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      This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents in this book are the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Authour Note:

          

        

      

    

    
      This story was started on Amazon Kindle Vella and now is now complete.  Please read Right Part One before reading this story.
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      Right: Part 2 is the conclusion of Leonardo and Jasmine’s emotional journey and is not a standalone. This book contains mature content, including adult language, graphic sexual scenes, discussion of suicide, and references to child neglect.

      [image: maple leaf]Side note, I am Canadian, and the story is set in Canada. The spelling and word usage contained in the story are also Canadian. [image: maple leaf]
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      When I wrote Right, music was my compass. Every song on this playlist helped me slip deeper into Leonardo and Jasmine’s world—their fire, their heartbreak, their second chance at love. Think of it as the soundtrack not just to their story, but to the late nights and heart I poured into writing it.

      
        
          	
        Ain’t No Sunshine by Bill Winters
      

      	
        Careless Whisper by George Michael
      

      	
        Hungry Eyes by Eric Carmen
      

      	
        I Try by Macy Gray
      

      	
        (I’ve Had) The Time Of My Life by Bill Medley, Jennifer Warnes
      

      	
        Just the Way You Are by Bruno Mars
      

      	
        Kiss From a Rose by Seal
      

      	
        Pocketful of Sunshine by Natasha Bedingfield
      

      	
        Return to Sender by Elvis Presley
      

      	
        Torn by Natalie Imbruglia
      

      	
        What’s Love Got to Do with It by Tina Turner
      

      	
        Would I Lie To You? by Charles & Eddie
      

      	
        You are the Reason by Calum Scott
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To my sister-friend, Viv⁠—

      You’re fierce, fearless, and fabulous. Thank you for always keeping it real and loving me as I am. You’re one of the bravest souls I know, and I love you to pieces. [image: two hearts]

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        "Holding on is believing that there's only a past; letting go is knowing that there's a future" —

        DAPHNE ROSE KINGMA

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          FOREVER AND A DAY
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      JASMINE

      Jasmine wished she could stay in bed all day. The telltale aching in her lower back and abdomen woke her up. The next step would be a transition from aching to throbbing, then finally relentless pain. She couldn’t take the day off, though. It’s not like she could call in sick because her period had arrived. Plus, Tommy needed to get to daycare, and she needed to get to work.

      Especially after taking the afternoon off yesterday. It had been the second afternoon she’d taken off in a month. While her job allowed her to work from home, she wasn’t interested in taking advantage of it since she was still new to the company. Maybe yesterday wasn’t the best idea. She should reserve such occasions in case she needed to look after Tommy. As the weather grew colder, the daycare would be rife with germs. Her sister would be happy to help, but she wanted to be there if Tommy wasn’t feeling well.

      By the time she arrived at work, her period had started. See, right on schedule. Nothing to worry about. Their little slip-up wouldn’t be a problem. She breathed a sigh of relief. The day seemed to drag on and on. The first day of her cycle was always the worst. She just wanted the day to be over.

      Jelissa took one look at Jasmine when she got home and told her she would take care of everything for the night. It was just what Jasmine needed. While her sister fed Tommy dinner and got him ready for bed, she napped. She woke up long enough to tuck her sweet boy in. Her sister was spending the night in the guest room. So, Jasmine felt comfortable taking a stronger medication. It knocked her out until she woke up in the middle of the night with the urge to go to the bathroom. After relieving herself, she checked her phone only to find tons of missed texts and calls from Leonardo. She checked the first message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leo: Gelsomino, sorry I wasn’t in touch much today. It was a busy one. How was your day?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was an hour before the next message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leo: I’m guessing you are busy with Tommaso.

      

      

      

      

      

      There were a dozen messages after that one. The intervals of which came closer and closer together. Mixed in between were missed calls. The last text had her looking out her window. True to his last frantic message, she saw his vehicle pulling up outside her house. She called him immediately.

      “Hey L⁠—”

      “Thank God,” he interrupted.

      Goodness, he didn’t sound like himself. His breathing was laboured like he was fighting for air.

      “Are you all right?”

      Jasmine felt horrible. Leonardo hadn’t gotten her text explaining she was having an early night and would talk to him in the morning. How could he? She had forgotten to press send. “Yes. I’m so sorry to have worried you.” She truly meant it. Poor guy.

      “I need to see. I need to see for myself.” He got out of his vehicle and looked up. She wasn’t sure if he could see her from that angle, but she waved anyway. Jasmine could see him. It looked like he hadn’t even taken the time to get dressed. The man was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. The weather was nippy out, but it didn’t seem to bother him.

      “Okay. If that’s what you need, I will be down in a moment.” Getting dressed quickly, she slipped into a pair of jogging pants and a sweater. She wanted to run to him to ease his discomfort but took her time so she wouldn’t wake her sister or Tommy.

      When she opened her front door, Leonardo was right there, pulling her into his arms.

      “Thank God,” he repeated.

      Jasmine could hear the relief in his voice. He pulled away but still held onto her hands. “I couldn’t get ahold of you and got worried.”

      “Sorry. Let’s sit in your car, and we can talk there.” Jasmine didn’t want to go into the house and wake anyone up. The neighborhood wasn’t the kind in which you should stand outside talking at two in the morning. As he guided her to his car, he didn't let go of her hand until she was sitting in the passenger seat. Then he jogged around the front of the vehicle.

      Jasmine explained to Leonardo what had happened. “I’m sorry for worrying you.” With every word, she watched his body relax.

      “No, I’m sorry. I dragged you out of bed. Especially when you aren’t feeling well.” He looked sheepish. “I just needed to know you were both safe. I had no other way to check on you guys.”

      Did his reaction seem like a lot to her? Maybe. However, she would not dismiss his feelings. “Here, take Jelissa’s number in case of an emergency.” Jasmine put Jelissa’s number into his phone. She just knew she had to ease his discomfort. When she handed him back his phone, his hand shook slightly. “Hey, I’m fine. Tommy is sound asleep, and he is good too.”

      “Yes, of course. I’m not sure why I overreacted. I should let you get back to bed.”

      It was late. She probably should head back inside, but he still looked shaken. “Or… you can take me to get a donut. There is a twenty-four- hour coffee shop like ten minutes away.”

