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      Noah

      

      The irritating buzz of a mosquito swarmed my ear. I opened my eyes to swat it away and closed my eyes again. Curling away from the relentless sound, I rolled right into a warm, soft figure in my bed.

      “Shit,” I groaned, pushing myself to my back and opening my eyes.

      She wasn’t supposed to stay. What we had was simple. She came over. She came in a more pleasurable way. I came. And then she left.

      Peyton Hudson sleeping next to me, curled to her side and hugging my pillow was not the arrangement.

      I wiped a hand down my face and sat up, only to realize that mosquito buzzing in my ear wasn’t a bug, but my phone. My screen lit up again and I grabbed it, cursing as I saw the number for the concierge desk, along with the time.

      Two o’clock in the morning? I’d been asleep for less than two hours.

      “Hello?” I asked, already shoving off the bed and reaching for my discarded jeans. Nothing good would come from a phone call at this hour.

      “Mr. Wilkes, this is Patrick Morrison at the front desk, sir.”

      “What is it?” I stood at the window, zipping my jeans. The view of St. Louis with its arches in the distance was the main reason why I bought this condo after winning an incredibly lucrative court case early in my career.

      “There are two police officers here, demanding to see you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, sir. They said it’s urgent.”

      Did I have to tell everyone how to do their job? “Then send them up, Patrick.”

      I disconnected and tossed the phone to the bed where it made a soft thunk. Shit. I still had to get rid of Peyton. For tonight and forever if this was where she thought we were headed.

      I wasn’t opposed to relationships. They were always a possibility in the back of my mind, in that someday when I’m done making millions, sort of way. But that’s not what Peyton and I had, and it wasn’t something I wanted, not with her, anyway.

      I grabbed my shirt off the floor and tugged it on before heading to the other side of the bed.

      I lived on the twenty-eighth floor, but it wouldn’t take long for officers to get here.

      “Hey.” I shook her shoulder gently but hard enough to wake her. As her eyes fluttered open and her lips lifted into a grin, I scowled. “You need to get up and go. Now.”

      “What? Oh…did I fall asleep?” Peyton was beautiful. As one of the best prosecuting attorneys in St. Louis, she and I often found ourselves on opposite sides of the aisle during trials. It was her fire and her passion for her job which equaled mine that initially made my dick hard. Her large boobs, curvy hips, thighs that showed how often she went to her kickboxing class didn’t hurt, either. Her pale brown eyes went from sleepy to happy in a blink and I stood back.

      “You need to go. I got shit to do. So get moving. I’ll be in the kitchen.”

      With coffee going because if cops were showing up at my door, it meant very bad things for someone at my office or my clients.

      I filled my machine with fresh water and turned it on, already sliding into defense mode and by the time I slipped a pod into my coffee maker, three firm knocks hit my door. As my long strides ate up the space to the front door, Peyton met me at the hallway.

      “Who’s here?” she asked. Her handbag was in one hand, red and spiked high heels dangled in her other. Strawberry blonde hair, thick and wavy only a few minutes ago in my bed was now patted neatly into place.

      “Cops. I’ll call you later.”

      “Cops?” Her brows arched and her head whipped toward the door as another knock hit it. This time less patient and louder. “What for?”

      “I don’t know. Like I said, I’ll call you later.” I wouldn’t end it now without giving her the time to throw the tantrum I figured would come. Arguing with Peyton made my dick hard inside and outside the courtroom, and it wasn’t just there where we differed. It was pretty much every single thing we believed. I always figured it was what made the sex so damn hot between us. Our explosive tempers couldn’t help but overflow into shirt-ripping, mind-blowing orgasms.

      I opened the door and two of St. Louis’s finest stood in front of me, grave expressions on the faces of two men I recognized and had worked with before.

      Awkward. Cops gossiped more than my younger sister and her girlfriends ever could.

      Based on the glances they quickly slid her way then back to me, they knew both of us as well.

      “Officers Marsh and Richmond. What can I do for you?”

      “Have a few minutes?” Alex Marsh asked. “We need to talk.”

      “I’ll just go,” Peyton whispered. Her face had paled, and all surprise was gone from her, but that didn’t stop her from brushing her hand across my lower back as she moved. “Talk to you later, Noah.”

      I grunted an acknowledgment, stepping back with the door so she could leave and the officers walked in.

      As it closed behind them, they followed me to the kitchen where I grabbed a mug and looked at both of them over my shoulder. “Need coffee? It’s late.” Or early. Whatever.

      “No, listen, Mr. Wilkes—”

      “Noah,” I corrected. These guys were my age and my prestige might have demanded respect, but I never gave a shit.

      “Noah,” Officer Dan Richmond said, and his voice had gone weird. Thick. A bit strangled. My now filled mug stilled halfway to my mouth. “We need you to come to the hospital with us. Something happened.”

      “With Joker?”

      He was my most current, infamous client, and was being held for not only solicitation but beating the shit out of the hooker he’d hired. That he had a gram of coke on him at the time didn’t help. Nor that he was one of the best running backs in professional football. But he was the only thing I could think of.

      “No.” Dan stepped forward. He was my age. Had a wife and two young kids. And he looked terrified. “Listen, Noah. It’s Riley.”

      Every warm, pulsing spot inside my body turned to ice and froze. “What’s Riley?”

      Adam Marsh stepped up and quietly said, “Maybe we should sit.”

      The hell I was. I stepped back. My ass hit my marble counter, and I set down my coffee. “What the fuck is going on?”

      They glanced at each other. Like neither wanted to talk. And if Riley was at the hospital and they were here…the palm of my hand pressed against my chest. “Where’s Amanda? Jake?”

      Adam lowered his head and raised it like he was regretting ever stepping foot in my home. “Riley’s in shock, Noah, unhurt, but scared. From what we’ve been able to gather, Amanda and Jake took her to see The Lion King tonight. And well, shit man…I hate to say this…but…”

      “They didn’t make it,” Dan said, swooping in and stepping toward me.

      “What the fuck do you mean, they didn’t make it?”

