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      If you’ve ever looked at a questionable man and thought,

      “Maybe just once, for the plot...”

      This one’s for you.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      MOLLY

      Of all the things Molly Princeton understood for certain, there was one thing in particular she had no doubts about—a woman was only as confident as her underwear.

      For real, she’d ask anyone to hear her out on this point. A girl could always spit shine the outside, but it was what lay underneath that told the true story.

      This was the reason she generally wore lace.

      Lace, unfortunately, that no one but herself ever saw. She sighed, a disappointed sigh that came from deep within the soul.

      Today, however, her life theory was thrown into a bit of a pickle, seeing as she wore no underwear at all.

      The no undies thing? Not her fault.

      Well, maybe a little her fault. She was the one who had forgotten to pack undies that wouldn’t show through the silk sheath dress her bestie Rachel had picked out for her as the maid of honor at her wedding.

      A wedding in the total boonies where there was no Nordstrom’s or even a Walmart to grab something that wouldn’t leave a panty line. Thus…she might as well join the Army because she was commando.

      “Let’s ask Kaiya. I bet she has a whole new package,” Rachel said, looking up to the vaulted ceiling of the bedroom they were using to prepare for her fast-approaching wedding. Her makeup artist applied a touch of jawline shadow before moving on to the powder foundation. “Or you could just take me up on my offer.”

      Nope. Nuh-uh. Molly had a firm don’t share underwear rule.

      “I’m not asking Kaiya. I’m not asking anyone.” Molly said. Her issue was hers alone. Unfortunately.

      And, really, it wasn’t a big deal. The dress Rachel had picked for her, in a gorgeous blue silk, kissed the carpet, so no one was going to see up her skirt, anyway. Even with a gust of wind.

      Molly’s bestie and the bride-of-the-day did not need to concern herself with Molly’s undergarment situation.

      She really shouldn’t have said anything.

      Except they usually shared everything with each other, and she’d vented to her friend about her ability to forget something so important.

      But perhaps this might even be the change she needed to get out of the rut her dating life had been in for the past nine years. Of course, no one knew how deep the rut had become. No one except Rachel, who wouldn’t ever say a word about it. Best friend code, and all that.

      No one could know.

      Molly gave dating advice on a popular YouTube channel as her profession. Good dating advice, given the number of wedding invitations she’d collected from those who had used her tips in the past. Enough viewers tuned in regularly that she was able to pay her bills with sponsorships, and a few years ago had given up the nine-to-five office gig she had always loathed.

      “Kaiya always brings spares of everything.” Rachel turned as the makeup artist adjusted her angle. “Brand new spares for just this kind of emergency.”

      This was true. Kaiya brought extra of everything. For everyone.

      She was their prepared friend.

      Also, their multi-level marketing friend. Kaiya discovered this skin care system when she was traveling through Eastern Asia, visiting her family there, and, honest to God, it was better than lace underwear that didn’t show through silk. Kaiya brought the system to the States and sold the heck out of facial creams and serums. Rumor had it, they’d be branching into color cosmetics soon, too.

      “I shouldn’t have said anything,” Molly said. “You’ve got other things to worry about other than my inability to remember important clothing items.”

      “I,” Rachel said with a huge grin, “am not worried about anything. I have Evelyn for that.”

      Evelyn was Rachel’s soon-to-be, and also former, mother-in-law. It was complicated.

      “I love Evelyn,” Molly said. This was true. What she’d give to have someone with the persistence of Evelyn on Team Molly. They could move mountains together.

      Rachel already knew what that felt like. The Evelyn thing.

      “You only love her because you’ve never had her as a mother-in-law.” Rachel raised her eyebrows. “I happen to know all her quirks. Fake cat included.”

      “And you don’t love her?” Molly asked. The fake cat Evelyn always talked about in lieu of her emotions was brilliant as far as Molly was concerned.

      “Oh, I love her,” Rachel assured. “She wouldn’t have it any other way. But I still can’t believe I’m signing up for this again.”

      And, willingly.

      Mmm hmm, Rachel was marrying the brother of her ex. Some might think that was unconventional. Molly held a different opinion. She’d seen the spark from the beginning. Thus, this wedding was not a surprise, not to her.

      Besides, Gavin—Rachel’s ex—was very…unappealing. Yes, that was a good word for him. The perfect word.

      Molly absolutely understood why Rachel had ditched him. Though ditched might be an extreme assessment. There was no ditching. Their relationship had been like a wet sparkler: the fizzle at the end was spot on, but they’d never really had that initial blaze to push them through for any length of time.

      Oh, for sure, Gavin was very attractive—in the carnal sense. Broad shoulders, black hair he kept just long enough to touch his ears, and a face that would make even Calvin Klein want to pan up from the boxer briefs, just to glimpse perfection.

      But he was a nonstarter. The kind of guy who was perfectly pretty, but that was about it.

      “You look like you’re thinking about Gavin,” Rachel said with a laugh. “Or you accidentally ate a bug.”

      “Well, I was. The Gavin part, not the bug, ew.” Thinking of Gavin always made Molly’s mouth pucker like she’d indulged in one of her eight-year-old son Oliver’s Sour Patch Kids gummies.

      “While I appreciate your commitment to me”—Rachel closed her eyes as the artist applied eyeshadow—“I have to remind you that Gavin’s not a bad guy. Be nice to him today. Please.”

      The bad guy thing? That was debatable as far as Molly was concerned. She dropped her shoulders, shook them out.

      “Best behavior.” She made a cross over her heart. Rachel rolled her eyes.

      Fine, Molly hadn’t liked how he relied on Rachel for everything regarding the care of the two kids they had together. Their boys were best friends with Molly’s son, Oliver.

