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Chapter 1

 

Never in his darkest years did Xander Reinerman imagine the beating his body would take at the mercy of the ocean. The liquid hammer battered him around until, at last, his weary legs dragged him free. Dropping onto the warm sand, he sucked in Brazil’s balmy autumn air as his muscles screamed in pain. The rising tide lapped aggressively at his bare feet, attempting to yank his surf board back in.

He’d punished his body enough for the morning.

After two months of practice, he had made progress on the surfboard, though incremental. His beginning instructor assured him with great confidence that surfing was much like the snowboarding Xander was used to.

He lied.

They were brutally and infuriatingly different. Snow was much more passive in its attempt to rid itself of riders. The ocean had an insatiable vendetta.

Nevertheless, his goal was to stay on deck for the ride in more often than not, despite his waning athletic prowess. Gia vanished inside the beachfront house after their routine morning run which offset their magnificent intake of breakfast calories. 

But surfing—he picked up to wear at the tension gnawing at his self-control.

His mind warred against the anxiety of his upcoming court case. The unknowns of what Dad had gotten into didn’t help either.

Add to that, he and Gia had been engaged for three months and the heat between them blazed like a winter forest fire. The need to touch her warred against his best attempts at restraint.

In Gia’s grandma’s (Avo Ana) house, their rooms were next to each other, making his promise to wait until they were married a practice in psychological torture. She asked him to wait and he gave his word. He refused to take it lightly. It was an incredible honor that she trusted him like that.

But how easy it would be to slip into her bed each night, cuddle against her warmth, hold her small frame in his arms, and bury his nose in her hibiscus-scented hair. It could be innocent until it wasn’t.

Instead, he continued to run himself ragged in hopes of escaping the endless craving to make her his. Most days it worked.

Summoning his dissolving strength, he struggled to his feet and tugged the wet suit down to his waist. The warm breeze wicked the moisture from his exposed skin. With his board tucked under his arm, he trudged through the soft sand to the house.

An appreciative whistle came from the deck above. Gia leaned her toned arms on the railing, dressed to kill. Her form-fitting sleeveless dress was sheer business. Her tailor was a gift to mankind. He grunted over the simmer in his core. Maybe he should let the ocean take another swing at him.

August couldn’t get here soon enough. Make no mistake, Gia Carter would be worth every minute of patience.

She grinned at him. “When I said ‘wear a suit,’ a wet suit is definitely the kind I meant.” She winked.

“Don’t tempt me, sweetheart.” Xander stashed his board under the deck and twisted the knob for the outdoor shower to come on. He laughed. “Wouldn’t your parents be so proud to hang those press photos on their walls? Their darling daughter in a stunning dress and their soon-to-be son-in-law in a wet suit at a school’s groundbreaking event. No publicity is bad publicity, right?”

“Lord knows I sure would be proud. I’d get it mural-sized.” She bit her lip. Her gaze contained a flame he wanted to burn himself with. “My favorite art.”

The water jets prickled his skin. He groaned as he stretched his hands up to rinse the sand from his hair. “Don’t you start with me, Giovanna. Or I’m moving our wedding up to a Justice of the Peace meeting tomorrow.”

She snorted. “Avo Ana would skin you alive.”

“Only if she caught me first.” Xander took the stairs two at a time toward her.

Backing up, she giggled, her hands outstretched. “I’m headed over to the site to meet with the school board members and get photos before the groundbreaking ceremony starts.” She shuffled inside when he made a move to trap her in a wet hug. “See you there,” she squeaked, then blew him a kiss from the other side of the screen door.

An hour and a half later, dressed in a suit, a tie, and a fake smile, he pretended that sweat wasn’t trickling down his sore back, as his fiancée stood beaming next to the school’s board members. Even the slight sheen on her skin did nothing to dampen her stunning glow. And he had a lot of time to appreciate it since he didn’t understand a word they said in Portuguese. 

It didn’t matter. He clapped and cheered when everyone else did.

He loosened his tie once more and glanced at his watch. As usual, the ceremony was running long. Brazilians did everything on their own schedule. Time was no great obstacle or motivator. It was…different—an easier, free-flowing pace of life. Coming from a time-centric culture, he enjoyed the leisure when it worked in his favor. Other times, it infuriated him, though he no longer viewed their way as inconsiderate. 

