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            ONE

          

          
            Olivia

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting at the kitchen island in her pajamas, Olivia Miller-Matthews happily munched on a bowl of Cocoa Crunch with soy milk while watching her best friend Harvey get ready for school. Any other day, she would be running around her daddy’s house, getting dressed and gathering her school things, but today was special. Today, she was going to try on the dress her grandma had gotten fitted just for her.

      As excited as she was to try on her dress, she was even more excited about seeing her momma in hers!

      She’d gone with her mother, grandma, and Aunt Erin when she had first tried it on. She remembered thinking her momma looked just like a princess, but that had been weeks ago. She couldn’t wait to see her wear it again, but this time without all the pins and clips holding it in place.

      The sound of slippers on the hardwood floor had her twisting in her seat to find her Aunt Erin walking sleepily into the kitchen. With her daddy in San Francisco, her momma had asked her Aunt Erin if they could stay with her at their old apartment to save on travel time to their appointments in the city.  She giggled as she took in her aunt’s appearance. Her hair was what her momma called a “wild mess,” though she’d never tell her aunt that, but it looked a lot like hers would if she went to bed and slept with it wet.

      Her aunt was going to need a lot of tangle spray.

      “Mom, why do I have to go to school? Can’t I stay home too?” Harvey’s voice called out from the living room.

      Erin coughed and coughed into the crook of her arm, and once she finally stopped, she asked Harvey, “Do you have a dress to try on today?”

      Harvey didn’t answer right away, but when he did, his answer was a grumpy grumble. “No.”

      “Then I guess you’re going to school.”

      She turned back to her cereal, giggling now at the thought of Harvey in a dress. Just as she was about to take another bite of her cereal, she felt fingers on her ribs. She burst out laughing as her aunt tickled her.

      “And what are you laughing at, girly?”

      Letting out a scream of delight, she squirmed in her chair and called out, “Nothing! Nothing!”

      Her aunt dropped her hands and ruffled her hair before making her way into the kitchen. “Where’s your mom?”

      “In the shower,” she said before spooning another bite of cereal.

      “Ah,” Erin acknowledged with a nod as she opened the cabinet and reached for a mug. She watched her aunt pour a cup of coffee for herself before dissolving into another fit of coughing. “And your brother?” she croaked.

      “Still sleeping.” Her nose scrunched. Her aunt didn’t look like she was feeling well at all. “Are you sick?”

      Erin shook her head while taking a sip of coffee. “Nah, it’s just a tickle in my throat.”

      She looked at her aunt with suspicion but forgot all about whether to believe her when Harvey came into the room. He met her eyes, and she gave him a sad smile which he returned.

      “Bye,” he told his mother.

      Erin pulled him to her by the shoulder of his jacket, giving him a quick hug. “Later, kid.”

      His shoulders slumped as he began to walk toward the door. She felt a wash of guilt that he couldn’t stay home, too. Looking over at her aunt, Erin winked at her, and her brow scrunched in confusion.

      “Hey kid,” Erin called out, halting his footsteps, making Harvey turn back to her. “Pizza and a movie, tonight. Your pick.”

      Harvey’s frown curved into a smile, accompanied by an exclamation of, “Yes!” followed by a fist pump into the air.

      She and Erin shared a smile as the front door closed behind him. She continued eating her cereal silently while Erin pulled her phone from her pocket, taking sips from her drink and scrolling, scrolling, scrolling.

      Her momma said her Aunt Erin lived on her phone.

      A ding alerted her aunt to a new message, and she watched while she started typing something, fighting what looked like a smile.

      “Is that Uncle Cian?”

      Erin looked up from her phone, her brows furrowing. “Maybe. How do you know who’s texting me?”

      She shrugged. “Just a guess.”

      “Oh,” was all her aunt said as she went back to typing.

      “Momma said you only smile at your phone like that when Uncle Cian messages you.”

      Erin put her phone on the counter, and with a raised brow, asked, “Smile like what?”

      She shrugged again. “Like you don’t want to.”

      She didn’t quite know what that meant. Her momma had explained that her aunt pretended not to like her daddy’s friend, but she sure went out on a lot of dates with him. She’d asked her momma why anybody would pretend not to like someone, but her mother had just chuckled and told her she would understand it more when she was older.

      She hated that answer. It was an answer grown-ups used when they couldn’t explain the dumb things they did, at least, that’s what Harvey had told her. Whatever it meant, she wasn’t going to pretend not to like someone even if it was a boy.

      “Olivia,” her mother’s voice carried from down the hall.

      “Yes, Momma?”

      “You need to go shower, sweetheart. It’s getting late.”

      She slipped from the stool and took her bowl to the sink. Just as she was about to rinse it, Erin was beside her with a hand on her shoulder. “Go on, kiddo. I’ve got this.”

      Freed from finishing her dishes, she smiled at her, and with a quick, “Thank you, Aunt Erin,” she was off to the shower.
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            Lara

          

        

      

    

    
      She pulled her favorite light gray sweater over her head and scrutinized herself in the mirror on the closet door. It went well with her black knee-length pencil skirt. She decided to throw on the charcoal cable knit scarf she got from Logan on her way out. It was soft and thick and would keep her warm in the late fall chill. She also had a new pair of heeled black ankle boots, which had been sitting in the box for over a month now, that she needed to break in. She’d been debating returning them, but they were Valentino and had been on sale.

      She remembered how high Logan’s brows had risen when she told him how much she spent, but once he’d gotten over his initial shock, he insisted she keep them. “You’re allowed a treat,” he'd told her right before placing the box on the shelf in their closet and shutting the door. She suddenly felt her face heat while reminiscing about the things he had done to her in that closet.

      I did get a good deal for them. She ran her fingertips over the black suede. Oh, what the hell.

      She was wasting time. Besides, she had packed them up to bring with her, so she might as well wear them. Taking them from their box, she was about to toss them on her old bed when Ella jumped up on it, panting happily. At almost a year old, Ella had more than doubled in size, and in that time had stolen her heart. As much as she loved Ella, their dog was not to be trusted around shoes.

      She ran a hand over Ella’s head, scratching her behind the ears the way that she liked. The pup let out a whine, and her lips tipped into a knowing frown. “I know. I miss him, too.”

      It had only been two months since they had gotten engaged, two months since Logan proposed to her on the living room floor. She couldn’t believe how fast time had flown for them. It felt like only yesterday she called her mother, letting her know Logan had asked her to marry him, and that she said yes.