      Yes, recently, Gavin had stepped up. Molly was required as a human being with eyeballs to notice. She was not, however, required to forgive him for the years he had slacked.

      Molly didn’t appreciate slacker baby-daddies—seeing as she had one of her own and understood first-hand how hard life could be on a single mom. Exhaustingly hard. Frustratingly hard.

      A small child-support check every month didn’t take that hard away.

      “He’s been amazing about the wedding,” Rachel continued. “And he didn’t have to be.”

      No, he didn’t. He could’ve made the fact that Rachel had fallen in love with his brother a whole thing, and he hadn’t. Point in his favor. That made it, what? Like, two points? Out of a billion?

      “I’m glad that the wedding thing hasn’t caused a rift,” Molly said, because she was relieved that Rachel was well on her way to forever future happiness and a wedding that would be worthy of every magazine spread.

      She wanted that for herself—forever future happiness, not the princess wedding. Though she wouldn’t object, it’d never been part of her happily ever after dream package. Truly, most of her life wasn’t part of that dream package. She rolled with it.

      Even the fancy maid of honor treatment she’d received from the makeup team and the designer gown had been princess worthy. The hair stylist had gone above and beyond with Molly’s unruly black curls. She’d wrangled the beast of a mane into submission, and it actually looked…good. Half pinned up, half falling over her shoulders. She’d really wished she’d made time to go to one of those spray-on tan places so the difference between her dark hair and oh-so-pale skin wouldn’t have been so in-your-face.

      There hadn’t been time. And the good places charged a lot. And Ollie had needed new cleats for baseball.

      “I want to hear all about you and Cam the Man.” Rachel drew out the name of Molly’s wedding date.

      Sort of date. They hadn’t travelled to the location together—he was good friends with the groom, so he was attending anyway. Given that the wedding was a small affair, and he knew Molly from Little League practice where he was one of the coaches, it made sense that they agreed to attend together. Sit together at dinner. Avoid awkward small talk with other people. All that.

      She’d agreed to his suggestion without hesitation, even though her track record with first dates was more than a bit of an issue.

      “I haven’t even seen him yet.” Molly willed a spark to flash when she saw him today. The sparkler kind with lots of fizzy firework attraction.

      Up to this point there had been no voltage between them. But he was a handsome guy, and he liked kids, and she was getting a touch desperate. Who trusted a dating advice guru who never went on more than a first date because she always found a better match for her guy than…well…herself?

      “I like him.” Rachel waggled her blonde, perfectly threaded brows. “I think there’s something special about the way he looks at you.”

      Wouldn’t that be nice? Molly scraped away the hope bubbling up and pushed it aside.

      “Maybe.” Molly could really go for something special in her life.

      Perhaps the no panties thing might just be her ticket out of her rut. Change things up underneath and it would shine through to the surface.

      She should mention that in her video series next week.

      Maybe Cam would give her lots of ideas to work with.

      Uh-huh. Today would be different. Dear God, please let it be different.

      “Do you need anything?” Molly asked.

      Rachel’s makeup was nearly done. They’d accented all her best features, but they’d made her blue eyes the center of attention. And it worked. Rachel’s blonde hair had been teased and then pulled into a loose chignon at her neck. She could be a model for a bridal magazine.

      She even had some pretty kick-ass lingerie under it all.

      Molly had helped her pick it out.

      And Rachel hadn’t forgotten it. Because she was the organized friend.

      Molly was more the hot mess friend.

      But today was about Rachel. Everyone was heading down to the dock in about fifteen minutes to watch her best friend marry the man she was meant to be with.

      “Is there a Coke in the fridge?” Rachel asked, stretching her neck to the side. “I’d kill for a soda right now.”

      Molly moved to the mini-fridge and knelt to open the door. Several bottles of white wine lined the shelves, a few bottles of water, but no soda.

      “No.” She stood. “I’ll go grab one from the catering staff.”

      “You’re my favorite friend right now,” Rachel said, standing so the makeup artist could check her work in the light near the window.

      “I’m your favorite friend all the time,” Molly countered, because it was true. She and Rachel knew more about the other than they did themselves.

      She didn’t even try to fight the grin smeared across her face as she headed for the kitchen. This was her first time at the infamous lake house where the Frank family summered and concocted new plans for their Puffle Yum Toaster Tart empire. Seriously, that’s how the family had made its fortune.

      Deep in thought about how they got their blueberry tarts to be the same funky shade of teal as her current dress, she turned the corner to the kitchen and stalled mid-step.

      Gavin stood near the sink with his twin boys and Ollie. He leaned in, whispering something that left the boys in stitches.

      He glanced up, and his gaze snagged uncomfortably with hers—like she’d run her hand the wrong way on a piece of textured fabric. Then he smiled like he meant it. Which was bananas. He didn’t get to smile at her like that.

      A curt nod was what he got in reply as she did her best saunter toward the refrigerator.

      She glanced back at him with her kiddo, who was intently eating a toaster pastry and laughing with his buddies. Gavin leaned in again, saying something to Ollie that she couldn’t catch from across the room.

      Ollie pulled a face. Gavin nudged his arm.

      Her kiddo pulled his lips to the side and said, “You look pretty, Mom.”

      Her heart dipped. That was…sweet.

      “Bud.” Gavin shook his head. “We’ve got to work on your game. Be specific when you’re complimenting someone.”

      “His compliment is fine. You don’t need to micromanage my kid’s compliments.” Molly said the last part under her breath.

      “I do when he needs to up his game,” Gavin said, also under his breath.

      Reluctant, she glanced over her shoulder to toss some glare daggers his way. Hey, it was sort of their thing.

