other day, that he rushed me to the doctor. With no appointment.” She rolled her eyes and huffed.

      Tori and I couldn’t hold in our laughter. I’d always known Rory was protective over Hindley, but when it came to his daughters, even the unborn one, he was fiercely defensive.

      “I was so embarrassed.” Hindley shook her head.

      “Ah, it’s kind of sweet, though, Hindley,” Tori said. “At least you know he’s super worried about you.”

      “It’s borderline crazy actually,” Hindley said.

      “Does that really surprise you?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Just enjoy it.” I smiled, trying to suppress my natural tendency to be jealous of her. “It’s nice to have someone care about what happens to you and your baby.” My hand involuntarily rubbed my stomach. One of my greatest fears was fast approaching—becoming a single mom. Well, becoming a mom at all had completely freaked me.

      “Has she told you yet?” Dana asked, joining our circle of friends. She leaned in and looked from right to left as if she were the quarterback taking us into a secret huddle.

      “Told who what?” Hindley asked.

      “Have you told them who the father is?” Dana’s arctic blue eyes stared at me. Most times, Dana’s frankness was refreshing given the sea of fake friends I’d once had. Today, it was a nightmare.

      They all assumed it was Berk, my week-long affair in Hawaii five months ago. I’d never confirmed it. I hadn’t denied it either. They were smart girls, though, they knew. But I didn’t want to admit my mistake to them—or him. He was in love with another woman and I did not need that kind of drama in my life. I could and would do this on my own.

      “No,” Tori sighed.

      “What’s the big deal anyway?” I asked.

      “Just admit it’s him,” Dana said.

      “Leave her alone, Dana. If she doesn’t want to say then that’s her decision,” Hindley said. “It’s not like we’re in the 1950s and she has to get married or something.”

      “Yeah,” Tori piped in, “it’s totally kosher to be pregnant and unwed and not committed nowadays.”

      Tori and Hindley were trying to make me feel better and support my decision to have this baby on my own, but their words were reminders that I was just that—on my own. And it scared the ever-loving shit out of me. I had no experience, and no business being anyone’s mother, especially on my own.

      “Hey,” Hindley brushed my arm, “you’re gonna be fine, Geneva. I promise.”

      Tears burned my eyes, but I refused to lose control of my emotions. Oh, who the fuck was I kidding. I was pregnant, of course I had no control over my emotions, my eating habits, or my bathroom needs.

      I’d changed a lot over the years, but this mushy-feely shit was still all new to me, and I hated losing control in front of anyone. Even if it was in front of three women who’d come to mean the world to me.

      “I need to go pee,” I blurted out.

      I pushed through the girls and bumped through the crowd of people gathered for the party as I made my way through Dana and Peter’s new house. Everyone we all loved was in attendance—Leif and his parents, my parents, Peter’s mom and her new husband, along with several of Peter’s brothers. I had support, I knew that. But in the end, it would just be me and my little peanut.

      “Geneva, isn’t that the guy you were with in Hawaii?” Leif called from behind me.

      My heart seized at the mention of Hawaii. I gazed over my shoulder and saw him pointing to the wide screen TV where all the men were now huddled. My breath caught and I gasped at the face that appeared on the screen.

      Berk Rigby. My seven-day Hawaiian fling.

      He looked different. His long hair that had once hung to his shoulders was now clipped short, almost like he was in the military. His caramel-colored eyes were recognizable, but they were narrowed in a menacing glare as he stood atop some type of mountain.

      “What the—” I whispered.

      Every eye turned to me. I’d hoped my statement was quieter, but apparently it wasn’t.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked, rooted in place despite my bladder’s urging.

      “It’s the winter X Games,” Rory explained. “I knew that guy looked familiar in Hawaii, but I had no idea he was Berk Rigby. The Berk Rigby.”

      “That’s insane that it was him and we didn’t even snap,” Leif said.

      “Why?” I asked, moving closer to the television.

      “You don’t know his story?” Peter looked over his shoulder at me.

      “It’s just awful,” Leif’s father, Jack, commented.

      “What happened?” Before I realized it, I’d made my way to the sofa and was sitting on the arm, staring at Berk, my mouth gaping. He was still just as beautiful as I’d remembered.

      “He lost his family—his wife and daughter—in a tragic accident,” Rory said.

      “Daughter?” I shouted.

      “You didn’t know he had a daughter?” All the men jerked their heads toward me and spoke in unison.

      I covered my mouth with my hand and shook my head. I knew Berk had been married but a daughter? He’d never told me.

      “Yeah, it was a horrible accident. Apparently, their deaths destroyed him,” Rory said.

      “Well, they say it was an accident,” Leif added.

      The television show flashed pictures of a woman and a small girl. I assumed they were Berk’s wife and daughter. My breath caught at the sight of his wife. She looked a lot like the woman Berk had been talking to when I’d left Hawaii.

      “I love you, Berk,” the woman had said just outside his home. She looked so much like Berk’s late wife, they had to be related. Of course, she loved him. They were family. Shit! What had I done?

      “Turn it up.” I pointed to the television.

      “…and some of you may remember the story. Berk’s three-year-old daughter drowned in the lake near their home three years ago,” the commentator said.

      “Oh my God,” I gasped.

      “Jeez,” Hindley whispered behind me, her arm now draped over my shoulder.

      I couldn’t bear to look at Hindley, or any of them. If I did, I’d lose all control. Instead, I focused my attention on the program.

      “One month later, police found Berk’s wife Jaime drowned in the same lake,” the commentator continued.

      My breathing grew shallow as my heart slammed hard against my chest.