      Now here they were, two months later, with their wedding only six weeks away. Nora tried to talk her out of a winter wedding, imploring her to wait until summer or spring at the very least, but they had other plans. Plans to expand their family as soon as possible. Although she loved summer weddings, if she were to get pregnant, the idea of walking down the aisle in a maternity wedding dress wasn’t appealing.

      Which was why she had a dress fitting in just over two hours. She was stressed and annoyed at the big deal her mother had been making of her wedding. Nora insisted on booking the Plaza, insisted on it being a traditional wedding, and insisted on paying.

      While she and her mother had been working on rebuilding their relationship, her mother’s approach was beginning to border on the overbearing side.

      Still, her mother was trying, and it was this guilt that had her almost agreeing to Nora’s every desire.

      Almost.

      To add to her wedding stress, they were also moving her office from the city to their home in Brooklyn. After talking with her editor, she convinced her that she would be more productive at home, at least for the time being. Mal had reluctantly agreed, and she and Abbie had stayed late at the office the previous night, wrapping up her November projects before packing up all her belongings.

      As exhausted as she was, she needed to get going. She still had to wake Liam and make sure Olivia was dressed.

      Somewhere in the apartment, her cell phone began to ring, making her look up from Ella.

      Shit.

      She had left it in the kitchen earlier when she went to get herself some coffee. It was probably her mother, calling again to remind her not to be late.

      Luckily, she didn’t have to worry about getting it because Olivia’s voice called out, “Momma, it’s Daddy! Can I answer it?”

      “Yes, please, and bring me the phone.”

      A soft smile graced her lips as Olivia told her father all about her morning, her voice bright and animated. She told him all about how she had let her stay home from school, so she could go with her and get fitted for her dress. Although she would have preferred to schedule an appointment for Olivia after school, Olivia was too excited about the wedding and seeing her dress one more time to refuse. Olivia’s dress was also finished, so why not? It would be one less thing for her to worry about.

      “Here you go, Momma.”

      She looked up to see her daughter standing beside her. Her dark hair, still wet from her shower, cascaded over her shoulders. She frowned. It was getting so long. She was going to have to get Olivia in for a trim before the wedding.

      Perhaps they would do that today as well.

      Taking the phone, she kissed Olivia’s forehead. “Baby, go finish getting ready. We need to leave soon.”

      “Okay,” Olivia said brightly, before skipping from the room.

      She shook her head, amused by her daughter's eagerness, and brought the phone to her ear. “Hey.”

      “Hello, my love.” Logan’s voice was soft and everything she needed to hear that morning. “You sound stressed.”

      She snorted. They talked the night before, but nothing they had discussed indicated her mood this morning. “You can hear that by me saying, ‘hey’?”

      He chuckled in that rich, deep voice of his, and it made her wish he wasn’t on the other side of the country.

      “I can actually, and our daughter might have mentioned you running around the apartment all morning in a frenzy.”

      Her head tilted as she rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t hold back her smile. “She used the word ‘frenzy,’ did she?”

      He was laughing now. “Actually, that was my word. I believe hers was, ‘Grandma is driving Momma crazy.’”

      She laughed humorlessly, disturbed by the fact that she let Olivia see how much her mother had been bothering her. “Well, she is. She’s already called me again this morning to make sure I remembered today is the fitting.”

      His tone changed a bit softer to reassure her. “She’s just excited⁠—”

      “I talked to her last night, Logan,” she burst out, interrupting him before closing her eyes and letting out a long, deep breath. She hadn’t meant to snap at him, but with everything happening this week, her nerves were on edge. She just wished he were there. It was easier to deal with her mother when he was home. When he could pull her into one of his hugs or hold her late at night, and whisper into her ear how much he loved her.

      “Oh.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, but his voice stopped her.

      “It’s alright, love. It’s almost over.” She let out a sigh. Logan was right. She knew he was. “We could elope, you know,” he said in a low voice, a bit conspiringly.

      She chuckled, a real one this time. That'd been his suggestion every time she felt things were getting too stressful. They could hop on a plane to Vegas and be back before anyone would ever notice. “We could… but my mother would kill me. Then once she was finished with me, she’d kill you.”

      “Well, we certainly can’t have that,” Logan teased, then paused to speak with someone in the room, making her very sure it wasn't her in the room with him. He’d been in San Francisco for a week now, leaving most of the packing of her office to her. Which she didn’t mind. She just wanted him home. “Besides, I have a much better idea.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, intrigued.

      “I’ve booked us a room away this weekend. Just you and me.”

      Touched by the gesture, she sank down onto the bed. As much as she would love nothing more than to go away just the two of them, it was impossible. With the wedding coming up, and then getting her office ready, and not to mention Thanksgiving was next week… There was still so much to do. “Logan, I would love that but⁠—”

      “And don’t say no, my love. I promise I’ll get your office set up for you before the holiday is over,” he pleaded. “I just want one weekend with you before things get mad.”

      She shook her head softly. Things were already mad as far as she was concerned, but she knew she wasn’t the only one who was stressed. Logan had been gone a lot more than they realized he would be, and it was taking a toll on all of them. A weekend away with the man she loved did sound nice.

      She supposed a couple of days wouldn’t kill them.

      “Before Thanksgiving, hm?”

      “Absolutely,” came his confident reply.

      Clicking her tongue, she said, “You realize that would give you three days to finish the office.”

      “It’d be worth it,” he told her resolutely.

      Her shoulders fell, and her top teeth sank into her bottom lip. She supposed she could ignore emails and phone calls for a couple of days. “If you’re sure...”

      “I am.”

      Knowing Logan, he probably already had a plan worked out, but she asked for the sake of asking, “And the kids?”

      “Already taken care of.”

      He had her. Truthfully, he had her at, “I’ve booked us a room this weekend. Just you and me.” because she just missed him. If she had to play a little hard to get to extend their time on the phone, so be it. “So, what did Erin think of your little plan?”

      He coughed.

      Caught, she thought, smiling to herself. Because, of course, he asked Erin. She couldn’t imagine him asking Cian to watch them. Maybe Devin and Maggie or Emilia seemed like the other obvious choices, but on such short notice…

      “She said, the sooner the better.”

      “I bet she did,” she grumbled, thinking back to the night before when Erin was up when she came home from work. Having put the kids to bed early, the blonde was celebrating her success with a bottle of wine. Pouring them each a glass, it was almost like old times, standing around the kitchen, talking about their day. About a third of the way through her glass, she spotted it. Her red Kitchen Aid. She didn’t realize she left it at the apartment when they moved in with Logan, and she told the blonde as much.

      Erin, who tended to argue just for the sake of arguing, tried to tell her that she had told her she could keep the Kitchen Aid.

      “You don’t even use it.”