But survival didn’t grant the luxury of working when you felt like it.

Which is how he knew former catadores Cambridge and Davi would be waiting for him at Reclaim That’s Brazilian office. After a lifetime of working to live, the two men had a drive most would never understand. 

In fact, he’d asked for a couple of days of their time to discuss the company’s operations after he left for Denver next week, but they’d countered by asking for a full week of meetings to solidify everything. He trusted them to continue earning their keep, but they’d never run a business bigger than themselves.

If anyone could do it, Cambridge could. He was self-educated, intuitive, and sharp as a whip. No one would guess the man had spent most of his adult life as a catadore—stooped over the trash heaps in search of recyclables to sell. With a dismissive laugh, he admitted his aging body protested the back-breaking work and he’d relied heavily on his friend Davi, the brawny eighteen-year-old, to do the collecting recently.

With the final few words said, the line of important-looking people, Gia included, took their pristine shovels in hand to scoop a tiny amount of dirt into a pile. Xander surged to his feet in congratulations with the rest of the crowd and was at Gia’s side in a few steps, ready to network.

This was what he’d gotten dressed up and sweat through his clothes for. As the crowd moved through the line of board members to give their congratulations, Gia introduced him to everyone who stopped to talk. 

Some knew English well. Others needed Gia to translate. She never once complained about his lingual ineptitude, but covered for him with her natural grace. His Portuguese was on par with a Brazilian toddler, but people seemed to appreciate that he made an effort.

Two women and one man on the school board were also investors who regularly funded for-profit startups. Somehow, Gia had them eating out of the palm of her hand in that charming way of hers. By the time Xander left, he had lunch meetings scheduled with three investors next week to introduce them to Cambridge and Reclaim That.

Xander interrupted a group conversation Gia had been brought into by planting a kiss on her neck. “I have to go get my meetings started.”

Gia nodded and excused herself from the group. She walked with him toward the bus station, stopping at the edge of the parking lot. “Thanks for coming today. I know this isn’t your favorite thing—”

“Shh.” He pressed his finger to her parted lips. “Don’t finish that thought. Today was the reason we came to Rio in the first place. Your hard work made this possible. And watching you do what you love is like seeing a flower open in front of my eyes. It’s breathtaking. I can’t look away.”

She pushed his hand aside and moved her lips next to his, her brown eyes staring up at him. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to get me to the altar faster.”

Xander set his lips against hers and murmured, “Never underestimate my desperation.”

The bus’s hissing brakes interrupted their goodbye.

“See you for dinner,” he called as he jogged on board, scanning his pass that would expire in a few weeks.

Another reminder that his time in Brazil was coming to an end. Their stay didn’t feel long enough. They’d accomplished more than he’d expected but uncovered a cavernous need. The societal gap was as clear as the colorful favelas on the hills. 

Drug lords and violent gangs ruled the poor. People needed a way out that wasn’t death.

With the right contacts, Xander’s non-profit The Upcycled Life’s reach could be limitless. It wouldn’t fix things overnight, but it’d offer an escape for some. And that would be enough.

It was so simple to plan and so much more difficult to achieve than he’d initially imagined, but the challenge and the subsequent reward it brought enticed him to stay with it. His work here in Brazil had proven that.

The Upcycled Life was starting to gain traction. He didn’t want to go back to Denver yet. But with the university’s unwillingness to settle and Jerry’s last-minute unveiling of the Brady violation (a detective’s intentional hiding of evidence from his former court case), Xander was headed back to court to clear his name once and for all. Millions of dollars in reparations were on the table. His lawyer Maddox had been working hard to put together an unbeatable case against the government who wrongfully imprisoned him for Coach Randall’s crimes.

Xander served time for the crime, wasting years of his life and Randall came out looking like a hero. The scenario could not have played out better for Randall who enjoyed a padded retirement pension.

As Xander stepped off the bus, the thought struck him. Thinking of Randall no longer made his blood boil. That time of his life had been a horrible nightmare, but it had brought him to this.

To a future he thought out of reach.

On floor ten of the corporate high rise, he opened the office door and stepped inside. Off to the left, a floor-to-ceiling window framed a stunning view of Guanabara Bay. The other windows looked out over the crowded skyline and cityscape.

