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CHAPTER 1


          

          PETER

        

      

    

    
      I stepped off the elevator and scanned the hospital hallway, searching for someone, anyone, who could help me. My head was a mess and my heart even worse. I was worried about my mother’s condition and how she’d react to my presence after not seeing me for so long. And I was sick to my stomach, thinking of the awful way I’d left things with Dana.

      “May I help you?” a woman asked behind me. I turned and saw a nurse wearing navy scrubs and a stern expression.

      “Um, yes, I’m looking for Barbara Fontenot.” I glanced at the text my sister had sent me. “She’s in room 509 I believe.”

      “I’m afraid visiting hours are over.” She motioned to the huge clock behind her. “It’s rather late.”

      I followed her gaze. It was almost eleven in the evening.

      “Are you family?” she asked.

      I swallowed back the emotion. Was I? It hadn’t seemed like it in a long time. “Yes,” I finally said, “I’m her son.”

      She assessed me with a critical gaze, her eyes holding mine for what seemed like hours. “All right.” She finally nodded in approval.

      I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or scared to death. Seeing my mother, my entire family again after all this time was unnerving to say the least.

      “Would you like me to hold your bag here at the nurses’ station?”

      I glanced down at the duffel bag slung over my shoulder. The material was ripping at the seams, the strap in my hand frayed and worn. Even the once bright Utah Jazz logo was now faded and dirty. I’d had the bag since high school and had taken it on the road with me for years. Somewhere along the way it had become my talisman and I was bereft to part with it.

      “It will be safe here,” she said, as if understanding my dilemma. “I promise.”

      I stood, staring at the bag. It wasn’t going to protect me from what was coming but still, it was a comfort for me.

      “It’s really not appropriate for the hospital.” Her lip curled. “It’s rather…”

      Dirty. I silently finished the sentence for her.

      She was right, of course. “Um, sure.” I slid the bag off my shoulder and handed it to her over the counter.

      She grabbed it cautiously and I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “No problem.” She set the bag in the middle of the nurses’ station. “It will be right here when you’re ready.”

      “Thanks. And thanks for letting me stay late,” I added.

      “Peter,” someone called from down the hallway. I recognized the voice. My sister.

      The sound was like home to me. My heart beat wildly in my chest. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed Victoria.

      I turned toward the sound and saw her standing in front of a huge picture window. The streetlamps outside cast a warm light around her angelic face.

      God, I’d missed her. I chastised myself for not being a better brother, for not communicating with her more.

      She smiled, that glorious, massive grin that always warmed my heart. My sister had always been one of the most forgiving people I’d ever known. Her expression told me she harbored no ill will toward me.

      Victoria raced toward me, arms extended.

      I engulfed her with my good arm, squeezing her tight. Sinking my face into her platinum blond hair, I inhaled the familiar scent of her strawberry shampoo. Victoria had always been home for me.

      She pulled away and stared up at me. Her blue eyes were darker than I remembered. I could see the fear inside, and a pang of guilt hit me square in the chest.

      “I’ve missed you, big brother,” she whispered, her voice more unsure than I’d ever heard.

      I felt like the biggest jerk in the world for not having reached out to her in the last few months. I was closer to Victoria than any of my brothers despite our age difference.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Why?”

      I studied her face, so different from mine, from all of my brothers and me. Her soft pale skin, light hair, and rounded face were in stark contrast to the rest of the Fontenot boys. Some had often teased that she was adopted.

      Her blue eyes reminded me of another pair I was missing.

      “Peter?” she asked again.

      “Yes?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to call someone.” I reached in my pocket for my phone, surprised when it wasn’t there. “Where could it be?”

      “What?” she asked.

      “My phone.”

      “I don’t know, but can you look for it later?” Her eyes were wide with desperation. “I told Mom you were coming. She’s so happy.”

      “She is?” I reared back, not believing the words.

      “Peter.” Victoria slapped my shoulder. “Mom loves you. She always has. All of us have.”

      I stared at my baby sister, her eyes seeming to be telling the truth.

      “It was you who left, Peter,” she said. “Remember?”

      Victoria was right, as usual, but her words stung more than I expected.

      “So, what’s wrong with Mom?” I asked, trying to change the subject. “What have the doctors said?”

      I didn’t want to care, but I did. Even though I’d blamed her for not supporting me when my father chose to cut me off—financially and emotionally—I knew she’d been trapped by my father, just like the rest of us. The idea that something could be seriously wrong with her scared me to death.

      “They’re not sure.” Victoria’s expression fell, tears welling in her eyes. “They’re still running tests. It’s her heart though.” It was clear by her demeanor that whatever was going on with my mother, it was serious. Victoria and our mother were close, best friends really. If anything happened to her, Victoria would never be the same.

      “It’s all right, sweetie.” I drew her in tight for an embrace, trying to comfort her the best I could, given my absence from her life.

      She trembled against me, her sobs muffled as she cried. How long had she had to hold it all together?

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” I said, kissing her head. “I mean, she put up with Dad for thirty years. If that didn’t kill her, a little chest pain won’t.” I laughed, tugging Victoria close, thankful when light giggles broke through the sobs.

      She stepped back and wiped her face. “I’m just so glad to see you, Peter, see that you’re healing.” She nodded to my arm before her gaze met mine. “It’s been too long.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I get it.” She smiled and I wondered what it was she “got.” She held out her hand. “Come on, let’s go see the family.”

      I cringed, wondering what type of “family” I’d find inside my mother’s hospital room.

      She laughed and grabbed my hand. “They won’t bite.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I said under my breath. I followed behind her as she led me to a closed door. Without knocking, Victoria pushed her way inside.

      The incessant beeping of machines brought back memories of my stay in the hospital. Thoughts of Dana flashed through my mind. The way she’d offered to care for me, for no other reason than…she cared.

      I need to call her.

      “Peter,” my mother called from the bed.

      My gaze went to the bed where my mother lay. Another familiar face sat next to her. AJ Rhyne, a man I’d admired and esteemed my entire life.

      AJ had been my father’s business associate, his right-hand man in the day-to-day operations of his software company. He and his wife Gloria were best friends with my parents, long before any of them had children. Gloria died several years ago, and I knew AJ had been devastated.

      “What’s AJ doing here?” I whispered to Victoria.

      She gazed up at me, a small smirk spreading wide across her face. She wasn’t going to tell me. This was my punishment. She was forcing me to talk, to ask questions, to get “involved.”

      I squeezed her tight and nodded.

      “Ah, the prodigal son returns,” my brother Luke announced from across the room.

      My gaze met his, and I wasn’t surprised to see a scowl marring his face.

      “Shut the hell up, Luke,” Victoria said, pulling away.

      “Victoria Grace!” my mother exclaimed.