      “I make stuff,” Erin insisted, putting a hand on the red mixer and stroking it.

      She rolled her eyes. “Name one thing you’ve made that involved mixing, and I’ll let you have it.” Crossing her arms, she waited.

      Erin stood up straight. “That one time, I made…”

      Her brow rose in a silent challenge, and her hip fell back to lean against the countertop as Erin struggled to think of something she could have used it for. Taking up her wine, she took a sip, knowing exactly when the last time was that the blonde had used the mixer. Olivia was five and Harvey had been seven. It had been a hot summer, and their air-conditioning unit had gone out for a week, leaving the apartment like a furnace. Erin and the kids had come up with the brilliant idea to mix Kool-Aid with her new Kitchen Aid.

      It’d taken nine Brillo pads and a box of Magic Erasers to get that red coloring out of not only her mixer but also the counter and the side of the refrigerator.

      Erin was remembering that day too, because a slow smile was beginning to form on those lips, and she knew it was over.

      “The Kool-Aid.”

      “I said ‘made,’ not splattered over the entire kitchen.”

      Erin scowled. “Well, the kids did drink some of it, so you could call that ‘made’...”

      She downed her glass of wine. “Congratulations, Shaw, it’s yours.”

      Erin’s arms fell to her sides. “You’re giving it to me? Just like that?”

      She shrugged. “Logan’s is bigger.”

      Erin snorted and joined Lara at the kitchen island, refilling her empty glass with the half-full bottle of white moscato.

      They both stared at the red appliance until Erin said, “What the hell am I gonna do with it?” That had been the last straw. Taking her glass of wine, she threw Erin a final glare and made her way to her bedroom as Erin called out, “Aw, come on, Bridezilla, I was only kidding around!”

      She'd slammed the door a bit harder than she had intended to.

      Pulled away from her musings by Logan’s voice, she finally relented, “Sorry, I was thinking. So where are we going?”

      She heard the smile in his voice when he asked, “Have you ever been to Cape May?”
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            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      He took the offered mug of black coffee from the new intern Mittias had been sent from New York to train with him. As interns went, Peter Stutten was talented, if not a little overeager and a bit cocky.

      Nevertheless, Peter was a step up from Kingston, and for that, he was incredibly thankful.

      Nodding his thanks, he took a grateful sip, but then, realizing how hot it was, he swallowed as quickly as he could.

      “Fucking hell!”

      “What’s wrong?” Lara’s concerned voice asked.

      “Nothing, love. I just took a sip of extremely hot coffee,” he said, sending a glare at Peter, who continued to walk alongside him, not looking the slightest bit sorry. He was even sure he saw the cheeky little bastard smirk. And therein lay the only drawback to the young man. He tended to push boundaries in a way that he knew would get him in trouble if he didn’t get a handle on it.

      He heard Lara’s light laugh, and he was glad for it. If it took making a fool of himself to get her to smile this morning, so be it.

      “As I was saying, I’ve booked us a room at a Bed and Breakfast along the coast. Terribly romantic. We wouldn’t even have to leave our room if you wished. Then again, I hear there are quite a few shops around. Maybe we could get some Christmas shopping out of the way while we’re there?”

      She hummed a sound that he had heard often when something interested her, and he knew then that he had her. “When would we leave?”

      Peter held open the door to the new building, and he stepped inside. The construction crew worked all around, coming from this way and that. The foreman, who was busy instructing a few others, bought him a bit more time to finish the conversation.

      “I thought I’d spend the morning with Olivia and Liam, then we could leave them with Erin before traffic gets bad.”

      He heard her sigh so softly he would have missed it had he not been paying attention. “The kids miss you, too, you know.”

      He did know that, and he felt guilty for it, but right now he knew she needed a couple of days away before her migraines came back. Not only that, but they couldn’t very well concentrate on adding to their family with their little ones around. They had so little time for that lately, and when they did, the chances that she would get pregnant were very low. Now that things were settling down for him in California, they would have more time, and this weekend away would be a nice way to get them back on track. “I will make it up to them, I promise. How are they doing by the way?”

      Her voice was softer this time when she answered, “Good. Olivia’s getting dressed and your son is still asleep.”

      He pulled the phone away from his ear to check the time. “Still? It’s just after nine.”

      “I think he’s getting whatever cold Erin brought home.”

      “Oh, that’s not good.” Biting his lip in thought, he wondered then if they really should be taking a trip now. “Perhaps we should stay home then?”

      Lara’s hushed voice replied, “I just felt his forehead, and I don’t think he has a fever. Let’s wait and decide tonight.”

      He nodded as Peter and Jonathan waved him over. He held up his coffee, letting them know he saw them and would be right over. “Let me know if you want me to catch a ride with Peter.”

      “No, it’s fine. Olivia is looking forward to picking you up.”

      He smiled at the thought of his family waiting for him. He didn’t know how he got so lucky. “Alright, I’ll see you tonight then.”

      “Okay.”

      “I love you,” he told her before she could hang up.

      “Stop flirting with me and get to work,” she told him, making him laugh as, I love you, too, came through right before she ended the call.
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            Lara

          

        

      

    

    
      She decided taking a cab would be easier than driving through midtown on a Friday afternoon. She was already running behind. Liam had been clingier to her than normal with Logan being gone. It took Erin bribing him with cookies and milk for breakfast to let her go. It was something she would frown upon most days, but she was thankful for it today.

      She wasn’t late, but she wasn’t early, either. She knew that her mother would no doubt give her that look of hers. The look that said she would be on time was still late in her book.

      Stepping from the cab, she turned to make sure Olivia got out alright as her daughter insisted she carry the bag with her wedding shoes. To get a proper fit for the dress, she either had to wear the shoes she planned to wear for the wedding or a pair of the same height. Luckily, she had fallen in love with a pair on display the same day she found her dress. They were Italian Aquazzura, silver open-toed sandals with a four-inch heel and suspended crystals that looped around her ankles. Seeing her reaction, Nora asked them to get her a pair to try on, and that had been the end of it. They were boxed and paid for along with her dress before they left.

      Once the car had gone, they both stood before the four-story brownstone, Olivia’s head cocked to the side, mirroring hers. Jacob Harris Bridal was written on a black plaque on a stone pillar standing just off the sidewalk of 110 East 55th Street.

      Only blocks from Times Square yet hidden away from the hustle and bustle of tourists, the bridal shop was an elite appointment-only boutique. The lucky few to get an appointment were those in the New York Society or celebrities. She was neither; her mother, however, was, which was why she was about to have her second fitting. Her final would be in another four weeks, two weeks before the wedding, in case she might gain or lose any weight.

