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      “Wild Spirit is a sweet romance with plenty of heat.” ★★★★★ Fedora, Goodreads

      

      “While it was plenty romantic (and extremely HOT!) there were also plenty of laughs, and (as always) the antics of the Collins never disappoint!” ★★★★★ Jennifer with Romance the Dispatcher Book Review, Goodreads

      

      “I just can't get enough of the Collins family!” ★★★★★ Moran, Goodreads

      

      “Mari Carr has a way of writing so that you are engrossed in all of the feels.” ★★★★★ A, Goodreads

      

      “Great writing, great chemistry, and a great love story.” ★★★★★ Jenna, Goodreads

      

      “Mari Carr blows me out if the water with everything she writes.” ★★★★★ Janet Rodman, Goodreads

      

      “Yvonne and Leo were a breath of fresh air!” ★★★★★ Dar, Goodreads

      

      “Leo and Yvonne were a fantastic couple.” ★★★★★ Staci, Goodreads

      

      “I just love the Collins family, and can't wait for the next books!!!” ★★★★★ Xantippi Leska, Goodreads

      

      “Another great read in the Wild Irish world.” ★★★★ Meghann Russell, Goodreads
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      Letting go isn’t the same thing as losing control.

      

      If things were different, maybe dominant Leo could date the woman he’s suddenly longing for, his free-spirited friend, Yvonne. For her, life is an adventure; for him, it’s all about work and keeping things simple so he can focus on his son.

      When a tragic event upends Leo’s orderly existence, he’s forced to admit he can’t do it all, and he can’t do it alone. Yvonne feels like exactly what Leo doesn’t need.

      Until that first touch. That first kiss. That first steamy night when he finds his perfect submissive.

      But she doesn’t fit in his well-ordered world, so he can’t ask her to stay. Can he?
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      “Well now, lass. What are you doing up here by yourself?” Patrick Collins had watched his granddaughter Yvonne break away from her parents, Ewan and Natalie, who were eating dinner down at the pub and escape to his old apartment above. He followed her, concerned.

      “Nothing.”

      He had to hand it to her. At fourteen years old, she had perfected the teenage sulk. Her tone of voice and expression made it perfectly clear that she was stewing over something.

      Patrick sat down next to her on the couch. “You wouldn’t lie to your old Pop Pop now, would you? Come on, my dearest heart, what’s got you feeling so low?”

      Yvonne sighed loudly, dramatically, and Patrick fought to hide his amusement as she said, “Next weekend is the Homecoming dance at school.”

      Ah. He hadn’t expected to get his answer so quickly. Typically, Yvonne liked to draw out her theatrics. “And am I to assume no one has asked you?”

      Yvonne shot him an impatient look that told him he’d missed by a mile. “I’ve been asked. By three boys.”

      “I see. So your problem lies in that you have too many options and you’re struggling to decide who to go with. That doesn’t sound like such a bad thing.”

      Yvonne shook her head, exasperated. Patrick loved his grandchildren—adored them actually—but he’d always found it much easier to talk to them when they were younger. The moment each of them hit twelve and hormones kicked in, he found himself adrift. 

      His late wife, Sunday, had always been much better with their children as they’d advanced from youngsters to tweens. After she passed, it was the older siblings who helped him navigate the tricky waters with their younger brothers and sisters. 

      No doubt Sunday would have been able to deduce whatever was upsetting Yvonne by now. 

      He, on the other hand, was completely lost. “I give up,” he said, prompting the briefest grin from the young girl.

      “Leo Watson didn’t ask me.”

      Patrick considered that. “Leo? Isn’t he the young man who just recently started attending your school, whose father delivers vegetables to Sunday’s Side each week? And he’s been here a time or two hanging out with Lochlan and Colm, yes?”

      Leo’s parents had homeschooled him until this year, along with his older brother and sister.

      She nodded, clearly pleased he’d recalled who Leo was. “He’s the hottest boy in the whole sophomore class. And the coolest. And the funniest. And⁠—”

      “I think I get the picture. So you were hoping Leo would ask you?”

      “Yeah. But he doesn’t even know I exist. He invited Denise Flynn instead.” Yvonne rolled her eyes as if the mere thought of that was too preposterous to believe. 

      “Who is Denise Flynn?” he asked.