      “Although Jaime Rigby’s death was officially ruled an accident, there has been speculation,” the announcer said. “Berk escaped to his home in Hawaii for several years, but now he’s back here in Aspen at this year’s winter X Games, skiing better than ever.” The commentator’s voice sounded so upbeat, as if the story he’d just revealed hadn’t destroyed a man’s life.

      “I wonder what brought him back, Steve?” another commentator asked.

      I thought I might vomit. I glanced up at Hindley, tears now pooling in my eyes. I didn’t have to say a word.

      She wrapped her hand around mine and tugged me down the hallway, shoving me into the bathroom and slamming the door shut.

      “Oh my God, Geneva. It is Berk, isn’t it? Berk’s the father of your baby?”

      Tears streamed down my face as I worked to quiet the sobs now threatening. All I could do was nod my head.

      “Oh, Geneva.” She wrapped me in her arms, and this time I took the comfort she was willing to provide.

      “What the fuck!” Dana busted through the door.

      I didn’t have the energy to even acknowledge her. I was in shock. I couldn’t believe the tragedy of Berk’s life—losing his daughter, then his wife. How could anyone survive that?

      “Oh my God, Geneva, Berk’s the dad, isn’t he?” Tori asked, scooting into the bathroom and closing the door.

      I stood still, heaving sobs wracking my body as Hindley held me. More hands began to caress my back and hair. It felt strange, but so needed.

      “Do you think they know?” I choked out.

      “Know what?” Dana asked.

      I pulled back from Hindley’s hold, staring at all three girls, whose own eyes were now brimming with tears.

      Tori handed me a wad of toilet paper and I wiped my nose as she leaned in and dragged her thumb under my eyes, wiping away the makeup that I was sure was running down my face.

      “Do you think everyone out there knows that Berk is the father?” I nodded toward the door. “Did I totally lose it out there?”

      “They’re men,” Dana said. “They’re dumbasses, totally clueless.”

      We all laughed. Leave it to Dana to illicit a giggle from me at my lowest point.

      “But they’re gonna want to know why the fuck we’re all huddled in the bathroom together,” she added.

      “We’ll tell them you got sick, Geneva,” Tori said. “We’ll just say we had to help you.”

      I smiled at Tori’s flawless face. She could seriously be an angel. Her long, platinum blonde hair was like fine silk, and her blue eyes popped against her fair skin.

      “So, what are you going to do now?” Hindley asked.

      I slid down on top of the toilet with a thud, all thoughts of needing to pee gone. “I have no fuckin’ clue.” I stared blankly at the wall, my mind a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions.

      “I’m assuming he doesn’t know?” Dana asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Oh, fuck,” she sighed. “Did you know he had a daughter?”

      I shook my head again.

      “Shit,” Hindley said under her breath.

      “I think you should tell him,” Tori said.

      My head snapped up, and my eyes caught hers. She was completely serious.

      “I can’t tell him.”

      “Why not?” Dana asked.

      “Yeah, why not?” Hindley sat down beside me on the edge of the tub.

      “Um, yeah. I don’t talk to him for like five months, and then suddenly I just happen to pop in and say ‘Hi, I’m pregnant…oh, and it’s yours.’”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Tori asked.

      My head fell into my hands as I shook it back and forth. “I can’t, you guys.” My words were muffled through my hands. “He’s obviously suffered so much loss. I had no idea. Did you guys?” I lifted my head as I panned their faces. All three shook their heads.

      “That’s awful,” Hindley sighed. “I can’t imagine what he’s gone through. Did you know any of this while we were in Hawaii? I mean, I’m guessing not, because you’re in complete shock like the rest of us right now.”

      “I asked him if he had a child and he said no so I believed him. I knew he’d been married before. He told me his wife had died, but not under mysterious circumstances.”

      “I know I sure as fuck would want to die if anything happened to one of my kids,” Dana said.

      I smiled at my friend. Just the mention that she was a mom now had me near tears again.

      With Dana’s complete hysterectomy ten years ago due to ovarian cancer, she’d lived the last decade thinking she’d never have kids. Until she met the love of her life. Peter had given her a reason to live. Now she had not one, but three bright, gorgeous children who were all hers. Dana, a mom. The thought made me laugh out loud.

      “What’s so funny?” Dana asked.

      “Nothing.” I smiled at her, shaking my head.

      “Well, I still say he needs to know,” Tori said. “He’s already lost one child. Knowing he has another might help him heal.” Tori’s plan sounded good, in theory.

      “Or it could send him off the deep end,” I said.

      Hindley took my hand. “Either way, he deserves to know, Gen.”

      I drew in a deep breath, trying to steady my heartbeat, but it was no use. “What if he wants to take the baby from me? What if he files for custody?” I started to hyperventilate as panic welled up inside me.

      “Calm the fuck down.” Dana knelt beside me. “First of all, he’d have to go through us three bitches just to get to you. Then he’d have to go through you to get to the baby.”

      I smiled down at her. Despite my deplorable behavior over all the years I’d known her and Hindley, both had chosen to forgive me and give me a second chance to be the kind of friend I’d never had in my life. This type of protectiveness from a female was new to me. I’d never realized how much I’d lost until I opened myself up to receive another person’s love and respect.

      “When should I tell him?” I barely recognized my own timid voice.

      “The sooner the better,” Hindley answered.

      Silence filled the room as I stared at all three of them. “You mean like now, sooner?”

      “Yep.” Tori nodded.

      “What, go to Colorado, to the X Games?”

      All three remained silent.

      I jumped up from the toilet. “You guys, it’s the X Games. I don’t want to screw that up for him.”