      It would be the latter if her mother kept nagging at her.

      “Are we going in?” Olivia asked.

      She took a deep breath through her nose. “Yes, sweetheart.” Glancing down, she met her daughter's excited, blue eyes. The eyes she inherited from her father. She thought about how the reason she was standing there was because that same handsome, wonderful man had asked her to marry him. Despite all the moving, the stress, and her mother’s antics, she was about to marry her true love and hopefully, while she was at it, knock his jaw to the floor when he saw the dress she picked out. With a smirk, she took the first step. “Come on, baby. Let’s go see how our dresses came out.”

      They walked into the foyer of the shop to find that Nora had already arrived. She was sitting on the edge of an ivory upholstered chaise lounge chair, which looked anything but comfortable, as did the woman sitting on it. Behind her were glass shelves filled with tiaras, veils, and framed photos of past brides in their gowns.

      Nora looked up as the door shut behind them. “Lara, darling,” she sounded relieved as she began to get to her feet. Nora brushed away the non-existent wrinkles from her pantsuit. “I thought you’d never arrive.”

      She opened her mouth to retort, but was saved from doing so by her daughter. “Grandma, can we see Momma’s dress now?”

      “Yes, of course, my dear.” Nora’s smiling face leaned down to place a kiss on Olivia’s cheek, then straightening, she turned to do the same to her. “We will also have you try on yours after your mother, and then I’ll take my girls to lunch.”

      Surprised, she told her, “Mother, you don’t have to do that.”

      With a wave of her hand, Nora insisted, “I want to.”

      Their consultant was a beautiful woman named Jasmine. She met with them not long after they checked in, and she took Olivia’s and Nora’s coats before leading them toward the back. Once there, Jasmine opened the door to a private room where two large, brown leather couches sat facing one another. A round glass coffee table was placed between the couches, accompanied by a large arrangement of fresh pink and white roses, framed against a large picture window. The sun shone against the floor-length, sheer ivory curtains, bathing the room in natural light. Olivia ran up to the flowers on the table, her long hair half pulled up, bouncing as she went.

      In the corner of the room, there were floor-to-ceiling length mirrors, and off to the side of a large antique French carved armoire hung her and Olivia’s dresses. Jasmine wasted no time opening the doors.

      “Miss Miller, which of you would like to go first?”

      “Momma, is my dress made by Oscar del la Renta, too?”

      “Oscar de la Renta,” Nora corrected Olivia and then answered, “and yes, darling.”

      

      Nora had taken them to La Grenouille. A French restaurant not too far from the bridal shop where she and her mother sipped champagne and a sparkling cider for Olivia. The tables were draped with alternating maroon and white tablecloths, featuring candle centerpieces that floated in small, round glass bowls. Any space that was left was filled with flower arrangements.

      “Thank you for lunch, Mother.” She smiled, relieved that her fitting had gone well and that Nora had been pleasantly complimentary throughout. It was a nice change after the critical eye she had while they were dress shopping. She was still reeling from one of her comments. When she had stepped out of the dressing room wearing a simple satin gown, Nora took one look at it and asked if she wanted to wear a wedding dress or a nightgown to her wedding. But then she found her dress, and that had been that. Thankfully, her mother found it acceptable. “And for the dress.”

      “Yes, thank you so much, Grandma!” Olivia added.

      “You’re very welcome,” Nora began, shifting in her seat before setting her focus on her. “Lara, I know I’ve been a bit...” Lara’s eyebrows rose as she waited for whatever her mother was about to come up with. She couldn’t help but think of herself. Words like suffocating, nagging, overwhelming… “Overbearing lately...” She smirked. That word, too. “But I want you to know, it’s only because, and I know it hasn’t seemed like it, but I’ve been imagining your wedding day for a long time now.”

      It was hard to imagine. “You have?”

      Nora placed a hand on Olivia’s shoulder. “Doesn’t every mother?”

      Olivia smiled at Nora, and she had to admit, her mother had a point. She could imagine when that day would come for her baby girl, and she knew she and Logan would want to give her as much as they could. “I suppose we do.”

      “I promise I’ll try not to be so horrible from now on.”

      Their waiter returned with their lunch, and as it was set in front of them, she surveyed her mother with narrowed eyes. There was something about the way she kept apologizing that made her suspicious. “Have you talked to Logan recently?”

      Nora laughed airily, her eyes trained on the salmon she was cutting into. “I know what you’re thinking, dear, and the answer is, no, I have not.”

      Taking her glass from the table, she decided to let the conversation go there. Not that she didn’t believe her mother’s sincerity. She was sure of it, but her turnaround was just a bit too abrupt. Sure, it could have been brought on by some sudden self-reflection? Her counseling sessions, perhaps? Though her money was on a handsome man with a suave British accent. She somehow leaned towards the latter.
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      Ten days. It was the longest he had ever been away from Liam, and outside of summer camp, the longest he had been away from Olivia. That was not considering the first nine years of Olivia’s life when he had no knowledge of her existence, only a vague recollection of donating all those years ago. Thankfully, his daughter had taken fate into her own hands and found him, which ultimately brought him and his mother together.

      He looked out the window as his flight from San Francisco made its slow but steady journey to the gate. Not only was he looking forward to being with his family, but also not having to go back to San Francisco till after the Christmas holiday. He would have six whole weeks at home. During that time, he would be able to finish remodeling Lara’s office, his former den, which had been moved upstairs to one of the unused bedrooms, and spend some quality time with his children while she caught up on some of the work she had put off while he was away.

      The captain’s voice came over the speakers, letting the passengers know they could remove their seatbelts and begin their departure. He was up and collecting his carry-on in no time flat, trying not to be impatient at the horde of people in front of him taking their time removing their bags and chatting about the flight. Taking a deep breath, he held it in as the old woman who’d been sitting in the row ahead of him stepped into the middle of the aisle and began to put on her coat. She smiled at him, and he returned it, albeit a bit impatiently.

      However, once she started struggling with one of the sleeves, the last of his patience had run its course. Remembering the English manners his mother had instilled in him, he took a step toward her and said, “May I help you with that?”

      The old woman laughed and smiled again, this time gratefully. “Why, yes, young man, I would love some help. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he replied. Once her coat was on, she reached up, but bless her, she wasn’t quite tall enough to reach the compartment.

      Well, my love, it looks as though we’ll have to wait a bit longer.

      “Allow me.”
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      They arrived at the airport early. She wanted to make sure they had time in case parking was a mess, and as tired as she was, she needed to stop and grab a coffee for the drive. When they arrived at LaGuardia an hour and a half early, they had found a spot relatively close, leaving them with quite a bit of time to kill. She thought about bringing Ella along with them, but decided that leaving her at home would be best. It was too cold out to take her, and she would be fine on her own for the little time they would be gone picking up Logan.