      “She’s a cheerleader, and she thinks her shi—” Yvonne stopped mid-curse when Patrick narrowed his eyes. His young granddaughter shared Riley’s love of cooking, spending countless hours in the kitchen of the pub with her aunt. Along the way, she’d picked up more from Riley than a knack for whipping up delicious meals. 

      “Language,” he murmured, something he’d said to Riley pretty much ever since the girl learned to talk. Not that his daughter had ever managed to curb her tendency to cuss like a sailor.

      “Sorry. Denise thinks her poop doesn’t stink.”

      Patrick resisted the urge to chuckle. The expression admittedly lacked something with the cleaner translation.

      “I see,” he said.

      “She’s super popular and nowhere near nice enough for Leo. I don’t know what he sees in her when there are lots of other girls in the school who would be better for him to date. Girls who see how cool he is. Denise just said yes so she could rub it in everyone else’s faces. Not because she likes him.”

      It appeared this young Leo still possessed that new-car smell and was benefiting from being the mysterious—and therefore, instantly fascinating—boy in a school where most of the students had known each other since kindergarten.

      “And you thought Leo would ask you?”

      Yvonne didn’t reply immediately. An answer in itself.

      “So no?”

      She grimaced. “I just don’t understand what he sees in her. What’s wrong with me, Pop Pop?”

      The tears welling in her eyes were his undoing. “Ah, lass. Now don’t go feeling bad about yourself. His asking this other girl could be based on a thousand different reasons.”

      “Like what?” she asked, not bothering to stem the tears streaming down her freckled cheeks.

      Patrick reached over and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. He was a strong man and there was very little he couldn’t handle. The exception to that rule, his undoing, was and always would be his grandchildren’s tears.

      “Well,” he said, trying to come up with any reason why a fifteen-year-old boy might overlook a lovely lass such as Yvonne. “Maybe he only likes girls in his own grade. You’re a year younger than the boy.”

      “So?”

      So…that didn’t work. “Maybe he’s abiding by that—what do they call it—bro code?”

      Yvonne’s eyebrows shot up, and this time her smile wasn’t brief or small. She laughed loudly. “Bro code, Pop Pop?”

      “Leo has become good friends with your cousins, hanging out with Lochlan, Colm and Padraig quite a bit. Do you think perhaps he isn’t asking you to the dance out of respect for their friendship?”

      She seemed to consider that for a few minutes, then dismissed it. “No. It’s not that. Paddy, Lochlan and Colm don’t know I like him, so I’m sure they never warned him to stay away. And if they did know, I’d kick their ass⁠—”

      Patrick cleared his throat.

      “Butts,” she quickly amended, “if they warned him away.”

      Patrick tried to come up with another reason that wouldn’t hurt her feelings. In truth, he couldn’t imagine why any boy wouldn’t want to take his pretty granddaughter to a dance. Yvonne was lovely and sweet with a bubbly personality. Of course, she did mention the other girl was a cheerleader, and as long as there were girls in short skirts shaking pom-poms, there would be an abundance of young boys hovering nearby, drooling. 

      Finally, he sighed. “Can I just say that fifteen-year-old boys aren’t known for being very bright? I have no idea why he invited Denise to the dance over you, other than Leo is an outright fool.”

      Yvonne laughed and hugged him. “Oh, Pop Pop. I love you. And I think you’re absolutely right. He is an idiot.”

      He thought for a moment that solved the problem, but she sobered up too quickly. “I just…it hurts. I really like him.”

      “I know, lass. There’s nothing worse than love’s cruel sting. You know, your grandma Sunday chose to go to a dance with another fella over me once when we’d just started courting. And it hurt me more than I can say.”

      “Grandma Sunday turned you down for a date?”

      Yvonne’s shocked tone amused him. While he and his beloved Sunday had had an idyllic life together, it was hard for their offspring—their children and now grandchildren—to ever conceive of a time when they weren’t a couple, but were instead two young people with more pride than sense and no idea how to express their feelings.

      “She did. She accepted an invitation from Conall Brannagh.”

      Yvonne crinkled her nose. “That’s a silly name. Who was he?”

      “A rich, handsome man who had a very high opinion of himself and who strutted around Killarney like he was God’s gift to this planet.”

      “Sounds like Denise,” Yvonne muttered. “So what happened with Conall?”