      This wasn’t happening. Wave after wave rushed through my brain. I was the best defense attorney in St. Louis, hated by almost every single man who wore blue, and the fact these two guys were standing there, looking like they wanted to hug me made no sense.

      “What are you trying to say?” I asked, gasping for breath. Riley. Unhurt. Didn’t make it. This was not happening.

      “Shot. Both of them. Purse and wallet gone.”

      Shot? Oh, Jesus.

      “Riley—”

      “We’re here to take you to her.”

      I heard nothing else but a whooshing in my ears. And I barely remembered grabbing my wallet, sliding my feet into a pair of flip-flops despite the fact it was February, following them to their cruiser. Getting to the hospital.

      But it was seeing Riley, my sweet little niece, all hair and huge blue eyes rimmed red and not their usual sparkle that slammed everything into place.

      I ran to her as soon as I saw her, curled in a blue blanket, looking so damn tiny on the hospital bed in the emergency room and as she saw me, great big fat tears fell down her cheeks.

      “Uncle Noah!” she sobbed as I grabbed her. My legs, done trying to be strong, collapsed once I got my arms around her and I fell to the floor, Riley in my lap. “Uncle Noah,” she cried again.

      I shoved her face into the crook of my neck. My splayed fingers and palm larger than the back of her head held her tight to me. I pressed my face into her hair. “I’m so sorry, Riley. So, so, so damn sorry.”

      My sister and her husband were dead.

      What in the hell would happen to Riley now?
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      Lauren

      

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      “Ugh!” I flung my comforter off of me. The blue down cover flew through the air and I jumped out of bed. Why I stomped to my window and shoved back my curtains was anyone’s guess. It wasn’t like my new neighbor could see my glare or hear my frustrated and angry growl through the thick thatch of trees separating our yards. It took a special kind of jerk to start construction or whatever he was doing at six in the morning. All the hammering waking me up over the last week was driving me bonkers.

      “When will this end?” I muttered to myself and snagged my phone from its charger cord on my nightstand.

      Six o’clock in the morning a week before school started. The last week of the summer I had to sleep in and pretend I was still on vacation. Whoever it was that moved in so recently was seriously messing with my planned activities of sleep, sleep, and more sleep. He banged on the house all day long and if it wasn’t a hammer, it was a saw. If it wasn’t one of those, it was a drill or the sound of large trucks dropping off supplies.

      And it happened all.freaking.day.long.

      Thank God I was back to school in a few days. A classroom of twenty-two eight-year-olds was more pleasant to my ears. Which was the only reason I hadn’t gone over to meet my new neighbor and ask him to keep it down until a more decent hour. Only two more days and I’d be at the school, getting my room ready, handling orientations for new families and then at the end of the week, I’d be welcoming all my students for their first day of school.

      When I was a child, I was always giddy over the new year. It always filled me with hope that things would be different. That my family would be different. I cradled my new pencils and markers and crayons and notebooks with love, squeezing them and wishing beyond reason that each new school year would bring something excitingly different to my life.

      That never quite happened, not with my family, but the love of learning and school was too far ingrained in me that by the time I went to college, I knew exactly what I wanted to be when I grew up. Now, I had just enough years of teaching under my belt that I wasn’t nervous, I wasn’t jittery, trying to find my place in a new school and classroom with veteran teachers who could be quite intimidating, but it was the excitement keeping me up late at night.

      Oh, the learning that’d take place. The laughs we’d share. The children I’d hug when they fell and scraped their knees or forgot their snack, or their mom couldn’t make it to that field trip after all. Being a teacher was more than teaching arithmetic and proper grammar and reading. It was loving. And by this point in time during the summer, I was aching to love the little kids I hadn’t yet met.

      It was that excitement that helped me brush off my obnoxious neighbor as I moved to the bathroom. Once the water was running in the shower, I scanned my email, starred the messages I’d check once I got to my classroom before setting down my phone and stepping into the warm spray.

      Heaven. I sighed as I ran my hands through my hair, shampooed and conditioned it. I’d had a cut a few weeks ago and even though I chopped several inches, my hair still hung past my breasts. During the school year, I took pride in my appearance. We might have had a casual dress code where I could wear jeans or leggings and dresses, but I always went to school looking as best I could. For me, that meant waking up at an ungodly hour so I could dry and straighten or curl my hair into long, fluffy waves.

      That morning, I dried off quickly and wrapped it up into a bun, tugging down just a few strands at my temples before I went to my closet and pulled on some yoga capris with a gray tank.

      I’d come back home before heading back up to the school later for pre-year conferences. It was one of my favorite things about this district. We spent three days speaking with parents and the kids, reviewing last year’s scores and progress and doing quick little tests to see what the kids had retained over the summer. It not only helped us know where students were before the first day, it also gave us teachers a chance to get to know the students and parents in a one-on-one environment.

      Grabbing my phone on the way out, I moved through my small one-level home straight to the kitchen where I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and double checked to ensure everything was in its place.

      My friends teased me for being too OCD, but I didn’t mind. My home life had been unruly and unmanageable, everything always a disaster and somehow, I took that control I needed to always ensure at least my bedroom was neat and tidy. That followed me into adulthood and might have driven my college roommates a wee bit nuts.

      I didn’t mind other people’s messes, but my home was my sanctuary. It was quiet and peaceful, and keeping it clean helped me feel the same when I woke in the morning or came home after a long day and everything was in its place.

      My bedroom was right off the kitchen and small eating area, so I quickly wiped down the table and counters before moving to the living room. I’d dusted and cleaned everything over the weekend, and then last night, fell asleep on the couch to a Hallmark Channel romance before waking up and shuffling off to my bedroom.

      The movie was corny as heck, but I loved them.

      Once I ensured the house was clean and picked up, I swiped my keys off the hook just inside my garage door, tugged my purse off another, and headed out.

      I had supplies to buy.

      Students to prepare for.
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      A knock rapped on my doorframe and a friendly voice called out, “Hey, you’re still here?”

      Brooke, another third-grade teacher, and one of my closest acquaintances at work stepped into my room.

      I gave her a quick wave.