      Even though they had already eaten dinner about an hour before they left for the airport, she treated the kids while they waited. She ordered two hot chocolates, one for her and one for Liam, and a vanilla soy milk for Olivia. Sitting at one of the cafe tables, they sipped their drinks and played a game of guessing the destinations of passersby.

      About forty-five minutes into their wait, Logan sent her a message saying they had just landed a little ahead of schedule and would be out shortly. She looked up from her phone to see Olivia looking at her with a hopeful expression.

      Her lips pulled into a smile when she told her daughter, “Daddy’s home.”

      “Yay!” Olivia cried as she hopped to her feet, grabbing her coat from the back of her chair.

      After tossing their empty cups into the trash, she took Liam’s hand in one hand and Olivia’s in another, and they began to make their way to the arrival gate.

      “Momma,” Olivia began, licking caramel from the tips of her fingers. “How much longer is Daddy going to have to keep traveling for work?”

      She took a deep breath and let it out heavily. She couldn't blame Olivia for asking. She had often wondered the same thing over the last couple of months, this being his fourth trip out there already. “That’s a good question. He could be going back and forth for quite a while. Buildings like the one your father is designing can take a lot of time, especially in the beginning.”

      “Why don’t we just live in San Francisco instead of Brooklyn? Then we could be together all the time,” her daughter reasoned.

      She wished the answer were that simple, but moving to San Francisco involved moving Olivia and Liam from their schools, selling their home, and leaving their friends and family behind. She and Logan had already had this very discussion at length. Moving would only be a temporary solution. When the project was complete, his firm would still be here, and they would just have to move back to New York. In the end, they decided moving to San Francisco would be more of a sacrifice than missing him here and there for a week or two at a time.

      “I know you miss him. I miss him too, but that’s a big move, especially when we wouldn’t be living there for very long.” They arrived at the gate, and she kneeled to be level with Olivia. “How about after Christmas, the next time your father goes to California, we all go with him.”

      Olivia’s eyes lit up. “Really? All of us?”

      She nodded. “All of us.” Liam stepped up to her, reaching for her to hold him. Taking the boy in her arms, she stood. “Can you see Daddy, Liam?” she asked. His dark eyes darted all around, making her chuckle. Pointing, she corrected, “Watch right there. See where all the people are coming from?”

      His head bobbed in a nod. “Yep, I see!”

      “Watch for Daddy.”

      Taking her phone from her pocket, she looked at the time. He should be here any minute, she thought. However, it wasn’t until ten minutes and one fractious toddler later that she saw him. Her irritation melted away as he walked arm in arm with an elderly woman.

      “Look, Momma, there he is! I see him!” Olivia cried, jumping up and down against the railing that separated them from the floor of the terminal.

      Logan passed the older woman off to a young man who took a bag from him before shaking his head. His face beamed at them as he left the couple and headed towards his family.

      When Logan cleared the gate, Olivia ran to him, jumped up into his arms, and hugged him fiercely. She had set Liam down, and he took off running after his sister, calling out, “Daddy! Daddy!”

      Putting Olivia down, he reached for Liam, and lifting him, he tossed the giggling boy into the air before catching him and kissing his cheeks.

      “We missed you so much,” Olivia told him.

      He pulled her to his side and kissed the top of her head. “And I missed you all, too.”

      She stood back watching him with their kids, a smile brightening her face. She couldn’t help but think how good he looked in his dark jeans, fleece, and leather parka. He also hadn’t shaved in a few days, the scruff making him look even more ruggedly handsome, if that were possible. Biting her lip, her eyes met his, and she felt that flutter in her belly she still got even after all this time together.

      Shifting Liam to his side, he stepped up to her with his adorable, dimpled smile, and she couldn’t help but mirror it. “Hey there, beautiful,” he said to her.

      Her heart swelled. God, she had missed him so much. “Hey. Escorting other women from planes now?”

      “Well, she offered to bake me a pumpkin pie, and I’m afraid my sweet tooth couldn’t say no.”

      She shook her head, and he grinned, leaning in to steal a kiss, which was followed by a second and a third. The last one lingered as a promise of more once they were alone.

      When he pulled away, it was just enough to say against her lips, “Let’s go home.”
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      The drive was a complete blur with the kids asking him all about San Francisco and what he brought home for them. He’d taken to grabbing them trinkets anytime he was in the city. The first time it had been seashells, then a mini snow globe with the Golden Gate Bridge for Olivia and a teddy bear from Fisherman's Wharf for Liam. This time, both children got matching maroon sweatshirts that had San Francisco across the back in golden lettering.

      When they arrived home, the kids helped him take Ella for a walk, who was so excited to see him that she nearly knocked him over when he walked through the door. While they were out, Lara made him a quick sandwich since it was getting late. And after he had eaten and unpacked, it was nearing eleven. She called an end to playtime, telling them they could play more in the morning. While he bathed Liam, she ushered Olivia, who had showered that morning, into her room to change for bed.

      By the time teeth had been brushed and stories had been read, they collapsed onto their bed exhausted. He switched off the bedside lamp as Lara slid herself over to his side and snuggled into him. He was ready for her, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her into him. He then slid his hand down to the hem of her shirt, lifting it before sneaking his hand underneath to rub soothing circles on her back.

      Her nose nudged his chin, and she hummed in contentment before her tired voice muttered, “Sex this weekend?”

      He laughed and kissed the top of her head. Breathing in the scent of her shampoo, he sighed happily. “Absolutely, love,” he said, closing his eyes, then as an afterthought, he added, “All weekend if you’d like.”

      Her light chuckle was followed by a, “Mm, definitely.” Her hand slid up to rest on his chest. The tips of her fingers traced patterns there. “How was San Francisco?”

      “It was alright. Mittias sent over this new lad, Peter. I told you about him, yeah?” With her sleepy hum of confirmation, Logan went on, “He's sharp for a new intern. I think he'll work out alright.”

      Her fingers splayed open and closed over his chest, and her feet sought out his under the blanket. “That's good.”

      His lips lifted into a smirk when she shifted closer to him. “I do have a sneaking suspicion he's there to keep watch over Kingston.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Construction lads can't stand Kingston. John, the foreman, nearly quit a couple of weeks back. I think Peter’s there as a buffer of sorts.”

      “If no one can stand him, why not fire him?”