      “Really?” For the first time since she saw him, he smiled.

      “Yes. Since you made me come out. It’s great for cramps,” she added.

      He laughed at that. “Okay, then buckle up.”

      It didn’t take them long to get there and back. Jasmine ate her donut. “Tell me about your busy day.”

      The next thing she knew, he was stroking her cheek.

      “Wake up, sleepyhead.” He walked Jasmine to her front door and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      “Message me when you get home.” She yawned.

      “Will, do. Now close the door and lock it.”

      As she climbed the stairs, she made a note to herself to get to the bottom of his reaction.
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        * * *

      

      LEONARDO

      Leonardo waited for a moment before heading home after dropping Jasmine off. Part of him couldn’t believe he had driven all the way over to Jasmine’s. Leonardo had felt so out of control when he couldn’t get hold of her. He had tried to suppress the panic by working. The words and numbers might as well have been in an ancient language. After abandoning his work, Leonardo paced, wearing a hole in his floor. When that wasn’t enough, he tried working out. He was barely on the treadmill before stopping and retrieving his phone. To ensure his phone worked, he checked it. Multiple times. At first, Leonardo dismissed the idea of going to check on her. Logic dictated that it would be an easy explanation as to why she wasn’t answering. He wanted to be patient and wait for her response but couldn’t think of anything else.

      What if something happened to them?

      What if they were in danger?

      What if Jasmine changed her mind about giving them a chance?

      What if she was blowing him off?

      This wasn’t him. He didn’t freak out over women. But Gelsomino wasn’t any woman, though. No, she is what he wanted more than his next breath.

      To clear his head, Leonardo made his way to Tommaso’s room. It was finished now.

      Ms. Grace and the designer had done a wonderful job. The room was very much like the one he had at his mother’s house. That thought drove him back down the road of worry. Why wasn’t Jasmine answering? His thoughts tortured him. It wasn’t until he decided to check on them that he could slow down his heart rate and get his breathing back to normal.  

      Gelsomino had been so gracious in the face of his irrational behaviour. Proof of how much he needed to be in her life.

      Everything was alright.

      They were both safe.

      Their budding relationship was fine.

      He felt ridiculous for having dragged her out of bed. At least she was able to get a treat out of it.

      Great! Yet another thing to discuss with his therapist. This guy was going to get really rich off of his issues.

      Leonardo was exhausted by the time he got home. He didn’t even make it to his bed. He crashed on the couch. His dreams were filled with images of his mother. Especially of how hopeful she had looked the last time he saw her. She was certain this time she would get clean and stay clean. Somehow, he had found the faith to believe his mom was going to kick the habit. She never had the chance to prove it.

      His alarm woke him up several hours later. By the time he showered and dressed, Jasmine had messaged him.

      Leonardo had barely sat down behind his desk when he was called to his brother’s office. He was surprised to find Darsh waiting in there as well. The men were drinking coffee. Bless his brother’s assistant, she offered him some caffeine.

      “You don’t look like you slept,” Emmanuel greeted.

      “Good morning to you, too,” he groused. Meeting his brother first thing in the morning, on little sleep and barely any caffeine, was not on his to-do list.

      It turned out Darsh had called the meeting, and he got right to business, as he always did.

      “Chester Ellison is one tough bastard. He is on the mend. They are starting his rehab today. Which is the perfect in for the two of you to pay him a brief visit. My source tells me the weekend is best.”

      “The weekend? Isn’t that when his family would visit him?” Emmanuel asked.

      Leonardo thought the same thing.

      “His family doesn’t visit. They call and check in every once in a while.”

      The brothers decided that the following Sunday would be the best time to pay Chester a visit. Leonardo was happy the man was on the mend. It would make getting the answers they needed easier. Darsh wasted no time once their decision was final. He left to complete his plans and put things in motion.

      Leonardo would have headed out right behind him, but Emmanuel had other plans.

      “You owe me for getting you out of that double date.”

      “Are we going to pretend it wasn’t for you, as much as it was for me?”

      His brother laughed. “I still say you owe me. Just so you know, we aren’t in the clear for that double date. Doc still wants to get together. My idea is we get it over with sooner rather than later.”

      “Everything is new between Jasmine and me. Let’s give it some time.”

      Emmanuel nodded. “I get that. I’ll try to hold off Doc. I’ll do my best to be persuasive.”

      Ugh, the self-satisfying smirk he made was too much. Leonardo really wished he could erase it from his mind.

      Emmanuel didn’t pepper him for any information. He just advised him not to screw this chance up. Leonardo was going to give it his all to make this work.

      “The boys were thinking of visiting Nonna tomorrow. Want to join us?”

      “Can’t. I’m meeting Tommaso tomorrow.”

      Emmanuel gave him a knowing look. “Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I’m going to be. Any advice?” He couldn’t believe he was asking Emmanuel. But his brother had met Tommaso and had three children of his own.

      “Be yourself. Have fun.” It seemed like simple enough advice. Leonardo hoped he was able to pull it off.

      More than anything, he wanted Tommaso to be comfortable around him. He also wanted his son to like him.
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        * * *

      

      JASMINE

      Knock, knock.

      Tommy was up early and knocking rather loudly on his Mom’s door. Jasmine was already up and had been for some time. It had been so hard for her to sleep because there was so much on her mind. Leo and Tommy were finally going to meet. God! She hoped she was making the right decision. Leo had proven he was ready for this, hadn’t he? The last thing Jasmine wanted was to introduce her son to someone who might hurt his little heart. However, she wanted to give him the gift of having a dad.

      “Who is it?” Jasmine called.

      “Um.” Silence stretched before he answered, “it not Tommy.”

      He answered as giggles escaped. It was a new game he liked to play. Pretending it wasn’t him.

      Jasmine played along. “That’s too bad. Only Tommy can come in.”

      The giggles stopped, and when he spoke, he sounded so serious. It was like he forgot his own game. “Mommy, it me.”

      She could imagine his face, and it made her smile.

      “Oh, that is you, Tommy. Come in.”

      The door immediately swung open with a thud, and he ran full steam into the room. Stepping onto the footstool, he bounced on the bed.