      Every head in the room snapped in the direction of her voice.

      My mother sat straight up in her bed, cords attached to what looked like every part of her body.

      I noted the monitor above her was beeping with a rhythm I assumed was her heartbeat. The pattern looked erratic.

      “Mom,” Luke said, lunging toward her.

      That was when I saw her, really looked at my mother, and my heart squeezed tight. Her hair was grayer, her blue eyes sunken, her skin ashen. Oxygen tubing secured to her nose made her appear feeble and vulnerable, two words I never would have used to describe Barbara Fontenot.

      Guilt flooded me. I should have come home sooner.

      “What?” Victoria stared at their mother. “He’s being a dick, Mom.”

      My eyes went wide.

      AJ coughed, trying but failing to hold back a laugh.

      “I don’t care if he’s being the biggest ass on the face of the earth, he’s still your brother,” my mother said.

      I inhaled sharply at my mother’s words. I’d never heard Barbara Fontenot say a curse word, not even darn. What the hell had happened since I’d been gone? First Victoria, now my mother.

      “Yeah, Victoria,” Luke said, smiling smugly. “I can be an ass and you can’t do crap about it.” He threw a plastic cup at my sister.

      Victoria swatted it away with ease, and the cup went sailing across the room, landing squarely on my mother’s lap.

      The room fell silent, except for the monitor’s incessant beeping, as everyone stared at my mother.

      Her gaze moved from Victoria to Luke, one brow raised.

      I knew that look. We all did. Someone was about to get a set-down.

      I instinctively hunched lower, anticipating her lecture. Instead, one side of her mouth quirked up in a small smile and her whole body shook.

      What in the world was going on?

      Suddenly she burst into laughter, her head thrown back, eyes closed.

      I stared around the small room, dumbfounded when I saw everyone joined in her amusement.

      What in the hell was going on with my family? I’d never heard this type of playfulness, never seen them enjoy one another…ever.

      My mother finally settled, straightening the sheets on her bed and wiping at her eyes.

      AJ reached for a tissue and instead of handing it to her, pushed her hands away and wiped at her cheeks. There was no denying the look of adoration in his eyes.

      I shook my head, fearing I might have fallen into the twilight zone.

      My mother grasped AJ’s hands and held them for a moment before smiling sweetly. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      He nodded once as if understanding some silent message.

      Her eyes lifted and she stared straight at me, her smile falling. “Would you all excuse Peter and me?” she told more than asked the room at large, her gaze never leaving mine.

      And there it was, the lecture I’d been dreading. The speech where she would tell me how much I’d disappointed her, how much I’d cost the family by choosing my own dreams over their needs.

      “Ooooh, you’re gonna get it now,” Victoria said, waving her hands in the air.

      Luke pushed off the far wall and walked toward our mother, leaning over the railing to kiss her gently on the cheek. He studied her for a long moment, his brows narrowed. “Call if you need anything, Mom,” he said, his voice quieter than usual. “I mean it.”

      Something was definitely going on. Luke had never been a compassionate person, least of all to our parents.

      Luke turned his attention to me. “See ya, bro.” He lifted his chin and turned and walked toward the door but stopped when he reached Victoria. “Let’s go, Trouble.”

      “No way,” Victoria said, staring between me and our mom, rubbing her hands together. “This is about to get good.”

      Luke snorted, shaking his head as he shoved her back, pushing her toward the door.

      “Hey,” she cried.

      “Go,” Luke said.

      “Bye, Peter.” Victoria waved over her shoulder as their brother shuffled her out the door.

      “Push the button if you need anything, Barb.” I turned at the sound of AJ’s voice and watched as he stood and leaned over my mother’s bed, straightening her blanket before kissing her softly on the lips.

      My eyes shot open wide. What in the hell was that?

      He’d called her Barb. And he’d kissed her…on the lips.

      AJ turned to me, holding out his hand. “Good to see you again, son.”

      I grasped his palm, surprised when he tugged me in for a brief hug. His display of affection shouldn’t have come as a shock. AJ had always been affectionate and free with his feelings, especially with me. He’d always said I was the son he’d never had.

      Feelings of guilt washed over me as I watched AJ leave the room.

      I’d been a selfish jerk, walking away from everyone, especially AJ, after my father’s death. I’d forced him to take on the bulk of the responsibility for my dad’s company. Responsibility that should have been mine.

      Glancing over at my mother, lying in a hospital bed, it was abundantly clear that I’d deserted a lot of people in my rush to pursue my own dreams.

      “Come, sit.” My mother motioned toward the chair AJ had just vacated.

      I sat slowly, my gaze trained on her, preparing for her wrath.

      She reached up and removed the oxygen tubing from her nose.

      “Should you do that?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.” Barbara Fontenot always knew right from wrong.

      I searched her face, not sure where to start. “What happened to you, Mom?”

      She drew in a deep breath and released a heavy sigh. Thankfully the machines didn’t go ballistic.

      “Well,” she began, “I was outside, weeding the front gardens. You know I can’t stand weeds.” She shuddered in disgust.

      My mother’s gardening skills were renowned in Salt Lake. Her front yard looked like something out of a magazine. She’d had a small greenhouse in the back of our home for as long as I could remember, growing all kinds of herbs and plants. Everything bloomed under her care. Everything except me.

      “Yes,” I said, laughing. “Weeds are the devil’s handiwork.” I repeated the words she’d thrown at me hundreds of times, knowing she felt the same way about motorcycles. Apparently, the devil participated in a lot of handiwork.

      “My back had been sore all morning,” she went on, “but I just wrote it off to being bent over weeding half the day. I had a horrible headache and felt light-headed. My chest felt tight, as if an elephant were sitting on top of me.”

      I leaned in closer and took her hand in mine. As much as my mother had disappointed me over the years by not supporting me, I certainly didn’t want anything bad to happen to her.

      “AJ came out and found me,” she said, squeezing my hand. “I was sitting in the middle of one of the flower beds, and he said he knew immediately something was wrong. My face was dripping with sweat and it wasn’t even warm outside.”

      “What was AJ doing at the house this morning?” I asked.

      She pulled her hand from mine and smoothed out her sheets, her cheeks flushing red.

      I realized this wasn’t the time to have that discussion. “So he brought you to the hospital?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “I begged him not to, but he insisted.”

      “Well, thank God he was there. What have the doctors said?” I held my breath, afraid of what she was going to say.

      “They said it could have been a mild heart attack.”

      “Oh my God, Mom.” I reached for her hand again.

      “Or could just be indigestion.” She waved me away like this was no big deal to be in the hospital, hooked up to machines. “They just want to monitor  me for a day or two, as a precaution.”