The space was small, inexpensive, and safe.

Cambridge’s salt-and-pepper hair hovered over the colorful fabric in his lap as he handstitched bags to sell at his girlfriend Gabi’s storefront. Next to him sat two middle-aged ladies they had brought on part time to make more elaborate bags for the street merchants who sold their goods from a cart near the tourist destinations. Tourists bought local goods regardless of the quality, simply because they were advertised as such.

As the door closed behind Xander, Cambridge’s eyes lit up. The ladies murmured their greeting with a nod. He waved, motioning Cambridge towards the closed door. Cambridge nodded and stood to join him.

The little room was where Davi made the products that required sawing, hammering, and screwing. Soft, upbeat music played from the old-school radio plugged into the outlet. Davi glanced up when the door squeaked.

“Davi! Your arm’s out of the sling.” Xander strode over to him, scanning his posture for obvious signs of pain. He seemed more relaxed today. “How do you feel?”

“Good. Ready to work.” Davi grinned. His facial bruises had long faded to green and yellow and then disappeared. His arm in a sling had been the final piece of evidence that his stepfather had beaten him and broken his bones in a nasty retaliation for secretly leaving the favelas.

“You always say that,” Xander said as he lowered his weight carefully onto a brightly colored children’s bench. “You can trust me with the truth, you know.”

Cambridge snorted, his fingers weaving stitches in precise rows. “Survival cares nothing for feelings.”

“I’ve had many worse days, so I’m grateful for a small twinge.” Davi lifted the wire creation for them to see. One long wire had been bent and crimped into the shape of a mountain with a sun peeking from behind. Much like the view of Guanabara Bay outside their window. The design was impressive. “Think it will sell?”

“It’ll sell.” Cambridge’s quiet confidence settled Davi. “It could easily fit in a suitcase.” 

Davi eyed it with skepticism. “If I could find the tutorial online, why wouldn’t everyone else so they could do it themselves?”

Xander nodded. He’d thought the same thing so many times. “Someone will always be willing to pay to avoid work. Besides, vacation euphoria makes souvenirs more attractive. And we’re selling stories and the chance to support local entrepreneurs. People love that.”

As part of their sales technique, they printed out a short story of the catadores’ struggle in society and attached it to each product. The feedback from the street vendors was overwhelmingly positive. People loved knowing where their products were coming from and that their money supported people in need.

Davi placed it in the pile ready for distribution—sizable for a morning’s work.

“If you both are ready, let’s get our strategy in place for while I’m tied up in Denver the next few months.”

For the next week, they worked on constructing products to sell as they talked about product output, contacts, payment, oversight, hiring more workers, financials, and any other questions Cambridge could think to throw at him about the business. Davi took extensive notes on how to photograph and upload photos of their products to sell online with the business’s singular laptop. He picked up basic computer skills in days as Xander walked him through the processes. 

Theirs was a true collaboration.

Cambridge took full advantage of his newly acquired access to the internet there at the office. His hours and hours of off-the-clock research about business and entrepreneurship led to some enlightening conversations. And by the end of their week of intensive planning, Cambridge and Davi felt confident in their abilities to keep the business afloat.

Two mornings before his flight to Denver, a shrill ringing woke Xander before the light of sunrise came around his curtains. His heart raced when the ringtone registered through his sleepy haze. His finger punched the green button before he looked at the screen.

“Hello?” he mumbled.

“Good morning, Xander. This is Ronaldo. Sorry for the early hour. Can I pick you up in about an hour? We’ll get breakfast while we’re out.”

His lungs took in a full breath as his heart rate slowed. It was just Gia’s cousin, Ronaldo. “Yes, that sounds good.”

“Business casual is fine.”

He didn’t bother asking for details. Ronaldo was the president of the Brazilian Futbol Federation and newly married. He didn’t waste his time on frivolous outings. If Ronaldo thought that Xander needed to be somewhere, Xander was honored to be there.

Being connected publicly with Ronaldo and his top-level futbol contacts had earned Xander a few second looks from the coaches of American soccer teams. But no offer was a good enough offer to make him move away from Gia again.