      “Here, let me help,” she said, hurrying to where I was stretched on a chair, standing on tiptoe, and holding a banner well above my head. She pulled another chair over to the wall and grabbed the hanging banner, pushing it high and straight across the top of the smart board screen.

      I pulled the tape dispenser out of my mouth and ripped off a piece with my teeth. “Thank you,” I said, smacking the taped banner to the wall. “That’s a bit easier with help.”

      She grinned down at me and held out her hand. “Give me a piece and I’ll get this side.” When she was done, she stepped off the chair and both of us stood back, surveying the alphabetic banner.

      “You always have the coolest room decor,” Brooke said, grinning at my walls.

      It wasn’t a secret that I made most of my own decor. I even had my own online business on the side, selling my creations to other teachers. I spent hours every day during the summer coming up with new and inspired ideas for elementary students and teachers to keep learning fun and creative.

      “Thanks,” I replied, as a slow heat crept up my neck. Accepting compliments wasn’t my strong suit.

      Brooke turned to me, hands on her hips. “And I can’t believe you’re done already. How did you do this so fast with conferences?”

      “I had one reschedule this afternoon and one didn’t show.”

      Her light brown brows arched. “I guess that’s not a surprise. We always have a few. Bummer though.”

      “It was Noah Wilkes.” A tightness clawed at my throat as I spoke his name.

      “Oh…” Her bottom lip went to her teeth and she cringed.

      Noah Wilkes was no secret to Carlton. Originally from here, he’d moved as soon as he went to college and never returned. He eventually went to law school and then went on to become some hot shot defense attorney in St. Louis. I knew from talking to his dad, Keith, occasionally that that profession made his head want to explode.

      But Noah, along with his younger sister Amanda and their entire family, made the front page local paper early in the year when Amanda and her husband had been shot in a parking garage. Their young daughter Riley had been with them and it was assumed she’d seen it all. Shortly after, Noah was given custody of his niece and at some point this summer, he’d moved back to town.

      I hadn’t seen him yet, and while I hadn’t exactly been looking forward to meeting him and Riley, I was definitely already feeling protective of the little girl.

      When I saw her picture in the paper, huge blue eyes clutching a brown, stuffed dog to her chest at her parents’ funeral, my heart had never ached so bad.

      “Yeah,” I said, and went to the small round table where I dropped the tape into a bucket. “I still can’t imagine everything they’re going through. And for him to give up everything.”

      Word in town was that he’d quit his high-profile career and moved back to give Riley some stability and so she could be around her grandparents. I didn’t have any idea where her father’s side of the family was from, and while it was none of my business, I still couldn’t help but be curious.

      The photo of Noah in the paper had taken my breath away, in an entirely inappropriate way. Grief lined his eyes, but it was the way he’d stared at the casket that stole my breath. He looked vicious. Ready to get revenge on whoever had damaged his family. Severe cut jaw lined with a short beard and eyes that could set steel on fire with a glare, my heart had thumped at the way he’d had his arm wrapped around Riley, protecting her.

      The last thing I should have been thinking about while reading that article was how hot the man was while he said his final goodbye to his sister. I also couldn’t deny I’d been on pins and needles all day waiting to meet the man in person.

      “Andrew saw him at the hardware store earlier this week,” Brooke said. “We were several years younger than him and Amanda in school, so we didn’t really know them, but Andrew said the guy looked an absolute wreck.” She shook her head and frowned. “So sad. I feel so bad for them and how do you go from living alone in a city to caring for a little girl here? And after what she saw, God, my heart hurts just thinking about it.”

      Andrew and Brooke had been married for years and had two kids of their own. High school sweethearts, they had also both grown up in Carlton, returning right after she graduated college.

      “Enough gossip,” I said, brushing my hands down my thighs. “I’ll give him a call to reschedule, but I am definitely going to have to keep an eye on her this year.”

      “Yeah, but if anyone can help her if she needs it, it’s you.”

      Brooke was so sweet. Boisterous and sometimes over-the-top with her energy, she was also extremely loyal and one of the most genuine people I’d ever met. I adored her friendship.

      “Thanks, Brooke.”

      “No problem.” She clapped her hands together and then held them to her chest. “So, wanna help me do my room since yours is done?”

      I grabbed my bucket with tape and scissors and push pins off the table and grinned. “Of course I do.”
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      All around me, a slew of children ran and screamed, basketballs went every which way, and there were squeals of glee as children flung themselves down the slides. I was on recess duty with Anna Caprice, one of the other teachers. We usually spent the time starting conversations where we hardly finished a sentence due to one of many children running up and interrupting. It wasn’t exactly my favorite time of day but due to budget restraints, for the last two years, us teachers had to share recess duty, giving the other teachers planning time, instead of the part-time employees the district used to hire for the purpose.

      It was tiring, but not bad, just loud. With school in session for less than a week, summer still in full swing with the August heat beating down on us, the kids were wild.

      All except Riley.

      So far, she had sat alone on a bench every day at recess. When other kids approached her and invited her to play, she shook her head and didn’t say a word.

      Such as it’d been every day so far. She wasn’t speaking to anyone. When I called on her in class or tried to draw her into a discussion and work one on one with her, she barely mumbled a response.

      If my heart ached for her before school started solely on knowing her past, meeting her and trying to interact with her was causing it to crack in two.

      She was a pretty little girl with a thick mass of blonde hair down to her waist. Her blue eyes were the largest of any child I’d ever seen. With her round face and pretty nose and a tiny little gap between her two front teeth, if her parents had put her in modeling she’d be famous, she was that beautiful.

      But she was devastatingly sad. And quiet. And every endeavor I’d attempted so far to get her to talk to me had failed miserably. I had no idea what to do to help her, only that something had to be done.

      Today her wild and thick hair was tangled as if she hadn’t taken a brush to it in days, or if she’d attempted, hadn’t done it very well. She sat on the bench, head bent, and although I couldn’t see her face, I imagined she was watching her pink sandals swing back and forth as she skimmed them over the mulch.

      “Any luck so far?” Anna asked, stepping up to me.