      “Hi Mommy.”

      Tommy propped himself up on an adjacent pillow. He looked so pleased with himself. She couldn’t help but ruffle his curls.

      “Hi Baby.”

      “Mommy!” He sounded well and truly upset. “I not a baby,” he whined.

      “You’ll always be my baby. Forever and a day.”

      “Hm okay,” Tommy said, scrunching up his little face.

      “Mommy, can we go play in the park today?” Tommy asked while placing his hands behind his head.

      Jasmine hadn’t told Tommy about today’s plans in advance. He would have been so excited it would have been hard to get the little man to sleep.

      “I was thinking we could visit a new place.” New was the magic word for her son. He loved exploring.

      “New place, yay.” He clapped. “What there, Mommy?”

      “It’s called Station Imagination.”

      Jasmine had researched it after Leo told her about it. Tommy was going to love it. Last night when she spoke to Leo, she had tried to prep him. Tommy was going to be going non-stop once they arrived. The place was set up for children to explore their imaginations, and her son had a huge one.

      “It’s a place for kids to pretend to do adult jobs. Like flying a plane or riding a bus. Cool stuff like that. You can dress up too. Oh, and there are rides.” As she spoke, Tommy became more and more animated.

      “I go change. Then we go?”

      “Let’s have breakfast first. Then we’ll change.”

      Tommy’s bottom lip jutted forward, trembling slightly, as a deep sadness filled his eyes. No, she wanted him to be in a good mood today.

      “Want to help Mommy make waffles?”

      “Yes!!” he answered, scrambling to the foot of the bed. He stepped down onto the footrest, then jumped off. “I pour,” he called, running from the room.

      Jasmine sighed. She would make her bed after breakfast. Tommy was ready to go. It wasn’t like he could go downstairs without her. She had a gate on the stairs, which meant she had to hustle.

      When the pair arrived in the kitchen, Jelissa was already there. Thankfully, she was making coffee.

      “Aunty J,” he greeted while running over to her. She picked him up and smothered him with kisses.

      “We’re making waffles.” Jasmine informed her sister.

      “Nice, I’ll get the bacon going.”

      They all worked to get breakfast on the table. While Tommy, who now seemed to be an expert on Station Imagination, filled his aunt in. It ended with an excited invitation. “Wanna come, Aunty J?”

      “I’ve got a bunch of stuff to do today.” Jelissa looked above Tommy’s head and gave her sister a curious look. Jasmine shrugged as her sister answered Tommy. “Not this time, little man.”

      Jasmine still hadn’t told him Leo, or anyone else for that matter, would join them. She thought she would leave that task for the ride there.

      They had time to eat breakfast and relax because they woke up early. Although relax was a relative term now that Tommy knew where they were going. He chatted on and on about his upcoming adventure. Asking a million questions. Many of which were answered with, “We’ll see.”

      Jelissa offered to clean up the kitchen. Bless her. Jasmine focused on getting Tommy ready. He looked so cute in his little cargo shorts and polo shirt. Then, because he couldn’t stay still, she sent him to spend time with his aunt, while she got dressed.

      Soon Jasmine was ready as she was going to be. Putting on a brave face, she came downstairs with her Tommy bag. She added drinks and a couple of non-perishable snacks.

      “Okay, kiddo, let’s go potty before we hit the road.”

      Tommy put up a bit of resistance, but finally he pottied, and then they made it to the car.

      It took a moment to get him settled in the car seat. The back-and-forth discussion revolved around choosing the show Tommy would watch during the trip. Once he was contentedly watching his show, and Jasmine was behind the wheel, she sent Leo a text letting him know she was leaving home. Leo and she had already texted each other in the morning. This message was just to let him know she was getting on the road.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leo: Drive safely. See you both soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jasmine took a moment to observe Tommy through her rearview mirror. He was all smiles as he sang along with his favourite crime-solving kittens. His young life was going to change in a little over an hour. Suddenly, a frown appeared. Oh, goodness, what was wrong?

      “Mommy? We go?”

      “Yes, leaving now.” Placing her vehicle in drive, she headed towards Station Imagination. When they were twenty minutes away, Tommy began the ‘Are we there’s?’

      “Not yet, Baby.” This went on until they arrived.

      Jasmine spotted Leo’s vehicle as she parked but didn’t park directly beside him.

      “Tommy, Mommy needs to speak to you,” she announced as she shut off the little man’s show.

      “Okay.”

      “Someone special is going to join us.”

      Pointing excitedly toward the building that Leo had just entered, he exclaimed, “Uncle M!!” His little face lit up. “Mommy, let’s go!”

      She wanted to explain that it wasn’t Emmanuel but decided it would be better to correct him when she introduced them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          IT WILL END IN DISASTER
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      LEONARDO

      The moment he told Jasmine he didn’t want to be part of the baby’s life, but would be financially responsible, Leonardo wanted to take it back. He had shaken off the remorse and stuck to his decision. Along the way, he had caused untold heartache and pain. Yet, by some stroke of luck, Leonardo was being granted a second chance to be a father. He would be damned if he squandered it.

      After last night’s phone call, he was surprised at how well he slept. Gelsomino had almost a magical effect on his senses. When he opened his eyes, the calm that had been a source of his sleep had vanished.

      Throughout the entire drive to meet his son, Leonardo, had to remind himself not to speed. It would do him no good to have his arrival delayed.

      The photos of Station Imagination didn’t do it justice. Both the exterior and interior were a welcome delight. It catered to fuelling the imagination. You could be anything here. If he felt this way as an adult, he could only imagine how Tommaso would feel.

      His son and Jasmine should arrive at any moment. Leonardo was brimming with excitement and anticipation. His heart pounded like a drum in his chest, each beat echoing through his body. A mix of excitement, nervousness, and joy washed over him, fuelling his eagerness to meet his son.

      The doors slid open shortly after his arrival. In bounced Tommaso, holding his mother’s hand. The thrill of seeing him in person far outweighed the countless photos Leonardo had seen of the little guy.

      Tommaso’s eyes rounded in wonder. “Wow!” he exclaimed. “Mommy, look,” he said, pointing here and there.