Gia wasn’t awake by the time Ronaldo’s town car pulled in front of Avo Ana’s front gate. Xander strode down the driveway and out the gate.

Ronaldo grinned at him when Xander slid into the back seat, a twinkle in his eyes. “Thanks for getting up early for this. We have a little bit of a drive and I wanted to beat the morning traffic.”

The entire time they were in the car, Ronaldo’s phone buzzed with texts and rang with calls, but he never looked at it. Instead, they talked about men’s and women’s futbol performances on the international level as if he were the most important person in the world at the moment.

During his two months as president, the board had been after Ronaldo to establish Brazil’s international futbol dominance once again. As if it could be easily accomplished in such a short amount of time.

The sun rose over the horizon as the car pulled into an empty parking lot. Stadium seats sloped over the sides of the complex. Xander followed Ronaldo’s lead in getting out of the car.

The disrepair of the complex’s exterior gave it a deserted feeling as they walked up to the entrance. When they stopped, Ronaldo fished a key out of his pocket for the front door. With a twist, jiggle, and stiff push, the door popped open. The inside was dark and everything locked up. Ronaldo guided him through the hallway and out on to the field.

Xander spun around taking in the largeness of the arena, similar to a college stadium back in the United States.

Ronaldo watched him, his hands propped casually on his hips. “You’re a man of vision, Xander. What do you see here?”

A scene from a horror film where the bad guy kills his victims. His eyebrows raised. “Faded seats, unused concession stands, dirty awnings. Maybe used by local teams once or a minor league team that outgrew the space.” He’d said vision, hadn’t he? “But this is the stuff of kids’ dreams—playing on a field this size with the seats filled and everyone chanting their team’s name, roaring with happiness for every goal scored.”

With a half-smile, Ronaldo nodded and glanced around. “You’re a coach. There isn’t anything you want more than to see those dreams come true. Failure and success bought with sweat and pain.”

“Watching the players grow into their potential was…” He shook his head. “Like a cool sea breeze on a stifling, hot day. It made every single loss and brutal moment worthwhile.”

Ronaldo sat on the scratched metal bench on the sidelines, stretching his feet out in front of him with his hands behind his head. “Xander, I believe in what you’re doing with your businesses. They have incredible potential to save lives from the jaws of poverty and every horrible thing that comes with that.” His brown eyes locked in on Xander’s. “But I want to offer you something that could be a perfect fit for you. An opportunity that could unify all these pieces you have in play.”

Xander’s stomach lurched at the intensity in Ronaldo’s demeanor.

“I want you to talk and pray and dream with Gia about becoming the future president of my girls’ futbol league.” He leaned his elbows on his knees. “Here in Rio.”

The words zapped Xander like a lightning bolt.

“You could be a coach, the president of an organization, and most importantly, an instrument of unprecedented change for the future of Brazil’s female athletes, especially the futbol players. The growth and reach of what I’ve started is a mere speck compared to what it could be. It could become a catalyst for international women’s rights and equality and you would be a driving force.”

Xander dropped onto the bench beside Ronaldo, reeling. How would it really feel to live here in Rio permanently? Would Gia be willing to leave her firm’s US clientele? Was he cut out for this or was Ronaldo desperate to fill the spot with someone who would be his puppet?


Chapter 2

 

Gia Carter squinted at Xander’s nervous expression in the blueish shade of the plane’s interior. Her fingers tightened around her mini ginger ale can as she waited for him to laugh and tell her it was a joke.

But he didn’t.

“Let me get this straight.” She cleared her throat. “Uncle Ronaldo wants you to consider moving our lives down to a city you visited for the first time in a country you don’t speak the official language of after we get married in August, so you can run the now-family-owned teen girls’ soccer league for the rest of the foreseeable future and give up your dreams of coaching a major league or national team.”

Silence hung in the air between them as they blinked at each other. Their seat neighbor coughed, but who cared if he heard?

“Well.” Xander let out a soft, humorless laugh as he ran his hand through his hair. “That particular dream was stolen from me, and, since meeting you, I’m not sure it is what I want out of life anymore. There’s a lot of volatility in coaching that level which isn’t the kind of stability I want for our family.” His voice ended in a whisper.

Our family. Her heart swelled.