      I didn’t pull my gaze off Riley as I shook my head. “No. Nothing and it’s killing me.”

      “Have you heard back from her uncle yet?”

      More frustrating than so far being unable to connect with one of my students was the lack of returned calls from Noah. I’d left three messages. Two before school started attempting to reschedule the conference, and one last week when she didn’t speak after the first two days. I’d even gone so far as to look up her records to ensure I had the correct number, but I already knew I did since every time I called, I received Noah’s voicemail, declaring it was him.

      He just hadn’t returned a call yet.

      “No. I’m going to try again today though. We’ll see.”

      She curled her hand over my shoulder and squeezed. “Good luck. Hey! Carson! Watch what you’re doing with the ball!” she shouted as a ball almost bounced right into her chest. At the last second, she caught it and swung her head toward a group of boys playing basketball and grinned back at me. “I’ll go take this back to them and remind them to play carefully.” She winked. “Again.”

      Kids. Gotta love them. “You got it.”

      I waved to her and headed toward Riley, scanning the playground for any issues I needed to jump into on my way. Finding none, I slid on the bench next to where she sat and crossed one leg over the other. I sat silently next to her for a few minutes to see what she’d do.

      Nothing. She didn’t acknowledge my presence in any way and that crack in my heart grew larger with every sad, passing moment.

      “Hey, you like to draw and color, right?” I asked her. What little girl didn’t?

      To my surprise, her shoulder closest to me rose and fell.

      “I bet you’re an excellent drawer,” I said. Keeping my eyes on the playground so she didn’t feel forced to answer, and to keep an eye on the mass of third graders, I kept talking, acting like I was talking more to myself than her. “I bet you draw unicorns and ice cream cones and I also bet you can draw houses really well, too. You know, I bought some special pens this summer just for you kids to try out.”

      I leaned in closer as if I was sharing a secret. I hadn’t been prepared to break them out until a rainy day where we couldn’t be outside, but I was desperate for some sort of connection with Riley. “They have glitter in them,” I whispered.

      That got her. Her back straightened, and even though her head was still bent, her lips tipped up. What girl didn’t love a good glitter pen? Heck, I was twenty-five and still loved them. But I was more girly-girl than most at my age. “I was going to save them for special days. But maybe today we can get them out.”

      Her head nodded quickly. Just two quick head nods. It wasn’t much, but it was the most I’d gotten from her. I pushed one more time. “Maybe, if you help me hand them out later, I’ll let you choose the first one?”

      Her head turned to me, eyes so big and so bright but still so desperately sad, it took all I had to keep my smile plastered on my face. Her blonde brows rose as if it was the most exciting thing she’d heard in a long time.

      “Would you like that?” I asked.

      Her excitement diminished and she slid her gaze to the playground. The small smile of hers died as she spoke, for the first time, in the quietest voice. “I lost all my glitter pens when I moved.”

      Oh God. Tears welled in my eyes and before I could stop myself, I tucked my arm around her and gave her a quick squeeze. “Then today, we’ll bust out the pens and you can help. Deal?”

      She nodded once and sniffed. Before I pushed too hard too fast, I gave her a quick squeeze. Standing, I gestured to a group of girls who were running and playing tag. “I bet they’d let you play with them if you want to.”

      She shook her head quickly and darn it. Her head fell back to the mulch.

      “Okay. We’ll just look forward to drawing later then.” I flashed her a smile even though she didn’t look back at me, and I walked away, fighting tears and at the same time, a smile.

      I got her to talk to me with glitter pens.

      What else could I use?
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      “Hello, Mr. Wilkes, this is Lauren Frazier, Riley’s teacher. I’ve left several messages already, but it’s important you call me back. Something happened with Riley, today, and well…” My voice trailed off. The glitter pen drawing idea had ended in a disaster. Riley’s paper shook as I held it in my hand and I desperately tried to wipe off the tear I’d allowed to fall on to it.

      So stupid, Lauren. A simple idea of drawing a picture of what kids had done this summer and Riley had lost all of her love of glitter pens. I was certain of it. And if she hadn’t, I was leaning in the direction of never wanting to see another one again.

      “Please, call me, Mr. Wilkes. It’s important. I’m concerned, and today didn’t go well. We really need to meet and discuss how I can best teach Riley this year. Thank you.” I rattled off my number and extension along with my email in case he had some severe phobia of returning a phone call before hanging up.

      God.

      I was correct. For her age, Riley was an excellent drawer, but it was the subject I stared at that made me ache down to my bones.

      Gray sky filled with black clouds. Bright green grass. Two large trees draped over the center of the page. And beneath those droopy, sad looking trees were the only other things on the page. Two, black curved objects. Over the top of them were the words “Mom” and “Dad” in harshly scribbled, shaking letters.

      She’d drawn tombstones. The funeral. It hadn’t even been this summer but last February, and it was clearly still the only thing on her mind.

      I had walked around the room during the unplanned art time, desperate for any chance to connect with Riley while stopping and talking to each and every kid, but when I’d gotten to her drawing, I hadn’t been able to look away.

      She’d chosen a green glitter pen. It sparkled and shone despite the gray and ominous clouds, and I knew from the pictures in the newspaper so many months ago, the sun had been shining the day they buried her parents.

      But damn… the poor thing.

      My phone on my desk rang, startling me and I dropped the paper.

      “Hello, this is —”

      “What’s wrong with Riley?” a deep voice snapped through the phone line.

      “Mr. Wilkes?” I asked, fumbling. Of course it was him. He’d called me back! Finally!

      “Noah. What’s wrong with Riley?”

      Goodness. His voice was tight and quick like I’d done something to anger him and it took me a second to recover as I said, “Well, nothing—”

      “You said something happened.”

      Goodness. No wonder why he was a lawyer. He wouldn’t let me get a word in edgewise. “Noah,” I tried again and cleared my throat. “Noah, she’s not hurt. But I’m concerned about some of her behavior. I’d really it like it if we could schedule some time for you to come in so we can speak.”

      He was silent for a few minutes and then cursed, startling me further. “I can’t today. But I can tomorrow.”