      Then he turned and glimpsed Leonardo. It seemed to happen in a flash. He pulled from his mother’s hand and ran at full speed towards Leonardo.

      “Uncle M, Uncle M!”

      Oh shit. No wonder he was so excited. He thought he was running towards the uncle he knew. Not the father he had never met. Leonardo felt all kinds of foolish. Leonardo and Emmanuel shared the same face, but Jasmine and he never considered it in their discussions.

      A few steps away, the little boy came to a halt as he looked up at him. The grin he had been displaying fell from his little face. Then Leonardo watched as it morphed into a deep frown. He turned his head from side to side. His mom was now right beside him. Tommaso looked up at her, then at Leonardo.

      “Tommy—” his mom began.

      However, Tommaso interrupted her.

      “That not Uncle M, Mommy.” With one hand, he pointed at Leonardo, and with the other took his mom’s hand.

      Pride filled Leonardo. There were people around the office who still mistook them for each other. But this little boy, after looking at him, without Leonardo having said a word, could determine he wasn’t Emmanuel.

      Leonardo lowered himself to his knees as he spoke. “No, I’m not your Uncle M. I’m his brother Leonardo.”

      As if seeking confirmation, Tommaso looked at his mother. When Jasmine nodded, the grin from earlier returned.

      “Oh, cool! You, my Daddy?”

      Leonardo looked at Jasmine. She looked shocked. He imagined it mirrored his own expression. This was not one of the scenarios they had imagined. Calling a timeout to discuss their next steps wasn’t an option. All he was certain of was that he would never deny Tommaso ever again. He would not lie to his son. Leonardo answered from his heart.

      “Yes, I am,” he said, nodding. Tears welled up in his eyes.

      “Yay! You finally here. Mommy, my Daddy came to play with me.” He let go of her hand and launched himself at his father.

      Leonardo’s arms were filled with his little boy before he even had time to register what was happening.

      He was holding his son for the first time. It was long overdue. It was difficult to keep tears at bay. The anticipation and build-up leading to this moment had been overwhelming. He felt a wave of overwhelming joy and love wash over him. He and Jasmine had created this little person.

      Tommaso squirmed in his arms. “Okay, enough hugs, we have go play.”

      “Okay.” He released his son from the hug but took his hand. “Can you tell me something?”

      As Tommaso nodded enthusiastically, his curly hair bounced.

      “How did you know I was your Daddy?”

      The little boy looked at him as if he were being silly. “Easy. Aunty J is Mommy sister. You Uncle M brother, so…” he drew out the word so. “…you, my Daddy.”

      Tommaso found the situation straightforward and effortless.

      Leonardo looked up at Jasmine. They both looked at each other and smiled. Tommaso simplifying the facts, made things so much easier. Hell, the kid wasn’t wrong. After his revelation, the little guy nodded.

      “Ready?”

      Leonardo nodded, “Yes.” Then he stood.

      “Hey, Jasmine,” he finally greeted her.

      She looked absolutely lovely. God, he wanted to kiss her, but they had been so lucky so far. It had already been agreed they would gradually introduce their son to the idea of them being together. He offered to take the backpack from her, and she accepted.

      “I purchased our tickets online. We have to stop by the front desk and pick up the tags. Let’s go have some fun.”

      Tommaso clapped.
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        * * *

      

      JASMINE

      Jasmine had been left reeling from Tommy’s declaration. It was still a mystery how the little guy knew Leonardo wasn’t Emmanuel. In addition, Tommy deduced Leonardo to be his father, which made her head spin. The meeting wasn’t going at all as she had expected. Which wasn’t a bad thing.

      With Tommy in the middle, they walked to retrieve the tags for Station Imagination. He held the hands of both his parents, like it was the most natural thing in the world. No one would ever guess this was the first time her little boy had gotten this opportunity. She was certain to the outside world; they appeared to be the perfect family. This image of them was what she longed for but tried not to imagine. It had been too painful to do so.

      Leonardo looked over at her. “Are you okay?” he mouthed.

      She nodded. Why had he asked? Then she felt a tear escape. She brushed it off her cheek. Where had that come from?

      They retrieved the tags, which turned out to be bracelets, granting them full access to the facility. Snacks and drinks were included. Leonardo had thought of everything. The lady behind the counter secured the bracelets to their wrists, then gave them a rundown of the different stations. Once they moved away from the counter, Leonardo walked them over to the huge digital map. He lifted their son so he could get a better view. One of Tommy’s arms circled Leo’s neck. Jasmine’s heart melted. Tommy looked so natural in his dad’s arms. They looked at ease with each other. This had been a concern of Leo’s. The chance of their first meeting being awkward. Or the need for multiple meetings before Tommy warmed up to him. From the looks of things, that wasn’t something he had needed to be concerned about.

      Leo was patient as Tommy pointed to one thing after another on the map. With each ‘wow’ he uttered, Tommy got more excited. Finally, Leo asked, “Where do you want to start, Tommaso?”

      Jasmine became concerned when Tommy’s little face crumbled into sadness. Before her eyes, he looked like he was on the verge of tears. He turned his little head so he could see Leo better. “You mad at me?”

      “No, not at all. Why would you think that?” Leo inquired.

      “You call me Tommaso. Mommy only does that when I in trouble.”

      It took a moment for his words to sink in. Jasmine felt her face heat. Leonardo threw back his head and laughed.

      Tommy frowned in confusion. “It’s true. Mr. Tommaso, what you doing?” he mimicked his mother, putting his hands on his waist.

      Jasmine was thinking of a way to best describe this situation to him when Leonardo’s laughter dissipated. He still had a huge smile on his face.

      “I’m not mad at you at all. You did nothing wrong.”

      “No?” Tommy looked so serious. His shoulders looked tense as he waited for the answer.

      “Nope. I just really love the name Tommaso. Do you know it’s an Italian name?”

      “Yes.” Tommy nodded. “Mommy told me. She teaching me Italian,” he proudly declared.

      The way Leonardo looked at her made her heart skip a beat. He winked at her.

      “I also speak Italian and would also love to teach you.”

      “Yay!” Tommy held up his hand so his dad could give him a high five.