His timing was impressive. He’d waited until they were locked into their airline seats with drinks and complimentary cookies in hand and the beverage carts blocking any escape before unleashing the bombshell on her.

“I love Rio like my second home. But we agreed to stay in Colorado because that is where our life is now.” Xander wasn’t looking at her anymore. “Reworking my contacts and my bids, registering my business in Brazil, learning the countless building codes, not to mention it’s a ton of work to move internationally...” She rubbed at the ache forming in her temples.

His palm smoothed over the back of her hand and up her arm. “I know. And the what ifs steal the excitement from it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to bring it up until we got back to Denver and settled.” His fingers toyed with her engagement ring. “Just think about it.”

Oh, she’d think about it.

And she did when she put her Rio wardrobe back in her closet, made dinner without Avo Ana by her side, took her morning runs in the chilly mountain air, and de-iced her windshield before leaving her office.

She even thought about it as she walked into her first Young Architects International meeting, stomach fluttering. It had been months since she’d been to the quarterly meetings. The late afternoon start time meant she would be stuck in rush hour traffic trying to get home. Of course, the leadership never wanted to consider another time of day as the peons (architects under thirty) should merely be grateful for the “professional development” they were allowed to experience.

With two years left on her eligibility for the group, she’d kept her membership as a resume booster. More than once, potential clients had commented on how impressed they were by Gia’s international background. Networking here had landed her a chance at bidding on and ultimately winning the project in Rio.

She was here today because YAI’s organizing committee had sent out a dozen emails about today’s speaker making a special announcement that she would be a fool to miss. And despite her upcoming deadlines, her baser curiosity got the better of her.

Lee Buchanan was the top female in the architecture world, having been the first woman to win the prestigious Dutch Reverie Award and one of a small number of women to win a coveted Pritzker Prize. Now in her late seventies, she did a lot of speaking to inspire equality, encourage more females to enter the field and regale the world with their brilliance.

What could she possibly be offering that would be so awesome? A grant for working with non-profits would be nice. But incredibly unlikely since Lee was as for-profit as one could get.

Still bundled in her thick coat with her gloves on, Gia chose a mid-crowd seat. Coming back to the cold shocked her system. She’d hoped spring would have begun to appear since it was March, but the frozen tundra had a chokehold on the Denver area this year. 

Rio’s year-round warmth certainly was attractive.

Gah! She had to stop obsessing over this.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Lucy. A GIF of a cartoon violently smashing a cake with a baseball bat was captioned “CRISIS MODE. HELP.”

Gia texted her back that she’d stop by on her way back from the meeting.

After calling the meeting to order, YAI made a few announcements and finally introduced Lee. Gia had seen pictures of her throughout her lifetime, but nothing compared to seeing her in person. Her rigid posture combined with her slight frame gave her a no-nonsense schoolmistress aura.

As she began to speak, it was obvious the woman was a shark. No wonder Lee had made such strides in their industry. Gia found herself enraptured. 

Born Emmalee to Midwestern farmers, she accelerated in design and structural concepts. A teacher in college saw her potential and tutored her at an advanced level so that the schools of architecture would have no reason to turn her down. At the advice of her college adviser, she dropped Emma from her name in order to compete with male colleagues on getting into those high-end architecture programs. They sure got a surprise when a female walked in on the first day of school.

“People often ask me the secret to my success as if I had lucky four-leaf clover sewn into the seam of every dress suit. I worked hard, made alliances, triple checked my work because there was no room for the errors that my male colleagues would be excused for, and was given initial opportunities by open-minded people. But the main thing I credit my success to is my assertiveness.” Lee looked over the crowd with an unsmiling gaze. “I’ve been called every name in the book. I lost friends, because I was unwilling to settle down into the female’s societal role and become a caretaker to a grown man and offspring. The media tagged me as ‘aggressive’ and ‘hard to work with.’ But they were merely repeating what they heard out of the mouths of men conditioned to believe that women should be compliant and soft-spoken. I didn’t fall into that category, which scared the living hell out of them.”

The crowd chuckled.

