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Dedication




For all the girlies who've been told they're too loud, too bold, too blunt, too aggressive, and too sexy.


You're not the problem.











  
  

1

Peace





Istretched awake and looked around my temporary home. My fourth in the past year. 

With its wide bay window, complete with a cushioned window seat, looking out onto the street below, it was, perhaps, my favourite.

I’d added a few splashes of color to its neutral gray décor since I moved in, and having my things around me made me feel more like myself than I had in a long time.

Here in Sage Ridge, I found friends and community beginning with Harley and Noelle before branching out quickly to include Shae and finally, sweet Wren.

A tease of spun sugar and vanilla wafted up through the vents from Mary Lou’s below. My Aunt Anita, God bless her, was already hard at work in her sweet shop.

Providing an old-fashioned candy counter, freshly baked cookies, bear paws dripping with every kind of topping you can imagine, real dairy ice cream, and her famous waffle cones to the good people of Sage Ridge, Mary Lou’s manufactured happiness.

It had certainly worked its magic on me.

When I first landed in Sage Ridge, I stayed with my aunt in her house in the neighborhood of Little River. When it became apparent I was none too ready to leave, I began to look for my own place. She offered me this apartment: free of charge no matter how I protested. It wasn’t until she pulled the family card that I relented.

In exchange, I added to her sweets inventory as often as she’d allow. Which wasn’t often. She was none too keen to give her kitchen over to anybody else, even family.

I rolled over in my comfortable bed and tucked my hands under my cheek. Facing the open window, I watched the treetops gently sweep across the sky, their leaves dappled with sunlight. A summer breeze lifted the sheers and caressed my face. I closed my eyes at its gentle touch and breathed deep.

Despite its location in the heart of the tiny downtown, here in this tiny apartment, I had space to breathe.

In a few weeks, when the heat of midsummer rolled over Sage Ridge, I’d have to keep that baby closed. But for now, I cranked my window open as often as I could, even getting up in the wee hours of the morning to open it before crawling back into bed.

Ever since I left, I couldn’t stand to be caged.

Leaving my heart and most everything I valued behind was the most difficult and the best thing I could have done. Not that I had much choice. 

I swallowed hard and closed my eyes, breathing through the pain as I always did when remembering poked too sharply at the abscess in my heart.

It haunted my periphery. A shadow dance of grief and light, joy and pain.

Those first few weeks after he kicked me out, I lived at a motel. Located on a busy through street that hosted a series of bars, a few businesses, and the requisite strip joint, the best my rented room could boast was bug-free bedding and a surprisingly decent coffee maker.

Half in shock and still fully under his spell, I’d curled up into a proverbial ball to wait for the storm to blow over and his call to come home.

The motel was a far cry from the luxury upscale condo we lived in when we stayed in the city, never mind the sprawling Tudor style monstrosity he owned in the suburbs. The constant drone of traffic and the more-than-occasionally raised voices of my neighbors rattled me, especially in those first days, but after a few weeks I realized that low-budget motel provided something he never did.

Peace.

The hand he’d held for years around my throat had tightened so slowly, I didn’t know I was suffocating until he cast me aside.

Even then, I held my breath.

Three sharp knocks on the ceiling below shook me from the past and split my face into a happy grin.

My aunt’s voice reached me. “Get up, lazybones! If you want to take over the world, you’ve got to get out of bed!”

Throwing off the bad memories along with my covers, I crossed to the window and watched the activity on the street until the echo in my hollow heart subsided. I showered and dressed quickly then reluctantly closed the window before heading down the narrow, winding stairs to the store.

Ignoring the door leading to the street, I turned right and swung open the door leading to Mary Lou’s kitchen.

“Good morning,” I called.

“Morning?” she snorted. “It’s practically afternoon!”

I pointedly looked at my watch. “Double A, it’s 9:00 a.m.” Putting my hands on my hips, I pretended to study her. “Do you need to go to the doctor? Perhaps get some testing done?”

Grabbing the broom, she lurched after me, giving me a good pop on my ass with the bristly side. “Stop calling me Double A. I’m not a battery.”

“Would you prefer Auntie Anita?”

“I’m too young to be your aunt.” She side-eyed me slyly. “Or maybe you’re too old to be my niece.”

“Okay, okay,” I spoke through my laughter, holding my hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry.”

“You always were a little rascal,” she grumbled, not quite able to quell her smile. “Just like my brother.”

Younger than my dad by nearly fifteen years, she had been the recipient of the best and the worst of him. Mercilessly teased, outrageously spoiled, and fiercely protected, she grew up under the shelter of his wide wing.

And did not hesitate to take me under hers.

God, I missed him.

From the pain on her face, I knew she did too.