      Ollie stared at her, thoughtful, his tongue flicking to a crumb of toaster pastry at the corner of his lips. Finally, he seemed to settle on something⁠—

      “I like what you did to your face,” Ollie said cheerfully.

      She smirked. “Thanks, kiddo.”

      “The dress is a pretty color,” the oldest twin, Kellan, added.

      “Thank you, Kellan. That’s very specific. Your mom picked it out.” She gave him a smile for his effort while ignoring his dad.

      “That dress makes your butt look small,” Brady—the younger—added.

      Say whaaaa?

      “Brady.” Gavin shook his head. “No. Don’t mention her bum.”

      “For the first time ever, I agree with your dad. No one mention my tush.” Molly shook her head. “But thanks for the complimentary effort.”

      “What?” Brady said, apparently ready to defend himself. “It’s true. Mom says clothes are best when they make her butt look smaller.”

      “Okay.” Molly closed the door to the fridge for a moment. “You shouldn’t compliment anything about a person that has to do with things in their swimsuit area.”

      “Why are girls so weird, dad?” Brady asked with what seemed to be genuine curiosity.

      “That is an excellent question.” Gavin shrugged. “We may never know the answer.”

      That’s it, she was going to kick him in the nuts—right in his swimsuit area.

      “He’s right. You do look pretty.” Gavin smiled again.

      “Too little, too late,” she said, mentally tossing a few more daggers his direction. “You’ll need to up your game.”

      “Be specific.” Ollie raised his little eyebrows at Gavin.

      “I’m good.” Molly smoothed her dress. “I don’t need specifics.”

      She pulled open the door to the refrigerator and scanned the shelves. Every soda lining the shelves was of the Pepsi product variety. Damn. Rachel wanted a Coke. This was her big day. If that’s what she wanted, then Molly would figure it out.

      “That color blue makes you look like a real-life princess,” Gavin said from behind her, his deep voice rumbling over her nerve endings and stirring up butterflies she’d expressly reserved for Cam. “It suits you.”

      What was his game?

      She cleared her throat and threw up the wall she was so excellent at erecting.

      “You look handsome yourself.” Well, he did.

      “I had a haircut,” he said, like this was a big deal and he deserved a gold star.

      Before Ollie could tell her to be specific, she said, “Your ears are looking very symmetrical today, and I like the way the tuxedo helps you keep track of Ollie so I can fulfill my wedding duties.”

      The wink she tossed at the end was added to mess with him. This was her way.

      He chuckled.

      “Yes, ma’am. We all clean up nice.” She turned back to the fridge. Still no Coke.

      She pinched her lips together.

      “Everything okay?” Gavin asked, and dammit all, he was right there beside her staring into the Coke-less void with her. Didn’t he have a swamp to go lounge in or something?

      “Rachel wants a Coke.” Molly forced herself not to bite at her bottom lip. The makeup artist who had troweled on Molly’s look had done a brilliant job. Now it was Molly’s job not to do anything to muck it up—like nibble at her lips.

      “I don’t think staring at the shelf is going to make one appear.” He inched just a tad closer to her. “But I’m willing to try if you are.”

      “Har.” She willed her feet to step away from him and lifted her hand to rub at the space between her eyebrows, but stopped herself. No. Messing. With. The. Makeup.

      “Did you check the pantry?” Kellan asked, pointing toward a door near the back of the kitchen. “Maybe they’re in that refrigerator.”

      “Were you going to mention the other fridge?” Molly asked, tossing more eye daggers at Gavin.

      He nodded. Pulled his lips to the side. “I was getting to it.”

      Molly gritted her teeth—another few minutes with Gavin and she’d need some serious dental work. “I’m not wearing enough underwear to deal with you right now.”

      “I have no idea what that means.”

      “Yep.” Molly popped her lips and said quietly so only Gavin could hear, “Probably best you don’t know that I’m not wearing underwear right now.”

      His lips parted. His cheeks flushed. “I’ll check the butler’s pantry.”

      Gavin turned and strode away.

      Molly’s face heated. Gavin did not need to know about her underwear situation. Ever.

      He returned with two familiar red mini-cans with a white swish on them. “Apparently, Mama hides the Coke in the back of that one.”

      “Oh, thank hell.” Molly scooted forward to him as he passed over the soda.

      “You’re welcome,” he said, like he was the one who recommended that refrigerator.

      “Thank you, Kellan.” She held up the cans to him. “For these.”

      Kellan kicked his feet against the cabinets. “You’re welcome.”

      Despite what anyone who saw her in that moment might think, she did not bolt away from the kitchen.

      No, she didn’t saunter like she wished she had.

      But she didn’t run.

      No. She didn’t.

      That was her story. She was sticking to it.

      What she should have done was look up before plowing into her date for the night.

      “Oh my gosh.” She held up the cans, careful they didn’t get shaken up in the head-on collision.

      Cam reached out to steady her. “Hey, you,” he said.

      “Hey…you.” Nothing. She felt nothing. The butterflies she had been dreaming of dancing all around her belly were totally, traitorously silent.

      Reaching for his arm, she gave it a not-at-all-awkward squeeze, willing a spark to flare.

      Nothing.

      “I’m—” She held up the sodas. “On a mission to give the bride something to drink.”

      Cam gave her a lopsided smile and his eyes freaking twinkled. Her nerve endings were dormant. Dead. Not interested in him at all. This was ridiculous.

      He eyed the drinks in her palms. “Well, I happen to think there’s something special about a woman who is prepared.”

      Well, then, crap, he was gonna have to keep looking.

      Because that was not her.