      “So, now you know I’m not upset. Can I still call you Tommaso?”

      “Yup. It okay. Time to play.”

      “Where do you want to begin, Tommaso?”

      Her son threw back his head, very similar to Leo, and laughed. Jasmine looked on in fascination. Apparently, this was a source of humour to Tommy. It would probably have him giggling throughout the day.

      “From the start,” Tommy declared, pointing to the first station on the map. He was the kind of kid who liked to do things in order. So, it wasn’t a surprise to Jasmine. It seemed unlikely they could do all the stations, but she had the feeling they were going to do their best to. Leo looked as excited as Tommy.

      “Let’s go,” Leonardo said, leading the way to the gas station.

      Tommy, who normally didn’t enjoy being carried around because he was a big boy, didn’t raise any objection.

      Once they arrived, Tommy was outfitted in a coverall. He looked so cute in his outfit with his little cap. There were other kids around, but he was content to stay glued to Leo’s side. Hanging on his every word, Leo explained some of the different functions in the gas station. They pumped gas, changed toy tires. This place really was cool. She monitored them but took a step back and let them enjoy their time together. Sitting, she looked on.

      Tommy called for her, and Jasmine discovered her role for the day. She was to be the photographer.

      “Picture, please,” Tommy requested.

      Once Tommy was in the area only accessible to the children, Leo sat beside her. The man was grinning from ear to ear. He bumped her shoulder with his.

      “Gelsomino, thank you for this,” he said, pointing towards where their son was under a toy truck.

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad the two of you are getting along so well.”

      “Me too.” He briefly took her hand and squeezed it.

      Their talk was short-lived as Tommy came bounding into Leo’s arms.

      “All done, Daddy. Next station!” he called, pulling his father’s hand.

      “Okay, Cucciolo, I’m ready,” Leo answered. Standing, he held out his hand to Jasmine.

      “Yay! Come on, Mommy.” Tommy took her other hand, and their family was off.

      They played through the Post Office station before they needed a potty break. Tommy barely looked in Jasmine’s direction. “Daddy, you take me, please.”

      To Leo’s credit, he looked at her for approval. When she nodded, they were off. When they came back, Tommy sat with Leo as she went to the bathroom. A woman followed right behind her. The moment they exited the stalls; she spoke to her.

      “You have a beautiful family.” The lady in the washroom complimented Jasmine.

      “Thank you.” She nodded.

      “It’s so nice to see such a hands-on dad. My husband is here, but he’s sitting in reception ‘working’. At least he’s here this time, and I get a moment to get to the washroom.” She shrugged. “Your hubby gets extra points for being hands on and still taking glances at you like you set the sun and moon.”

      She murmured, “Thank you.” Jasmine felt herself flush.

      The day was really exceeding all her expectations.
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        * * *

      

      LEONARDO

      If Leonardo was dreaming, he did not want to wake up. Spending the day with his family was going better than he could have imagined. For the first time in his life, he had a family of his own. There was no doubt in his mind that Jasmine, Tommaso, and he belonged together. The awkwardness and rejection that he feared would happen when he met his son hadn’t occurred. Instead, he was welcomed without question. Tommaso had been his shadow for the entire day. He was a smart, funny, and sweet boy. Jasmine was doing an amazing job with him. Words couldn’t express how grateful he was to her. She carried so much alone. He was eager to share the joy of raising their son.

      Jasmine had tried to warn him, but he had been too excited to pay attention. Tommaso was a bundle of boundless energy. The little guy was only sitting in one place because he was having lunch.

      The journal Jasmine made for him revealed Tommaso’s love of veggies. So that wasn’t a surprise, but Tommaso’s appetite was.

      “More green trees, please,” Tommaso asked.

      “Trees? What trees?” Leonardo feigned confusion, his eyes twinkling with mischief as he glanced at the broccoli.

      Gelsomino grinned at his playful antics. All day she sat back and allowed things to unfold organically.

      “Brocklee. I love them. Mommy says they make you tall.” Tommaso nodded, like he had dispensed great wisdom. Then he looked at Leonardo. “You and Uncle M eats lots of trees.”

      “I love broccoli,” Leonardo affirmed. Tommaso held up his hand for a high five. Then, he speared the broccoli his mom had just placed on his plate.

      “I going to be soo tall,” he announced proudly.

      The child was a methodical eater. His food couldn’t touch, and he ate it in a particular order. Leonardo couldn’t help but study him as he ate. Observing every detail. He turned and caught Jasmine staring at him.

      “Are you okay?” Concern laced his voice.

      “I’m good.” Her smile was genuine, but he glimpsed tiredness in her eyes.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I didn’t sleep a lot last night, and it’s a busy day.”

      “You let me know when you’re ready to go. We can always come back another time.” He squeezed her knee beneath the table.

      “Don’t worry about me. He’s having fun.”

      Every moment, Leonardo found something else to adore about Jasmine. Who knew being an amazing mother could be such a turn on?

      The only downside of the day was that he had to restrain himself from touching her as much as he wanted. At least he could caress her knee while they ate.

      Once they had finished eating, they were off to their next adventure. They finally made their way to the Airport Station. Tommaso was so excited. Of course, there was a line. The little guy wasn’t excited about the wait, but Jasmine helped him calm down by singing his favourite song. Leonardo could barely keep up with him once they got in. Tommaso grabbed his hand and pulled him along.

      The only hiccup of the day was Leonardo’s spending. He made a few purchases. Jasmine was certainly concerned about how many toys and outfits Leonardo was getting Tommaso. She had voiced her concern, and he really tried his best to be respectful of her objection. Leonardo discovered he probably shouldn’t look into Tommaso’s eyes when he was asking for things.

      “Daddy, please, I can have a pilot suit,” Tommaso asked while they were in the gift shop.

      They had come in to get a stuffed plane, which he had discussed with Jasmine.

      “Nothing else, please,” she hesitated before giving in.

      Leonardo almost gave in and purchased the suit, but he remembered some advice his therapist gave him. “Make sure and work with Jasmine as a team. Co-parenting is new to you both, and if you aren’t on the same page, it will end in disaster.”