      Patrick tried to decide how to proceed. He didn’t want his confident granddaughter to feel as though she couldn’t succeed in whatever she tried, that she couldn’t get anything she set her mind to, but these teenage years were tricky. High school was the time to learn the hard lessons because the truth was, life wasn’t always fair. 

      Did he encourage her to go for it, to tell this young Leo how she felt, or did he suggest that she take the safer course, the one that would save her heartache?

      He sighed. These were the times when he wished Sunday was still alive. She would know the right answer, would know how to counsel their heartbroken young girl.

      “Are you and Leo friends?” he asked, deciding perhaps his advice would come more easily with background information.

      “Oh yeah,” she said. “We hang out a lot at school. We sit at the same lunch table in the cafeteria. Him, me, Lochlan and a bunch of our other friends. We have a lot of fun.”

      Patrick nodded slowly. “And has he ever given you any indication that he likes you as something more than just a friend?”

      Yvonne took more time answering this question. When she did, he knew she was offering him the truth. “No. He treats me like he does Lochlan. Like a buddy. Another one of the guys.”

      He was quiet for a moment, then he captured her gaze. “Let me ask you this, Vonnie,” he said, adopting the nickname her parents used for her. “What do you think is more valuable in life—friendship or love?”

      She frowned, thinking hard. “They’re both important.”

      He nodded and reached for her hand. “Exactly. There is happiness to be found in both. Love is important, don’t get me wrong, it’s one of the most amazing things in life. But…friendship is just as powerful. You’re young, my dear. The truth is, most of us don’t find love until we’re older than you are now. Because you’re still growing, figuring out who you are and what you’re meant to do and be in this life. This is the time to make friends, to cultivate them, to put all your energy in them. Through friendship, we learn how to interact, how to cherish someone, how to care.”

      “You’re only fourteen, and while you may think that means you’re an adult, take it from this old man who has lived a thousand lifetimes, you are but a wee kitten. Spend your high school years learning how to be a friend. Once you’ve accomplished that, love will come easy at a time when you’re ready to embrace it.”

      Yvonne leaned back against the couch, her shoulders slumping. From the pensive look on her face, he knew his words had struck a chord, that she had truly listened.

      “Okay,” she said at last. 

      “That’s my graceful girl, my gift.”

      Yvonne snorted. “Pop Pop, you’ve been saying that since I was born. I’m not very graceful. I’m kind of a klutz.”

      “That’s not what those nicknames are referring to. Your name, Yvonne, means God’s grace, God’s gift, and that is exactly what you are. You were a gift to your parents, to this family, to me.”

      “I was named after my mom’s sister, not because of what the name means.”

      Patrick grinned. “You were named after the sister your mother loved and adored above all others. The fact she gave you that name should show you exactly how much you mean to her, how much you are loved.”

      “I know Mom loved my aunt Yvonne. I’ve seen pictures and heard all the stories about her.”

      Yvonne’s mother, Natalie, had married Patrick’s son, Ewan. Patrick knew their road to happiness had been difficult because Natalie struggled with depression. A depression that had been brought on by the untimely death of her sister, Yvonne, due to a car crash when she’d only been twenty-three years old. Patrick had often felt a kinship with Natalie, the two of them engaging in quite a few conversations over the years about mourning the loss of someone close to them. 

      Sunday had also died young, only in her fifties when cancer claimed her. Patrick felt as though a lifetime had passed since then, his life divided in half. He’d had the Sunday years and then the years since her death.

      “There is no greater tribute, no greater testament to love, than to give someone who is your everything such a meaningful name,” he said. “You are a gift, Yvonne. Never forget that. If Leo isn’t meant to be your love, then accept his friendship, cultivate it, and hold on to it tight. If he’s as special as you say, then I suspect the two of you will be there for each other long after high school ends.”

      Yvonne frowned, swiping at her wet cheeks, though the tears had stopped falling. “I guess so.”

      She didn’t sound convinced, so he made another effort.

      “Let me ask you this,” Patrick said. “Are you so hurt by Leo asking this Denise out that you would rather cut him out of your life? Switch tables at lunch, stop talking to him altogether.”

      Yvonne’s horrified look answered his question. “No. Of course not.”

      “Then there’s your answer. You can have him in your life as a friend or not at all. If this romance, this love you long for appears la⁠—”

      “There you two are.” 