      She forced a smile as Kaiya rounded the corner behind Cam. She waved to Molly, hurrying toward her, her glossy black hair swishing as she moved with purpose. The subtle bow shape of her red-glossed lips pursed, and the beige skin of her cheeks pinked, apparently from hustling on her search to solve the undies situation.

      Two brand new packages of Fruit of the Loom undies were in her grip. Seeing Cam, she tucked them at her side so it wasn’t so obvious what she had. “Rachel said you have an issue. I have a solution.”

      Cam turned to Kaiya and drank her in like she was one of the Cokes in Molly’s grip.

      And the Molly first-date-curse struck again.

      “Cam, I’d like you to meet my friend Kaiya,” Molly said, already preparing herself for their upcoming wedding announcement.

      Dammit.
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      MOLLY

      What mattered today was not that Molly had paired her date with one of her favorite friends, and not that Molly was now sitting awkwardly alone at the head table while everyone else danced. What mattered was that Rachel was blissfully happy with her new husband.

      Yes, that’s precisely what mattered.

      Molly fidgeted with the edge of her napkin in the large, heated event tent erected in the backyard of the Frank family mountain mansion. The wedding planner had transformed the inside of the tent with loads of flowers—white roses absolutely everywhere and hydrangeas mixed with wisteria lounging along the ceiling poles. White silk curtains all around the edges added a finishing touch.

      They may have held the reception in an event tent, but the place looked like a palace.

      And the Franks had brought in a band. Good music. Mostly country, which made sense given that they were in the country.

      The packed dance floor lay smack dab in the center, and though there were not a ton of guests, most were dancing. Dan and Kaiya were in the middle of it all. They had hit it off, because of course they had.

      Even the kids were getting their groove on under the disco ball.

      The three boys might as well be triplets, what with the way they cemented themselves together as a unit.

      “Is this seat taken?” Gavin asked, maneuvering beside her to Dan’s long-vacant chair.

      “Not anymore.” She didn’t even try to think of a spunky comeback like she usually did with Gavin. “Have at it.”

      He sat and slid a fresh bottle of sparkling water in her direction. Started to say something, then stopped. Finally, after clearing his throat twice, he said, “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, not meeting his eyes because she did not want a repeat of the whole butterfly, nerve endings, sizzling thing that had happened in the kitchen. “Yeah, why?”

      His shoulder lifted just a smidge. “The life of the party isn’t usually sitting alone.”

      “Am I the life of the party?” she asked, sounding a little sad even to her own ears. Which was unacceptable. So she willed herself to set down the napkin in her hands and said, “You’re usually in bed by the time the party starts. I didn’t think you’d noticed.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “While it’s true I like shut eye, I have eyes, so I can see that you’re usually at the center of things. I assume that continues after I eat my blue plate special and go to bed early?”

      Yes, he was right. Usually, she wouldn’t have cared if she didn’t have a date. She would’ve borrowed a dance partner or forced Ollie to groove with her.

      “I guess I’m not feeling it tonight. Leave it to me not to drink enough coffee on the wedding day.” She gave in to the pressure inside her and turned to fully face Gavin. Striking, of course, in his tux. But he looked tired. Like he actually did need to go to bed before eight. She’d really been joking before.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He grinned, but it missed his usual sarcastic glow. “I’m fine.”

      “The boys wore you out today?” The three of them together were a total handful. Three full handfuls, if one were counting.

      “Nah, they’re good kids.” He’d been with them all day so Molly and Rachel didn’t have to worry about the distraction. He’d even taken them rollerblading down on the asphalt drive—Ollie had talked nonstop about it through the reception.

      She swallowed the toad that lodged in her throat at the realization she needed to thank Gavin for that. Ollie had had a fantastic time.

      Was she willing to give him a hall pass for the years he skipped out? No. She wasn’t.

      But he’d been there for Rachel—and for her today.

      What was that? Up to three points now?

      “I guess…I should…thank you,” she forced herself to say.

      He ticked his head to the side in question, the edge of his styled hair brushing along his ear at the movement. Her fingertips itched to smooth the misplaced chunk of hair.

      She bristled at the urge. He needed another haircut. “I’m telling you thanks. For taking care of Ollie today,”

      she blurted. Then she gulped. “Thank you for taking care of him.”

      There. Done. Didn’t kill her.

      “You’re welcome. For taking care of Ollie today,” he said, carefully. “You’re welcome for taking care of him.”

      Was he making fun of her? She squinted. No, the tone was light. Gavin was trying to be funny. Look at that.

      “Do you want to dance?” Gavin asked. She stilled, glanced around behind her. Was he speaking to her?

      There wasn’t anyone else within earshot, so it must’ve been her.

      “Yes, I mean you,” Gavin said with a low rumble that could’ve been a chuckle or it could’ve been…she did not know.

      “Me?” she asked, the need for confirmation urgent because in that moment you could’ve tipped her off of her chair with only the light from the disco ball. What, with the intensity of his brown eyes boring into her.

      Dancing meant touching. And touching was a terrible idea because she’d probably end up strangling him. Then the police would have to come. It’d be a whole thing and would totally wreck Rachel’s happy day.

      “Won’t your date mind?” she asked. Because surely he had a date here. Didn’t he have a date? Gavin was Gavin, so surely he had somebody here with him. Someone he probably didn’t set up with his friend in the middle of their date.

      She scanned the room and racked her brain, but no; she hadn’t seen him with anyone but the kids.

      He shook his head. “No date for me.”

      “She decided at the last minute your teeth aren’t straight enough?” Molly asked because she was still Molly.

      Gavin chuckled. “I’m on a break from all of that.” He leaned forward, barely touching her personal space. “And the orthodontist signed off on my straight teeth when I was fifteen.”