      “If he doesn't watch it, I think he will be soon.” Another yawn followed, and his head rose a bit off the pillow as he looked around the room. “I thought for sure Olivia and Liam were going to camp out in here with us for the night.”

      Her hand began a light caress over his chest once again. “They missed you.”

      “And I missed them. I missed you all terribly. Going back to an empty hotel room night after night is not something I enjoy.”

      “Maybe after Christmas we can take a trip with you?”

      He looked down at her, and she raised her head to meet his gaze. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought about that before. They could go with him. He could take them all to the beach and the bay. Olivia and Lara would love the seafood there, and Liam would be mesmerized by the boats in the bay. Yes, he thought. He was most definitely going to take them the next time he went for an extended trip. “I would love that.”

      She smiled at him, and he leaned down, their lips meeting in a soft kiss. His hand came up to cup the side of her face, fingers tangling in her soft, dark locks that had started to grow back from her summer cut. His mouth opened, and she eagerly deepened the kiss. His tongue tangled with hers, and noses bumped as the kiss heated. Both had been starved of one another for far too long. He had gone ten days without lying next to her, breathing in the scent of apple blossoms and Clinique, a smell that was uniquely Lara. His mind halted when she shifted without breaking their kiss. Suddenly, she was on top of him, and he groaned into her mouth at the feel of her breasts pressed against his chest.

      He pulled away just enough to murmur, “I thought you said sex this weekend?”

      Her grin suggested otherwise as she teased, “Well, we could wait. If you really want to.”

      “Bugger that,” he groaned out. His hand left her cheek. His fingertips trailed down her neck to her collar before reaching her chest, where he palmed her breast, feeling its full softness, teasing her nipple till it peaked. Her intake of breath through her nose and the arch of her back told him that despite her words, they would not be waiting.

      Grinning up at her, he asked, “Something you want, my love?” Her hips shifted, and he moaned as her heat slid over him. He was already hard. He had been since she put her lips on his.

      Sitting up, she took his hands and placed them firmly on her breasts.

      Someone is feeling a bit neglected, he thought with a smirk. More than happy to oblige, he squeezed her gently, earning a soft moan as a reward.

      Her eyes closed as her head tipped back, the light from the street filtering in through their windows just enough to add a soft glow to the room.

      Christ, she was a goddess.

      He removed his hands intending to rid her of her top, but they both froze at the sound of little feet running on the hardwood floor. Glancing at the door, he realized in their tired state they'd forgotten to shut it.

      Her dark eyes widened, and she slid off Logan just in time as Liam ran into their room.

      “Hey buddy,” he greeted his son, who wasted no time jumping on the bed and crawling up between them. He cuddled against him first before turning to wrap his arms around Lara.

      Shifting on his side, he frowned at the pair of them. “Hey now,” he told the little boy as he poked him in the ribs, making him laugh. “I thought it was me you were missing!”

      Lara kissed Liam’s cheek and whispered, “You better go give your daddy some cuddles. He missed you.”

      Liam turned, and he gladly let his boy snuggle against him. Placing a kiss on the top of his head, his gaze then moved over to the beautiful woman across from him. She and their family were all he needed in life.

      “Come here, you,” he told her, and she slid closer. With her head resting on his shoulder and their boy already nodding off to sleep, he yawned. It had been quite a day, but with his work on site done for the next several weeks, he was looking forward to getting their life ready for their next big step.
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      Early the next morning, she sipped her coffee as she read through her emails. Most were work-related, small things she needed to see to and finalize. Then there were those in a special folder from her mother, forwarded to her from the wedding planner.

      She needed to schedule an appointment with Miss Bacall to review the guest list and music selection. Not only that, but Miss Bacall, or Dorothea as she liked to be called when her mother wasn’t nearby, sent her a “To-Do” list marked, “Urgent.”

      She made a face at her phone.

      “You know, it’ll get stuck that way if you keep doing that.”

      Looking up, she was surprised to see that Logan was awake. With the time change between here and San Francisco, he usually slept in a little longer than she did. Coming up beside her, he slipped the coffee from her hand and took a long drink from it. “Keep doing what?”

      He swallowed, making a hum of appreciation, then said, “That face you made,” he began before kissing her cheek and stepping away toward the coffee pot to make his own cup. “What did your mum have to say this time?”

      Shaking her head, she replied, “It’s not my mother, not really. I got an email from our wedding planner, and she gave us a ‘To-Do’ list.”

      Once his coffee was poured, he padded his way back across the kitchen with his mug in hand. “Let’s see this list.”

      Handing him her phone, she watched as he scrolled down it, making hmms and ahhs along the way. She took another drink as he began to read from the page.

      “Finalize guest list, finalize rehearsal dinner guest list, decide floral arrangements, book a time to taste, and choose your wedding cake.” He paused there and added, “Now that one I look forward to.” She sighed and tilted her head toward the phone for him to go on. There was so much more. Clearing his throat, he took a breath before continuing, “Register for gifts, pick bridal shower, bachelorette dates, and details, decide on invitation wording, pick music for your first dance, schedule dance lessons.” He took another pause before adding, “I’m sorry, but I do not require lessons.”

      Chuckling, she licked her lips. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m English, darling, I know how to dance,” Logan told her as if being from the UK was a license to dance, and in his case, look like James Bond. Raising a brow, she reached for her phone, but he held tight to it and pulled her to him. “Shall I prove it, milady?”

      She huffed a laugh. “Oh. I’m sure you can, but I can’t.”

      He looked at her then, almost taken aback like he was surprised that she couldn’t. “Then dance lessons we shall take.”

      Her heart melted. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to.”

      There were sounds of paws on the stairs, and Ella bounded into the room. Her presence meant his daughter was awake and wouldn’t be far behind. He bent down to pet the pup a moment, and then once she was satisfied, he asked, “Why not?”

      “Because of all the work you have and time with the kids,” she began, but he stopped her.

      “Lara, love, I want you to know that despite your mother taking the reins on most of this, I know our wedding day is important to you, and it’s important to me as well. We might be tired, and we might have to drag the kids along with us, but we will make time to have a proper dance at our wedding.” Taking her hand, he placed it on his chest and moved them a step back from the counter. His hand that still held her phone came around to rest against her back, and he led them into what she might call a slow dance.

      Looking up into those eyes of his, she let the stress of the last few days slip away and let herself enjoy the moment with him. Their foreheads slowly drifted together, meeting softly. She wasn’t sure just how long they stood like that, but soon there were footsteps on the stairs just before their daughter’s smiling face appeared in the kitchen.

      “Are you guys dancing?”

      They broke apart, laughing. “We were,” Logan said, handing her the phone. “Your mum and I are going to take dance lessons.”