      “Well, thank goodness AJ brought you here.” I scooted the chair closer. “We don’t want to lose you too, Mom.”

      Her eyes went wide as if shocked by my comment.

      “What?”

      She shrugged.

      “You think I wish you were dead?”

      Her gaze fell and she fumbled with the sheets. “No, not dead.”

      “Then what?”

      She glanced up, her blue eyes meeting mine. “I know I’m not your favorite person in the world.”

      “That doesn’t mean I want anything bad to happen to you.”

      “Speaking of bad things, how’s your arm, sweetheart?” She glanced at my elbow.

      Her term of endearment caught me off guard. I stared at her, brows furrowed. My mother loved us, I’d always known that, but she lived under my father’s rules. One of which was that she not coddle us in any way.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Words of affection like that don’t normally roll off your tongue so easily, Mother,” I said with no apologies.

      “You’re right,” she sighed. “And I’m sorry for that.”

      “What’s going on here, Mom?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do I mean?” I repeated, laughing sarcastically. “I mean, AJ Rhyne is kissing you on the lips, for starters.” She had the good grace to look embarrassed. “My sister is saying curse words, and so are you. And you’re laughing about it. This isn’t normal Fontenot family behavior.”

      “I don’t know, Peter. I guess this last year since your father passed away has been….” She paused, staring at the ceiling before turning and staring at me. “Freeing.” She smiled. “For all of us.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Your father was a very serious, controlling man.”

      “Yes, I know.” I rolled my eyes, as if her comment was a surprise. “He basically had my life mapped out for me by the time I was eight.”

      “Yes, yes he did.” She squeezed my hand. “And for that I’m truly sorry, Peter. You deserved to be young, to be happy, to choose your own life.”

      I studied her face. There was no amusement or evidence she was placating me.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t make him see that,” she continued.

      We sat in uncomfortable silence. She was right, she’d stood by and done nothing. I wasn’t going to let her off the hook that easily.

      “It wasn’t just your life that was chosen for you, Peter.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your father and I were betrothed from a young age. From the time that I was a teenager, everyone in the Mormon Church knew that he and I would marry.”

      That was news to me.

      “Our families were powerful. They believed a union between your father and me would make for a stronger branch of the Mormon Church. Which really meant that our fathers would have even more control within the church.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She sighed and fell back into her bed as if exhausted.

      “Mom, maybe this isn’t the time.”

      She turned and stared at me. “It’s past time you know the truth,” she said.

      I swallowed, not sure I wanted to know now.

      “I didn’t fall in love with your father and decide to marry him on my own, Peter,” she said. “I was forced to.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “Well, not forced to, but still. He wasn’t my first choice. I guess coerced would be a better word.”

      “That’s horrible,” I said.

      “It was what was expected of me.”

      Her words hit too close to home.

      “Eventually, I grew to love your father. Having you kids made the sacrifice of true love worth it.”

      I sank back into the chair in shock. My mother had been forced to marry my father.

      She sat straight up, turning to face me. “What I’m trying to say is, I know what it’s like to give up your dreams for the sacrifice of your family.”

      I shook my head, dumbfounded by her admission. “Mom, I had no idea.”

      “No one did. No one does.”

      “None of the other kids know?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Only you.”

      “Wow.”

      “I was a good little Mormon girl. Did what my father told me.”

      “You were trapped.”

      “Some would say. I just looked at it as my duty. My sacrifice for the greater good of God’s Kingdom, so to speak.”

      “You should have told me sooner, Mom.”

      “Probably. Maybe. I don’t know.”

      I watched her carefully, seeing for perhaps the first time how hard her life had been. Fine lines creased the edges of her blue eyes and mouth. She’d lived a hard life in service of the church, and my father, with no reward.

      “Being a Mormon Bishop’s daughter and then wife meant you did not go against the fold,” she said. “Even though I knew your father was being unfaithful, I still had to be a dutiful wife.”

      “So, you did know?”

      She nodded.

      Obviously, she knew. My mother was an intelligent woman. That was what had hurt me the most growing up. I couldn’t help but wonder why she would let my father control her so much. Now I knew. Duty. The same as me. Only she’d fulfilled her obligations. I’d run away.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      “Don’t be, Peter. I lived the life I thought I was supposed to. But I wanted you to live the life you deserved.” She smiled and I felt the love in her expression.

      “I tried to make your father understand that the future he had planned for you would never be the future you would choose.” She swallowed hard as tears welled in her eyes. “I’m sorry I failed you,” she whispered on a choked sob.

      I stood and lowered the railing, scooting in close to her and taking her in my arms. “Please don’t cry, Mom. I had no idea. I’m so sorry.”

      She pulled back from my embrace, staring up at me. “Don’t be sorry, sweetheart. I’m so proud of you. We all are.”

      I peered down at her, not really believing her words.

      “Really.” She laughed.

      I reached around her and grabbed tissues from the side table.

      She took several and wiped her eyes. “I’m just sorry you’ve been at it alone for all this time. I wanted to contact you, I really did.” She stared down at the wadded tissue. “AJ and Victoria encouraged me, but I just felt like I’d failed you, as a mother, by not protecting you from your father.”

      While her words were true, I couldn’t help but feel she’d been just as trapped.

      She stared up at me, smiling. “I’m just so glad you’re here now, Peter.” Her face glowed with happiness, her blue eyes sparkled.

      In that moment I realized, my mother’s unconditional love and affection had been present my entire life, I just hadn’t realized it, until now.

      She sat back and I let her go. “How are you?” she asked. “How’s your arm healing?”

      “It’s getting better.”

      She raised her brows. “But?”

      How did she know?

      “I’m a mother, Peter.” She tapped her temple. “I know everything.”

      “But,” I dragged out the word with a long sigh, “it may never heal properly, at least not enough for me to ride competitively again.”

      “Oh my goodness, Peter.” She gasped. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I mean, I love riding, but honestly, I hate competing.”

      “How long will you be here, in Salt Lake?” There was an air of hopefulness to her question.

      “I’ll be here as long as you need me, Mom.” I smiled.

      Relief washed over her face and for the first time since I’d received the call from Victoria, I breathed my own sigh of relief.

      “Will you do me a favor?” she asked quietly.

      “What?” I knew better than to agree straight away.

      “Will you stay at the house while you’re here? No hotels?”

      Considering the fact that I’d come straight from the airport and had yet to make any reservations, her invitation actually sounded perfect.

      “Sure, Mom. There’s no place I’d rather stay.” And for once in my life, I meant it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          PETER

        

      

    

    
      I pulled out an empty chair next to AJ and sat at the table inside the hospital cafeteria.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, son,” AJ said, squeezing my shoulder.

      “Me too,” I said, surprised by my admission. I took a drink of my soda, wondering how to start this conversation. “So, what really happened to my mom?”