      “All the women told you no, didn’t they?” she asked. “Bound to happen sometime, I guess.”

      He gave a wry smile. “I didn’t give anyone the chance. I figured I’d fly solo for a while.”

      “That’s very unlike you,” Molly said. Super unlike him, really.

      “I decided after my engagement imploded that I needed to take some time to get to know myself.”

      She waved him off, shaking her head. “That’s a bad idea.”

      “Because I’m not likeable?” He asked the question with a debonaire smoothness that would’ve been endearing on anyone else.

      “Hey, you said it.” Molly nudged him with her elbow. “Not me.”

      He chuckled. Rolled with it.

      “How’s that going for you?” she asked, because he was

      still sitting there and she didn’t have anyone else to talk to. “The whole getting to know yourself thing?”

      “Good. I’m enjoying my company. Enjoying my kids.

      Trying out new hobbies.”

      That all sounded very adult. Look at him, adulting. Adulting and watching all the kids all day, and now he was making small talk with her. In a tuxedo no less. Whew. It’s like he wasn’t even Gavin anymore.

      She hadn’t realized the chilly mountain air had seeped into her skin until the warmth of his body so near hers made it disappear. Not in a normal Gavin-induced-rash way either. He smelled of oak and vanilla and a really heady male scent that made her want to sniff him real good.

      What the hell?

      She had never, not once in her entire existence, wanted to sniff Gavin Frank.

      Throw him in a lake? Oh, lots of times.

      Tell him to jump off a cliff? At least a dozen times. The sniff thing? Nope. Never.

      Good thing they were both happy to be single together. “Welcome to Club Solo.” Molly tried to go with light,

      but it actually sounded sort of sad the way it came out.

      “So Dan’s pretty excited about Kaiya,” Gavin said. “He said you introduced them?”

      She nodded. Fidgeted with the chilled green bottle of Perrier he’d brought for her. “Yup.”

      He said nothing to that. She said nothing to that.

      They both just sat there, saying nothing.

      She could totally say nothing by herself. His presence was not required for that.

      “I’d prefer to discuss your lack of date than mine,” Molly said, finally.

      They sat in silence for a moment, but oddly, this time, it wasn’t uncomfortable silence. Just quiet. Watching the room together.

      “Somebody once said that before a person is ready to commit, they should be comfortable being alone.” He grimaced a bit. “I’m trying that out.”

      In that moment you could’ve knocked her over with a splash of club soda. Because the someone who said that was her. On her web show. About six months ago.

      She was an idiot for giving that advice, and mostly it was to comfort herself and her lack of a committed relationship.

      “You watch my show?”

      “Oh, hey, it’s Molly,” he said in just the same way she did at the beginning of every episode. Not mocking her or anything, just clarifying that he’d seen the show.

      The hinge of her jaw stopped doing its job and her mouth plopped right open.

      Gavin seeing her show was reasonable on some level, because it was fairly popular. She made enough on ad revenue to pay her rent. Sometimes she’d even do appearances and speaking gigs for viewers who enjoyed her brand of advice.

      Still… Gavin? Watching her show?

      She couldn’t seem to make her tongue work.

      And he’d taken her advice?

      “You look like I just told you that there’s no more wedding cake,” he said. “Is it bad that I tune in?”

      “How many?” she asked, regaining some control over her lips and the ability to move them. “Episodes?”

      He glanced back to the dance floor, then to her.

      “Seriously?”

      “How many?” she asked again. “Seriously.”

      “Uh…” He scratched at his collar, finally loosening the tie with the edge of his fingertip and unbuttoning the top button.

      She did not appreciate how his now-exposed Adam’s apple bobbed because it seemed to be taunting her. Her advice was for normal people in the dating world. Not Gavin.

      “All of them,” he said after a long pause, covering his mouth with his palm as he spoke.

      “I’ve been making episodes for years.” She leveled a stare at him. “You’ve seen them all?”

      He nodded. Lifted a shoulder. “You give excellent advice.”

      “You watched my show even when you were with Dakota?” she asked, because there was no way Dakota watched it.

      He paled just a touch at the mention of his ex-fiancée. Damn, that was low. She mentally smacked herself. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m so sorry.”

      It’d been a while since he broke up with his fiancée, but Molly was sure the death of that relationship still smarted. Heck, her last serious relationship ended over eight years ago and she still ached when she thought of how it all crumbled. Thought of how she’d ended up alone and pregnant and suing the shit out of her ex for child support. Child support for a child they’d both actively tried to bring into the world.

      An ex who took a sledgehammer to her heart. That part she could forgive.

      Leaving Ollie? She could never.

      “I was out of line.” She shook her head and wished the ground would swallow her. “I’m really, really sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I hadn’t thought of Dakota all day.” He grimaced. “I haven’t thought of her in a while, actually.”

      Molly hadn’t cared for Dakota—mostly because Dakota always looked funny at Rachel. Like Rachel had what she wanted, and Dakota would do whatever it took to take it.

      Which was funny, because Rachel did not want Gavin and was actually happy that he’d met someone else.

      But it was best friend code that when someone looked that way at your bestie, you got defensive on their behalf. Therefore, Molly never warmed to Dakota.

      That worked out though, since she and Gavin had ended the engagement.

      “Dakota and I were dating,” Gavin said, slowly. “So watching your dating show made sense. I took your advice, and I’m nearly certain that’s why it lasted as long as it did. So maybe I should thank you.” He paused, clearly deep in thought. “Or maybe not, since it lasted as long as it did.” His attempt at levity fell flat. He reached for his tumbler and whatever golden liquid remained in the bottom, taking a solid gulp.