      “Buddy, let’s buy the plane.” Leonardo had to think carefully about what he said next. He didn’t want to paint Jasmine into a corner. “How about we get the suit another time we visit?”

      All Tommaso heard was another visit. “We coming back?” He clapped. “Yay.”

      It had been a long day, and two stations later, Tommaso was yawning and rubbing his eyes. He was still pleading to go to the next station, but even Leonardo could tell the little guy was out of steam.

      Jasmine sat and pulled him onto her lap. He went willingly. “Tommy, you’re so tired. I think we should go home⁠—”

      “No, Mommy!” He squirmed in her arms, then tried to escape. “We stay here with Daddy.”

      It broke Leonardo’s heart. Tommaso sounded so sad. Despite that, he needed to back Jasmine.

      “Hey, Buddy. I’m tired too. I think we should head home.” His error didn’t immediately occur to him.

      “You come my house?” Tommaso asked. Shit. That wasn’t the plan. His son looked so hopeful.

      “I can visit one day.”

      “No, dis day?” His lower lip trembled uncontrollably as he looked between his mother and father. His small shoulders shook, and he burst into tears, nestling into his mom.

      “It’s getting late. We should head home, but you will see your Dad soon.”

      “I want him come see my room dis day! Why he can’t come dis day?!”

      As he spoke, his voice got louder. It was breaking Leonardo’s heart. From the look of Jasmine, she wasn’t faring that well either. Today was such a good day; this could not be the way it ended.

      “You can’t speak so loudly to Mommy, Tommaso. What do we say?”

      “Sowwy Mommy.” He kissed her cheek.

      “How about I walk with you and Mommy to her car and get you settled?”

      Tommaso poked out his bottom lip, his wide, pleading eyes brimming with innocence as he gazed up at his father. He lifted his arms expectantly, his small voice soft and hopeful as he asked, “Up?”

      There was a lot to juggle, but Leonardo would not miss the chance to hold his son. As they walked to the car, he observed Jasmine. Not only did she look exhausted, but she also looked like she was in discomfort. It was a long drive back. He had already planned to follow them home to make sure they were okay, but now another idea had formed.

      Her Italian wasn’t too bad, so he asked in Italian, “How about you let me drive you home?”

      “What about your car?” she answered.

      “Don’t worry, I will take care of it. You look tired. Let me take care of you.” Leonardo’s voice was filled with genuine concern as he noticed the exhaustion in Jasmine’s eyes.

      “What you two saying?” Tommaso interrupted. The little guy didn’t understand their conversation. Leonardo waited for Jasmine’s decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          THIS IS YOUR CIRCUS
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      JASMINE

      Although it had been a wonderful day, it was also long. Which not only took an emotional toll on Jasmine, but it also took a physical one. Despite her hesitation, Jasmine decided to take Leo up on his offer after looking at Tommy in the back seat.

      “Thank you,” Jasmine accepted.

      Leo excused himself to make sure his vehicle was secure where he was leaving it. When he returned, he told her arrangements had been made for his SUV to be picked up.

      Meanwhile, Tommy was so excited that as he put it, “My Daddy coming my house.”

      When Jasmine went to put on his show for the drive, he told her. “No, thanks, Mommy. I wanna talk to Daddy.”

      With Leo behind the wheel. Jasmine relaxed in the passenger seat as they headed back to her home. Tommy chattered away. “You come see my room, Daddy?”

      Leo glanced at her for confirmation, and she didn’t see the harm, so she nodded.

      “Sure, Tommaso, you can show me when we get there.”

      “Yay! Then you eat with me?” Tommy pushed.

      Again, Leo looked at her. Jasmine tried to suppress her smile. It was so sweet of him to look to her for answers. She appreciated how he didn’t put her on the spot, possibly making her look like the bad guy in their son’s eyes. Instead, he discreetly left it up to her. The prospect of dinner with Tommy clearly excited Leo as well. A part of her worried about how Leo’s departure for the night would go. She was certain there would be tears involved. They would have to work through it together.

      “I’d love to have dinner with you, and your Mommy,” Leo answered.

      “And maybe Aunty J will come upstairs too.” Tommy smiled.

      Her little boy was cheerful, chatting away about the day. Tommy recounted the day to both her and Leo, as if they hadn’t been with him. It was the cutest thing. The words trickled out, each one slower than the last, until they dried up completely.

      Leo looked over his shoulder. Chuckling softly, he whispered, “He is asleep. How did that happen so fast?”

      “It was a busy day, and he didn’t have his nap. Tonight is going to be very interesting.”

      “Hopefully, the excitement will tucker him out by bedtime.” Leo was overly optimistic.

      Jasmine didn’t want to burst his bubble. “I hope so.”

      Leo’s phone chimed. “Do you mind looking at that for me? I just want to make sure I don’t miss a message from Frank. He is picking up the SUV for me. Turns out, I got lucky. He wasn’t too far away, so he will pick it up and drop it at my place.”

      She was happy to look at the phone for him since he was busy driving. The last thing she wanted was for Leo to be distracted. They were on the highway, and he was doing the speed limit.

      “How are you going to get home?” she asked.

      “I’ll grab a car service to get back to my place.”

      Jasmine felt bad for the inconvenience but reminded herself Leo didn’t seem to mind.

      “You have a message, but I can’t tell who it’s from.” Leo giving her access not only to his phone but also providing her with the password to access his messages was an unexpected and deeply meaningful gesture of trust. Although she willed herself not to read too much into it.

      “You have a message from Emmanuel and one that just came in from Frank.”

      “You can read Frank’s first, please.”

      She read Frank’s message: “Sorry, Emmanuel is being himself.”

      “Crap, and Emmanuel’s message, please?”

      “You could’ve called me. I’m with Frank. I’m driving your SUV back to Jasmine’s. Then Frank will grab me,” Jasmine read as instructed.

      “Why the hell did he get involved? It was so much simpler when it was just Frank.”

      “So, you and your brother are getting along?”

      “If you can call it that. We’ve come a long way. Since you… well, you know. He can be a lot.” Leo chuckled.

      “Yeah, but he cares about his family. There is that.”

      “There is that,” she echoed.