      “So, wait until after his final run, then go tell him.” Tori explained it as if it were elementary math.

      I clutched my belly when my baby kicked deep within me. Our baby. It seemed as if even little peanut wanted to meet his father.

      “I’ll go with you.” Tori obviously sensed my apprehension.

      “Me, too,” Hindley piped in.

      “Me, three.” Dana smiled up at me.

      I loved these girls. I’d done nothing in my life to deserve them, but I was blessed to have them, and I would never take their friendship, or their love, for granted.

      “That’s sweet of you guys to offer, but I think this is something I need to do on my own.”

      “No, you don’t.” Tori moved closer, sliding her arm around my shoulders. “You need support.”

      “Well, at least let Tori go,” Hindley said. “Rory would probably have a shit-fit if I traveled right now.” She ran a hand over her midsection, smiling lovingly down at her rotund belly. She gazed back up and immediately we all four burst into laughter.

      “Hey!” someone shouted on the other side of the door.

      We all jumped.

      “What’s going on in there?” Rory asked.

      “Speak of the devil.” Hindley giggled. “We’re fine!” she shouted above our heads.

      “Then open the door so I can see for myself.”

      “Go away, Rory Gregor!” she yelled. She leaned in closer, whispering to the three of us. “Watch this.” A mischievous grin spread wide across her face.

      “Goddammit, Hindley, I’m not kidding. Open this fucking door so I can see you or I’m gonna break the fucker off the hinges.”

      We all looked at one another and burst into laughter again.

      Obviously incensed by our response, Rory beat on the door harder. “Hindley,” he growled.

      “Rory.” She laughed, reaching for the door handle and swinging it open.

      The look on Rory’s face was priceless. It was a combination of fear, anxiety, and sexual desire. Hindley was so lucky to have Rory, someone to protect her and her children fiercely.

      I wanted that. But more than for myself, I knew my baby needed that. Berk may never look at me as if the sun rose and set around me the way Rory did Hindley, but he was fierce and strong. He would protect our son. But first, he has to know he has a son.

      “Let’s go, Tori,” I said.

      All three girls turned to face me, their faces washed with relief.

      “Really?” Tori squeezed me.

      “Well, thank fuck!” I stood and Dana grabbed me around my belly, squeezing me so tight I thought she might actually push the baby out of me.

      “Good God, Dana, I can’t breathe.”

      She laughed and both she and Tori released me.

      Hindley came to stand in front of me, taking both my hands in hers. Her brown eyes stared lovingly into mine. “It’s the right thing to do, Gen. It will suck and it will be hard, but he deserves to know.”

      “Who deserves to know what?” Rory asked.

      Oh, God, I’d completely forgotten he was in the bathroom with us.

      “None of your business,” Hindley scolded. She placed her hand on his chest. “You’ve seen I’m fine, that we’re all in one piece, so go.” She shoved him toward the door.

      He grabbed her wrist and slid it off his chest with ease, tugging her flush into his body. “Ease up, little momma.” He smiled down at her.

      Hindley’s eyes went gooey and Rory’s went dark as a fall storm.

      “Oh, shit,” Dana sighed, “here it comes.”

      We all knew what she meant. A full-on make-out session between the two of them was about to ensue. Tori, Dana and I scooted around the couple as we slipped through the door.

      “Please don’t have sex in my new bathroom,” Dana said. “I’d like Peter and me to christen every room, not you and One-Nighter.” Dana poked Hindley in the arm, but she was oblivious, lost in Rory’s gaze.

      Dana closed the door behind us and we all giggled.

      I was jealous. I could admit it. But it wasn’t the vindictive kind of rage that once consumed me. This time, I was happy for my stepsister. Happy that she had overcome all the obstacles, many that I’d intentionally placed in front of her, to cruelly watch her fall.

      I wasn’t sure how Berk would react to me. I’d left Hawaii without a word to him, consumed by jealousy that perhaps wasn’t valid.

      I couldn’t imagine the pain and the anguish he’d been through in the last three years—losing not only his child, but his wife, too—and then having to relive it every time he competed. No wonder he’d escaped to Hawaii.

      Why hadn’t he told me that he’d been a professional athlete, though? Then I remembered our vow—no past, no future, only the present. How apropos would that be, three extreme sports athletes in one family.

      I understood Berk’s need for anonymity. I sought it as well. I didn’t want my past on public display for just anyone to see. He knew nothing about my past either. That was the way we’d planned it. But even in Hawaii I’d been drawn to him on a deeper level, wanting to know more about him.

      I couldn’t think of having a relationship with Berk. As much as I’d like to see where one may lead, I was no longer under the romantic illusion brought on by Walt Disney when I was six.

      I would go to Colorado. I would tell Berk I was pregnant with his son. It was the least I could do. But I wouldn’t expect anything from him. At least, that was what I told myself. Inside, though, all I could see was the movie reel playing over and over in my head, the three of us—me, Berk, and our son—walking on the beach, chasing the sunset. I didn’t deserve a happily ever after, but God help me, I wanted one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          GENEVA

        

      

    

    
      “Holy shit, it’s freezing out here.” Tori tugged her jacket tighter under her chin.

      My metabolism was ramped up with pregnancy, which meant my core temperature was like a raging inferno. The brisk winter air of Aspen, Colorado, actually felt good to me.

      “Oh, I forgot, you’ve got your own little homemade heater inside you.” Tori rubbed my belly. “You’re probably loving this nipple-hardening weather. I swear to God, it’s so cold out here you could freeze the balls off a penguin.”

      “What?” I furrowed my brow as I stared at her.