      Molly had really stuffed her ballet flat in her gullet. She should leave, except this was her seat. And if she moved somewhere else, it would probably rub salt—the coarse Himalayan kind—in the wound she’d inadvertently opened.

      First rule when engaging with Gavin: don’t actually touch him.

      Yet, she still reached out to his arm, giving him a totally platonic stroke. “Breakups suck.”

      “Yeah. They do.” He nodded, lifting his hand to hers,

      which totally negated her platonic efforts because her skin touching fabric was fine. Skin on skin? Yeah, that sparkler she’d hoped for with Dan suddenly lit right the hell up. Flames and sparks flipping all over the place, ready to burn down her heart.

      Maybe she could close her eyes and pretend this wasn’t Gavin? Or ask that he put a bag on his head? Or something? Carefully, oh-so-carefully, she extracted her hand from underneath his. Not in a way that made it an obvious retreat.

      No, just a hey-it’s-totally-normal-that-I-just-touched-you kind of evacuation.

      “Your posse seems to be short a mom,” Gavin said, glancing around the room.

      “April’s having a hard time right now. Kent decided to go full jerkwad and have an affair.” Molly pinched her lips together. Cheating asshole husbands caused a hard time. “She wasn’t able to make it.”

      Gavin nodded, still scanning the room. “Where’d the boys go?”

      “They were just here.” Molly checked back to where they’d been dancing not minutes earlier.

      Bride. Groom. Kaiya and Dan. No boys.

      Crud. Nope. She didn’t like this. Her stomach sank.

      They had the entire wilderness here to get into trouble at the lake house. Therefore, all the parents gave explicit instructions to stay within the confines of the tent—unless they asked either her or Gavin for permission to leave.

      Rachel was off duty for the night, given it was her wedding and all.

      “They probably went with Meemaw to find some sugar.” Gavin stood. Then he frowned.

      Molly followed the direction of his gaze. Meemaw Evelyn hovered near the wedding cake alone, not dishing out sugar to the kids.

      “I don’t think they went with her.” Molly gave another cursory look around the room before standing quickly and heading toward the nearest exit.

      She had a hunch.

      Call it mom intuition, but that hunch gave her a stomachache. Because the boys were all good kids, but they were still kids… Kids who didn’t always make the best choices, the ones that their grown-ups would prefer them to select.

      Gavin was at her back as she emerged into the chill of the springtime evening mountain air. They only had a little more daylight before the sun totally set.

      “I’ll check the house. You check the…” She scanned the vast acreage, her heart stumbling.

      “Let’s both check the dock.” Gavin headed that direction, his jaw set.

      She hurried after him. “What makes you think they’re at the dock?”

      He turned, waiting for her to catch up, while the pulse in his jaw ticked more visibly. “It’s where I’d go if I were their age and wanted to terrify my parents.”

      “Dock it is.” Molly scooted right alongside him. “They wouldn’t actually go swimming without an adult, right? I mean, we set the rules.” She sidestepped an oversized rock in the middle of the path. “No swimming alone. I was there when you said it.” Her toe caught on a pinecone. She kicked it away. “I even signed off on it.”

      Gavin grunted, the stride of his gait seemingly longer with each step. Molly adjusted her pace to keep up with him.

      “Loopholes.” Gavin said. “Kellan’s good with loopholes.”

      On a scale of one to terrified, Molly leveled up to clearly concerned at this point in the search. The setting sun seemed to place an odd filter over the serenity of the forest—an ominous sort of filter that pushed her into seriously worried territory.

      She did not appreciate the ambiance while searching out her kid and his counterparts.

      Because Gavin wasn’t wrong. Kellan was his older son by a few minutes, and he was excellent with loopholes. If there ever was an attorney in the making, Kellan was it.

      Ollie followed along wherever the other boys went and did whatever they wanted to do. Even though Molly had encouraged him—oh, how she’d encouraged him—to follow his own star, he trailed right along with his buddies.

      No matter the extra-curricular activity he took part in, he had a load of fun. Content to do what they did. Never getting too worked up about any of it.

      Unfortunately, that meant he went along with most anything, even those things that led her hustling after Gavin to the dock at sunset, holding up the hem of her dress so it didn’t get coated in pine needles.

      They rounded the corner to the dock where they’d held the ceremony. The flowers and the white folding chairs were all removed, taken down by staff while the guests ate coq au vin. You’d never know a wedding had taken place there only hours before. The place looked now like a normal dock of planked wood leading to the water.

      A normal dock where her son strapped roller blades to his feet.

      She frowned, hurrying faster.

      There was no asphalt here. No concrete. Nowhere to skate—just a dirt path and the dock.

      Kellan held a cell phone, filming the whole thing. Brady stood off to the side, arms crossed, frowning at the scenario.

      She was with Brady on this one.

      “What are they doing?” she asked, but she didn’t have to wait long, because Ollie stood and started skating down the wooden dock toward the water.

      Gavin took off in a full sprint, calling her son’s name. “Oliver!”

      She did her best to run in the dress, but it was tight around the thighs, and long strides were not happening.

      “Ollie,” she yelled.

      He paused for the slightest second. Then he kept moving toward the water.

      No. No, no, no. If he skated into the water, those skates might as well be cement blocks on his feet.

      “Stop,” she cried at the same time Gavin yelled, “Don’t go in the water.”

      Her heart lodged in her throat, unwilling to beat as Gavin took the steps to the dock two at a time. She’d never seen someone move that fast.

      But Oliver was near the edge and appeared to have no plans to stop.
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      GAVIN

      Gavin Frank knew better than to turn his attention away from his kids for any length of time. He and his ex-wife Rachel had created a system for ensuring they always had adult eyes on them. Of course, it had to be on his watch that they’d disappear into trouble.