“No one knew what to do with a woman they couldn’t put into her proper place with a demeaning word, derogatory statement, or a crass joke. Call me a feminist, but I wanted a chance to prove myself based on my talent, regardless of my gender. I know many of you here want that same chance—to compete without bias interfering.” There was a single clapper and lots of nods throughout the crowd. “I’m taking on a large project in Denver. Something so special that I can’t reveal in its entirety yet, but because of my past, I want to provide a female or minority from Young Architects International in Colorado the chance to work alongside me on this project.”

The room erupted in a buzz, but Lee continued, raising her voice.

“It’ll be paid—no one works for free with me. And you’ll have the benefit of putting your name next to mine on this landmark project, as well as collecting an award by my side if we do what I hope to accomplish. My team will be accepting and reviewing applications from now until the end of March. I look forward to seeing your application in my hands.”

Lee disappeared off the back of the platform as the crowd swarmed the aisles and exits. Gia stayed in her seat to watch the chaos. No doubt eligible candidates would come crawling out of Colorado’s rock work to apply, and her chances of being picked would be infinitesimal.

She opened her phone and checked out the link to the application. Nothing too difficult. Maybe she could toss her name in the hat to be considered.

No, she had enough to do with her wedding in six months and Xander’s court case beginning. She didn’t need another plate to balance.

And, subsequently, drop.

Back in her car, she began the drive home in rush hour. The most recent episode of her professional development podcast was queued up for her, but she punched the speed dial for Ma instead.

“Hello, sweetheart. You caught me between virtual meetings.” Ma’s voice soothed Gia’s jumbled thoughts.

“I’m sitting in rush hour on the way home from a Young Architects International meeting. Lee Buchanan spoke.” Gia really wanted to tell her about Ronaldo offering Xander the position in Rio, but her gut said they needed to sort this out together first.

“Oh yeah? Was she as fierce in person as in her photos?”

“More. She’s taking on an apprentice of sorts for a really big secret project she has coming up and wants a female or minority from Colorado since the location is in state.”

Ma paused. “Are you going to apply?”

Gia sighed. She loved Ma for not pushing her one way or the other and letting her make up her mind. “I don’t know. I have a couple of projects that are wrapping up soon, but I wanted to take it easy with work to focus on planning the wedding and getting our lives in order. We have some big decisions to make.”

“Pros and cons to applying, I’m sure.” Ma spoke to someone in her office briefly before returning to the conversation. “If you think it would be a benefit to your career, then apply.”

Gia laughed. The number of awards with Lee’s name on them alone would make learning from her a benefit.

“I need think about it and look at my schedule. Hey—did you hear back from Mauve about making my wedding cake? Will she do it?” 

Ma groaned. “She went on and on for at least forty minutes without pausing about how busy retirement is and how her shaky hands ruin her perfectly baked cakes. Finally, she accepted the offer as if it was the easiest yes in the world. Said she would be incredibly pleased to be a such an integral part of her Gia’s big day. Crazy old bat.”

But she made the best cakes Gia had ever tasted and had an eye for sugar design that put the cake TV shows to shame. “That is incredible. Great work, Ma. I’ll check that off my list.”

She hung up and stared at the mountains on the horizon. The Rockies were gorgeous, but Rio’s landscape was breathtaking at every turn. Gia pulled into downtown Golden and parked behind the Mother Hen Bakery.

Helping Lucy would be a good distraction.

Inside Mother Hen, barely muffled heavy metal rock blasted through the small space. This was bad. Maybe she didn’t want to help. Pushing aside the growing dread, she edged into the back of the bakery. 

Wow.

The heat made it hard to breathe.

Bowls, pans, flour, and cooling baked goods covered every surface. In the middle of it, Lucy stared at the cake inches from her face with a stony gaze. The music hit a particularly terrible crescendo which loosened Lucy from her frozen state. Somehow, icing appeared in her hand and, with a practiced twist, made perfect swirls on the cupcakes to her right.

When the noise of the music paused, she shouted and waved as the next song started. “I’m here.”

“Oh, thank God. Gia. I’m in too deep.” Lucy swiped a strand of hair from her forehead leaving a smudge of purple icing behind. “I agreed to the princess cupcakes for a three-year-old’s birthday party, as well as a five-year anniversary cake for my neighbor’s goddaughter. And I thought Susan would be here to help, but her family got sick and she’s out taking care of them. I have to prepare forty-eight cupcakes, a five-tier cake, and baked goods for Golden’s 160th Anniversary Celebration council meeting by tomorrow, so I can party this weekend.”