      “Okay. How about after school?”

      “Fine. I’ll see you at three.”

      “Um, school isn’t over until three-thirty.”

      A heavy sigh fell through the line followed by another curse. “Fine then. I’ll be there at three-thirty. Mrs…?”

      His voice trailed off. It took me a second to realize he’d already forgotten my name. “Miss Frazier. Lauren. I’ll—”

      He cut me off again. “Tomorrow,” he clipped and hung up.

      I stared at the phone’s receiver for way too long after it’d gone silent. Suddenly having an appointment with Noah Wilkes didn’t seem like such a great idea if he was going to cut me off at every opportunity and spend it cursing.

      “Way to go, Lauren,” I muttered to myself, hanging up the phone. “You’ve somehow screwed up twice today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Noah

      

      I wiped sweat off my forehead with the back of my forearm. Heat was already beating down on me and it was only seven o’clock in the morning. Some days I felt like a dick for getting up so early to renovate the house I’d bought when I’d moved Riley back to Carlton. It was summer, though, and if I didn’t get work done before it reached the mid-nineties, I would never get this house finished the way I wanted.

      Life really knew how to give a swift kick to a man’s balls. Six months ago, I was living my life by my rules. I was a lion in the courtroom, having accumulated far more wins than losses than any other attorney in my firm. I was on track to make partner and living the life I’d always wanted.

      Then life swept me off my feet and didn’t only send me reeling, but my entire family as well.

      It wasn’t just that we lost Amanda and my brother-in-law, Jake, it was that I lost the only woman outside my own mom who meant a damn thing to me. I lost the woman who could hold me accountable, tell me when I was being a dumbass, and somehow…they really thought I’d be the best guy to take care of their daughter.

      Surely when they were filling out their will they figured nothing would ever happen to them if their first choice was to leave me—the guy who didn’t know jackshit about being a parent—with a girl who had more needs than an accused man with a pile of evidence stacked against him.

      I dropped my arm to my side and surveyed the kitchen that looked more like a wrecking ball had plowed through it than a place where meals could eventually be cooked.

      Seriously, Amanda. What were you thinking?

      Probably that they’d never have to rely on me, and that thought always socked a punch to my gut.

      I was the cool uncle, the man who showed up every few weeks with a lollipop and took Riley out for too much ice cream too close to her bedtime. I was the guy who gifted her movies too old for her to watch and sent her flowers on her birthday because what in the hell did little girls like?

      I had no fucking clue.

      And now I was raising her.

      People had never been my strong suit. Facts were. Puzzles were. Solving problems and needing square pegs to go into square holes and round pegs into round ones was where I excelled.

      People? Especially kids? That was a whole school I never attended.

      I wasn’t a complete dick.

      I didn’t expect this adjustment to be easy. I didn’t expect Riley to do as she was told, pick herself up and move on.

      I’d lost the one person I talked to all day, every day without fail. I fucking missed Amanda. Jake, too, because even though I didn’t like the guy when they first started dating, he was damn good for my sister.

      And logically, I knew Riley lost her parents. I was a poor substitute for either of them. Kids didn’t exactly like the idea of “It’s done. Nothing you can do about it. Move on.”

      It killed me more and more every day when she’d look at me, the light dimming from her eyes more every morning and as the months dragged on, she talked less and less.

      Hell, currently, I could barely get Riley to answer questions that required more than a yes or no answer. On a good day, I’d get an “I don’t care” or “I don’t know” in response.

      I lived for the good days when she’d say those three words. Gone was the girl who could prattle incessantly about princesses and princes and how she was going to grow up to be one.

      In her place, was a shell of the beautiful and vibrant girl my niece used to be.

      And it was all my damn fault.

      I was failing at all of it and I didn’t fail. Unfortunately it didn’t matter to Riley one damn bit how successful and victorious I was. She lost her mom and dad, and I had no clue how to make it better for her.

      I lifted my arm and swung the hammer at the kitchen countertop. I’d rip this damn room out by the end of the day if it killed me. A chunk of the Formica countertop splintered off and I ducked before it slashed across my face.

      Taking a therapist’s advice to give Riley as stable of an environment as possible hadn’t been easy. When I first got custody of her, my instinct was not to follow through. My parents were in their mid-fifties, as energetic and healthy as they always were. They were young enough to take her. Plus, they at least had raised two decent humans in their life. They knew what they were doing.

      I’d tried to convince my mom one night to take Riley.

      Not my finest hour. Not even close. But damn it, I was clueless.

      I didn’t know much about women except they were emotional, beautiful, and how to make them come…which was not conducive to figuring how to suddenly be responsible for an eight-year-old.

      My parents refused. Amanda’s last wishes would be carried out, but they offered to help as much as possible. After struggling for months and losing Riley a little more every day, I knew the best thing for her wasn’t to be raised by a nanny while her uncle worked sixty hours a week and lived in a condo in the city.

      It was with family.

      So I made one decent choice for Riley, moved back to Carlton, and bought the only decent house I liked that wasn’t in the golf resort neighborhood. But if I was doing this, she was going to live how Amanda and Jake lived, how she and I were raised…in a modest home in a good neighborhood and close enough to enjoy all that small town living.

      Which wasn’t much outside the park at the end of our street.

      Odd, because living in a small town with nothing more than a couple of diners, a one-screen movie theater, and very few parks, was one of the reasons why I’d moved away when I went to college. At least now we were close enough to my folks where they could help out and they did.

      Unfortunately, knowing I needed them also sucked. Needing help meant I couldn’t handle it and I might have known I couldn’t handle this all by myself, but knowing and asking were two completely different things.

      I swung the hammer again, relishing the burn in my muscles. Riley was at the folding table in the living room, shoveling spoonfuls of sugary cereal into her mouth and watching television like she did all day, staring at that stupid mindless tube, not even smiling or laughing anymore when her favorite movies were on. I hadn’t even seen her pick up a toy since we’d been here. No Barbie Doll. No Legos. And the few times I tried to get her to kick the soccer ball around with me went completely ignored.