“Okay, Auntie. No more Double A,” I said softly. “What are we doing today?”

She wagged a finger in my face. “Never apologize for being you, duckie. If you want to make your heart your home, you lean in.” She cocked a burnished eyebrow in my direction, her eyes twinkling. “I came in extra early and finished all my baking. You want free rein in the kitchen?”

I brightened. “Yeah?”

“Go for it.” She picked up her E-reader and left the counter behind as she headed for the tiny corner table she favored when the store was quiet. “And make me one of those hot cocoas you’re always bragging about.”

I grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”

Sharply, she reprimanded, “Don’t call me ma’am!”

I laughed as she continued to grumble, so fucking thankful she loved me so wholeheartedly as I pulled out the tools of my trade.

I inhaled deeply, something loosening in my chest as I filled my lungs with the sweet smell of chocolate, vanilla, cinnamon and rich cream.

The kitchen was the one place I always felt at home.

Here, my nerves calmed, my mind quieted, and my senses came alive.

Setting a cup of whole milk to warm on the stove, I measured out and chopped a few squares of dark chocolate, resisting the urge to lick my fingers. Whisking it into rich, creamy milk steaming with brown sugar, a splash of vanilla, and a pinch each of espresso and salt, the heavenly smell washed over me.

This was the smell of home.

Of family.

Of my mom at the stove, and my dad poking at the logs in the fireplace on cold winter nights. That house was a home.

Why didn’t anybody have a log-burning fireplace anymore?

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I poured the rich, chocolatey goodness into a thick, ceramic mug and delivered it to my aunt before returning to the kitchen and retreating into my bliss.

Hours passed in mere minutes. I slid three full pans of assorted chocolates into the fridge, then straightened my aching spine and rolled the cricks out of my neck.

Only then did I notice the laughter coming from the front of the store.

Pulling the chocolate dusted apron over my head, I tossed it in the bin to be laundered, a task I’d taken off my aunt’s hands, and followed the sound of happiness.








  
  

2

Caught Me





The kitchen door swung closed behind me as Anita twisted around to wag her eyebrows at me in the universal signal all females understood as the hot man alert. 

My gaze moved past her and stopped dead.

He stood, tall and well-built, his chocolate-brown hair tousled like some lucky woman had just recently allowed him out of bed.

It was an excellent look on him.

My eyes dropped, instinctively taking a longer, more leisurely look.

Long legs encased in faded jeans ended in a pair of work boots that had seen better days. A loose-fitting, nondescript white t-shirt covered his wide chest, barely hinting at the thick muscles underneath. 

Sliding down his sharply defined arms, my perusal came to a screeching halt as my imagination shifted into overdrive.

Because he had the kind of hands that looked capable of building things.

Like orgasms.

I tilted my head to the side as my eyes skipped along on their happy journey up the veins in his forearms, over the swell of his biceps, and along the line of his shoulder to his throat. What was it about a strong throat that so did it for me? I mean, it’s just an Adam’s apple.

Oh, but the cords on the sides.

Those I could just lick.

I sighed happily, my eyes tracing a sharp jaw stubbled with shadow, the prettiest lips I’d ever seen on a man, and smiling hazel eyes.

Hazel eyes that smiled directly into mine.

I blinked in surprise then barked out a laugh. “Caught me.”

He grinned, his eyes full of mischief. It was contagious, and I could not help but twinkle back at him.

I came out from behind the counter and stuck out my hand. “I’m Bridget. If we’re going to be friends, you can call me Bridge.”

The windows of his eyes slammed shut. Reaching out, he wrapped his large hand around mine all too briefly. Ducking his head, he gave a short nod. “Kian Matthews.”

Realization broke over me like a cracked egg. “Ohh,” I breathed.

So, this was Aaron’s long-lost father.

Aaron, my friend Wren’s son, had just recently met Kian himself.

Now that I knew who he was, I could see the resemblance, and noted the delicious thickness Aaron would acquire as he matured.

Kian shifted from one foot to the other as I took him in.

Whether she had tried to or not, Wren had chosen well.

I flashed back to meeting Wren for the first time in this very same place and how I’d felt compelled to reach out to her. Life had done its level best to take her down, but she’d held her ground.

I tipped my chin up a fraction. Just as I would hold mine.

Looking at Kian, a similar yearning gripped me.

There was a fragility about him that awakened the dragon in me. I’d barely laid eyes on the man, yet I wanted to gather up everything there was to know about him and hoard it away.

I smiled at him. 

Despite the gravity of his current situation, the laugh lines around his eyes made one thing clear. He was a man accustomed to laughter.