Lucy slumped onto the stool. First order of business, the rager music. Gia clicked onto something more palatable but still upbeat. She shed her coat in the corner most unlikely to get dirty and propped open the back door to allow a breeze in.

“I’ll ice the cupcakes and you work on the anniversary cake. What do they want? Pretty flowers and hearts and stuff?”

Lucy snorted. “No, it’s the fifth anniversary of her divorce. She wants broken handcuffs, fake blood, and ‘freedom’ written across all five layers. I did one for the goddaughter on her first-year anniversary and my neighbor loved it so much she insisted we do it every year. This year, the celebration is going to be an in-person party which is why the cake is so big and they moved it up a couple weeks to accommodate schedules.” Lucy groaned. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Oh, no you don’t!” Gia propped her hands on her hips. “You can’t be sick. You have been looking forward to this bachelorette weekend for months. We’ll get these things out the door tomorrow and we’re going to have the best girls’ weekend of the year. Got it?”

Gia poured them both some cold lemonade, donned an apron, and rolled up her sleeves. It was going to be a long evening. The company seemed to cheer Lucy up immensely. They chatted about Rio and caught up on life.

Tucker was taking night classes to get his degree in logistics and supply-chain management. One of the companies he had done trucking for wanted to hire him to manage the inventory in their Denver branches. Lucy was so proud of him, but also firing mad that she barely saw him. He was due to graduate right before their wedding.

After their honeymoon, he’d begin working in their “honest-to-goodness office” which terrified him, according to Lucy. He had been a sophomore in college when his grandfather got cancer. No one else in the family was willing to take care of his grandfather, so Tucker dropped out of college to become his full-time caregiver. When he died six years later, Tucker inherited his entire estate. Because he didn’t have a degree, the best paying job Tucker could find was a trucking job, so he got his CDL license and began to travel the country.

“Why did he wait two months into being engaged to you to tell you?” Gia loaded more icing into the bag. Her arms ached.

How did Lucy do this for hours every day?

“He had to get things in order with his lawyer, apparently. His grandfather required him to sign a contract of some sort saying that if Tucker ever married, he would first get a pre-nuptial agreement in place so that the home would forever stay with Tucker and his descendants,” Lucy said. “Some woman really did a number on Grandpa Mo.”

“Did you get the pre-nup signed then?”

Lucy waved an arm. “We did. I keep my assets. He keeps his. My ma is forever ranting about men stealing everything from women anyway, so if I ever talk to her again, she’ll be proud of me for that.”

Gia glanced up. “I thought your parents are married.”

“They are. But my dad is my stepfather which is a long, painful, and complicated story.” Lucy stood back. “Okay, what do you think of it?” She spun the cake gently so Gia could get the full picture.

The five tiers worked together to create one glorious declaration of independence, including a scroll of sugar cascading down from the top. “It’s very cleverly done, Lucy. You are so creative.”

Lucy didn’t look convinced. Finally, she nodded. “Yeah, I’m happy with it, too. Let’s get those cupcakes finished and get you home.”

An hour later, Gia pulled into the driveway. Her headlights illuminated Xander walking down the stairs from the garage apartment, hands stuffed in his pockets. His strong arms embraced her when she shut the car door behind her. Her ear pressed against his sternum, as she listened to the steady thump of his heart.

The tension released from her body. This was why she was going to marry this man. His arms were her home.

As she fixed herself a sandwich for dinner, Xander sat on the stool at the island watching her intently. “Tucker made Lucy sign a pre-nup.”

Xander raised his eyebrows. “To protect Lucy’s bakery? Because that sounds like something he would do.”

“To protect the estate his grandfather left him. Apparently, Tucker had to agree that the estate be kept for Tucker and his descendants in order for the inheritance to be released to him when his grandfather died.”

“Wow. Tucker pulling out the big guns,” Xander said as Gia handed over the pickle jar for him to open for her. “Are you wanting a pre-nup? It might set your parents at ease that I’m not marrying you for the money, since you’ll probably inherit their businesses.”