      Unfortunately, the twins had a propensity to wrangle themselves into chaos without meaning to. He couldn’t blame them, not when he was certain this was a genetic deficiency on his side.

      He and his brothers had gotten into a whole slew of predicaments as pre-teens for the same reason. Not enough trouble to get them arrested or sent to the ER, but their

      DNA was coded to cause enough torment to turn a dad’s hair prematurely gray.

      Though, Gavin had rarely gotten caught. No one would call Gavin a rule follower; he broke the rules with the best of them. But, as a child, he was the one who led his brothers in just such a way that their hands got dirty while his remained squeaky clean.

      Call it his big brother gift.

      Now he was an adult. An adult with two boys, an ex-wife who married his brother, and a mother who would not stop trying to fix him up with anyone who met her criteria.

      What those criteria were? She hadn’t let him in on that. Yeah, the universe laughed at him constantly, and the retribution for all the screw-ups in his life was strong and swift these days.

      This time, though, it wasn’t just his boys turning his hair gray. They had a third partner in Molly’s son, Oliver. Good kid. Played by the rules.

      Which was why it made no sense at all that he’d tucked his feet into roller blades for what appeared to be a dip in the lake.

      Gavin growled internally in frustration and ran faster toward the kids.

      Gavin’s boys were stocky, waiting for their teenage growth spurt that would probably hit around the time they turned fourteen—if Gavin’s history was any sign. Oliver, however, was not stocky. He’d hit his growth spurt around the time he turned six and stood tall and straight as a thin line.

      Molly wasn’t a tall woman, so Oliver’s dad must’ve towered.

      “Ollie, no,” Molly cried out from behind Gavin.

      The fear in her tone had him pushing his feet against the ground with more force. Faster. He had to be faster. Maybe he shouldn’t have taken off ahead of her, but there was no way she could make good time in that dress. Though he’d appreciated the cut and style when she’d sauntered into the kitchen earlier that day—more so after she announced she wasn’t wearing underwear—the getup was not conducive to running toward a child on rollerblades attempting to break his neck.

      “Don’t do it,” Gavin shouted, even though Oliver didn’t pay attention to anything but the skates and the air in front of him.

      But Gavin was making headway. Nearly there.

      “You’ll get pulled under,” Molly yelled.

      Oliver didn’t respond. Whether he didn’t hear or chose not to hear was a debatable point. Gavin was betting on the latter.

      “He’s gonna stop right before the water. It’ll be epic,” Kellan announced as Gavin bolted past him toward Oliver. Lucky for them, Oliver wasn’t great on the rollerblades, so he was sliding across the wooden planks of the dock at a turtle’s pace.

      Gavin could catch him. He was close.

      “Don’t distract him,” Kellan hollered. “This takes concentration.”

      They’d  be  discussing  this  later.  Along  with  a consequence.

      “Ollie, stop right now.” Molly heaved from several yards behind Gavin.

      “Don’t worry,” Oliver yelled, his focus straight ahead on the body of water. “I know what I’m doing.”

      Ten bucks said he didn’t. Another ten said he’d spent too much time with Gavin’s children, because there seemed to be some genetic transfer going on here that was going to cause extra gray hairs on Gavin’s head.

      Pretty soon they’d start tree surfing and then everything would really go to shit.

      The thud of Gavin’s shoes reverberated against the wood of the dock. But Oliver picked up speed. He was too far toward the end.

      Gavin wouldn’t get to him in time.

      His pulse thrummed faster, and he pushed forward harder, pulling off the jacket of his tux because, it appeared, he’d be taking a dip in the lake.

      Not that he didn’t enjoy swimming. He did. Just not fully clothed in his best tuxedo.

      But there was no way Oliver would tread water or stay afloat with those weights strapped to his legs.

      “Dad, you’re in the way,” Kellan called from the dock steps. “I’m gonna miss it.”

      Gavin kept his focus on Oliver. He’d deal with his kids afterward.

      Oliver nearly reached the edge when he did a slow turn of the skates, stopping precisely on the lip of the dock.

      Gavin stopped running, slowing to a jog because well, damn, that was actually a pretty excellent trick.

      Color him impressed.

      Oliver held his arms up in victory.

      Gavin stalled mid-step. The victory salute knocked Oliver off balance, and he tumbled backward into the lake. Damn and a whole slew of cuss words slipped under Gavin’s breath as he bolted the rest of the dock and dove in after him.

      Cold lake water embraced him, saturated his tuxedo, and stole his breath. He swam to the spot where Oliver sank, only a couple feet away. Close enough that Gavin caught a mask of underwater shock on his face.

      Gavin had a hunch his face looked similar. He looped an arm around Oliver’s thin waist to tug him up.

      Sure enough, the roller blades were heavier than all hell, but those years he’d spent as a brace-faced teenage lifeguard hadn’t been for nothing. He yanked Oliver toward the surface. Breaking through to oxygen, Gavin heaved air into his lungs and boosted Oliver up to the waiting arms of his mother.

      Molly looked equal parts relieved and ready to explode—a toxic combination with the opposite sex, in Gavin’s limited experience. That mix of emotion had never boded well for him, personally.

      With Oliver safely back topside, Gavin swam a side-stroke to the ladder nailed to the dock. He climbed up, cursing internally but keeping his mouth shut, since he didn’t need the boys repeating any of the words simmering in his brain.

      Gavin emerged at the edge of the dock to four sets of wide, shocked eyes.

      Molly was mid-removal of the rollerblades. She opened her mouth to say something, but snapped it closed. He swore she growled toward her son.