When he offered a slow smile back, his relief obvious, my heart lifted as if I’d won something both rare and valuable. Drawn to him like a tightly wound curl that’s been stretched and desperately wants to return to its natural shape, my body leaned into the space between us of its own volition.

It had been years, no, decades, since I’d experienced such a pull.

A small voice snagged my attention and stopped me in my tracks.

“Hi! I’m Isaiah.”

Looking down, I met wide, bright blue eyes set in a sweetly piqued face. He stared up at me expectantly as he extended his small hand.

My heart plummeted. Because I did not date single dads. I would never date another single dad.

Though my shoulders sagged, considering who he was, it was just as well.

With his connection to my sweet friend, Wren, getting involved with him could easily lead to unnecessary complications.

And the last thing I needed were unnecessary complications.

With a quick questioning glance at Kian who answered with a ready nod, I took Isaiah’s hand in mine. “Hello, Isaiah. Is this your first time at Mary Lou’s?”

Grinning up at me, his gap-toothed smile sent a sharp pang deep into my heart as he shook his head. “Nope! Dad and me come here every morning. Dad says there’s wheat and milk and eggs in cinnamon buns which makes them plenty good for breakfast.”

Kian groaned and rubbed a rough hand over his hair, the apparent cause of that sleepy, sexy, bedhead look.

Enchanting me with a crooked smile, he explained, “I’m not a great cook.” Wagging his head back and forth, he smiled wryly. “And I think I’m addicted to Anita’s cinnamon buns.”

Chuckling, I agreed, “You wouldn’t be the first to succumb. They should come with a warning.”

Anita cleared her throat.

All three of us turned toward her at the sound.

Gesturing to the tray she held in her hands, she ordered, “Bridget, take this tray like a good girl and settle Kian and Master Isaiah at the corner table. And take a break,” she barked. “There’s coffee and a bun on there for you as well.”

I rolled my eyes affectionately at my aunt’s rather obvious interference, though mentally I laughed. If there was one thing I was not, it was a ‘good girl.’

I was also not a girl who would push myself on someone who didn’t want me.

I faced Kian with a smile. “If you don’t mind the company?”

Stepping forward to rescue the tray from my aunt, he assured me, “Not at all. Lead the way.”

Once seated, I apologized for her shenanigans.

He held up a hand. “Don’t apologize. She’s been more than kind to us.”

“Hm,” I hummed, lifting my coffee to my lips before taking a sip. “How long have you been here?” 

He cleared his throat. “Just a couple of weeks.”

“And how has the rest of Sage Ridge been treating you?” I prodded.

His soft eyes met and held mine. “So far, so good.”

I couldn’t look away. In the space of ten minutes I’d seen those eyes laugh, twinkle with mischief, slam shut like storm doors, soften with relief, and now, I saw those hazel depths fracture with a pain that went too deep to ever be fully exhumed.

I opened my mouth, but the words would not come. 

Isaiah had no such problem.

“It’s super cool,” Isaiah trilled. “I got a big brother here.”

Kian smiled indulgently at his son and raised his coffee to his parted lips as Isaiah continued.

“He’s got a lady who’s growing a baby in her belly. Dad says she’s going to lay it like an egg in a few months and I’m going to be an uncle.”

Anita barked out a laugh as Kian slammed his coffee cup down on the table.

Coughing and sputtering, eyes wide and filling with water, he protested, “That’s not exactly what I said.”

Failing to quell my smile, the damn thing spread clear across my face.

“Dad!” Isaiah cocked his head to the side, eyes wide, clearly exasperated. “I asked how the baby came out and you said it came from an egg like a chicken and when it got big enough, she was going to push it out.”

Kian dropped his head. “I did say that.”

Isaiah grinned at me. “See?”

“I mean,” I spread my hands wide, losing the battle against my giggles, “it’s accurate enough.”

“Thank you,” Kian grinned crookedly, his cheeks flushed. “You’re very generous.”

Standing, he smiled as he held his hand out to his son. “Time to go, Isaiah.”

“Can we go to the park?”

“We can absolutely go to the park,” Kian agreed.

Isaiah immediately turned to me. “Do you want to come to the park with us?”

I drew back. “Me?” Glancing up at Kian, I noted the windows of his eyes had, once again, slammed shut.

“Yeah, you like swings?” Isaiah drew my attention back down to him. “I love the swings.”

“Me, too,” I murmured. “The swings are my favorite.”

He brightened. “So, you’ll come?”

“Sorry, buddy,” I answered softly. “I have to get to work soon.”

“Where do you work?”

Kian scrubbed his hand over his face. “That’s enough, Isaiah.”

“It’s okay,” I waved away Kian’s concern and turned my attention back to the precocious child that swung his dad’s hand back and forth while he interrogated me. “I work at Susie Q’s.”