      Patrick looked up at the sound of Ewan’s voice. His son and Natalie appeared at the top of the stairs. 

      “We’ve been looking everywhere for you, Vonnie,” Natalie said. “What’s going on?”

      Yvonne sprang up from the couch, looking much happier than she had when he’d come up. He thought it looked a bit forced. Apparently, she didn’t want her parents to know she was hurting. “Nothing. Pop Pop and I were just talking. I have a bunch of homework to do. Are we going home now?”

      Natalie nodded and followed Yvonne down the stairs. Ewan gave him a quizzical glance, but Patrick merely smiled, feeling pleased that he’d been able to ease the young girl’s mind and that she’d chosen him to confide in.

      Maybe he wasn’t as bad at talking to teenage girls as he feared.

      Ewan shrugged when Patrick said nothing. “See you tomorrow, Pop.” Then he walked downstairs, following his daughter and wife.

      Patrick slipped back down on the couch, reaching for the picture frame that sat on the end table. He ran one finger over his beloved Sunday’s face, speaking to her as he so often did. “Not so bad if I say so myself,” he murmured.

      His self-satisfaction was brief, however. Because somewhere in the back of his mind, he could hear Sunday laughing. And he wasn’t sure the sound was one of congratulations. It sounded perilously close to that laugh she’d always given him when he’d been a damned fool.

      Teenage girls would always defeat him.
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      “Hey, hey, good lookin’. Whatcha got cookin’?” Yvonne crooned as Leo Watson walked in the back door to the kitchen in Sunday’s Side, her family’s restaurant. 

      Leo gave her a half-hearted grin as he placed a large box of produce on the counter. He handed Aunt Riley the delivery list and an invoice. “You got everything except the beans. They’re slow coming in, thanks to all this damn rain.”

      “That’s okay.” Riley peered into the box. “Damn. Look at those tomatoes. Gorgeous. I have no idea what you Watson boys do to grow such beautiful tomatoes. I swear I think you’ve got magical powers you’re hiding from the world.”

      Leo didn’t even crack a smile. “I wish.”

      His subdued tone captured Yvonne’s attention. Leo had been delivering produce from his family’s organic farm since graduating from high school and entering the farming business full time. He and his brother, Josh, worked with their dad, who had farmed the same land with his father, while his mother and sister ran the farm market. Back in the days when it had been her grandmother Sunday running the restaurant, the deliveries were made by Leo’s grandfather.

      Leo came by twice a week with fresh vegetables, and he typically hung out for a little while to shoot the breeze with her and Riley, or popped over to the pub to say hey to Padraig. For a few months last year, she and Leo had even taken up running together a couple mornings a week because Yvonne had wanted to lose weight, and she’d coerced him into joining her because, while he was totally fit, she’d thought it would help him manage his stress. The jogging club hadn’t lasted long, both of them excellent at coming up with excuses not to run.

      Yvonne had noticed he’d been a bit of a bear for the past month or two, not saying more than a few words before rushing out again. She was starting to miss him. 

      “What’s wrong, Grumpy Gus?” she asked, pressing her shoulder into his, trying to provoke at least some sort of smile. “You doing okay?”

      Leo’s frown was firmly in place, as he merely nodded in response. 

      “You know, I was thinking,” Yvonne said, starting to worry about him. Leo was always pleasant, polite, and when she managed to get him to sit still for three minutes, he was funny, great company.

      Not that she’d convinced him to indulge in too many of those rare relaxing moments since they’d both left high school and started their own careers. Leo was—plain and simple—a workaholic. And while she didn’t find that particularly healthy, he’d always been pretty good at juggling all the balls, so she tried to accept it as part of his nature.

      “Thinking about what?” he prompted, clearly intent on heading out without even taking a minute or two to visit like he usually did.

      “When was the last time you hung out at the pub with a bunch of us? I know Lochlan, Colm and Padraig would love to see you and catch up. I swear it’s been at least a year since we’ve had the whole gang together.”

      “That April Fools party,” Leo responded.

      His answer took her aback. Had it really been that long? “Seriously? That was nearly a year and a half ago.”

      “I don’t have a lot of free time right now, Yvonne. I was lucky I managed to make it that night.”

      “Make some time,” she suggested. “If you don’t mind me saying, you look worn out. A night with the Collins clan can cure a lot of ills. Why don’t you stop by tonight after⁠—”

      “Tonight won’t work.”