      Gavin pulled himself to stand on the dock, dripping his own lake at his feet. “Kellan.”

      “Dad,” Kellan said, the tremble in his voice clear.

      I love my kids. I love my kids. I love my kids.

      “Brady,” Gavin said. His other son hadn’t been actively involved in the incident’s filming, but he hadn’t done the right thing and gotten an adult, either. And they’d all three absconded from the reception when they’d been told the rules.

      I love my kids.

      “Dad,” Brady said with a gulp.

      “Why?” Gavin asked, keeping his tone calm but unable to totally remove the ice from the word.

      “We saw it on YouTube.” Kellan lifted a shoulder. “Thought it looked fun.”

      “What were you watching on YouTube?” Gavin asked. They had very specific channels they were allowed to view, and none of those channels would have included rollerblading off the dock.

      “I wanted to try the stunt, Mr. Gavin,” Oliver piped up, his voice wobbly. “I asked Kellan to film it so we could show our friends.”

      Molly’s expression darkened.

      “Don’t be mad at them. It’s my fault,” Oliver continued. “You and I are going to talk about this, and a punishment, and how you’re going to make it right with Gavin for…”

      Molly glanced at the now-still water. “That could’ve been bad. Really, really bad.”

      Given the weight of those rollerblades, she wasn’t wrong. “Kellan. Brady. Straight back to the reception,” Gavin said, his tone even. “Your mom deserves her special day. We are going to give it to her without any more distractions. Understood?”

      They both nodded.

      Today was not the day for this. Not when Rachel deserved a break from all the madness of kid wrangling so she could focus on her wedding.

      He’d promised himself he’d do his part to ensure the day was everything Rachel needed it to be.

      Though he’d never loved her the way she deserved, he respected everything she’d done for their little family. Respected her enough to want to do his part to make her special day special.

      “I told them it was a bad idea,” Brady said, the words coming fast. “I told them something bad would happen.”

      Gavin wanted to ban them from any fun for forever and ever. He wouldn’t, of course, but that’s what he wanted to do. Instead, he sorted through his brain to think of something Rachel would do here. She’d know what to say. Parenting came so naturally to her.

      He was more of a work in progress on the whole dad front.

      “What did you learn?” he asked, settling on something he’d heard her ask the boys a thousand times before.

      “Wear a life jacket next time,” Kellan replied, the words solid. He gave a curt nod with the declaration.

      Gavin shook his head. No. That was not what he’d been thinking.

      His wet shoes squeaked with each step he took forward toward his son. He knelt down like he’d seen Rachel do so many times. Eyes at Kellan’s level. “How about there is no next time, bud?”

      “Oliver wants to be a stuntman.” Kellan squared his shoulders and clocked Gavin square in the eye with his gaze. “You’re always telling us we should follow our dreams,”

      Brady jumped into the fray. “He’s following his.”

      There were moments as a parent when the things you said jumped up and bit you in the ass. This was one of those times.

      Gavin lifted his eyebrows, shook his head, and rubbed his temples. He should clarify this piece of fatherly advice. “Follow your dreams unless they’re dangerous. Then wait until you are an appropriate age or you have parental permission.”

      “Brady gets to go up in airplanes, that’s dangerous,” Kellan said.

      Sometimes he really wished his kids weren’t so smart. Or they’d listen to more of what he said and not pick and choose.

      “Brady follows a structured lesson with an instructor,” he said. “And he has parental permission.”

      “I want to do a structured stuntman lesson,” Oliver said proudly.

      Molly pursed her lips, but she wasn’t glaring at Gavin like she usually did, so that was a plus. “They don’t have those, baby.”

      “They do,” Brady said, again the words coming faster than fast. “A whole school for stuntmen. They even have a summer camp. I looked it up.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      Oliver’s eyes lit up like he’d just discovered chocolate ice cream for the first time. “I wanna go.”

      Gavin looked to his dripping clothes. He needed to get changed. Oliver needed to get dry clothes as well. They’d

      be cutting the cake soon, and when that happened, their absence would have a definite exclamation point.

      “You.” Gavin pointed to Brady. “And you.” He pointed to Kellan. “Back to the reception and don’t leave until I am there to escort you to the house. Clear?”

      The boys must’ve gotten the notice that he wasn’t messing around about this because they nodded. This time they headed in the direction of the reception.

      He turned back to Molly and her son. Skates removed, Oliver was dripping lake water right along with Gavin.

      “We can go dry off.” Gavin jerked his chin toward the kiddo. Bonus, he’d take his time returning to the reception and hopefully shake off the latest woman his mother stood ready to introduce him to. He had no interest in meeting a woman at his ex-wife’s wedding. Call him old-fashioned like that.

      “You’ll probably want to head back for cake,” he said to Molly.

      “Gavin…” she said, a kinder—gentler—note to her voice. The kind of note he’d never had pointed in his direction. Not from her.

      “Do it for Rachel,” he said quietly. “She doesn’t need to worry about what just happened here, not yet. Not until tomorrow. Let’s make sure she has today.”

      Molly’s gaze softened at that. Her eyes were a pretty silver and blue most of the time, but when they softened, they sparkled and wrapped him with rich warmth. He’d never had them soften towards him. He liked it entirely too much.

      “I’ll go back.” She gave a brief nod. “For Rachel.

      You’ll…uh…”

      “We’ll get dried off, changed, and be right there.”

      Molly stood, and other than a few residual Oliver damp spots on her dress, she looked no different from when they’d left the reception.









This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/gavnin-gets-it--12425.jpg
.w ‘4 v/
USA TODAY BES’TSVEL‘ AUTHOR

CHRISTLNA
HOVLAND