“Dad!” he yelled, staring up at his father with delight. “We love Susie Q’s!”

“We do,” Kian answered, beginning to look distinctly uncomfortable.

“Listen,” I hesitated, wondering if I was walking into a minefield. 

True to form, I surged ahead. “I’m also new, but I’ve met some really great people since I’ve been here. Want to give me your number and I’ll let you know next time we’re all going out? Might be a good opportunity for you to get to know some of the guys.”

He flushed further. With his fair skin and open expressions, his face broadcasted his emotions. “I’d like to, truly, but I’m not sure if you know who I am. You may regret asking.”

“Oh, I’m well aware of who you are,” I teased. “You’re Wren’s baby-daddy, you’re here to reconnect with your son who you’ve been desperate to find for years, and when you finally did catch up to him, you found out you’re going to be a grandfather. Does that about sum it up?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah. I’d say you hit it fairly square on the head.”

“So,” I grinned and held out my hand. For some reason, I could not let this sweet man drift away into loneliness. It was a place I knew too well, and those laugh lines assured me it wouldn’t suit him. “Give me your phone and I’ll dial myself in.”

He held it out, and my fingers brushed over the palm of his large, calloused hand.

Ignoring the flutter in my belly and the burning holes my aunt’s gaze drilled into my back, I sent myself a short text before handing it back, careful not to touch him again.

Clearing my throat, I asked, “Have you met Gabe? I think he’s got a kid who might be close to Isaiah’s age.” I furrowed my brow trying to remember. “I’m pretty sure he has a little girl though.”

My gaze dropped to Isaiah whose eyes pinballed back and forth between me and his father. He looked up at me, his eyes shining with hope.

He nodded fervently. “I like girls,” he exclaimed.

A wide smile split Kian’s handsome face, his warm chuckle endearing him to me further. “I bet you do.”

Laughing, I teased, “Based on his genetics, you’ll have to keep a sharp eye on him.”

Kian’s eyebrows flew up as his mouth dropped. He blinked down at me. “Um…”

“Sorry!” I winced. “Too soon?”

He huffed out a softly incredulous laugh and shook his head. “No. Not too soon.” His hazel eyes twinkled. “And quite possibly necessary.”

Taking Isaiah’s hand, he dropped the tray with our leftovers on the counter. At the door, he turned. “You’ll probably see us later at Susie Q’s.” He smiled. “Don’t judge me too harshly.”

I smiled back, then whispered a promise as he turned his back, “I won’t.”








  
  

3

Don’t You Dare





Two weeks later, I threw my apron over my shoulder as I barreled through the swinging kitchen door. “Sorry, Susie! I got caught up,” I exclaimed. 

I loved it when Anita gave me free rein in the kitchen, something she’d been doing more and more often of late. But it was too easy to lose track of time.

“You won’t believe how good these taste!” I squeaked.

As she opened her mouth to speak, I popped a gold-dusted chocolate truffle inside.

She closed her eyes and hummed around the bittersweet ganache.

I fairly inflated with light. Lifting the container in my hands, I explained, “There’s more where that came from. I’m putting these on the sideboard for everybody.”

“Oh, yeah,” she moaned, dabbing at the corner of her mouth with her forefinger. “Those are to die for.” She pressed her lips tight and narrowed her gaze. “You’re wasted in this place, kiddo.”

“Blah, blah, blah,” I waved her off. “I’m getting exactly what I need right here.”

Peace.

Safety.

Purpose.

Belonging.

And though I was run off my feet, it provided rest for my overworked mind.

Funny thing about the stress of the past, it continued to exact its toll long after I escaped its source. It was slow-going, but I was getting better. I saw no need to hurry the process.

She began to protest further but knowing where she was going, I cut her off. “I’ll know when It’s time to move on.”

Perhaps I’d start putting out some feelers.

She grunted, satisfied with my reply.

“Have we been busy?”

She sat down in the chair, something she’d been doing increasingly often. “Just beginning to pick up now.” She quirked a brow and looked at her watch. “You good to handle things if I head out in a bit?”

I nodded. “No problem.”

She heaved herself up. “Right. Going to fix the shelf and head home.”

“You need help?”

She waved me away. “I got it.”

On my next pass from the kitchen, I noticed Kian and Isaiah seating themselves at their usual table. Since we met at Mary Lou’s, whenever possible, I sat them in my section. Looked like I’d trained them well because when they came in now, they headed there immediately.

Kian had yet to take me up on my offer and call me.

I no longer expected it, but I let myself enjoy him and sweet, sunny Isaiah whenever they came to Susie Q’s on my shift.

I walked over with a smile on my face. It was bigger than it should have been to be considered strictly polite, but I couldn’t have muted it if I tried. “How are my favorite guys?”