      But I was still fucking trying. It was just more exhausting trying to figure out how to connect with her than it was to tear out a kitchen or start building the addition I was working on at the same time.

      If I stopped working, I’d have too much time on my hands to think. And thinking these days only made me want to start drinking. Thinking made me miss the firm, even if I was still consulting with them on a few of my old cases. Thinking made me feel lost. Thinking made me miss my damn sister so much it was liable my fist would end up through a wall instead of a sledgehammer.

      Thinking sucked.

      I was mid-motion swinging again when the doorbell rang.

      I dropped the hammer but before I could move, Riley pushed back from the table and on wooden legs, with her eyes missing the damn sparkle she used to always give me, she picked up her backpack and trudged toward the front door.

      “Come in!” I shouted. This early, it could only be my mother.

      She took Riley to school every morning, stopping by our place on her way into town for her morning errands. She promised it was no problem, and that meant I got more work done during the day. A win-win.

      Plus, Amanda always used to take Riley to school and since my niece looked at me like I was gum on the bottom of her shoe, I figured my mom taking her was the better choice.

      “Good morning,” my mom’s voice rang out before I could see her at the back of the house.

      “Come on in,” I called back, grabbing a towel so I could wipe my hands.

      Like I always thought when I saw my mom, I grinned at how good she still looked. She’d had me when she was twenty, and at barely fifty-five now, Krystal could still pass for a woman only a few years older than me. She took care of herself, worked because when you live on a ranch, you always worked, but she was also stylish despite that I knew she’d been up since four working with the horses she trained.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said when she peeked her head around the corner.

      Riley stood off to the side, her mess of blonde hair getting worse by the day but she would run away whenever I tried to get her to brush it.

      “Leave it be,” my mom had said once. “She’ll come to you when she needs you.”

      The problem was that Riley always used to come to me. She’d run to me and demand I’d fling her in the air until she laughed so hard she was breathless and her tummy hurt.

      Now, she spent more time running away from me.

      I missed my damn niece.

      And I was a horrific father-substitute.

      “You ready for school?” I asked, going to her and crouching down so I was at her eye level. I forced a smile, even though none of them felt right anymore.

      She nodded, and I reached out to squeeze her hand, but she pulled back. That killed. If she could just tell me what I was doing wrong, I could fix it. But I wasn’t a mind reader and I had no idea how a child’s worked, especially not one who’d been through as much as she had been.

      “Okay then.” I stood and curled my hand around her little shoulder, giving her a quick squeeze. If I moved fast, I could show her affection before she moved away from it. “I’m picking you up after school today, remember?”

      “You are?” my mom asked, surprise registering on her raised brows.

      “Yeah, her teacher wants to talk.”

      “Oh.” Her brows furrowed. “Didn’t you talk to her at the pre-year conferences?”

      I scrubbed the towel I was holding between my hands and tossed it over my shoulder. Glancing at my mom, I cringed. “I sort of forgot.”

      She sighed but stayed silent. It was the loudest sigh I’d heard all week, the whisper of disappointment that no matter how hard I tried, none of it was good enough.

      “I know, I know.” I scrubbed a hand through my short hair and slammed my hands to my hips. “I’m doing the best I can.”

      My mom nodded once and grinned. It was the sad, pitiful grin all of us gave these days. “We all are.”

      Perhaps we wouldn’t be so damn sad if we had closure, or vengeance, or some damn justice, but the man who had shot down Amanda and Jake hadn’t been found and even though we all knew Riley saw everything, we’d questioned her very little. She gave us enough to know what happened but when it came to describing the man, her little mouth had clamped shut.

      Then she slowly quit talking altogether.

      And God, what I wouldn’t give to hear her burst with a laugh every once in a damn while. Something to smother the silence and weight permeating the damn house.

      Mom turned to Riley and held out her hand. “Come on, pumpkin. Ready for the day?”

      Riley looked at my mom’s hand, back to me, and turned, heading toward the front door.

      “Anything today?” my mom asked.

      “Not a word. And I tried getting her to open up about whatever happened yesterday and she said nothing.”

      “Something happened?”

      “That’s what her teacher said. I even tried taking her out for ice cream and still didn’t get a peep out of her.”

      “Hmm.” My mom’s lips twisted. This was hard for everyone but had to kill my mom.

      We were both clueless and all the therapist’s advice I’d been following hadn’t helped much either.

      “Just give it time.” Everyone kept saying it.

      Too bad that patience wasn’t something I’d ever learned. Or practiced.

      “All right,” she said, kissing my cheek. “Have a good day. Don’t work too hard.”

      “I will.” I grinned as my mom laughed. She knew me too well. Heading around the corner, I went to where Riley stood by the front door, eyes on the blank wall across from her, shoulders hunched, hands curled around the straps of her backpack.

      I leaned down and kissed the top of her head before she could dart away. Stealth affection. That’s how I had to get to her. “Have a good day, Squirt,” I teased her like I always did. “Be a good friend and no kissing boys, okay?”

      I said it to her every day, and every day she turned to me, scrunched up her face in an ew gesture.

      The highlight of my day had become a face. I’d say it to her every day until she stopped showing a reaction.

      “Love you, Squirt,” I said, this time quieter. “I’ll see you later.”

      “K,” she said it and glanced away, like she hadn’t meant to speak at all and goddamn.

      How in the hell was I going to fix this? Fix her? Or me for that matter?
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      Lauren

      

      My eyes were on the clock as I stood by the door, watching all the kids get ready to head home. The day was winding down and my students were gathering their book bags along with their daily planners and assignments. It wasn’t much for third grade, some nightly reading sheets and addition problems. I didn’t enjoy giving a lot of homework, just enough to reinforce what we learned that day and the math sheets were two minutes of timed problems.

      On my desk sat Riley’s drawing from yesterday, in a file folder so none of the other kids saw it and asked questions. I’d kept an eye on Riley all day, unable to help it. She already had her backpack ready to go but instead of lining up at the door with the other kids, she was sitting at her desk, arms folded over her backpack with her chin resting on top.

      Apparently her uncle had told her he was coming today after school and she wasn’t in a hurry to leave.