      AJ cocked his head. “She didn’t tell you while you two were alone?”

      “She told me how she got here, that you forced her, but she never told me what the doctors have said.”

      AJ shook his head as if exasperated. “Of course, she hasn’t told you.”

      I raised a brow, waiting, but not patiently.

      “So far they’ve ruled out a serious heart attack.”

      “Thank God.” I exhaled, my hand covering my heart in relief.

      “But,” he continued, “she may have some blockage that she’ll need to take care of as soon as possible.”

      “Would they do that here?”

      “The doctor said they could. This hospital has a state-of-the-art cardiac unit. Your mom is in the best possible hands.”

      “And that would fix it? Her heart problems, I mean?”

      “For now.” He sighed.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Your mom is going to have to slow down, change her lifestyle.”

      “Lifestyle?” I laughed. “What? She won’t be able to plant as many roses this fall?”

      AJ’s concerned expression fell, anger replacing his usual happy countenance. I’d never seen the man look so furious.

      “What?” I asked, somewhat affronted by his glare.

      “You really have no idea, do you?”

      “I guess not,” I shook my head, “because I have absolutely no clue why you’re so upset.”

      He carefully placed his cup down and pushed back in his chair, crossing his long arms across his chest. “Just who do you think has been running your father’s company since his death last year?”

      “You,” I stated flatly. “The board voted unanimously, didn’t they?”

      His eyes narrowed and instantly my stomach clenched. “You’ve never read the bylaws for your father’s company?”

      “No, why would I have? You know I’ve tried to distance myself once I realized his true intent of my involvement with IP Software.”

      He studied me for a moment and the knot that had formed in my stomach earlier tightened.

      “It stipulates that one member of the Fontenot family must serve in some capacity on the board during the term of the incorporation.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “You hold an MBA, Peter, you know exactly what I’m saying,” he said sarcastically, his tone so unlike the man I’d grown up with.

      “Wait.” I sat up straighter, confused by his earlier question. And more than a little afraid. “Are you trying to tell me that since my father passed away, and I left, my mother has been serving in that capacity, as a board member?”

      “Yes.” His word was succinct, his disappointment ringing through the room.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Completely,” he said with a curt nod.

      I fell back into my chair with a sigh, staring up at the ceiling. How had this happened? “But she has absolutely no business background,” I said, more to myself than to anyone.

      AJ chuckled. “You’d be surprised just how savvy that mother of yours really is.”

      Instinctively I knew he wasn’t just talking about my father’s company. AJ obviously appreciated my mother for much more than her well-crafted business skills. It was becoming increasingly more obvious that he and my mother had started a relationship far more intense than I’d assumed.

      “She’s been working at least sixty hours a week,” AJ continued, “either in the office downtown or at home, trying to satisfy the corporation’s requirements. And that’s in addition to the hundreds of hours she’d already committed herself to for volunteer work.”

      “You’re kidding?” I sat dumbfounded. My mother had held one job my whole life and it involved diapers, bottles and pot roast. I knew that sounded chauvinistic, and it was, but it was the truth.

      “I wish I were kidding,” he said.

      I turned at the fear in his voice. He wasn’t just worried, he was frightened for my mother, and that frightened me.

      “I’m afraid all of this stress has finally taken a toll on her physically,” he said. “I’ve warned her repeatedly to slow down, but she’s stubborn and hard-headed.” His eyes cut to me and I knew what he was inferring. I was just like her. “She has to step down from the board before it kills her.”

      Pain speared my chest as I watched AJ’s face go ashen. He was distraught over my mother’s physical health. Without warning, a massive wave of guilt washed over me, nearly drowning me.

      “So, someone needs to take her place?” I asked, my head reeling with the realization that I may have to return to Utah despite my own desires.

      “Calm down, Peter.” AJ smiled. “She’s not going to ask you to come home and take over the family business, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      That was exactly what I was thinking.

      “What then?” I asked.

      “She wants to sell the company.”

      My mouth fell open as I stared at AJ. “Are you serious?” I couldn’t believe his words. Sell my father’s company? If my father wasn’t dead already, he would be now.

      “Very.” He held my gaze for several moments and I felt myself squirm. “If one of you boys or Victoria don’t take over her position within the board, your mother won’t have a choice.”

      “AJ,” I shook my head, “I just can’t. I mean, I don’t want this to kill my mother, but….” I couldn’t go on. I was being a selfish ass, again.

      “Peter, don’t ever be sorry for lassoing your dreams and letting them take you for the ride of your life, son.” He patted me on the back.  “Just make sure you never forget which hitching post you tied your horse to.”

      “Lassoing my dreams?” I chuckled. “Hitching post? I think you’ve been watching too many westerns, my friend.”

      “You have no reason to feel bad for pursuing what you want out of life, Peter.”

      And that was why I loved AJ. He’d always let me dream.

      “All I’m saying is,” he continued, “don’t forget about your family. Just because you’re living the life you’ve always wanted doesn’t mean they don’t want to be a part of your adventure.”

      And that was another reason I loved AJ. He always kept me tethered.

      “We all have dreams, Peter, even your mom. I think hers has been watching you reach yours. Maybe it’s time for your momma to stop watching and start pursuing her own.”

      I leaned back and rubbed my neck. I’d really never stopped to think about my mother having her own dreams. I mean, how many kids actually think about their parents wanting more than the life they already have?

      I recalled the conversation she and I had earlier in her room. She was trying to tell me she was ready to move on, to become something more than she had been forced to be. I knew how suffocating that feeling was and I never wanted anyone to feel that way, especially my mother.

      “So, what are the options?” I asked.

      “Well, the doctor said if she rests for a few weeks she can probably⁠—”

      “No,” I interrupted, “I mean, what are her options, what are my mother’s dreams? How can we make them happen for her?”

      AJ’s brows furrowed, obviously surprised by my question.

      I could understand. I’d walked away from my mother, from my entire family. Why would I care about their future now?

      “You’re right, AJ, it’s my mom’s turn now. Getting rid of this company won’t be a problem for me, especially if it means my mother’s health.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say that, son.” An enormous smile spread across his face. “I think it’s safe to say that anything having to do with plants is a start.”

      I nodded and we both laughed.

      “She’s talked about opening up a greenhouse in town,” he said. “Maybe starting a training program with the kids at the school. Apparently, gardening is very therapeutic.”

      “Apparently not if she had a heart attack.” I laughed.

      “The doctors think that it’s come from years of built up plaque, something that can be corrected with medication and diet, but removing as much of her stress as possible will definitely help.”

      “So, does she have any plans for her future dreams?”

      “Oh, yes.” AJ smirked. “She’s already picked out a small parcel of land that she’d like to build a gardening center on, and she’s about halfway through with her business plan.”