I sounded just like Susie. Which was good because Kian wouldn’t read anything into my words. He had no way of knowing just how true it was.

“Today was the last day of school,” Isaiah informed me with a wide grin, his eyes bright.

“Yeah? Congratulations, Ace!”

“Yup!” He nodded, his brow furrowing. “My name is Isaiah.”

“Ace is a nickname. It just means you’re number one.”

His face lit up then immediately fell. “I’m going to be under dad’s feet all summer.”

Kian groaned. “That’s not exactly what I said.”

Isaiah frowned. “You said,” he lowered his voice in imitation of his dad, “we can’t have you stuck under my feet all summer.”

Kian raised his eyebrows in supplication. “Completely different connotation, right?”

“Right,” I grinned. “Have you inquired at the resort and the rec center? I think they host a summer camp for several weeks in the summer.”

He nodded slowly, his eyes narrowing in consideration before meeting mine. “I’ll look into it. Thank you. Usually, my mom looks after all of this for me.” He shrugged and offered a small smile. “It kind of escaped me.”

I smiled back.

I’d do so much more for him if I could, but he seemed to distance himself on purpose.

Isaiah piped up. “Dad said we’d come to Susie Q’s to celebrate.” He tilted his head to the side then added conspiratorially, “We celebrate at Susie Q’s a lot.”

I huffed out a laugh.

Kian rubbed a rough hand over his hair and scrunched his nose. Hazel eyes twinkling, his face the barest shade of pink, he grinned up at me ruefully. “He doesn’t let me get away with anything.”

Isaiah laughed, his eyes lighting up as he looked up at his dad. “Like Mom, right Dad? You said I’m just like Mom!”

For a bare moment, the mask Kian wore cracked.

Grief.

Remorse.

And the steely, unyielding grip of guilt.

The weight of suffering in his eyes was more than should be allotted one gentle soul.

My heart hurt for him. Where Sage Ridge opened its arms and welcomed me in, it took one look at him and spat him back out.

I felt that yearning pull I always did when he was near. Forcing myself to step back, I turned my attention to Isaiah. “Do you like chocolate?”

He nodded, his big, blue eyes shining brightly in his little face. “A lot,” he stressed.

I bent toward him. “I’ll see what I can do about taking this party to the next level.”

When they went to order, I shook my head. “Oh, no. You’re going to let me surprise you tonight.”

Kian’s eyebrows rose.

Flushing, I bent toward Isaiah. “Do you trust me?”

He beamed at me and nodded.

I slanted a glance toward Kian. “You?”

He nodded warily.

I smiled widely. “You won’t regret it.”

Reaching out, I cupped my hand over Kian’s shoulder and squeezed, intending to communicate gratitude for his faith in me and reassurance that it was well placed. Instead, my hand met a solid ball of muscle that barely gave under my fingertips.

“Whoa,” I breathed.

Kian’s hazel eyes widened and flew up to meet mine.

I squeezed again and whispered, “Holy muscles, Batman.”

He stiffened and then began to shake with laughter.

I snatched my hand back and shook my head as I snorted and backed away. Waving my hands in the air, I grinned and professed, “They have a mind of their own sometimes!”

Running to the kitchen, my face uncharacteristically pink, I cajoled the cook to put together a feast made to my order in exchange for a custom box of gourmet chocolates for his very pregnant daughter.

By the time I came back out, Kian’s table was empty.

I stopped short, surprised by the intensity of my disappointment. Did something happen? Did I scare him off?

And then I heard his deep chuckle.

My head turned toward the sound I recognized after only hearing it a couple of times.

Kian stood beside Susie. With a small shelf in one hand, and the other hand hitched onto his hip, he nodded as Susie explained what she wanted, hands waving, eyes flashing, and mouth turned up in a smile as usual.

Isaiah stood beside his dad, his hands on his hips, looking up at Susie with a serious look on his little face.

When Kian nodded, Isaiah nodded.

When Kian smiled, Isaiah smiled.

And when Kian said, “Ten minutes. Tops. You have a hammer I can borrow?”

Isaiah turned to Kian before running after Susie. “I’ll be right back, Dad. Gonna get that hammer for us.”

I circled my tables and returned to the kitchen. When I came back out, the shelf was secured to the wall, Susie was walking out the door, and Kian and Isaiah had settled back in their seats.

I delivered their charcuterie board with a flourish.

Isaiah rose to his knees on the bench seat, his eyes wide. “Wow!”

Kian’s eyebrows rose as he stated, “This is not on the menu.”

My stomach lurched. Did I overstep? I always overstepped.

You just don’t know when to stop, Bridget.