      Her teeth were chattering. “It’s an expression about the cold.”

      “But you’re from Utah. It gets cold there, too.”

      “Yeah, but still. This crap is so cold it would freeze the nipples off of Jack Frost’s momma.”

      “You’re insane.” I laughed, thankful that I’d brought Tori with me. “This is his last snowboard run, then I promise we’ll go inside.” I’d never seen a snowboard competition before. Never had a reason to. Until now.

      “I’m just giving you a hard time, Geneva. It’s fine. We can stay out here as long as you need.”

      Her willingness to go through this by my side, her reassuring smile and warm eyes, gave me the strength I needed to do what had to be done.

      “This is it, folks, the finals of the men’s superpipe! A voice boomed over the loud speaker.

      I surveyed the area. It was packed with X Games fans, out in masses to cheer on their favorite athletes. I was only looking for one.

      “Berk Rigby is making his last few adjustments before his final run of the night. He’s had one hell of a showing at this year’s X Games,” the announcer said. “Coming back from what seemed like insurmountable odds, we have to give it to Berk. He’s shredding bigger and better than ever. It’s great to have him back in the sport of snowboarding again.”

      My heart sank. This was Berk’s life. Snowboarding was what he did well, apparently. Even if he decided to be a part of our baby’s life, he’d more than likely want to stay in Colorado—or some other equally as cold environment—so he could train. I couldn’t move away from my family and friends. Not now that I actually had genuine relationships for the first time since my mother had died.

      A blast of freezing cold air battered my face, unexpectedly chilling me to the bone. I yanked my coat tighter and secured my pink hat on top of my head. “Maybe this is a mistake.” I leaned in close to Tori, trying to speak above the noise of the crowd.

      “What?” she asked, never taking her eyes off the giant snowboard run.

      I gazed above me at the huge superpipe, as the sportscasters had called it. The lights illuminating the course were over thirty feet tall, and blinding. They looked like the ones used to light up the baseball parks and football stadiums for night games.

      The pipe appeared to be nothing more than the bottom half of a frozen tunnel made of packed snow. The course was massive in width and length, and so steep I wondered how the skiers ever stopped themselves at the end. The snow-covered platform that ran along the side of the course was packed solid with fans from the starting point all the way down to the finish line.

      Before I could make an excuse for leaving, Berk’s face appeared on the giant screen at the base of the course.

      He wore a green and black helmet with several logos stamped across the front and side. Underneath, I knew all his thick, black hair had been cut off and part of me was sad about that. His goggles were wrapped around the top and the camera focused on his eyes. They were intense, completely captivating, and the same brilliant whiskey-colored brown that I remembered.

      My stomach fluttered with nervous anticipation. Maybe it’s the baby. No, definitely not the baby.

      His eyes rolled heavenward and his lips moved ever so slightly as if he were speaking to someone, or something. My heart clenched, wondering if he was offering up words to his deceased wife and daughter.

      I couldn’t do this. It was too much. Berk had already suffered enough loss.

      Doesn’t he deserve a second chance?

      “You’re not going anywhere, Geneva.” Tori captured my arm, bringing me back to the present. “You’re not leaving Colorado until Berk knows the truth. He deserves to know.” Her face wasn’t condescending or stern, but loving and kind, her bright blue eyes filled with concern for me.

      “You’re right.”

      Suddenly the crowd erupted in deafening cheers.

      I gazed up and saw Berk hit the first jump. He soared so high I thought he’d fly right out of the pipe. The pole next to him lit up, indicating the height of his jump.

      “Holy smokes, Berk’s on fire tonight. Did you see that frontside 1080 double cork?” The announcer’s voice echoed through the mountains.

      I had no idea what the hell he was talking about. All these terms were foreign to me. My breath was held captive as I watched Berk fly high into the air, twisting and turning, flipping upside down. Part of me was excited, watching him float effortlessly down the mountain, captivated by his talent. But the other half was scared shitless. What if he fell? What if he injured himself? What if he died?

      Within seconds of his run, everything in my periphery disappeared. The only thing I could focus on was the man I knew intimately, who was snowboarding his way down the steep mountain. With every jump he took, my heart followed, my stomach a mass of nerves.

      I knew nothing about snowboarding, but watching Berk fly down the mountain was like watching perfection. It was effortless for him. This was his passion. Even if he wanted to be a part of his baby’s life, I knew he’d never leave Colorado. And I couldn’t do long-distance co-parenting.

      I backed away into the crowd, hoping to make a quiet exit, but Tori grabbed me around the waist.

      “No, Geneva. You’re going to do this.”

      My eyes focused on Berk’s body soaring through the air, skiing from side to side in the huge pipe. Before I could take another breath, he was at the end of the course, cutting his board sideways and spraying the crowd with a cloud of snow. I could barely see him above the crowd now, but thankfully he was tall.

      I held my breath when he removed his helmet. Just as I’d seen on the television at home, his short hair accentuated his native island bone structure. Cutting my eyes to the big screen, it was illuminated with Berk Rigby. The baby kicked several times as if recognizing his father.

      Berk’s face was passive, unyielding as he waited at the bottom for his scores.

      “That was a near perfect run for Berk Rigby, folks!” The announcer’s voice boomed over the bottom of the mountain. “Let’s see if the judges agree.”

      Every spectator’s eyes were glued to the scoreboard, but mine were solidly fixed on Berk. I saw the tiniest lift of his lips in a smile. He knew he’d nailed his run. And without knowing anything about this sport, I knew it, too.

      “Berk needs a ninety-four point six or higher to pull into first place and squeak by Paxton Laine from Finland. Will he do it?”

