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CHAPTER ONE

“WE NEED A BIGGER place,” Terry said, trying to tie his long, curly hair into a ponytail and dropping on the seat next to me. 

“Since when?” Drew, his older brother and my boyfriend, asked. He set a plateful of pancakes in front of me and kissed my cheek. 

“Since you two started dating.” 

I froze, fork midway to my mouth and stared at Terry. Fuck, my being around was bothering him. Enough so that he’d told his brother.

“Terry, you have your own room. Why is this a problem?”

I twisted my head to catch a glimpse of Drew. He’d sounded serious, but not rattled. Since I’d started dating him for real, Terry had been Drew’s main concern. How he’d take it, whether they’d get enough brotherly bonding time, how his teenage brother would react if we ever had a fight. 

Terry rolled his eyes. “God, you two look terrified. Stop that.”

I shrugged and shoved the forkful of pancake in my mouth. Delicious, as always. “What did you expect, kid? I’m surprised your brother’s not having an aneurysm right now.”

Drew grumbled something, but I chose to ignore him. I’d rather play it cool, draw things out of Terry first. I didn’t know what the problem was, but there was something in our current status quo that had pestered the kid bad enough he’d put it out there. 

I thought back to the months Drew and I had been a couple. We spent most of our time together at their place. And whenever Drew spent the weekend at mine, Terry usually tagged along. 

Terry had never acted like my relationship with his brother bothered him, but I wasn’t the best at picking up cues. I’d done a lot of soul searching in the past year or so, reassessing my values, my wants and needs, shedding my shallow and ultra-selfish persona in favor of a more genuine me. That hardly meant I was great at figuring out others. And I had a history of being so caught up in my own self-absorbed ways, I ended up hurting the people who loved me. My ex-husband, Parker, and my own little brother could attest to that. We’d sorted out things and they were both my friends these days, but that didn’t completely negate my shortcomings. 

I could sit there and wonder about it forever and probably fail to figure it out. Instead, I went for the direct approach. Just ask the kid. “Is it because I’m always here?”

Terry batted his eyelashes fast, like he was having a fit, then sighed deeply. “Gee, Sherlock. You caught that, didn’t you? That’s how places get to be too small, there are too many people in them.”

“Noted. I’ll spend more time at my own place then.”

Terry frowned. “How the hell would that solve the problem? This place would still be small when you’re here.”

“Yeah, but if I’m here less, maybe it won’t bother you as much.”

“But then you would be here less. And Drew will turn into a wreck for missing you too much.”

“I can spend time apart from Taylor,” Drew said. 

“Do you want to?” 

I cringed at the combative tone Terry took. Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut. Let them sort it out among themselves. 

“What you want is also important, Terry.”

Terry rolled his eyes again and for once I thought of him as an annoying teenage brat. “I want a bigger place. I don’t want you to spend time apart, I just need more room. And preferably a garden.”

“A garden?” Drew asked, pretending to set Terry’s plate on the table and not to have dropped it out of his hand. “What for?”

“The dog, obviously.”

“What dog?” I asked. I caught a stumbling Drew and pulled him onto my lap. He definitely needed support for this. Apparently, he was moving and getting a pet now. 

“The one you two are going to get me, of course. After we move. To populate the larger house and the garden.”

Drew swallowed hard, then met my eyes, searching for something. If it was answers, I had none. I had no idea what was going on with Terry. But if it was support he needed, hell, yeah, I’d be there. 

“Terry, mind telling me what brought this on?” I asked.

Terry shrugged. “Just been thinking. It’s nice to have you both around. But there’s no more room if I want to have people over.”

“So you want a bigger place to have sleepovers?”

Terry grinned at me and nodded furiously. “Exactly. And if we get a slightly bigger place, like bigger than Van and Parker’s, we can have everyone stay the night. Like we do when Taylor’s mom throws weekend-long parties.”

Well, the good news was that Terry didn’t hate my guts for hogging too much of his brother’s time. The bad news? Well, Drew’s ghostly face for one. I hadn’t asked him to move in with me, guessing it would be too soon. He certainly hadn’t made that particular proposal. I didn’t even have a key to their place, for fuck’s sake. His now colorless lips moved without forming any words and I couldn’t blame him. His brother had told him we all needed to move in together and get a dog while at it. It couldn’t get more domestic than that. There went our plan to take it slowly and not rush into things. 

I could almost see the cogs and wheels in his head turning. Drew could never say no to Terry. Drew who still had plenty of doubts about our future together and whether we even had one to begin with. He could play it safe and disappoint his little brother. The boy who’d left his parents’ home and was clearly in need of a larger family. Or he could go against his own instincts to please Terry and have it blow up in our faces. 

“Terry,” I started, tightening my hold on Drew. “Drew and I haven’t been together that long. We’d be rushing into things, you know?”

Terry glared at me, his enthusiasm when he’d mentioned the dog, long gone. “It would take months to get that sorted. Besides, Van and Parker didn’t wait long and they’re happy.”

I wanted to point out Van had waited for a fucking decade to get a chance with Parker. But that wasn’t the point, was it? Once they’d both jumped into the relationship, they’d almost immediately moved in. They had keys to each other’s places well before the move. I, on the other hand, had promised Drew he could take all the time he needed, go at his own pace. So why the hell did my heart twist in pain and disappointment? The poor guy hadn’t even answered his brother’s request. No need to feel dejected yet.