      “Why not?”

      Leo sighed. “Listen, Yvonne. I need to finish up these rounds and get back to the farm. We’re shorthanded and there’re a bunch of crops that need to be harvested.”

      “You’re always shorthanded,” she grumbled.

      “Maybe some other time, okay?”

      Before she could reply or even say goodbye, Leo was already out the back door.

      “Damn,” Riley said, sliding next to her. “That boy is headed for a breakdown.”

      “He’s thirty-one, Riley. Hardly a boy.”

      Riley shot her a look. “That’s not the point. Leo looks stretched about as thin as a body can get. I’m starting to worry about him.”

      Yvonne nodded, turning when the timer went off to pull the large pan of shepherd’s pie out of the oven. She’d been helping her aunt cook in the restaurant since middle school. She loved to cook, loved spending time here in the midst of all the delicious smells, reworking old recipes that had been passed down from Grandma Sunday to Riley, and now to her. 

      This restaurant was her happy place, her Mecca, her dream job. Sunday’s Side was connected through a large open doorway to Pat’s Pub, the business her Pop Pop had been running ever since he’d arrived in America from Ireland.

      Her dad, Ewan, managed the restaurant with her aunt Keira, and Yvonne’s plan for the future included cooking in the kitchen and eventually taking over the running of Sunday’s Side, after Dad and Keira retired. Her cousin, Padraig, planned to assume the helm on the pub side and was already sharing the tasks associated with running it with his father, Tris.

      Yvonne had known pretty early on exactly what she wanted to do with her life, so from a career standpoint, she’d always had her shit together. It was everything else she couldn’t seem to get a handle on.

      “I’m worried too,” Yvonne confessed. “But what can we do? You know Leo. He’s a private guy and he’s not the type to complain. If he doesn’t want to tell me what’s going on, I’m not sure how to help.”

      Riley shook her head. “If the mountain won’t come to Muhammad, Muhammad must go to the mountain.”

      “Meaning?”

      Riley rolled her eyes. “Seriously? I need to explain this to you? After all the years you’ve spent in this kitchen with me while you were growing up? Something I figure your poor mom regrets allowing.”

      Yvonne laughed. Her mom adored Aunt Riley, she honestly and truly did. But the women were as dissimilar as salt and sugar. Riley was loud, flamboyant, opinionated and had a tendency to pepper her sentences liberally with the “F” word. The first time Yvonne let that whopper slip, her mom had pointed at her dad and said, “I blame Riley for this.”

      Dad had promised to ask Riley to clean up the language around Yvonne and she could attest to her aunt’s efforts to do so. Riley’s cursing turning to flavorful “near misses” as she turned fuck to fudge, shit to sugar and bitch to biscuit. However, she abandoned that game when Yvonne turned fifteen because “it was too fucking exhausting.” After that, she’d let the language fly, then followed every curse word with “Don’t say that in front of Natalie or she’ll kick my ass.”

      And Yvonne had managed to follow that rule…mostly. At least until after high school.

      “Meaning,” Riley said, shaking her head in disbelief over having to explain herself, “you know better than to listen when people feed you a line of bullshit. Listen with your eyes, not your ears. He says he’s fine, which is a bold-faced lie. You saw him. I’m pretty sure he was wearing that same shirt the last time he was here—and it hasn’t been washed. The damn thing is filthy. His hair is shaggy, which is unusual for him. He’s long overdue for a haircut…and a shave. He never comes in here looking all scruffy-faced like that. There are darker circles under the dark circles under his eyes, and if he’s slept more than five hours a night this past week, I’ll eat my bra.”

      “You’re wearing one today?” Yvonne joked.

      “Smartass,” Riley said, chuckling. “That boy needs an intervention.”

      Yvonne considered that as Riley walked over to begin mixing the dough for the homemade bread they planned to serve with the special tonight.

      Yvonne began to unpack the box of produce, putting the vegetables away as she recalled the first time she’d seen Leo look so done in.

      It had been the night of graduation. Lochlan’s parents had planned a blowout celebration for him and several of his closest friends, and Yvonne had been headed to her car, planning to drive to the party, when she’d noticed Leo sitting alone in the school parking lot…

      

      Yvonne glanced around the quickly emptying parking lot. Most of the graduates and their families had already shared the hugs, taken the requisite seventy-two million cap and gown pictures, and headed out. 