      The crowd erupted into cheers and chants as the final score was posted bright—ninety-five point seven.

      “Berk has done it! He’s pushed past Paxton Laine to win the gold, folks. Berk Rigby is officially back.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as my gloved hands clapped together in a muffled tone.

      “Oh my God, that was amazing!” Tori shouted in my ear above the noise of the crowd. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I had to admit, Berk’s run looked like perfection. He looked like perfection. I studied his face, now washed with a semi smile that still didn’t reach his eyes. I wondered what was holding him back, why he wasn’t totally ecstatic over the news that he’d won gold.

      Suddenly, a woman with long, jet-black hair jumped into his arms, her hands wrapping around his neck. He caught her mid-air and his face finally lit up with joy.

      Shit!

      “We need to go.” I spoke in Tori’s ear.

      “Why?”

      “I just need to get out of here. This was wrong. I should never have come.” I turned to leave but looked over my shoulder one last time. From the huge expanse of space between us, Berk’s eyes connected with mine. He shoved the girl away, nearly knocking her to the ground. He launched himself toward the fencing that held the spectators back.

      “Now!” I shouted to Tori as I grabbed her wrist and dragged her along behind me.

      Berk Rigby had a new life, a new passion and obviously a new love. I was not about to stand here and watch it all unfold in front of me.

      I’d never admitted it to anyone, not even to myself, but somewhere in Hawaii I was pretty sure I’d fallen in love with Berk. This was all too much for me. I’d never make him choose. His past life had been haunted by tragedy. He deserved a better life. I wouldn’t be an obligation to him—to anyone. Not any more.
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        Nothing is more wretched than the mind of a man conscious of guilt.

        - Plautus
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CHAPTER 3


          

          BERK

        

      

    

    
      The cool rush of the mountain air brushed over the exposed skin of my neck as I stood on top of the mountain at the starting area. I wrapped my gloved hand around the zipper of my jacket, yanking it up until it was tight around my chin.

      I knew my next downhill run would be incredibly cold. The slopes in Aspen were unusually brisk this year at the X Games. We’d been warned earlier that the course was getting icier by the minute.

      Ice.

      Don’t go there, man. Not now.

      I drew in a deep breath to calm my racing heart then blew it out into the cold night air, watching as the heated vapors materialized into a rising cloud. I repeated the action three more times, but still my pulse raced.

      “You all right, man?” Benji asked, slapping me on the back.

      I nodded once, knowing if I spoke I might pussy out and not take the run. It was bad enough that the fucking camera was right there in front of my face, and the huge screen at the bottom of the course was flashing my story all over the place.

      Great. Now everyone knew about my wife and daughter and their tragic deaths. Like they didn’t already?

      Come on, concentrate, man. Get your head in this.

      “You’ll do fine. This is your final run, man,” Benji said. “You know what you need to do for the gold. But screw all that, dude. Go down the pipe for yourself, Berk, no one else. For once, have fun.”

      Benji Thompson was my coach and a good friend. He’d been with me through my darkest days after I’d lost Alana and Jaime, allowing me time off to lick my wounds when he realized the sport I’d been in love with for the last decade couldn’t help ease my pain.

      When I’d called him from Hawaii almost five months ago and told him I’d be coming back to Colorado to ski again, he’d been so excited, I thought he was going to deafen me with cheers of excitement.

      He’d immediately put me on a brutal workout regimen, and we’d entered every competition known to man just to get to where I was standing today. The X Games.

      As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I really had Geneva to thank for me being on top of this mountain in Aspen, competing again. She’d lit a fire inside my long dormant furnace, but not in a good way. Her sudden departure from Kauai had left me reeling. I couldn’t figure out why she’d disappeared without so much as a “Fuck you very much.”

      Her friends assured me I’d never get any answers from them and made it quite clear they were pissed as shit at me. I guessed Geneva was, too, although I had no idea why. I’d badgered her friends relentlessly the evening I’d discovered her missing, especially her friend Tori, but they’d refused to talk to me. The more they shut me out, the madder I got.

      “It’s for the best,” the pixie bride had told me the morning her family left the resort.

      I couldn’t believe I’d talked about Jaime, shared details of her with Geneva, things I hadn’t told anyone since Jaime’s death. I didn’t talk about them, wouldn’t talk about them, to anyone. But Geneva wasn’t just some woman, and that was what hurt most of all. I thought I’d come to mean something more to her. She had come to mean a lot to me. But obviously I’d been just a vacation fuck for her, an island tryst, and that stung most of all.

      According to Geneva, this was her MO, though, so I shouldn’t be surprised. She’d hinted of her days as a wild child. Even though she’d said she’d changed, it was probably all a lie. I mean hell, the woman had been reading a BDSM book for God’s sake. And she’d had no problems when I suggested we role play.

      Don’t even act like you didn’t want that, too.

      The problem was, I’d fallen for Geneva. I’d envisioned a future with her. It pissed the fuck out of me that she’d just blown me off, leaving without even a note to say good-bye. After her friends told me she was gone for good, I’d searched my entire house for just one word from her but found nothing.

      When I’d left Colorado for the sanctity of Hawaii after Jaime and Alana died, I’d had no plans of returning to the mainland. Ever. But Geneva had stirred feelings inside me, given me a picture of what life might be like if I came home. As quickly as she’d flashed me the picture of hope, she’d destroyed it by leaving without so much as a good-bye or explanation.

      I couldn’t hate her, though, as much as I wanted to. She’d actually made me feel again. Even though those emotions were anger and betrayal, at least I was feeling something again.