      At two minutes to go until the bell rang, I gathered the twenty-plus students into their correct lines. One for busses, one for parent pick-up and one for the walkers.

      “Riley,” I called out when she stayed sitting. “I know you’re staying later, but will you help me?”

      “She can’t even talk,” a little boy whispered close to me. The one next to him snickered.

      I bent down and hushed him. “What’s our rule?” I asked quietly.

      His face scrunched. “Be kind or be quiet.”

      “Thank you.” I grinned, pressed my hand to the top of his head, and stood. “Let’s practice that tonight, okay?” I said to everyone. Riley had been far enough away, I didn’t think she heard him and as the bell rang, she reached my side.

      “I’m not sure I know where I’m going,” I said to her, the kids in line getting antsy to head out. “Will you help show me where the office is?”

      The kids in line for the busses would splinter off before we reached the front office where the rest of the kids would wait.

      I held out my hand to her, smiling. She stared at her feet but slowly, oh so slowly it hurt to watch, she looked up and placed her hand in mine.

      “All right then! Everybody ready?”

      “Yes, Miss Frazier!” they all rang out just a few seconds before the bell rang. I stepped back and opened the door, and as we walked down the hallway, Riley and I leading the way, that soft little palm curled around mine had never felt so sweet.

      It felt like a victory. Another small one.

      This time I wouldn’t screw it up.

      We walked side-by-side through the school hallway until we were at the front of the school. After dismissing the kids who would walk and wait to get picked up by parents in the car line, I grinned down at Riley, whose hand was still in mine.

      “Now, you have two choices,” I said, and her little head tilted up to look at me.

      Progress. Better than staring at her feet.

      When she didn’t say anything, I continued, “We can wait in the office until we see your uncle, or we can wait for him in the classroom. Which do you want to do?”

      It was intentionally a question that demanded an answer and for a moment, as she looked back down the hallway and then toward the door, I thought she wouldn’t choose either. But just as slowly as she’d put her hand in mine, she pointed down the hallway, and said, “Your room.”

      “Okay then.” I squeezed her hand and loosened it, expecting her to pull away. To my surprise, she gripped me harder.

      We walked down the hallway, dodging other classes still being dismissed, and when we turned and reached the hall leading to my room at the very end, I stopped.

      “Do you like to run?”

      Her eyes slid in my direction and she gave me a shrug.

      “Do you like to crawl?”

      Her nose wrinkled.

      “Do you like to skip?”

      She tilted her head back and gave me a funny look, but a little sparkle brightened her eyes and her expression

      Success.

      “I like to skip,” I said, pulling my gaze off her and toward the end of the hallway. “And if you can promise to keep a secret, I’ll tell you one.”

      I glanced at her quickly to see her lips were fighting a smile.

      It felt like another victory.

      I pressed on, and bent down so I had to whisper, “Can you keep a secret?”

      Her smile dimmed and she bit her lip. Then she nodded quickly.

      “Sometimes, after school, when I’m here alone, I skip down the hallway.” Total lie. If teachers or administrators saw me skipping down the hallway, they’d never let me live it down, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      Her eyes flashed. Warm and bright and her shoulders shook, not with her usual shrug, but with glee.

      “Would you like to skip with me?”

      Another head nod, more rapid, more happy.

      I squeezed her hand and turned down the hallway. Before she could pull out of my grip, I skipped.

      Like a fool. Like an utter moron. It didn’t matter. By the time we reached my door at the end of the hallway, I was breathless from rushing and giggling. At my side, Riley’s grin was so full, her eyes alight with so much joy, tears sparked behind my lids.

      Footsteps clicked on the linoleum floor behind us and we whipped our heads in the direction.

      Behind us, Noah Wilkes was there, headed our way. A faded green shirt curved over his chest and dark-washed denim jeans fell to his feet where he wore black, shined, dress shoes.

      Yikes. The man was prettier in person than he was in his photo in the newspaper.

      I yanked my eyes off his body to his face as Riley tugged her hand from mine. As I caught the fierce expression etched into the features on his face, my own smile evaporated. He held himself rigidly, arms tight at his sides, quick steps carried him toward us as if he was intent on squaring off with me.

      His jaw jutted out like he was disgusted at the foolishness he’d witnessed.

      I pushed through the unease swirling inside me and held out my hand. “Hello. Mr. Wilkes?”

      “Noah,” he said, and his eyes narrowed, shoulders fell as Riley stepped away from me. He held out his hand, not even sparing me a glance, his focus solely on his niece. “Miss Fisher, correct?”

      “Frazier,” I corrected. “Miss Frazier.”

      I typically didn’t mind parents calling me by my first name, but in the presence of the students, I always used the more appropriate way for their sake.

      “Right.” Still looking at Riley, he continued, “How you doing, Squirt? Good day at school today?”

      His voice changed when he spoke to her, went friendlier but still tense. Like he was trying…but too hard and she didn’t know what to do with it.

      She nodded once, head bobbing and her tangled curls bounced before she turned and walked into my room. From my view in the doorway, she went straight to her desk and pulled out a notebook and pencil. Head down, she proceeded to act like we weren’t even there.

      “So, what’d you want to talk about?” Noah said, and his voice was closer than it’d been before. I turned and almost slammed into him. As I had watched Riley, he had moved closer, eyes on her as well, and it was then I noticed the stress lining his eyes, hardening his features in a way that made an ache pierce my chest. “She okay?”

      “I think that’s what I wanted to ask you.”

      His gaze slid to me and narrowed. Tiny lines dug into the outer edges of his eyes and his lips pressed together. “I’m assuming you know her story. And if that’s the case, then her parents are dead. How okay is she supposed to be?”

      He spit the words out at me quietly but forcefully, making me take a step back. He was too close, anger bubbling off him in palpable waves, and who could blame the guy?

      “I understand that,” I replied. “But there are still concerns I have, and it’d help me if you could at least speak with me about what she’s like at home, what sort of things she likes.” He continued glaring at me. I could hardly stand the force of it without shaking in my ballet flats. “I want to show you something.”