Drew’s breathing sped up, as if he couldn’t get enough air flowing through his body. Great, at this pace he’d hyperventilate. And wasn’t that enough of an answer?

Terry redirected his wrath from me to his brother. “Oh, my God. Get a grip, okay? It’s not like I told you to marry Taylor. What are you so afraid of?”

Young Terry had gotten the light version of my past from, well, everyone. Of course, he didn’t understand his brother’s concerns. And in this very moment, I regretted my family had tried so hard to make me look like less of villain to him. 

“Terry, why don’t you spend the afternoon with me today,” I said, sounding more bummed than the situation warranted. “We can have a long talk and I’ll let you convince me to buy you too many video games.”

His eyes twinkled with renewed enthusiasm. “Awesome, yeah. Let’s do that!”


CHAPTER TWO

“THAT WAS…” I had no words to describe this morning’s events. I stared at the door Terry had closed behind him as he left for school and shrugged. 

“Yeah, it was.” Drew ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “What are you planning on telling him?”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Everything. Maybe if he understands my past, he’ll put less pressure on you.”

Drew smiled faintly and stepped closer, our chests touching. He cupped my face and pulled me into a kiss. “You’ll still be his hero, you know?”

I frowned and he soothed it away with a trembling finger. “He knows I talked to you the most about my family and him. He knows how much you’ve helped. So your past won’t make a lick of difference to him.”

“Yeah, but that’s not the point of it. Even if his feelings about me don’t change, he’ll still know enough to cut you some slack.”

“Tay, you don’t have to protect me.”

I pecked his lips and hugged him. “No, but I want to.”

It took a few more kisses and hushed nothings to get me going. I had a big day ahead, my first as James Crane’s employee. Terry’s little stint had taken my mind off it, but now that I’d made a plan for how to tackle him, my worries over this first day had returned, rejuvenated and more powerful. 

I drove to Crane Enterprises, its main office towering over the city’s business quarter. Slick, modern, yet weirdly understated, this was the center of James’s corporate empire. I’d said yes to his offer of managing all his charitable donations. I’d have enough work to stay busy and manage a team that would vet causes we took on. I’d also consult with my former employer, a fundraising organization I’d spent long and quite successful years working for. Still, I was doubting my career move. 

James had made an impression on me. We’d clicked and had since become friends. As an employer, he’d been generous and patient with me. He’d been willing to wait for a few months while I wrapped up my projects and trained new people. But would the people in my team be as impressed with my skills? And what about his board? Wouldn’t they feel cheated? They’d wanted to pay less tax, and James had arranged that by upping his donation budget. Certainly not the huge profits they were hoping for. Then again, Crane Enterprises’ profits were always on the rise, from what I’d heard.

“Good morning, Mr. Stevenson,” said the fresh-faced guy manning the entrance to the Crane Enterprises’ parking. “Here’s the remote for the parking lot entrances and exits. And this is your parking lot information.” He handed me a nice map, with the level and actual spot number clearly highlighted. 

“Thanks,” I said, dropping everything on the seat next to me and pushing forward. 

More admin stuff awaited the moment I’d entered the office. ID card, clearance details, my new laptop, my office—an actual enclosed space, with a door and a view, as opposed to the open space setup I was used to. Then a long chat with HR, where I signed some extra papers. 

“There you are.” James beamed at me when HR finally released me. He pulled me into a bone crushing hug. “We’re having drinks after dinner tonight.”

“What dinner?”

“You’re an awesome boss, so you’re taking all your team and some PR people to dinner tonight.”

“I must be a god damned superhero then. What with me not even knowing their names.”

James shrugged. “You have an extremely efficient personal assistant. Her name’s Bree.”

I shook my head, trying to fight a fit of laughter. “You’re determined to make me love this place, aren’t you?”

James wiggled his eyebrows. “Of course. I want my very first headhunting project to be a success.”

“Ah, so all of this is about making you look good?”

He nodded. “Yeah, and I forgot to tell you something. A tiny detail I kind of sneaked into your paperwork.”

If he’d made me sell my soul to the devil or something, I’d be really pissed. “James, what did you do?”

He skidded to a halt when he realized I wasn’t walking beside him anymore. He turned and gave me a sheepish smile. “Your sign-in bonus. People get it after their three-month trial period. But in your case, you get it all now. Well, soon anyway, Accounting and HR sometimes like to drag their feet.”

I stared at him, wondering if he’d want my first born at some point. Not that there was any chance of me impregnating an unsuspecting woman, but still. “I’m more than happy with my salary, James.”

He sighed and propped his hands on his hips. “Yeah, but this is something we implemented a while back. People sometimes move to work for us. Or don’t get a vacation if they switch jobs. We realized that a bonus makes them relax a bit, eases up their strain. I couldn’t not give it to you, that would be wrong.”

“So what amount are you talking about?”

“Three months’ pay?”

“That’s a huge bonus.” I already earned a lot more than what I used to. This bonus I’d supposedly get for doing nothing but show up? It made me dizzy. And a bit uncertain. I hadn’t earned it, so how could this be fair?

“I’m sure you’ll find something worthwhile to do with it.”

An image of a house with a big garden and a dog flashed through my mind. I shook myself out of that alluring fantasy. We weren’t ready. But I could save this for when we would be. Make Terry happy. Or I could use it to bribe him into giving us more time. It all depended on how this afternoon went. Which reminded me… Conflicting schedules. 
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