      She tucked her keys back in her skirt pocket and walked over to him. “Leo?”

      Though the window was rolled down, Leo didn’t look up at the sound of her voice. He didn’t even seem to see her approaching his truck.

      She thought he looked far too depressed for someone who had just graduated from high school. If it was her who’d just busted out of this joint, she’d be dancing naked in the streets right about now. She walked right up to the driver’s side window of his pickup and said his name again.

      He raised his eyes, meeting hers slowly. There was utter devastation on his face.

      Something that wasn’t a complete surprise. He’d been subdued and…well, sad, for the past few weeks. She and Lochlan had both asked him if he was okay, had tried to cajole him out of his misery, but nothing had worked. Leo would simply tell them he was fine or offer some lame excuse for his melancholy—blaming it on nerves over graduation or stress over end-of-the-year exams. 

      Neither she nor her cousin truly believed his reasons, but Leo wasn’t ready to tell them what was really wrong, so they’d given him space and time. 

      “What happened?” Yvonne asked.

      He blinked a couple of times, and she wondered if he’d heard her. He was looking at her with a faraway expression. 

      “Leo?”

      This time, her voice penetrated. He leaned back against the driver’s seat, his shoulders slumped. “Oh. Hey, Yvonne.”

      “Everyone else is heading over to Uncle Will and Aunt Keira’s house for the party. Are you coming?”

      He shrugged, then shook his head. “I don’t feel much like celebrating.”

      Yvonne hated seeing him like this, and she was tired of tiptoeing around him. Avoiding problems wasn’t her style, so she crossed in front of the truck, opened the passenger door and slid in. 

      “Yvonne,” he started, clearly intent on feeding her the same line of bullshit he had the past few weeks in an attempt to get rid of her.

      “I’m not getting out of this truck until you tell me what’s wrong,” she insisted.

      He scowled. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Liar.”

      Leo crossed his arms, stubbornness setting in. She smirked. She could out-stubborn a mule. If he wanted to go a round or two, she was game.

      She crossed her own arms, mimicking his annoyance and his posture.

      When she held his gaze, he gave in a little. “I’ve just got some stuff on my mind. Things I need to work out on my own.”

      “Like what?”

      “What part of on my own confused you?”

      Yvonne narrowed her eyes. “Acting like an asshole won’t budge me because I know you’re not a jerk. So I’ll repeat the part that clearly confused you. I’m not getting out of this truck until you tell me what’s wrong with you.”

      “You’ll miss the party.” It was a lame last-ditch attempt. He was running out of ammo.

      “I don’t care. It’s not like I graduated. I still have to endure another year of high school hell.” She didn’t really mean that. Truth was, she enjoyed most parts of high school, though she didn’t think she’d like it as much next year without Leo and Lochlan there. She was going to have to find a new group to eat lunch with, and that sucked.

      “Seriously, Yvonne. I made a mess of something, and I have to figure out how to fix it on my own. This isn’t something you can⁠—”

      As he spoke, something in the center console caught her eye. “What’s that?” she interrupted, pointing to a small ring box.

      Leo quickly picked up the box and put it in his pocket. He clearly hadn’t meant for her to see it. “Nothing.”

      “Is that an engagement ring?”

      There was no way Leo would propose to Denise. For one thing, they were way too young. And for another, Yvonne had gotten the impression the couple was on the verge of breaking up. Something she and Lochlan had mused was probably what was bothering Leo.

      He and Denise had dated ever since the Homecoming dance their sophomore year. They’d been called the “perfect” couple by everyone at school—except her, though she’d given up her crush on him at the beginning of this year when it was obvious Leo still only had eyes for Denise. Yvonne had gone out with a few guys since then and was currently dating Ricky Bernard.

      “Deo”—the ridiculous couple name Lochlan had given Denise and Leo—were even crowned king and queen at this year’s junior/senior prom.

      “Are you insane?” Yvonne asked, when it became apparent that was indeed what was in the box. “You can’t propose to Denise.”

      “I already did.” Leo turned away from her, looking toward the school. 

      “What? Why would you do that? Tell her it was a mistake. You’re only eighteen, Leo. What would possess you to⁠—”

      “She’s pregnant.”