      “Business plan?” I teased.

      “Peter, your mother’s a highly intelligent woman. There’s much more to her than raising kids and teaching Sunday school.”

      AJ’s words were a reprimand of sorts, reminding me of how naive and selfish I’d been.

      “She doesn’t enter into anything lightly. Unfortunately,” he said under his breath, his smile fading.

      “What are you boys talking about?” Victoria asked, sliding a chair next to me and plopping down. She opened an oversized candy bar and shoved a third of it into her mouth.

      “Still addicted to sweets?” I grabbed at the candy but she drew back as if I were trying to take her newborn child.

      “Yes,” she mumbled through her mouthful of chocolate, clutching the candy bar to her chest.

      “Sorry,” I dragged out the word, laughing as I watched her chomp.

      She finally swallowed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Taking a girl’s candy is a federal offense, Peter.” She batted her lashes at me. “I could have you arrested and fined, maybe even jailed.”

      I waved my hands in the air as if I were living in great fear of her ominous threat.

      She pointed at me, eyes narrowed. “Watch it, brother.” Reaching around me, she grabbed my cup. “Is this yours?” Before I could say yes, she sucked down the rest of my soda.

      “Um, I think it’s empty, Victoria.”

      She held up the cup and shook it in the air, as if it would magically refill itself. Bringing it to her mouth, she tried again, shrugging her shoulders in defeat when she found nothing left.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. I’d missed my baby sister. A lot.

      “So.” Victoria scooted in closer, leaning halfway into my lap. “Has AJ told you he’s trying to make Momma an honest woman?” She grinned.

      “What?” I half shouted, rearing back. “Are you guys living together?” I stared at AJ, my voice a full octave higher. My mother living with a man was about as likely to happen as the moon dropping Skittles into Victoria’s bed tonight.

      “Mmm, hmmm,” Victoria murmured, leaning back and shoving another third of her candy bar into her mouth.

      “Is she serious, AJ?” I stared at the man who I’d wished could be my father for years.

      He smirked, his face washing red.

      That was the only proof I needed to confirm AJ Rhyne was indeed living in sin with my mother. I didn’t know whether to be ecstatic or disappointed in him. “AJ,” I exclaimed like a petulant child, “that’s our mother.”

      “We’re not living together.” He tried to explain, but the twinkle in his eye revealed there was definitely more to the story than I wanted to know about.

      “You may not be living together, but you’re definitely doing something together.” Victoria giggled.

      “Tori,” AJ admonished, “you don’t have to tell everything you know.”

      “You know, that’s funny, AJ,” she smiled, “because my mother says the exact same thing, that you two aren’t technically ‘living in sin.’” Victoria used quotes, teasing him relentlessly. “You still haven’t addressed the real issue.”

      “What’s that?” he asked, his voice filled with apprehension.

      “When are you going to make my momma an honest woman and ask her to marry you?”

      My mouth fell open. What in the world was Victoria talking about?

      “Tori,” he said, sounding just as exasperated as I felt. “You and I both know I’ve already asked your momma multiple times.”

      “What?” I shouted. “What the hell is going on? You asked my mother to marry you?”

      “Please, Peter.” Victoria rolled her eyes and waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “It’s not like they’re not having sex already.”

      I choked out a cough.

      Victoria reached for my drink but set it down. “Sorry, sweetie, it’s all gone.”

      I bent over, wheezing as I tried to catch my breath.

      “Tori, stop,” AJ chuckled, “you’re going to kill the man.” He pounded my back.

      I sat up straight, staring at AJ. “So, let me get this straight. You’ve asked my mother to marry you, multiple times,” I said, raising my brow, “but she said no?”

      He nodded.

      “So instead of waiting for her to say yes, you decided to live with her and ruin her reputation?”

      “Yes and no.” AJ shrugged.

      I raised both brows and for some strange reason, felt like a protective father, interviewing his daughter’s potential suitor.

      I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest. “What’s the yes and what’s the no?”

      “Yes, I’ve asked her to marry me.”

      “And the no?”

      “The no is,” Victoria answered for him, “AJ is shagging our mom every night, one night at her house, one night at his. So technically they’re not living together, just sleeping together, right, AJ? Although I’m assuming there’s not much sleeping going on.” Victoria giggled.

      My head spun as visions I didn’t want began flashing through my mind. The idea of my mother and AJ home alone, in bed, naked, was enough to make me vomit. I bent over, holding up a hand to stop my sister. “Just…no.”

      No kid wanted to think of their parents having a sexual tryst with anyone, let alone a man who was like a brother to their own father.

      “Oh, Peter, come on.” Victoria slapped my shoulder. “It’s not like you’re a virgin, either.”

      I sat up straight and stared at her.

      Her mouth spread into a knowing grin that looked all too familiar. When had my nice, sweet, innocent Victoria turned into this…this…Dana Di Grazio?

      Oh, no. “Shit!” I exclaimed. “Dana!” I reached in my pocket for my phone.

      “Oooh, the prodigal son curses.” Victoria poked me in the ribs.

      I remained silent, patting down my body for my phone.

      “What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “I was supposed to call someone as soon as I landed. She probably thinks I’m the most awful person in the world.”

      “So, call her,” Victoria said as if it were the simplest thing on earth.

      I shivered at the remembrance of how I’d left Dana. How could I explain that a simple phone call to Dana wouldn’t be nearly enough to settle things between us?

      “I can’t find my phone,” I said, panic-stricken.

      “So, what’s the deal?” she asked. “You’re white as a ghost.”

      “I, uh.” I didn’t want to say more.

      “You messed up?” Victoria asked.

      I nodded.

      “How?” AJ asked.

      “I’ve met someone,” I confessed.

      Victoria nodded. “We already know.”

      “How?” I stared at my sister, then AJ.

      “Peter,” she said, “you’re still in the news sometimes, especially since your accident. You told me you weren’t coming home because someone was going to take care of you in Austin. I saw photos of the two of you on the internet. You guys looked pretty cozy.”

      “I’m sorry, Victoria,” I said.

      She shrugged, her once playful expression falling.

      I’d screwed this up, royally. With everyone apparently. “I should have called and told you about her.” I squeezed her arm. “I should have told you I was doing okay.”

      She stared down at her lap, her bright blue eyes averting mine. “I just figured no news was good news, you know?” She shrugged.

      “Victoria,” I pleaded, squeezing her tight.

      She lifted her head, her gaze meeting mine, her eyes glassy with tears.

      Crap! I was the worst sort of brother.

      I swallowed back my own emotions and cleared my throat. “I truly am sorry, sweetheart.” I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “I’ve screwed this up with you, with Mom, with the whole damn family.”