      “You ready, big guy?” Yellow Jacket asked. He was tonight’s rider caller at the top of the mountain and lined up all the snowboarders, prepping them for their start, coordinating with the judges and cameras below. They varied from event to event and were named for the bright yellow jackets they all wore.

      We’re with you, baby.

      A familiar voice sounded in my mind. Jaime.

      You’ll do fine. Just remember, it’s about the ride, not the competition. Enjoy it! I love you. We’ll see you at the bottom for your medal.

      Jaime’s words rang through my head. It was the same sentiment she always sent me off with before the start of any competition.

      I’d cut my mind off to her voice for the last three years, but even before the wheels touched down on the runway in Denver when I returned, so did Jaime’s voice. At first it scared me, but over the last few months of training, I’d learned to embrace it, appreciate it and let it motivate me. Sometimes the guilt was too much. Hearing her voice reminded me of what my anger had cost me.

      I lifted my head to the dark night sky and saw both my girls, their faces alight with anticipation and excitement for me. I didn’t deserve their love. I’d failed them. “I’m sorry.” I said out loud.

      “What?” Yellow Jacket hollered, covering the microphone of his headset with his hand.

      Shaking my head and ignoring him, I adjusted the chinstrap on my helmet one last time before securing my goggles and staring down at the course before me.

      “I’m ready.” Without waiting, I hopped down to the drop-in mound with my snowboard, balancing myself on the berm of packed snow as I mentally prepared for my run.

      The crowd below was at record capacity, or so they’d said. I closed my eyes, breathing in the cold Colorado air as memories floated through my mind—the first time I’d ever snapped on a board, the first time I’d literally ran into Jaime on the course, the day Alana was born and her angelic face had captured my heart for all time. The glow of three lone candles on her cake as we sang her “Happy Birthday.” These were the memories I didn’t deserve to have.

      “Rigby!” someone shouted behind me. I knew it was Yellow Jacket. He was reminding me that this was televised and they were on time constraints. Well, fuck TV, fuck the X Games, and fuck everyone else. I was going to take my time on this run. It was about me. I was back. Just like Jaime reminded me at the top of the hill, this was about the ride, not about the show.

      Turning my board parallel with the pipe, my adrenaline surged. I slid down the opening, building up speed as I dropped into the superpipe. I squatted low on my board to build the force I’d need to reach the height of my first trick.

      As the edge of my board hit the lip of the pipe and my body flew effortlessly in the air, my eyes caught the starry heavens for a brief moment. Jaime’s and Alana’s faces shone above me, casting their heavenly light along the track to guide me. I didn’t deserve their love and devotion, but I’d be a fool to say I didn’t want it. Actually, I needed it tonight.

      I’d lied to myself earlier saying this run was for me. It was really for Jaime and for my sweet Alana. I loved them both so much that each breath I’d taken since their deaths burned every inch of my lungs and threatened to end my own existence. I had to move on, though. Another woman from my past had made me acutely aware of that. I had to let my guilt over their deaths go if I ever wanted to have a real life again.

      As Jaime and Alana’s faces disappeared into the dark, night sky, and the blue lines of the pipe came into focus, reminding me of the depths of the flat bottom of the course, my mind returned to the present. I prepared my board and my body for the landing of a lifetime. If I could hit this one, I knew I had a chance of finally living again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          BERK

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my God!” Jackie screamed above the noise of the crowd. Her voice used to irritate me. It sounded so much like Jaime’s. But they were sisters, so of course it would.

      I held on to the edge of the plastic fencing, awaiting my scores at the bottom of the slope.

      “Berk, that was amazing!” My mother wrapped her delicate arms around my neck and squeezed me with all her might.

      Her long black hair blew in my face but I was glad to be hidden from the cameras. Tears burned the back of my eyes. My mother understood what this run meant to me—a new beginning, a fresh start, the first step on the long road to recovery and forgiveness.

      I gathered my mother in a strong embrace, listening to her words of praise and adoration. Gazing over her shoulder, I saw my family and friends just beyond the fencing. They all knew what a monumental run this had been for me. Suddenly I was thankful for my return to Colorado and the sport I loved so much.

      I knew you could do it, baby. I’m so proud of you. Ski for you, Berk. Just for you. Alana and I love you so much and we’ll always be with you. Don’t ever doubt that. Live in peace now, my love. Do that, for us.

      I wanted to believe that my wife and daughter loved me, but how could they? The images of Jaime and Alana’s faces on the Trinitron throughout the competition, the telling and retelling of their story, kept my wounds gaping for the world to see, and to judge.

      The way social media had fixated on their deaths instead of their lives left me in constant turmoil. Not to mention, the television crews who’d been hounding me all week for interviews. Thankfully, my sister Palla acted as a semi-manager for me and had kept them all at bay.

      “Berk.” My mother shook me. “You won. You won the gold medal.”

      Pulling my goggles down and pushing up on my helmet I felt the cold air whip around my head. Maybe cutting off my long hair when I’d arrived back in Colorado hadn’t been such a good idea after all. But I’d needed a fresh start.

      I’d won? I glanced up at the scoreboard. I’d won.

      My mother leaned in to hug me. “I’m so proud of you, ku’uipo,” she said, using the traditional Hawaiian term of endearment.

      I smiled, really smiled, for the first time in over three years.

      Casting my gaze over her shoulder and peering into the growing crowd, my eyes adjusted to the blinding lights surrounding me. Suddenly, I saw familiar eyes locked on mine. No fucking way. It couldn’t be. Could it?