      “Why do you need lessons?” Olivia asked curiously while crossing the kitchen to take a seat at one of the barstools.

      “So I don’t step on your mother’s toes at the wedding reception,” he said, making Olivia giggle.

      “Can we make pancakes, Daddy?”

      Logan nodded. “We can make whatever you’d like.”

      Olivia sat up, and she grinned at their daughter, who looked ready for that challenge. “Momma bought a waffle maker. Can we make blueberry waffles?”

      He chuckled and rubbed the small of her back before he stepped away toward the pantry. “Blueberry waffles, that’s a tall order. I’ll need an assistant chef.”

      “I can help!” The dark-haired little girl cried, jumping from her stool and running over to her father.

      “Grab the berries from the fridge, darling, while I sort out this batter,” he told her. With Olivia preoccupied at the refrigerator, Logan turned his attention back to her. “My love, don’t worry about the list now. You and I can sort that out this weekend.”

      She raised a brow and leaned against the counter, watching him as he got a large mixing bowl from the cabinet. “I thought you said this weekend is for us?”

      Setting the bowl down, he stood across the counter from her. “It is. We’ll be together, uninterrupted,” he paused as Olivia set the bin of blueberries beside the bowl. “Thank you, darling, now can you go find the waffle mix?” She nodded, and once she was out of earshot, he said, “And if we happen to be naked while we finish up that list, so be it.”

      He grinned, dimples blazing, and she couldn’t help but smile in return. “You’re horrible,” she said as she tossed a towel, which had been lying on the counter beside her, in his direction.

      He caught it easily and winked.
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      The rest of his morning and afternoon were spent with Olivia and Liam while she began to organize her office. Around one o’clock, he got a call from Peter in the middle of A Goofy Movie. Some adjustments needed to be made, and a set of plans required his approval. The younger man apologized for bothering him, but he would rather speak with him than that “tosser” Kingston. Though Keith was the Project Manager in San Francisco, he was the Senior Manager. Two levels above the great oaf. If Peter felt he wanted to go around him and deal with the repercussions there, then more power to the lad.

      Understanding all too well, he agreed to take a quick look and told Peter not to apologize. With Liam on his lap and his daughter next to him, he explained a bit of what he had been working on to them as he pulled up his email. After he replied to Peter with his go-ahead, Logan pulled up Google Earth and showed them the site of his building and the surrounding area in San Francisco. They enjoyed their virtual exploration until Lara broke them up, saying it was time to start packing for their little getaway.

      As they headed out, they stopped at Emilia’s to drop off Ella. They had every intention of dropping the kids off with Erin that night, but when he looked in the rearview mirror at Olivia with her headphones, happily watching Pocahontas on her iPad and Liam sleeping soundly in his car seat beside her, she knew by the look on his face that he couldn’t do it. They'd just been separated from them for ten days, and aside from that, he'd been on three other trips in the last two months. He glanced over to Lara, and the look on her face told him she had been thinking the same thing.

      The exit neared, but instead of heading north, he signaled to take 478 South to make their way to New Jersey. Catching her gaze, she smiled at him, her hand coming to rest on his thigh.

      “We’ll put them to bed early,” she told him with a wink.

      Taking her hand from his leg, he brought it to his lips and kissed her fingers. “I just can’t leave them so soon.”

      “I know, and that’s why I love you, Logan Matthews.”

      He smiled again, knowing she had been looking forward to some alone time just as much as he had been. “The honeymoon is just the two of us. Really, they’ll be with my parents, and I won’t feel sorry for it.”

      Her laugh filled the Jeep. “You say that like we’re leaving them to ogres!”

      “I tell you, you still don’t know what it was like growing up with those two. It wasn’t always tea parties and building blocks. They rarely played with us when we were that age, if at all.”

      “I’ll take your neglect and raise you controlling.”

      He looked at her, his brows coming together, confused. He thought she had everything worked out with her mum. “Something wrong?”

      “No, it’s just...” She took a breath, and though she was speaking to him, her gaze was focused out the window as it began to rain. “I always imagined our wedding differently.”

      “Oh? And what did you imagine?”

      Lara turned her head in his direction, letting it fall back slightly against the back of the seat. “You, me, the kids, somewhere in the park maybe?” She laughed and added, “But the park would be kind of silly in December.”

      “True, but we do have fond memories there,” he replied, remembering his company picnic and the first time they took pictures of Olivia and Liam, which also happened to be the first time he admitted to her he was falling for her.

      Her smile was gentle, and her eyes were soft. He knew she was remembering those times, as well. A few moments later, she said, “I know the wedding will be perfect. Don’t get me wrong. My mother will make sure of that. It’s just that when I pictured marrying you, I pictured something simpler.”

      He had an idea then. A crazy, wild idea that he’d brought up many times before but always in jest. If she really did not want this fancy New York wedding, then they’d do it another way. “Let’s get married tomorrow.”

      “What?” She said, raising her head. “Logan, we can’t get married tomorrow. My mother would kill us!”

      Logan shrugged. “We won’t tell her.”

      She laughed for a moment but stopped when he didn’t join her. “You’re serious?”

      Keeping his attention on the road, he replied, “Very.”

      He looked over and saw she had glanced back again before whispering, “And them?”

      Liam was young enough not to really understand what was going on, but Olivia... they would have to swear their little girl to secrecy.

      “She won’t say anything.”

      She gave him the look she reserved for when he said something ridiculous. “She’s ten, Logan. She might not mean to, but she will slip to someone.”

      “She won’t. We’ll talk to her.” His eyes went back to the road as she considered it. He didn’t care where they got married. Whether it was The Plaza or outside in the freezing park, he didn’t care. All he wanted was to be married to her. “Think of it as a win for you and your mum.”

      “If we were to do this,” she started. “Actually, I don’t think we can. We don’t have a license.”

      “We can pick one up.”

      “On a Sunday?” she pressed her voice disbelieving.

      He shrugged. “We might. I’m sure we’re not the only couple who decide to get married on a whim weekend, and if not, I suppose we’re no worse off than we were.”

      Her laughter filled the car once again. “This is crazy.”

      His hand pulsed twice in hers. “Is that a ‘yes’?”

      “If you can find somewhere that will give us a license and someone to marry us on a Sunday, then yes, I’ll marry you.”

      As traffic slowed to a crawl before the Verrazano-Narrows bridge, he pulled her to him. She shook her head at him, but despite how crazy she thought this idea might be, she grinned, happiness replacing the stress that was there just moments before. Her lips met his, and before she could completely pull away, he bumped his nose against hers.
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      When they arrived in Cape May, it was not two and a half hours later, but rather three and a half hours later, because they had the children with them, and potty breaks with small kids were time-consuming. However, by that time, check-in went much more smoothly than she anticipated. While all the rooms were booked for the evening, they were able to change the room to one with an adjoining second bedroom for the following evening.