“It’s specially made for you guys. And it covers all the major food groups!” I asserted, swallowing my doubts as I turned to Isaiah. “Eat all the veggies so your dad doesn’t give me trouble, okay?”

Isaiah snagged a baby carrot and chomped down. “Is one enough?”

I shook my head and smiled at him as I walked away. “That’s up to Daddy.”

I watched them surreptitiously, and every time I looked over, they were tucking into their food with gusto.

Warmth spread clear through to my bones.

Kian deserved a slice of happiness.

Isaiah did, too, but I worried about him less. He had his dad. He had Aaron and Nadine. He had me as much as his dad would let him have me, and I had no doubt he’d soon compile a long list of friends and admirers.

Kian had nobody. Because while Aaron welcomed Isaiah with open arms, he wanted nothing to do with his father.

I’d held out hope until the last minute that Aaron or Wren would invite Kian to help with the baby shower for Aaron and Nadine’s coming baby, and Kian’s first grandchild. Everyone in our small group of friends played a role in organizing the food, the invites, the decorations, transporting gifts, and even building the baby furniture.

Only Kian was left out in the cold.

More than once, I’d brought it up to Wren, but having tried unsuccessfully to talk to Aaron, she was at a loss.

It broke my heart.

When Isaiah pushed back from the table, I brought them a takeaway container to pack up the leftovers.

“I hope you left room for dessert. I did promise you chocolate.”

Isaiah rubbed his little food belly. “Always room for dessert, right, Dad?”

“Right, buddy,” Kian replied softly.

Right, buddy.

So sweet.

Aaron had missed out on all that Kian had to offer.

No wonder he was angry.

In the kitchen, I scooped vanilla ice cream into a bowl, topped it with a swirl of freshly whipped cream, and covered the whole lot with a generous drizzle of chocolate syrup though the ingredients made me cringe. Then I chopped the chocolates I’d crafted so diligently hours before and sprinkled them over the top and around the perimeter. For Kian, I kept his chocolates intact beside his ice cream.

Something in me wanted to preen.

But when I set it down in front of them, my heart jumped to my throat as my hands curled into my sides.

I’d never had good instincts when it came to kids.

They probably didn’t even like this kind of chocolate.

I mean, objectively, I could see it was pretty. But when you’re a kid, what does pretty matter?

I pressed my lips together, my brow furrowing. Suddenly, I wanted to snatch the plates back and get them a slice of apple pie, something I knew they liked.

What if he didn’t want Isaiah to have so much sugar? What if it made his stomach sick?

I bit my lip. “I hope you like it,” I rushed on, “if you don’t, no worries, I’ll get you plain vanilla ice cream. Or apple pie. Or both. I can get you both.”

“Don’t you dare,” Kian ordered, his deep voice firm.

My wide-eyed gaze snapped to his.

He held my eyes unflinchingly, a look of reproach in his. “Don’t second guess yourself.”

I blinked in surprise, my palm slamming down over my womb.

Where the fuck did that tone come from?

And what did I have to do to hear it again?

His eyes hooded and dropped to my hand before returning to my gob-smacked face.

“Can I have more after this?” Isaiah interrupted what was sure to have been a stellar mental orgasm.

Kian turned his attention to his son and smiled. “How about you finish what you’ve got, first.”

Ignoring the ice cream, Kian picked up one of my chocolates.

I watched with bated breath as he lifted it, and his pretty lips parted.

A sudden flash of jealousy flared to life that any other woman had had the privilege of touching him or kissing him.

Including Wren.

Rocked by surprise for the second time that night, I shook the thought away. After everything I’d gone through with Gary, single dads were out of the question.

It was simply a matter of empathy. I understood what it was to be isolated and alone.

Kian deserved a friend. I knew what it was like to have none.

That friend was going to be me. And that was all I could offer him.

His straight, white teeth met the creamy milk chocolate and snapped the crisp, shiny shell. Closing his eyes, he hummed as he chewed.

Voice low, eyelids heavy, he rumbled, “So good, Bridge.”

I swear my knees wobbled.
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Set Apart





This was a stroke of genius on my part. 

I drummed my fingers on the worn surface of the dark oak table as I looked around The Beaver Dam.

Or it might crash and burn down the whole town.

Encapsulating the entirety of Sage Ridge’s party scene, The Beaver Dam wasn’t what anyone would call fancy. Or even cohesive. But it had atmosphere.

A heavily tarnished dark oak bar stretched along one wall. Matching, high-backed booths lined the perimeter of the restaurant, the lighting becoming dimmer and more intimate the further back they sat. A smattering of tables dotted the area in front of the bar, and beyond those lay the smallest stage in the western hemisphere.

For once, it was in use.