“Stop. My parents love you. We wouldn’t have gotten this far if they suspected that about you.” Gia shrugged. “Honestly, I’d never thought about it.”

“Okay, Heiress. Add it to your list of things to think about.”

Gia laughed and chucked the dish towel at him. “Hey, speaking of thinking about things, I—”

The doorbell rang as Gia’s phone buzzed with a person-detected alert from her security system. A rock sank in her stomach. No one ever visited her at this time of night for good reasons. She checked the camera.

“It’s a woman.”

Xander headed to the door first, Gia trailing. On his way, he flicked on the front hall light to illuminate the doorstep. When he opened the door, he gasped. “Kelsey!”


Chapter 3

 

Xander’s thrill at seeing his sister Kelsey, his niece Ivy, and nephew Dixon on the doorstep morphed into horror as they stepped in the hallway and the light exposed her face.

Kelsey raised her chin and gave him a watery smile. “Hi, Alex. I’m sorry it’s been so long.”

The bruises on her skin and the swelling on her jawbone looked fresh. He glanced out to the car, but there wasn’t anyone else nearby. He folded Kelsey into a hug and whispered into her hair. “Was it Doug?”

Her choked sob and nod into his chest evoked a rage that started in his core and left his head buzzing. The fury felt good for a moment. He was going to give Doug a taste of his own treatment. “I am so glad to see you, Kels.” He loosened his grip on her to bend over to Ivy’s eye level. “And Ivy, last time I saw you, you were dressed as Rapunzel hopping around the house swinging a frying pan at everyone and Dixon had just learned to walk. I’ve missed you guys.” Xander opened his arms to them, but only Ivy grinned and walked in for a hug. Dixon stood cautiously off to the side, watching him. “Hi, buddy.”

They had to be eight and six by now. Xander introduced Gia who smiled and hugged Kelsey. “So nice to meet you, Kelsey, Ivy, and Dixon. Who wants some cookies and milk and snacks?”

The kids trailed her into the kitchen without any hesitation. He even heard her mention watching a show. God bless that woman.

When they were out of earshot, Xander set his hand on Kelsey’s slim shoulder. “Does he know you’re here?”

Streams of tears slipped down her purpling cheeks as she shook her head. “I got your address from Avri a couple weeks back and promised myself that if he did this one more time, I’d leave. For the kids. Ivy’s been begging me to make him stop.”

Xander exhaled hard. Avri had been looking in on the house while they were in Rio. He should have gotten suspicious when no one had heard from Kelsey about Christmas, but he didn’t assume silence from family was suspicious anymore. 

Doug had seemed the best of the best once, but as he’d seen in prison, no one was immune.

“Give me your address and I’ll go sort things out with him tonight. I warned him a long time ago that I would if he ever did anything like this. He should be expecting me.”

Kelsey sighed. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“What’s he in to?”

“Cocaine, I think. Dixon said that Doug had him pee in a cup the other day while I was out running a few errands.”

Dodging the military’s mandatory random drug tests with his kid’s urine? Smart, but so very illegal. Xander rubbed his forehead. “Was he coming off his high when he came after you and the kids?”

She shook her head. “Just me. Never the kids.”

“What set him off?”

“He got mad about the grocery bill. Said we didn’t have enough money to be spending on food the kids just waste. He never eats any meals with us, so I have no idea why he thinks those kids waste food. I don’t buy anything besides absolute necessities these days, because he gets so upset about me spending money. I told him that I did it because he likes to have a full refrigerator. He viewed my response as arguing and he wouldn’t allow that disrespect from anyone in his household.”

“And then hit you.”

Her lips pursed. “After he stopped swinging at me, he told me how much I was hurting him and then he passed out. I had bags already packed for us, so I threw them in the car, grabbed an armful of food for the kids, and left.” Kelsey swiped at her chin with her sleeve. “I called his Air Force friend Mason who started as a police officer a few months ago. He met me at the police station so I could file a report and submit pictures as evidence. Then, I drove here.” She blew out a shaky breath. “I could not stop checking my mirrors to see if he was following us. I’m so sorry to bring you into this, Alex. I didn’t know where else to go. You’re the one person in our family that he couldn’t track us to their doorstep.”

When she stopped talking, her whole body slumped in defeat.
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