      Their trip might not end up as romantic as they expected, but when Pocahontas ended, and their daughter realized she and Liam would be going with them on their weekend away, she couldn’t bring herself to mind after seeing the happiness on Olivia’s face.

      The bed and breakfast was run by a middle-aged widower named Michael, who had owned the old colonial home for over twenty years and lived there with his two twin children, Ava and Aidan. The foyer was decorated with floral wallpaper and accented by white lace curtains. She moved around the room, Olivia trailing behind her, her curious fingers wanting to touch everything she passed.

      In the sitting room, there were two comfortable-looking armchairs, which sat on either side of a bookcase filled with books for guests who wanted to escape into a story for a while. Olivia mouthed the titles as she trailed her fingers along the spines.

      “All set,” Logan’s voice came. She turned to see him holding Liam’s hand in one and a key in the other. “They have a couple of cots for Olivia and Liam. They’ll bring them up as well.”

      Olivia’s nose scrunched, and she tilted her head. “What are cots?”

      “Little fold-out beds for you and Liam to sleep on,” Logan clarified. “Shall we go see our room?”

      “Ooo, yes, Daddy!”

      She put her hand on Logan’s arm. “Should we go get the bags first?”

      He shook his head and gestured to the stairs with a jut of his chin. “Let’s get you all settled, and then I’ll go out and get them.”

      Her head tilted to the side. He was always doing little things like that, always putting the needs of her and the kids before his own. Still, after all this time, she wasn’t used to it. “You sure?” He chuckled. “Yes, love, I’m sure.”

      Leaving the large sitting room, they made their way up the stairs to the second floor and down a long hallway before stopping in front of a pale-yellow door marked 23. Taking the key, Logan opened it, letting Liam and Olivia make their way inside first. He then stopped her with a hand on her arm. Looking up into his mischievous, blue eyes, she fought a smile right before he lowered his lips to hers.

      The kiss lingered and deepened a bit until their daughter's voice jolted them from the moment. “Oh my gosh, Momma, Daddy, you gotta come see this bathtub! Can I take a bath?”

      Logan sighed, and she looked at him, her lips tilted in a knowing pout. “Aw, did you get us a room with a tub?”

      Nodding pitifully, he confirmed, “I did.”

      She put a hand on his chest, and stepping into his space, she leaned in to whisper in his ear, “I’ll make it up to you.”
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      The room was perfect.

      While the pictures on the website were spectacular, they did not do it justice. A four-poster queen bed sat in the center of the room, accompanied by a large comfortable-looking couch in front of a fireplace. There was a small kitchenette and a large private bathroom, where their daughter was currently enjoying the large jacuzzi. Lara and Liam were both in their pajamas, cuddling in bed and playing a game on her iPhone.

      By the time they had arrived at the inn, dinner had been over for a couple of hours, but when he had gone downstairs to ask about restaurants in the area, Michael had insisted on making them something. Thanking the man, he joined Michael in the kitchen while he waited, taking the opportunity to ask about shopping and if there happened to be a justice of the peace on a Sunday.

      The owner smirked at him. “Is she pregnant?”

      He laughed outright.

      “No, nothing like that,” he began, then explained their situation and Lara’s mother. He told him that he simply wanted to give her a chance to have the wedding she really wanted.

      Michael listened as he prattled on. He hadn’t noticed that the owner had put their dinners in “to go” containers to make the trip upstairs easier until he handed the four styrofoam boxes to him. Michael then said, “Come see me in the morning around eight. I know a guy.”

      He stared at him. “Really?”

      “When you’ve lived in the same small town all your life, you get to know people.” The man gave him a warm smile.

      He didn’t know what to say, so he just said, “Thank you.”

      Taking the food upstairs, he realized he’d been too distracted talking to Michael to really pay attention to what the man had made. By the smell of it, he would guess chicken of some sort. He remembered seeing Michael take whatever it was from the fridge, probably leftovers from the dinner earlier. Whatever it was, it smelled delicious.

      Placing the key in the door, he unlocked it. The sight that greeted him made his heart warm in his chest, and he knew then he had made the right decision bringing them all here. Lara, his love, with her dark glasses and oversized black sweatshirt, had a child flanking her on either side. All cuddled up together, their eyes were drawn to the small TV that sat adjacent to the bed where A Charlie Brown Thanksgiving was playing.

      As much as he hated to disturb the picture of them, he knew that they hadn’t eaten in a while, so he cleared his throat and asked, “Anyone hungry?”

      At the sound of his voice, they all turned their heads. Olivia was the first to jump up and say, “I am!” Liam, not to be left out, removed his hold on Lara’s arm and copied his sister, raising his hand like her and shouting, “I am, too, Daddy!”

      Later that night, with Olivia and Liam sound asleep on their cots, he and Lara lay in bed listening to the New Jersey wind hitting the windows and rustling the tree branches outside. With her head on his chest, Lara traced small patterns over his T-shirt, only stopping when the tips of his fingers hit a sensitive spot on her upper arm where he sleepily trailed them up and down, making gooseflesh rise and her breath catch.

      He pressed his lips to her head and then heard her soft voice, “What are you thinking?”

      He smiled. “I was thinking how nice this is.”

      She hummed sleepily. “This place is nice.”

      He turned his head to muffle a laugh. “Not this place, my love, I meant lying here with you.”

      “Oh,” she began as his arms wrapped around her fully to squeeze her to him before releasing her. “I knew what you meant.

      He chuckled. “Of course, you did.”

      “I did,” she protested. They fell silent once again, and his hand continued to rub that soothing up and down, up and down motion. His eyes were starting to feel heavy. “I knew because I was thinking the same thing, actually.”

      He hummed happily. The wind howled outside, making the old house creak and echo, adding to the sound of heavy raindrops against the roof and windows. He wondered for a moment if their weekend was going to be one spent entirely indoors.

      His mind drifted to thoughts of him and Lara on the beach with Olivia and Liam at their side as he promised to love their mother for the rest of her life. He couldn’t imagine anything more perfect. Sure, he would have preferred to have their family and friends there, but for them, it was the best of both worlds.

      The wind howled once more, and Lara’s head rose from his chest. He could tell she was listening for signs the storm might be disturbing Olivia or Liam, but their sleeping forms were still.

      Out like lights.

      Lying her head back down, he assured, “It’ll stop by morning.”
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