      I saw the hint of blonde hair escaping under her pink stocking cap, the powder blue scarf encircling her neck brought out the familiar blue of her eyes. I was captured, mesmerized, paralyzed, just as much as she was.

      Her eyes were narrowed, her perfectly manicured brows wrinkled in confusion as she stared at me. There was no doubt it was Geneva. I’d tried to forget her over the past few months, focusing instead on my training, but I’d fooled myself into thinking her face would never haunt my dreams.

      I cast my mother aside with more force than I’d intended. “I’m sorry, Mom.” I stepped toward the orange barricade, fully intending to jump over it.

      “Berk, what is it?” she asked, looking beyond me into the crowd.

      “Berk.” Palla shook my arm. “The sportscasters.” She nodded to a camera crew in front of me with an X Games correspondent shoving a mic in my face.

      I owed ESPN something. An interview, a word…but all I wanted to do was capture the woman who’d eluded me five months ago in my island home and ask her why the fuck she’d left without a word.

      Pushing past the reporter, I made my way to the plastic barrier to peer over the crowd. Hands slapped against me as fans congratulated me. Normally I would have shared in their jubilation, but now I was frantic to find her. In a split second, I’d lost her. I couldn’t see her anywhere, but I knew I wasn’t going to give up. There was no way I was letting Geneva Barton run away from me again. Not without an explanation first.

      “Berk, where are you going?” Jackie yelled, tugging me back.

      I yanked my arm from her grip. I was determined to find Geneva. As I pushed my way through the crowd, their words of congratulations were muffled by my racing thoughts. What would I say to Geneva when I caught her?

      I looked toward the edge of the crowd and saw a familiar pink hat. The blonde hair blowing in the breeze was definitely hers. I’d recognize it anywhere. It was longer now, and a bit darker, probably thanks to the lack of sun during the winter. Before I could bat an eye, she rounded the corner of the huge judges’ booth and disappeared from sight.

      “Shit!” I said under my breath.

      “Berk!” Jackie yelled.

      “What do you want, Jackie!” I turned to face her. God, she was pissing the fuck out of me lately. She’d become so needy and possessive over the last few months since I’d been back in Colorado. At first, I knew she was just trying to help me acclimate to my surroundings and get my bearings. But now, her stifling hold on me, her need to control my every move, was getting to be too much.

      Her eyes were wide in disappointment at my outburst and part of me felt bad. She was Jaime’s sister, a link to my late wife and daughter. She deserved more respect.

      “I’m sorry,” I sighed, making my way back to her as the crowd parted.

      “It’s okay.” She gave me a half-hearted smile that I knew meant it wasn’t really okay, but she accepted it. “The TV crew wants to get an interview with you.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was have these guys asking me dumbass questions about my wife and daughter. No one could ever just let me ski. They had to dig deeper, find that edge, gouge the wound that would bleed and make a story sell in order to get higher ratings. They didn’t give two fucks what I’d been through, how much I’d lost.

      “It’s okay,” Palla said, pushing past Jackie to stand next to me. “I shut them down, told them you’d only be doing interviews later.” And that was why I loved my sister. She wasn’t always the brightest bulb on the tree, but when I needed her the most, she was always there, casting a guiding light for me to follow.

      “Thanks, Palla.” I wrapped my arms around her shoulder and squeezed her tight.

      “Oh, by the way.” Palla smiled, jumping up and down. “You won the gold!”

      Palla’s words echoed in my mind, but they didn’t register. I was still scanning the crowd for the infamous pink hat.

      “Where were you going anyway?” she asked.

      “Just thought I saw someone I knew.” I trudged toward the entrance of the lodge located next to the slope. If it really was Geneva, she wouldn’t get far in this crowd.

      “I’ll come with you,” Jackie offered.

      I stopped mid-stride. “Uh, no, that’s all right. I’ll try to catch up with them later.” There was no way I wanted to involve Jackie and Palla in my obsessive quest to find Geneva. I was pissed as fuck at her for leaving me without a word in Hawaii, but it didn’t mean I didn’t still think about her from time to time. Time to time? Yeah, right. Try every day.

      When I’d first returned to Colorado, I’d thought about calling Geneva. I had her cell phone number. She’d given it to me that first night we’d spent together. She’d written it on a napkin that had slipped away in the island breeze during the night. It was one of many miscommunications we’d had while she was in Kauai.

      Maybe her quick departure had been just that. Another cluster fuck of mishaps and misunderstandings.

      I’d promised myself I wouldn’t call her, that whatever had made her leave without saying good-bye in Hawaii must be important enough that she didn’t want to bother me with it. Putting Geneva out of my mind had been easier while I was training for the X Games. But now that the competition was nearly over, I knew my mind would wander back to the passionate memories we shared.

      Geneva had been the first girl to stir my heart since Jaime. I couldn’t discount that. But her abrupt departure left a sour taste in my mouth. Why the hell was she here now?

      “Berk,” Jackie tugged on my arm, “I think they want you over by the announcer’s booth.”

      Staring at the lodge before me, I scanned the perimeter one last time. My shoulders sunk in disappointment when I didn’t see her anywhere. Geneva would remain a figment of my imagination, a fleeting moment to hold on to, much like Jaime and Alana. Unless I could find her. Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          BERK

        

      

    

    
      The restaurant was filled to capacity as we walked through the door. It had taken me forever just to make it inside. The fans had rallied around me since my return and they all wanted to wish me well. For that, I was grateful.

      It was the press that irritated me. They were relentless in their pursuit for interviews, especially since I’d just won the gold medal. It seemed my comeback was in full swing and they wanted the inside scoop, whatever the hell that was.