      Leo explained they agreed to change last names, so both their surnames were the same. It seemed like a wild idea to her. However, the brothers were on the same page.

      “And you both are doing this to get under Larson’s skin?”

      “More or less.”

      “Do you think it’s a good idea to poke the bear?”

      “He isn’t the bear in this scenario. If anything, we are the bears.”

      As he spoke, Jasmine absentmindedly reached for her phone, realizing she had left it on silent for most of the day.

      “I really hope you are—” She felt a sudden rush of panic as her eyes fell on the endless stream of messages from Jelissa. “Oh, shit.”

      “Gelsomino? What’s the matter?”

      “Give me a second. I need to check something.” Jasmine read over the messages again. Hoping she had misread them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jelissa: Girl! 9-1-1!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jelissa: Call me now!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jelissa: Jazz, why aren’t you answering?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jelissa: Pick up!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jelissa: Mommy and Daddy are here at our place right now!

      

      

      

      

      

      Jasmine was frantic as she texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Just got your message. I’m on my way back. Five minutes out.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jelissa: Okay, well, at least you have a heads up.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Leo is with me. Can you take them out?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jelissa: No chance, Mommy is cooking.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Crap!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jelissa: Hot diarrhea. Daddy is going to flip out on Leo.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Leo, can you pull over at the coffee shop for a moment?”

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “My parents are at my house,” Jasmine explained.

      “So, you want to pick up some snacks or something?”

      “I was thinking we could drop you off there. Then maybe Emmanuel can pick you up at the coffee shop?”

      “Are you serious right now? You want to hide me?” His voice was tinged with hurt and disbelief, as if he couldn't quite process the suggestion.

      “No. I’m trying to protect you.”

      Leo chuckled as he shook his head. “Gelsomino, I think I can take care of myself.”

      “You’ve never met my Daddy. You aren’t his favourite person. And… I haven’t updated them yet.”

      “Say, I get out of the car like some coward. What are you planning to tell Tommaso about where I went ?” As he spoke, he pulled into the coffee shop parking lot. He placed the SUV in park and unbuckled his seat belt. Jasmine was feeling panicked. Her cheeks were flushed, and she opened the window for air.

      “Gelsomino, take a breath.”

      “Oh, my God! What are we going to do?” She covered her face as panic clawed at her.

      “It will be okay. We are going to go to your house, and I will meet your parents. We can get through this together.”

      Jasmine wasn’t feeling as positive as Leo. Her father wasn’t a fan of him. However, that wasn’t the major problem. She hadn’t mentioned to her parents that they had reconciled.
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        * * *

      

      LEONARDO

      Leonardo did not feel as confident as he let on to Jasmine. He gave reassurances which he was uncertain he could deliver. The sheer panic she exhibited was enough to make him concerned that Mr. Journee might put his hands on Leonardo. If he were being honest, it would be well deserved. If he had a daughter and some man pulled a stunt on her like he had with Jasmine, Leonardo was certain he would demolish them with his bare hands.

      Jasmine still looked like she was on the verge of a panic attack. “You don’t understand. I haven’t told them we are working things out. I wanted to give it some more time,” Jasmine explained.

      Leonardo felt a sharp pang of hurt at her doubts, but his determination didn’t waver. He was resolved to do whatever it took to ensure their family—Jasmine, Tommaso, and any future additions—would thrive. For now, he set aside her misgivings, focusing instead on the immediate task, though he made a silent vow to address her concerns later.

      “Well, we can’t go back in time and change it. All we can do is be a united front. We are together. While at first, they might not agree with our situation, all we have to do is keep putting one foot in front of the other and show them we are building a future.”

      As far as Leonardo was concerned, at the end of the day they were adults. Yes, it might be difficult for Jasmine not to have her parents’ approval. So, Leonardo would do his best to win them over. They could have continued discussing this, but were interrupted.

      “Mommy? Why we stop?” Tommaso sleepy voice, asked.

      “We are going to get some treats, then we are going to head home,” Jasmine responded.

      Tommaso insisted he come as well. So, all three of them ended up going into the coffee shop. His son requested a ride, and he couldn’t resist holding him.

      While they waited in line, Jasmine gave their son the news. “Guess who is visiting us tonight?”

      “I dunno. Who?” he asked.

      “Granny and Grandaddy.”

      “Yay! Can I go to the big park with the rollies with them?”

      “We’ll see,” Jasmine answered.

      While Leonardo asked, “What’s a rollies?”

      “Roller coasters.” Jasmine explained.

      “Daddy, do you like rollies?”

      “I do. I like the really high ones.” Leonardo responded and received a high five.

      They grabbed baked treats at the café then headed the short distance to Jasmine’s. Leonardo didn’t have time to devise a plan of how to approach Jasmine’s father. Tommaso was up and talkative.

      The moment Leonardo pulled into the driveway; the front door opened. He breathed a sigh of relief at seeing Jelissa. Tommaso was excited to see her.

      “Aunty J!!” he called repeatedly until she opened the back door. His little arms wrapped around her tightly.

      “Hey Buddy. Did you have fun today?”

      “All the fun. Aunty, look me Daddy,” Tommaso instructed as he pointed to where Leonardo sat in the front seat.

      Jelissa looked towards Leonardo, who was unbuckling his seat belt, and gave a small wave. “Hey, Leonardo. You picked a great day to visit.”

      “I heard.” He shrugged. What else could he do?

      “I’ll take Tommy in, and you guys can get this stuff together.”

      Jasmine got out of the car. “Did you tell them?”

      “Na-uh. This is your circus. I don’t want to steal the ring master gig from you.” Jelissa gave her a one-handed hug. “Don’t worry, it will work out, Jazzy.”

      Leonardo didn’t think Jasmine believed Jelissa. She looked like she was about to face a firing squad.

      “Hey,” he called softly. “She is right. It will work out.” He laced their fingers together and pressed a kiss on her hand.

      “Let me grab the things, and we will head inside,” Leonardo offered.

      Jasmine was one step ahead of him as they moved to the house. The moment she stepped onto the first stair, the door swung open.