      She slid an arm around my waist and smiled up at me. “It’s okay.” In typical Victoria fashion, she tried to console me. “I’m just glad you’re here now, big brother.”

      I leaned in and kissed her head, squeezing her tight.

      She returned the embrace then leaned back, smiling. All was forgiven. And with Victoria, it was just that easy.

      “So, what’s going on between you and this girl?” she asked, her brows waggling.

      I gave a breathy laugh and shook my head.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Have you screwed it up already?”

      “Shouldn’t we go check on Mom?” I asked, releasing Victoria and scooting my chair away from the table.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” AJ laughed. “Tori threw me under the bus, now it’s your turn.”

      “I’ll tell you, but if it’s all the same to you guys, I’d rather do it just once. Let’s go up to Mom’s room so I can figure out where my phone is, and then I’ll explain everything.”

      “Good aversion tactic.” AJ slapped me on the back.

      “Maybe you can give me some advice. Obviously, whatever you’re doing seems to be working since my mother appears happier than I’ve ever seen her.”

      “And quite satisfied.” Victoria threw back her head and laughed. The carefree sound echoed through the cafeteria, reminding me of another woman I loved.

      Dana.

      If I ever stood a chance at a future with her, I needed to contact her. The sooner the better.
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      “So, let me see if I have this right, Peter Joseph Fontenot,” my mother said in her most intimidating voice.

      She’d pulled out my middle name. This couldn’t be good.

      “This woman⁠—”

      “Dana,” Victoria added.

      “Yes. Dana.” My mother nodded. “Dana tells you her deepest, innermost secrets—that she’s had cancer, that she almost died, that she loves you—and you left her without saying anything? Do I have that correct?”

      “It wasn’t like that, Mom.” I tried to explain. I tried, but it was pointless. My mother was right.

      Dana had confessed her biggest fears to me, and what had I done? I’d left her before making things right, without assuring her I was completely okay with her revelation that she couldn’t have children. Without telling her that I loved her beyond measure no matter what she’d been through. What had I been thinking?

      “But she did tell you she loves you?” my mother asked. “Before you left? Right?”

      I nodded, fearing where my mother was taking this line of questioning.

      “What did you say?”

      “Well, I love her.”

      “You told her that, right?” My mother’s brows lifted in question. “Before you left, I mean?”

      I pressed my lips together and shook my head.

      “You didn’t tell her, Peter?” Her shrill voice cut through my soul.

      I jerked my head up. “Look, Mom, I love Dana, no matter what. No, I didn’t say the words before I left. But she knows.”

      My mother rolled her eyes.

      “Just because I didn’t say it doesn’t mean I don’t love her,” I went on. “I do. I do love her. I was just overwhelmed about her revelation that she’d had cancer. My brain kind of went berserk, thinking about her not being here with me, thinking of the cancer coming back, of facing a life without her.” Hot tears burned my eyes and I pushed my thumbs deep into the sockets, trying to keep them at bay.

      “Oh, Peter,” Victoria soothed, coming to sit on the arm of my chair, rubbing my back.

      “Did you at least tell her you were concerned about her health and safety?” my mother asked.

      “I think I did.” I shook my head. “I actually don’t know, Mom. She told me about the cancer, and then Victoria called and then….” And then I’d walked out on her.

      “But you didn’t say anything to her about it being all right that she couldn’t have children, I mean, physically carry them?” My mother was not going to let this go.

      “I don’t think so,” I said quietly, my tone as defeated as I felt.

      It wasn’t like Dana’s inability to carry a child changed how I felt. But somewhere in my haste to get to my mother, I hadn’t expressed that, not in a way that would put Dana’s fears at ease and reassure her that I still wanted to be with her. Forever. No matter what.

      “That’s why I’ve got to find my phone,” I said.

      “We’ve torn up this entire room,” AJ said.

      I glanced around the area. Random items were strewn about the floor and windowsill. “It’s not here. I may have left my phone on the plane, or anywhere really.” I dragged a hand through my hair, trying to ease the pounding in my head. I had to talk to Dana, tell her that I loved her. “Call my phone again,” I demanded to no one in particular.

      “Just use my phone.” Victoria held out her phone toward me.

      I laughed at the absurdity of my situation.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I don’t know her number. It’s in my phone.” I barked a humorless laugh. What the hell was I going to do?

      “What do you mean you don’t know her number?” my mother asked. It was obvious she was still extremely perturbed with me for not settling things with Dana before I left Austin.

      “Look, Mom, I already feel like crap, and you going off on me isn’t helping, okay. I just need to call her, talk to her and settle this.”

      “Are you sure she’ll even talk to you?” she asked.

      My gaze snapped to hers. I wasn’t surprised to find one well-manicured brow arched in question.

      Suddenly I was transported back to the third grade, remembering when I’d cut off half of Brenda Randall’s pigtails. Back then, the displeasure in my mother’s expression had been the worst form of punishment. Now her disappointment felt infinitely worse.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, “but I have to try. If I can just talk to her—” I swallowed back the emotions threatening to choke me. Just thinking of Dana refusing to accept my apology, of her never forgiving me, made me want to vomit.

      My mother reached out and grasped my hand. “We’ll find the phone, Peter.”

      “What about her work?” Victoria asked. “Wouldn’t they know how to reach her?”

      “Her dealership is closed now.”

      Victoria’s expression fell, but suddenly lifted again. “I know!” She held up one slender finger. “I’ll look up your cell phone bill online.” She pulled her own phone from her back pocket. “It will have a list of all the numbers you’ve called since your last billing cycle.”

      “How can you find my phone bill online?”

      “Your line is still part of the business, remember?” she said, typing away on her phone.

      Why hadn’t I remembered that?

      “Crap,” Victoria grumbled.

      “What?”

      “There’s no Wi-Fi connection here in the room. And the data range on my cell phone sucks. It’s too weak to pull up anything on the internet.”

      “Great,” I sighed.

      “I’ll call my friend Jesse real quick.” Victoria lifted the hospital phone as she scrolled through her list of contacts.

      “What can she do?” I asked, feeling somewhat relieved.

      “He,” Victoria corrected with a wink.

      I felt sick to my stomach when I registered what the twinkle in her eyes really meant. First my mom, now my baby sister? “Please,” I said, holding up a hand, “say no more.”

      “He works at a cell phone kiosk in the mall,” she continued, despite my pleas. “He’ll have access to your cell phone records in no time. Besides, he owes me a favor.” She waggled her brows.

      “For heaven’s sake, Victoria,” my mother fussed, “I’m hooked up to a heart monitor. Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      The air was sucked from the room as everyone stopped and stared at the monitor next to my mother’s bed.

      “I’m kidding.” She laughed, her face alight with amusement.