      Yvonne fell silent, her stomach clenching in panic. No wonder he’d been so quiet lately, so worried. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’d planned to take responsibility for my actions. I was going to make things right.”

      “That’s not still the plan?”

      “She turned me down. Said she wouldn’t marry me.”

      Yvonne frowned. “Why would she do that?”

      “She said two wrongs don’t make a right. That she wasn’t going to make this whole situation worse by marrying me.”

      “But…” Yvonne was flabbergasted. “You two have been a couple for nearly three years. Why would she have stayed with you that long if she didn’t love you?” Yvonne had never thought Denise’s feelings toward Leo were as strong as his were for her, but she wouldn’t tell him that. She didn’t kick a dog when it was down, and this dog was way down.

      “I have no idea. She told me she was pregnant a few weeks ago.”

      “You didn’t use protection?”

      Leo was one of the brightest boys in the school, and he didn’t seem like the type who’d lose his head in the heat of the moment. 

      He grimaced. “Of course we did. I always wore a condom, and she was on the Pill. But she got bronchitis a month or so ago and went on antibiotics. That makes the Pill stop working, which we didn’t know. And then,” he looked away from her again, “the condom broke one night.”

      “Is she keeping the baby?” 

      He nodded. “Said she wanted the baby. Apparently, the only thing she doesn’t want is me.”

      Yvonne couldn’t figure out why Denise would choose to raise a baby alone, when the father obviously wanted to marry her and was in love with her. Besides, Leo was great with kids, something she’d witnessed firsthand. Her younger cousins Darcy and Oliver adored Leo. There was no way Denise couldn’t believe he would be an awesome father.

      “Did she break up with you?” Yvonne asked. 

      “Yeah.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Leo shifted on the seat until he was facing her. “That’s what I was trying to figure out. I don’t know what to do. I can’t shirk my responsibility, can’t walk away from her, knowing she’s having my baby.”

      Leo was the most upright, honorable guy she’d ever met, if she didn’t count the men in her family.

      “Who says you have to?”

      “What?” he asked.

      “The baby is yours too. You have rights. You don’t have to be married to her to be a father to your kid. Did you tell your folks?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. They’re going to freak the fuck out.”

      “Yeah.” Yvonne’s parents would do the same if she ended up in this situation. But she also knew that they would support and help her. “You think they’ll kick you out?”

      “No. God no. They’re not going to be happy, but they’ll stand by me. Help me sort it out. I just hate disappointing them. Hate asking…”

      He didn’t have to finish his sentence. She knew Leo, knew how much he hated asking for help. In a school full of immature, hormone-driven teenage boys, he’d always stood out, always seemed older, always the one who had his shit together.

      “They’ll help you. It’ll work out fine. Neither you nor Denise were planning to go away to college. So you’ll work out a schedule. Raise your baby together.”

      Her plan didn’t sound like one he cared for. “That every-other-weekend crap?” He shook his head. “That’s a shitty way for a kid to grow up.”

      “The baby will never know anything different. What’s normal for one person isn’t normal for the next. As long as you both love the baby and take care of it, it’ll be a lucky kid.”

      Leo fell silent for a long time and for once in her life, she shut up and let him deal with his thoughts. It wasn’t that hard to do. She was sort of reeling herself, so she sat there, swimming around in her own head, thinking about how much his life had changed and wondering how she would handle the same circumstance. 

      Finally, Leo turned to her and smiled. “I’m going to be a good dad.”

      She grinned back. “You’re going to be an awesome dad.”

      Leo looked at her—and for the first time ever, Yvonne got the sense that he really saw her, not as part of their group at school, but as a real person on her own. “You’re a really good friend, Vonnie. Thanks.”

      Yvonne smiled wider, despite the tiny pang in her heart that ached at being called just a friend.

      

      Yvonne had thought back to that afternoon countless times through the years as she’d watched Leo with his son, Vince. Aside from her own dad, Yvonne was certain there wasn’t a more devoted, loving father on the planet.

      “You know what?” Yvonne said. “I think you’re right, Riley. I think I’m going to have to stick my nosy Collins’ nose into this and stage an intervention.”

      Riley wiped her hands on her apron before rubbing them together with glee. There was nothing her aunt liked more than to plot a sneak attack. “Excellent. Here’s what I think you should do.”
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