      A deep, accented voice full of laughter spoke, “Your sister left you to bring⁠—”

      As her father trailed off, Jasmine moved, and Leonardo caught sight of him. The man didn’t look his age, or like a retired accountant. If he had to guess the man’s profession, it would be military or a police officer. The laughter he had heard in Mr. Journee’s voice was not at all present in his features.

      “Good evening, Daddy,” Jasmine greeted as she walked up to him.

      “Jasmine.” He sounded so curt. Leonardo bristled at the man’s tone.

      “Now, who is this?” Mr. Journee asked as he jutted his chin in Leonardo’s direction.

      Leonardo didn’t have a free hand, so Jasmine wrapped a hand around his wrist.

      “Daddy,” she cleared her throat, but when she continued speaking her voice still had the squeaky quality. “This is Leonardo.”

      “Tommaso’s father?”

      “Yes.”

      “I see. Well, isn’t this cozy?”

      Ignoring the man’s biting tone, Leonardo greeted him. “Mr. Journee, it is nice to meet you.”

      “Wish I could say the same,” he mumbled.

      Leonardo’s hands were full, so he gestured to them, said, “I’m sorry, my hands are full.” The man’s sharp look made Leonardo glad he didn't have to shake his hand.

      “Humph,” Mr. Journee grumbled, then turned on his heel and headed inside.

      “Sorry,” Jasmine mouthed. She looked like she was torn.

      “It’s fine.” He attempted to comfort her as they entered their house. He placed the items in the den, as Jasmine directed.

      “Okay, let me introduce you to my mom. She is in the kitchen.”

      Leonardo reached for Jasmine’s hand and felt a bit hurt when she moved it from his touch. They didn’t make it to the kitchen.

      “Come see me Daddy,” Tommaso instructed as he pulled the woman’s hand, who looked like an older version of Jelissa.

      The introduction to Jasmine’s mother went far better than it had with her father. She was warm and welcoming. Leonardo was surprised by the hug she gave him. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You too, Mrs. Journee.”

      “Dinner is almost ready. Jasmine, why don’t you come help me with the finishing touches?”

      “Daddy! Come see me room,” Tommy called dropping his grandmother’s hand and taking his father’s.
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        * * *

      

      JASMINE

      Jasmine’s mother linked arms with her as they walked to the kitchen. It had been several weeks since she last saw her parents, and so much had changed in that short time. Things she hadn’t shared with her mom. Jasmine hesitated to talk to her mom about Leonardo because experience had shown her it wouldn’t stay with her. There was nothing that her parents did not tell each other. Her father’s sharp tongue was not something she wanted to be subjected to once again. His disapproval was jarring, especially after being her biggest cheerleader throughout her life.

      Her Father had moved past the unpleasantness because he adored his only grandchild and firmly put his foot down.

      “I don’t want you to have anything more to do with that man, after the way he treated you and baby Tommy. If he comes crawling back later, tell him to speak to your lawyer.”

      At the time, Jasmine had agreed.

      Things had changed. She didn’t think her father would understand. She had been thinking of a way to break the news to her parents. It was too late now. To an outsider, her father looked annoyed, but she could tell he was seething.

      “It’s too late to be fretting. Come see what I cooked,” her mother instructed as they reached the kitchen. Jasmine’s mother had taken over her kitchen, and it smelled like the Sunday dinners she had grown up with. It was a traditional Trinidadian meal. Jasmine wished she was in the headspace to enjoy it.

      “I made a full Sunday dinner,” her mother explained. “Stew chicken, pepper shrimp, roast pork, stew pigeon peas, callaloo, macaroni pie, the beet salad you like, and rice. I didn’t have time to bake a cake, but I see you have ice cream in the freezer.”

      “We stopped by and got some treats when we heard you were here.”

      “I see.”

      “Sorry, we are just getting back.”

      “There is nothing to apologise for. Our visit was unannounced. It seems we are all surprised.”

      Jasmine cleared her throat. “Can I help with anything?”

      “Cut some cucumbers.” Her mother pointed to the vegetables on the counter. Jasmine washed her hands and began her task.

      “So, the boy’s father is here.”

      “Yes, Mommy.”

      “Hm. Is he here for his son? You, or both?”

      Although she didn’t turn her head, she could feel her mother’s eyes on her.

      “Leonardo has been working on building a relationship with both of us,” Jasmine hedged.

      “I guess I need to be more direct. Are you and Leonardo in a relationship?”

      “Yes, Mommy.” Jasmine concentrated on slicing the cucumber with precision. In fear of disapproval from her mother, she could not look up at her.

      “I see. Why didn’t you share the news with us?”

      “It’s still new,” Jasmine murmured. Her emotions were all over the place. There was a part of her which felt a tad disloyal to what she and Leo were building.

      “And?” her mom prompted.

      “I know you and Daddy would be upset.”

      “I see.” Her mother often used that phrase to encourage her girls to talk through their thoughts.

      “I know my decision may not seem to be wise, but he isn’t the same man who let me down. Leonardo deserves a second chance, Mommy.”

      Jasmine realised she had finished her task. Placing her knife down, she took a deep breath and looked up at her mom. Her eyes held warmth and kindness.

      “I’m sure this couldn’t have been an easy decision for you. All I know is you wouldn’t make it lightly. I pray Leonardo lives up to the faith you are placing in him.”

      While Jasmine was grown and didn’t need her parent’s permission to pursue a relationship with Leonardo. It felt good to have her mother’s support. “Thank you, Mommy.”

      Her mom extended her arms, and Jasmine welcomed the embrace. “Of course, I want my baby happy.”

      “I can’t believe you are encouraging this foolishness, Josette.” Her father’s voice was low and stern. Her mom gave her an extra squeeze before releasing her.

      “She is our child. Our job is to be supportive.”

      “I won’t stand by and cheer her on as she makes what I am sure is the biggest mistake of her life. Why do you have that man sniffing around you and my grandson?”

      Jasmine bristled at the question. She loved her father and knew he was looking out for her, but she would not allow him to disrespect her in her own home.

      “Leonardo isn’t sniffing around, Daddy. He and I are building a relationship. Plus, he is Tommy’s dad. My little boy deserves the chance to have a relationship with his Dad.”
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