      The victory felt hollow, though. Winning the gold had been a dream for both Jaime and me. Not being able to share it with her was devastating.

      Jaime was an Olympic down-hill skier and trained just as hard as I did. That was what drew me to her, her strong work ethic and dedication to the sport she loved. I laughed silently. Actually, it had been a collision at the bottom of the mountain that first drew me to her.

      I could still picture Jaime splayed out on the snow, her auburn hair spread out like an eagle’s wing against the powdery snow, those bright hazel-green eyes wide with fear. They were the same eyes that our daughter shared, but Alana’s hair was darker, almost jet-black like mine.

      “Berk, they have our table.”

      I startled from my thoughts. Turning toward the voice, I saw familiar hazel eyes staring up at me expectantly. I wished like hell Jackie would just leave me alone. She looked too much like Jaime, sounded too much like her…reminded me too much of what I’d lost. Jackie meant well, though. I knew her heart was in the right place. That was what had kept me from totally casting her aside when she’d come to see me in Hawaii.

      The hostess led our party into the restaurant and I stepped back to allow my parents, Jackie, my brother Rhen and sister Palla to follow.

      Jackie pulled me back. “I know this may be the wrong time to bring it up, but I just wanted to say, Jaime would be so proud of you. Winning the gold was her only dream for you.”

      Without another word, she left me standing alone, feeling like shit for wishing she were gone. Jackie was my only link to my wife and daughter.

      I hadn’t talked to their parents since the funeral, fearing they blamed me for everything. As much as Jackie tried to tell me otherwise, I just knew. How could they ever forgive the man who hadn’t taken care of their daughter in her darkest hour of need? I had been a father once, too. I knew I would never forgive someone who didn’t take the utmost care of Alana, no matter what the cost to his own well-being.

      With heavy steps, I followed after my family, making my way toward our table. I needed to stop acting like such a jerk to Jackie. She meant well. All I wanted to do was forget my past, but Jackie wouldn’t let me. Maybe that was why I pushed her away. She was right, though. Jaime would have been proud of me. But it was my fault my family wasn’t here celebrating with me tonight.

      I rounded the corner and stood behind Jackie’s chair, pulling it out. She glanced over her shoulder at me, her eyes holding no disdain or judgment. Maybe her parents really did feel the same way.

      “Thank you,” she said, her smile as bright as the lights on the course.

      “You’re welcome.” I returned the sentiment with as much enthusiasm as I could, even though everything felt off without Jaime and Alana by my side. The only other person I remotely cared about being here had walked away from me in Hawaii without so much as a “Good-bye” or a “Fuck you.”

      I pulled out my own chair, about to take my place next to Jackie, when my chest seized in pain, like someone had seared me with a hot knife. My eyes focused on the pink stocking cap from earlier. Fuck! Geneva was here, just a short distance away from me.

      I pushed my chair to the side, stalking toward her. Her back was facing me as she pulled off her shimmering silver coat, oblivious to my presence. She turned to the side and my heart stopped. I nearly choked on my tongue when I saw her protruding midsection. Holy shit! She was pregnant.

      What the fuck?

      Geneva lifted her head and when she did, her gaze caught mine. She bolted straight up and gasped, her hand slapping her chest as her eyes went wide.

      “Berk,” she whispered.

      “Geneva.” I seethed.

      “I, um, I…” she stammered.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” I clenched my fists.

      “Well, I…”

      “Are you fucking pregnant? And who the fuck is the father?” My voice was growing louder by the second, but I didn’t give a shit. I was pissed. Had she been seeing someone in the states while fucking me in Hawaii?

      “You need to back the hell up, dude.” The fair-haired woman sitting with her jumped to her feet, scooting around the table to separate Geneva and me.

      I recognized her. It was Geneva’s friend Tori, the one who wouldn’t offer me one shred of information about why Geneva had disappeared without saying good-bye.

      “It’s all right, Tori.” Geneva nudged her aside. “This is why we came, remember?”

      Why we came? What the fuck did that mean?

      Tori nodded once, but her eyes were blazing as she scanned me from top to bottom. I swear I heard her snarl.

      “What do you mean, this is why you came here?” I asked. My eyes darted between the two women.

      “Berk,” Geneva said quietly, “is there somewhere we can go to talk?”

      “Hell no, I’m not going anywhere until you tell me why the hell you were fucking me in Hawaii when you obviously were screwing someone else back at home.”

      “Berk!”

      My mother’s voice cut me to the quick. I glanced beside me and saw her small hand locked around my arm, jerking on me for attention.

      “For your information, the only person I’ve been screwing in the past two years is you, you asshole,” Geneva said. Her eyes narrowed and her expression bristled in anger.

      “How the hell do I know that?” I asked. “In Hawaii, you all but admitted to me you were a slut.”

      Everyone gasped. The restaurant went silent.

      Oh, shit.

      Geneva’s body caved in on itself as if she’d been struck with an arrow and was coiling around its deadly shaft.

      My body burned with remorse from head to toe, a sensation I was all too familiar with. I was a classic at fucking with people’s minds and making them feel like shit.

      She straightened and squared her shoulders. “You can believe whatever the hell you want to believe, Berk.” Her blue eyes burned through mine before turning toward her friend. “Let’s go. I told you this was a mistake.” She reached down, gathering her coat and pink hat. “But for the record, you are the father. Don’t worry, though. Your name won’t be anywhere on his birth certificate.”

      “His?” I whispered, leaning in toward her.

      Her eyes went wide as she scooted around me, her legs bumping into the table. She hadn’t meant to disclose that information.

      She was carrying a boy. My boy. My son.
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