      We all released a collective sigh of relief at her admission.

      “But really, Victoria. No more talk of favors, hmm.”

      Victoria giggled but nodded.

      “Isn’t the mall closed now?” I asked. She shrugged one shoulder and smirked, giving me her silent answer. “Is that even legal?”

      “Does it matter?” she asked, not waiting for my response before dialing her friend. When had my kid sister turned into such a cunning predator?

      “Hey, Jesse,” she spoke softly into the receiver, her voice laced with seduction. “I need your help. I need a copy of my brother’s cell phone bill.” There was a slight pause and I feared he might deny our request. “Yes, I have a brother.” She smirked, cutting her eyes up at me. “Whatever, look my mom’s in the hospital, I need it ASAP, okay?” There was another pause in her conversation and my stomach cramped in fear. “No, she’s fine. Her boyfriend just rode her too hard in the sack and she had a heart attack.” She laughed hysterically.

      My mother’s face flushed bright red.

      My mouth fell open.

      And AJ smirked in the corner.

      I yanked the trashcan closer to me for fear of vomiting at Victoria’s suggestion. Feeling the room begin to spin, I plopped down in the chair next to my mother’s bed, burying my head in my hands and shaking it aggressively in an effort to rid myself of all the awful images flying through my mind.

      “Peter, what’s your number?” Victoria asked. Thankful to have something else to concentrate on instead of my mother and sister’s love lives, I rattled off my phone number.

      I listened intently while she repeated it to her friend, thankful that perhaps we’d found someone to help.

      “Do you think she’ll forgive me?” I asked, looking up to my mom for motherly, female advice.

      She peered down at me with anticipation. “Do you love her?”

      “With my whole heart, Mom. I’ve never felt like this with anyone. Ever,” I added.

      “She’ll forgive you, Peter,” Victoria answered.

      I turned and stared at my sister. “How do you know?”

      “I just do.” She smiled with all the confidence I wished I had.

      “What makes you so sure? I mean, she told me her deepest fears and I just…walked away. I didn’t even tell her I loved her before I left. I’m an idiot. She’ll never forgive me.”

      “I’m not saying there won’t be groveling on your part,” Victoria said.

      “With lots of flowers,” my mother teased.

      “And candy,” Victoria added.

      “And a ton of ‘I’m sorrys,’” AJ said.

      I stared at him.

      “A ton,” he repeated as if he had firsthand knowledge.

      “I’ll do it, whatever she wants,” I said, meaning every word.

      “And that, my dear, is how I know she’ll forgive you,” my mother said with a small smile.

      “How?”

      “You’re willing to do anything, including groveling, at the expense of your own dignity. Am I correct?”

      I nodded. I truly would do anything for Dana’s forgiveness.

      “Are you sure you’re all right with what she’s revealed to you, Peter?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Her not being able to carry your children?”

      “Mom, there are so many other options for us. And if she doesn’t want that then, I don’t know, we’ll figure something out. All I know for sure is, I have to hear her voice or I’m going to die.” And I meant it. Dana was my lifeline and I felt dead inside.

      “Wow!” AJ exclaimed.

      “What?” I stared at him.

      “Sounds like you’ve got it just as bad as I do.” He smirked, looking over my head at my mother, giving her an all-knowing wink.

      I waited for the nausea to overtake me but it never came. The truth was, I was actually happy for my mother and AJ. If there was anyone I’d ever want my mother to be with, it was AJ Rhyne. They both deserved to be happy, and I knew they would be, with one another.

      “I’m sorry, Mom,” I said, turning to face her.

      She tilted her head and stared at me. “Why?”

      “For leaving you. For putting the sole responsibility of the company on you. I can’t help but feel somewhat responsible for this,” I said, motioning toward the monitor now beeping with lines and blips.

      “Peter, I’ll never fault you for living your life the way you wanted to.” She cupped my face. “I won’t lie, having you here helping me probably would have been easier. But AJ was here.” Her hand fell away as her gaze moved behind me.

      I turned and saw AJ staring at my mother, a loving smile spread across his face.

      “Truth be told,” she continued, “taking over the company is probably what brought us closer. Maybe I should thank you.”

      I glanced back at my mother.

      She was smiling, that same loving expression, her hand outstretched toward AJ.

      He pushed off the wall and strode to her bedside. The guy was hopelessly in love. I recognized the signs because I wore them myself.

      “Well, still,” I said, staring between the two, “I should have at least called.”

      “Yeah, you should have,” my mother said. “But the phone works both ways so I was just as guilty as you were.”

      I drew in a deep breath and closed my eyes, trying to exhale the guilt threatening to suffocate me.

      “Peter,” she said, hesitating.

      I opened my eyes and watched as she released AJ and reached for me.

      I slid my hand into hers, gazing down and admiring how similar we were.

      “It doesn’t really matter what happened in the past,” she said, squeezing my hand.

      I lifted my head and stared into her eyes.

      “I’m just very glad you’re here now.”

      My chest tightened with emotion, an overwhelming feeling of love I hadn’t received from my family in a long time. I was sure the sentiment had been there all along, I’d just never realized it, or maybe I’d never allowed myself to feel the love.

      “Hey,” she said, shaking my hand, “it doesn’t really matter now. Neither one of us will have to worry about it for much longer.”

      I cocked my head and stared at her. “Why?”

      “We’re going to sell the company.”

      My brows rose to my hairline. “What?”

      “I know half of Salt Lake City will probably rumble with an earthquake from your father rolling over in his grave,” she laughed, “but it’s time I started living my life.” She lifted her hand to stroke AJ’s face and the light in her eyes brightened the entire room.

      For my mom it was clear, AJ would be a part of her life. Just like mine would include Dana. I missed her more than I thought possible. My hands itched with a deep need to find her, to talk to her and make things right. She had to understand that whatever had happened to her in the past wouldn’t change my love for her.

      Victoria’s words cut through my thoughts. “He’s downloading your records.” She smiled in triumph. “He’s gonna call me back in just a minute. He said there are several numbers on your records from an Austin area code.”

      “Can’t he just read it to you?” I asked impatiently.

      Her eyes narrowed and I knew I’d crossed a line. I’d already asked her to sacrifice too much as it was. I shut my mouth and smiled.

      She nodded in silent acknowledgment of my apology before turning her attention back to the phone call. “Thanks, Jesse.” There was a pause and she rolled her eyes. “I know you do, but not tonight.”

      My stomach cramped and I suddenly felt nauseous. I didn’t even want to think about what Victoria’s comment alluded to.

      “Yeah, okay.” She stared at me and winked. “I’ll call you later.” She hung up the phone with self-satisfaction and chuckled. “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen.”