      I turned and headed into my room, leaving him in the hallway and hoping he stayed there. The last thing I wanted was Riley overhearing us talk about her.

      I grabbed the folder holding her drawing from yesterday and on my way back, paused at her side. “What are you drawing, Riley?”

      She pushed the paper away from me, keeping her head down. On the page was nothing more than angles. Sharp lines and scratches, marked with a heavy hand based on the jagged edges and small tears in the paper. This girl was in so much pain. She killed me.

      “Hey,” I said, bending down. “I’m going to talk to your uncle for a minute outside, but while I’m gone, why don’t you draw a picture of something for him? Something that would make him smile?”

      She peered at me through her thick mass of hair, lips twisting. “Okay,” she said, quietly, so quietly I could barely hear her, but it was still the most beautiful sound to me.

      “Good.” I brushed my hand over the top of her head, smiling down at her, and when I stood up, my smile fell.

      Noah stood in the doorway, arms crossed like he was prepared to rip her out of my encouraging touch. Dang. What was it with him that was so unnerving?

      With the folder clutched tightly in my hand, I stepped around him until I was out of Riley’s hearing range if she chose to try.

      “I wanted you to see this.” I handed him the folder and stepped back. Away from the force of his presence. It wasn’t surprising that he was a criminal defense attorney. He intimidated the crap out of me. “Yesterday, I asked them to draw something fun they did this summer.”

      He was scowling at me like the assignment was the dumbest thing in the world and I kept my eyes on him, trying to read his expression as he flipped open the folder. He glanced at it, closed it, and let it drop to his side.

      He arched one thick brow at me and tilted his head to the side. “And?”

      Was he not affected in any way by this? His ability to school any expression left me floundering. How could I talk to someone who seemed to care so little?

      “Well.” I brushed my hands together, fighting the urge to shrink under him and get to the point. “I’m concerned about her and trying to help her, Mr. Wilkes—”

      “Noah.”

      I ignored him and pushed on. “She’s smart. She’s testing well above her grade level for reading and she’s bored in math, so I slip her extra work. Riley is exceptionally intelligent, and even talented in art, but… I need to know how to reach her, I guess. How I can help her…socially.”

      What did I need to do to make this girl smile? Ease her pain? I was a giver and lover and the first to break down during a laundry detergent commercial. Forget about the animal abuse commercials during the holidays. They sent me into a tailspin.

      He leaned toward me and that small movement made me jerk back. Speaking quietly, he hissed his next words at me like I was the enemy. “She witnessed her parents being killed in front of her, Miss Frazier. How exactly are you qualified to help her? And how quickly do you expect her to move on from that? You are her teacher. Teach her. That’s how you help her. You are not her mother or her therapist.” He whipped out the folder, putting it between us and I reached for it with shaking hands. “Leave the personal shit to us because we’re doing everything we can and we don’t need some goody-two-shoes skipping into her life thinking she can save her.”

      My body shook. My God. I’d never been spoken to this way in my life, and I had no idea how to handle it, but I wasn’t a wilting flower.

      “With all respect intended, Mr. Wilkes,” I said, not giving a single damn what he wanted to be called. “That little girl needs all the help she can get. She won’t speak with kids. Won’t play with them. She barely answers any questions I ask her, and as her teacher, any insight into how she behaves at home can help me with her at school. She’s lonely and miserable and I completely understand why she’s that way, but all I’m asking for is help learning about her so I can help draw her out of her shell a little bit. I would think you’d want as many people as possible right now to rally around her and love her and care for her.”

      I ripped the folder out of his hands and before he could reply, continued. “But fine. You want to go it alone? You want to make my job harder? Done. I’ll get through to her without your help.”

      I stomped around him, my chest heaving, my limbs a trembling mess. That was not at all how I envisioned that conversation going. What man wouldn’t want help? My brain fizzled, unable to comprehend why my simple question sparked such rage in him.

      But whatever.

      “Hey Riley,” I said, plastering on a fake smile as I re-entered the classroom and used my best teacher voice. “Your uncle and I are done speaking now. You ready to head home?”

      “Okay,” she said and gathered her supplies. She tucked her markers carefully into her pencil case and put everything away neatly in her desk. I helped her with her book bag, the whole time feeling a death glare at my back, seeping into my room from the hallway where Noah stood.

      Whatever. I ignored him while I brushed Riley’s hair over her shoulder, tugging it out from beneath her book bag strap and pressed my palm to her cheek. “Have a good weekend, okay? I’ll see you Monday.”

      Her lips lifted into a hesitant grin. Not quite a smile. At least it wasn’t a frown. “Bye, Miss Frazier.”

      She stepped around me and went to Noah, holding out the drawing I’d asked her to make for him.

      “What’s this, Squirt?” he asked, kneeling down so he was at eye level. He took the paper from her, glanced at it and then grinned at her.

      His smile was blinding. So wide and beautiful it almost knocked me off my feet. At least he wasn’t an asshole to her. “You want to see the horses this weekend?”

      She nodded rapidly, hands curling around her straps.

      “Okay then.” He placed his palm to the top of her head. “We’ll go to Grandma’s then. She’ll love to see you.”

      He didn’t acknowledge me as he stood and held out his hand. She took it, her tiny hand dwarfed in his massive one and as they took a step away, she turned and looked at me over her shoulder.

      And this time, it was her smile that almost sent me to the floor.

      “I get to ride my grandma’s horsies this weekend, Miss Frazier!”

      Tears sparked in my eyes at her expression. I hadn’t yet seen her smile, or look so filled with joy, and if she was a beautiful child when she was frowning, her happy expression shone brighter than the sun. I lifted my hand and grinned, chin trembling with happy tears for her. “I’m glad, sweetie. Have fun and make sure you tell me all about it on Monday.”

      I forced my gaze up, met Noah’s and as I did, he was glancing back and forth between Riley and me, lips twisted like he’d tasted something foul.

      He tugged her down the hallway without saying a word or acknowledging me.

      But who cared? He could be a jerk all he wanted.

      I got Riley to smile and talk to me. It was the best way to end the day.
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