It wasn’t often The Beaver Dam managed to snag a band. Apparently, the bassist of this one grew up in Moose Lake and had invited his former band, Drivetrain, up for his bachelor party. What better way to celebrate than jumping at the chance to play together?

They were incredible.

The lead singer, a sexy Viking, belted out song after song in a deep raspy voice that fairly demanded your panties. Thank God there was no one there I was willing to give them to. In combination with the spiked Kool-Aid, it was heating up to be a thigh-spreader of a night.

Noelle and Harley, both pregnant, had bowed out of the night’s festivities to stay home with their respective husbands, Hawkley and Daire.

This left Max and Wren, Gabe and Shae, Max and Gabe’s friend Julian, Kian, and me. We gathered around one of the small tables. Except for Kian. He pulled up a stool at the bar just behind us.

Shae practically sat in Gabe’s lap. My girl was getting her happy ending in more ways than one going by the way Gabe’s eyes ate her up.

Now, that man, with his full sleeves of tattoos and devil-may-care attitude, was a treat. And he had made it clear, the only one eating his dessert, was Shae.

Fuck, I think I’m hungry.

I half stood and poked through the basket of fries on the table and grabbed the last few stragglers as I watched Shae flush at something Gabe said. After everything she’d been through, she was due a good man.

Maybe he was a little bossy, but by the looks of her pink cheeks, it worked for her.

I wasn’t much into that myself.

I snorted.

Not unless I was the one doing the bossing.

“You talking to yourself, Bridge?” Wren teased.

I laughed and sat back down in my seat.

As soon as the band took a break, Julian, Max, and Gabe settled into their usual banter, teasing Wren and making Shae blush. Despite Gabe repeatedly attempting to draw Kian into conversation, he orbited the perimeter of our group like a solitary electron, belonging, but set apart.

I understood how that felt.

It had been two weeks since I hi-jacked their celebration at Susie Q’s, and I’d run into him and Isaiah countless times since. They still came into Mary Lou’s nearly every day, though they now took their treats to go.

If he was sending a message, I got it loud and clear.

I even agreed it was better not to get involved.

Most of the time.

Still, when Shae called saying there was going to be a band playing at The Beaver Dam, Kian was the first person that came to mind.

Half of me wanted to invite him, draw him into the fold.

A small town held many charms, but it was not always easy to infiltrate social groups that had been in place for decades. Me, Kian, and Isaiah moving in had created a veritable explosion in the population.

For me, Sage Ridge was an easy choice.

For Kian, it was more complicated.

Twenty years ago, he walked away from Wren, his pregnant one-night stand. By the time he got his head on straight and tried to track them down, they were smoke.

When he found Aaron through an ancestry test, he packed up his younger son and moved to Sage Ridge.

It was not the best or most welcoming of circumstances.

It made sense to invite him as he was deeply connected to our ‘family’ through Wren and Aaron. And Wren had encouraged me to reach out to him. She was sure, eventually, Aaron would want to know his father.

I wasn’t so convinced.

Aaron was an incredibly sweet kid. But the Aaron who showed up whenever Kian was in the vicinity was angry, hostile, and barely civil.

So, that was the one half.

The other half, the half of me that was far too interested in making Kian smile, the same half that harboured an increasingly strong curiosity about the callouses on his hands and what they might do to the inside of a girl’s thighs, objected.

Strongly.

But when I came downstairs to Mary Lou’s and found Kian on his knees repairing a loose baseboard? I couldn’t leave him out just because I had a little touch of the hots for him.

I was doubly glad I invited him when Anita told me he refused to charge her anything.

Based on our most recent encounters, I figured he wouldn’t come. Probably wouldn’t even respond to my text.

Who would look after Isaiah?

But I challenged fate and sent Kian an invite.

Fate picked up the gauntlet then danced around it like it was a stripper pole because Kian accepted.

Despite his discomfort, made obvious by his choice of seat and lack of conversation, he looked happy and somewhat relaxed.

When I couldn’t stand his solitary state any longer, I stood and nodded to my girls. “I’ll be right back.”

Do you know what you’re doing?

He’s Wren’s.

Sort of.

My eyes flew to her face. “Wren—”

Wren held up her palm. “Bridge, you go there any way you want to. I told you I have no claim on that man. Not in any way, shape, or form. And I would like to see him happy. I want him to stay for Aaron’s sake.” She smiled. “More, I want to see you happy.”

I drew back, my eyes wide. “We’re not even friends. I barely know him.”

Wren smiled. “But you would like to be.”

I swallowed roughly. Could I admit this? To them, at least? I wrinkled my nose. “Maybe?”

Wren laughed. “Well, go figure it out then.”