      “Well,” AJ said, “it looks like you’ll be reunited with your lovely lady soon. And if you sign the papers, you’ll be able to provide for her, regardless of what happens with your motocross career.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, staring at him blankly.

      “Oh, I keep forgetting,” he said. “You didn’t stick around for the reading of your father’s will.”

      “What did the will say?”

      AJ remained silent.

      I turned my attention to my mother. “What did the will say?”

      “You own forty percent of the company,” she said.

      I shook my head and reared back, not understanding. “What do you mean, I own forty percent?”

      “Your father left you forty percent of the company.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me?” My words were sterner than I intended, but the revelation shocked me.

      “We didn’t know until after we buried your father. You left immediately after the funeral.”

      My mind raced. How could my father have left almost half of his company to me when he’d basically cut me off? I stared from my mother to AJ and back. “Did you know this was in his will the whole time?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “Not until the attorneys read the will,” my mother said.

      I grasped my head with one hand, my fingers pressing into my temples. “I don’t understand,” I said to no one in particular.

      “I think deep down your father really thought you’d come back to run the company,” she said. “He wanted to make sure you held controlling stock.”

      I raised my head and stared at her. “It’s only forty percent.”

      “Forty to you,” AJ said, “thirty to your mother, and thirty divided equally between your brothers and Victoria.”

      This couldn’t be right. I had more of a stake in my father’s company than my mother did? Than my siblings. “Why?”

      My mother reached out and took my hand. “Because he trusted you.”

      I bit back a sarcastic laugh.

      “It’s really up to you, Peter,” she said.

      “What is?”

      “Selling the company,” she answered softly. “I want to, the boys and Victoria want to.”

      I turned to see Victoria smiling and nodding her head.

      My mother squeezed my hand. “But we need your approval.”

      I stared down, marveling at our hands. My mother hadn’t held me like this in a long time.

      “We need you to oversee the sale and sign the papers,” she said. “Ultimately the decision comes down to you. I think your father wanted it that way.”

      I jerked up, my gaze meeting hers. “How in the world could you think my father wanted me to have anything? Least of all controlling stock in his company?” My words were clipped, my breathing labored from the anger bubbling up inside me.

      She smiled, the kind expression that she offered when trying to reassure us that everything would be all right, even when she knew it wouldn’t.

      “Your father always said you were the smartest child with more intelligence than a young boy should have.” She chuckled, but I didn’t see any humor. She released my hand.

      I sank back into my seat, rubbing the back of my neck. This was surreal.

      “He trusted your judgment over all of ours,” my mother said. “He knew you’d make the best decision for this family, if anything happened to him. And he was right,” she said with genuine admiration in her voice, her eyes alight with motherly affection.

      “So, what’s next?” I asked, staring around the room.

      “Well, you have to sign off on the contract to negotiate an initiation for sale,” AJ said. “Putting the company out on the market, so to speak.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then we select the best offer,” he said, as if the sale of a multi-million-dollar company were that easy.

      “Best offer?” I laughed at the absurdity.

      AJ remained silent.

      “Wait, you mean you already have potential buyers?”

      “Companies have been knocking on your father’s door for years wanting to buy the business.”

      “Why haven’t you contacted me before now?”

      “Coming home was your choice, Peter,” my mother said.

      I turned at her words. “So, what? You faked a heart attack to get me here,” I teased.

      My mother’s smile fell and instantly I knew my attempt at a joke at her expense was inappropriate and hurtful.

      I grabbed her hand, holding it tight in both of mine. “I’m sorry, Mom. That wasn’t funny, and I didn’t mean it.”

      She brushed a stray hair back from my forehead. “I think everything happens for a reason, Peter. You being here is an indicator that it’s time for all of us to move on, don’t you think?”

      “I’ll sell anything you want if it means you can live your dreams.” I scooted closer to her bed. “I’m sorry for the way I’ve treated you.”

      “You’re here now.” She smiled. “That’s all that matters, sweetie.”

      I smiled, warmed by my mother’s admission.

      “And we’re glad to have you back,” AJ said.

      I turned to face him. “What did you mean earlier when you said that I would be able to provide for Dana no matter what happens to my career?” I asked.

      “You really have no idea how much the company is worth?” AJ asked.

      I shook my head. I knew my father had built up a solid company during his years in business, but since I’d left for college, I’d never really kept up with his net worth.

      AJ glanced at my mother then Victoria before returning his attention to me. “Let’s just say with your forty percent, you won’t have to worry about anything for the rest of your life.”

      I sat stock-still, dumbfounded by his words. No worries for the rest of my life? Was he serious? “Financially?” I asked.

      “Nope. Definitely no worries financially.”

      He couldn’t be serious. Was it possible that I could make my dreams come true—my real dreams—with Dana? That I could truly offer her the life and security she deserved?

      “Oh, God,” I said, suddenly feeling panicked. “My dreams include Dana.” My gaze darted around the room. “What if she really doesn’t forgive me? The rest of my life won’t mean anything without her.”

      “She’ll forgive you,” my mother said.

      “I still haven’t heard from Jesse with your phone records yet,” Victoria said. “Your phone has to be here somewhere. Have you looked in your bag?”

      “My bag!” I yelled, jumping to my feet. “I completely forgot. I left it at the nurses’ station. I’ll be right back, Mom.” I kissed her lightly on the cheek and headed for the door. Pulling it hard, the door swung open and I skidded to a stop, staring at the sight before me. Or rather, the person in front of me.

      My wife.

      My ex-wife.

      “Looking for this?” an all too familiar voice asked as she held my cell phone in front of me. Jillian’s green eyes held my gaze, her lips curling into a diabolical smirk I was well familiar with.

      What had she done?

      “What the fuck is she doing here?” Victoria said, pushing past me and making her way into the hallway.

      Jillian remained quiet, staring between the two of us as if we were missing out on some important fact. Which we probably were.

      I posed the question again. “What are you doing here, Jillian?” I worked to hold back the anxiety in my voice.

      “What?” she asked, her smile widening. “You’re not even going to offer your wife an ‘I’ve missed you, sweetie?’”

      My body burned as if I were being stung by a thousand scorpions. The air in the hallway turned to ice and I had a hard time drawing in a breath.

      I thought I’d escaped Jillian years ago, along with all the hypocrisy that she represented. In my mind, my relationship to Jillian Vanguard had been a huge nightmare that I’d worked hard to forget. But now, here she was, standing before me, her mere presence threatening to cost me every good thing in my life.

      Dana.

      My legs felt weak and I clutched the door handle for balance. I’d never told Dana that I’d been married before.

      No matter how much I loved her, no matter how much she cared for me, I knew enough about Dana Di Grazio to realize one thing. She would see this as betrayal of the worst kind. And my heart told me she would never forgive me for it.
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