Instead of leaving, I sat back down. I had a higher objective in mind than my reawakened and suddenly robust libido. “You wouldn’t mind if he hung out with us? On the regular? Max wouldn’t mind?”

“Not in the least,” Wren assured me.

Taking advantage of the relative quiet as the band took their break, I slid onto the vacant stool beside Kian.

Lifting my drink, I found the straw with the tip of my tongue and drew it into my mouth before taking a sip of the deceptively sweet concoction.

Kian’s eyes dropped to my mouth, his lids growing heavy as he watched.

The zing that jolted through my pelvis warned me to go easy on the cocktails. I cleared my throat. I was here to make him feel welcome, not welcome him to cop a feel.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

He lifted his glass. “Straight up Pepsi for me.”

“You don’t drink?”

Kian shook his head and looked down at the bar for a second before answering. “Never.”

That ephemeral something I noticed last time I’d been with him hit me again. Despite his large stature, the breadth of his shoulders, and the steely muscles in his arms, he needed someone in his corner to protect him from shouldering the harsher realities of the world alone.

A soft place to land.

For reasons I couldn’t begin to understand, my desire to be that someone bordered on desperation.

My chest expanded to house the unfamiliar warmth even as I considered his words. I cocked my head to the side and leaned closer. Dropping my voice for his ears only, I asked, “Alcoholic?”

He slanted me an amused look. “You’re very forward.”

You’re too brash and abrupt. It’s off-putting. And frankly embarrassing.

“Sorry.” I drew back immediately. Struggling to meet his eyes, I apologized. “None of my business.”

His eyes softened. “I didn’t say it was a bad thing.”

I snorted and hazarded a second glance. “Isn’t it?”

The laugh lines around his eyes deepened. “At least there’s no room for miscommunication.”

Shaking my head ruefully, I corrected him, “Oh no, apparently I’m lacking there as well.”

“Hm,” he hummed. “I lost my wife to a drunk driver. Haven’t been able to stomach the stuff since.”

My startled gaze flew up to find his eyes soft on my face. “I’m sorry.”

As soon as the words passed my lips, I winced. Was there a weaker phrase in the English language? ‘I’m sorry.’ Of course you’re sorry. We’re all fucking sorry. 

Sorry doesn’t change anything.

I winced.

“Thank you.” He tipped his glass up to his mouth.

Loathe to leave him to his solitude, I wracked my brain for something else to talk about. “How are things going with Aaron?”

He sputtered and coughed, wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, then chuckled, his eyes alight. “You’re not very good at small talk.”

Inside, I shrank, curling my shoulders in slightly. Outside, I moaned theatrically to cover my shame. “I’m really not.”

Reaching out, he gently and all-too-briefly covered my hand with his. “It’s a good thing, Bridge. You’re a good soul.” His eyes twinkled. “There’s no doubt in my mind what you’re thinking. For me, especially right now, that’s a really good thing.”

It was the first time he’d truly looked at me without a single hint of wariness. The life and mischief he’d passed on to both of his sons shone in his eyes.

Recovering, I winked. “I’m good at listening, too.”

He smiled back, the tension he usually carried in his shoulders all but erased. “I just might take you up on that.” He swept the condensation off his glass with his thumb. “Aaron and Nadine are at my place looking after Isaiah.”

My eyebrows flew up. “That’s great!”

His pretty mouth tightened. “It is. For them. Aaron is head over heels for Isaiah and the feeling is mutual. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have a whole lot of time for me.”

“I’m—” I cut myself off before saying the dreaded ‘I’m sorry’ once again. “That sucks.”

He barked out a laugh, his sad eyes meeting mine.

Mesmerized, I couldn’t look away.

“It does suck,” he agreed. “It all sucks a whole fuckuva lot. But I’m blessed to have a piece of my wife with me always in Isaiah. I finally found Aaron. And he’s sitting at my house right now, bonding with his little brother.”

“It’s a start,” I murmured.

He nodded shortly, his smile small but hopeful. “That it is.”

The sounds of the plucked strings of a guitar floated across the bar.

I glanced back at my seat between Shae and Wren.

“Return to your girls,” Kian ordered gently. “This is the most fun I’ve had in a long while. I’m good here.”

I took him in, feeling that warmth in my chest expand further. Maybe both of us could use a friend. I smiled into his eyes as I settled back in my seat. “I’m good right here, too.”

The shaggy blond guitarist hopped up on stage and crossed to the drummer, slapping him on the back. The drummer tossed his head back and ran his hand through his messy black hair before twirling his sticks through his fingers.

The Viking grinned and shook his head at something they said, while the bassist ducked his head with a wide grin, his shoulders shaking.

They obviously knew each other well.

My smile was bittersweet.

They had something I desperately wanted.

A home in each other.
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