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PROLOGUE


Parent Trap


AUGGIE


Auggie stood at the front of the church and watched her walk down the aisle.


The bridesmaids’ dresses Lottie chose were very Lottie. Sleek. Sexy.


Baring.


All the women looked great in them, but none of them looked better than Pepper.


And he thought that even before Pepper, as she strutted down the aisle, caught sight of her daughter, Juno, and shot her girl a huge smile.


Pepper Hannigan was gorgeous.


Anytime she was with her daughter?


Knockout.


They were the next in the line of Lottie’s matches.


Auggie and Pepper.


Mo and Lottie were the obvious firsts (Mo was one of Aug’s four best buds), and Lottie earning the love of Mo had been all Lottie’s idea.


Mo never thought he’d find anyone as fantastic as Lots, would never go for it, until Lottie talked him around.


Now Mo was standing at the front of their line, waiting to make her his wife.


Once Lottie got her happy ending, she set about giving the same thing to Mo’s friends . . . fixing them up with her own crew.


And so far, she’d done a bang-up job.


Mag and Evie, the second couple, were living together and getting married.


Boone and Ryn, the third, were tight, and further, they were in business together.


Axl and Hattie, the fourth, were as good as living together, and practically inseparable.


It was him and Pepper who were the holdouts.


This was not for lack of trying on Auggie’s part.


Once he’d met her, Auggie saw no reason not to go for it.


She was gorgeous. She was funny. She spoke her mind. She was laidback. Together. She didn’t seem to have any hang-ups.


But Pepper saw reason not to give it a shot because she had a kid.


He got it. She was being careful. Whatever had torn her and Juno’s dad apart had made her skittish.


So yeah.


He got it.


That didn’t mean it wasn’t torture.


Like right now, when her eyes caught his, the smile that she gave her kid still in them, and Auggie felt that.


He felt it.


Damn.


It wasn’t even aimed at him in any real way, and that residual love she’d targeted at her daughter was so big, it took forever to fade away.


He’d never felt that kind of love.


Not once in his life.


And he wanted it so bad, the backs of his teeth hurt with the need to taste it.


He lost her attention when she shifted to take her place at the front of the church and Auggie tore his gaze away from her to watch the next woman, Hattie, march down the aisle.


On its way, his gaze snagged on Juno.


Dark hair to her mom’s blonde, she was all dressed up, her hair curled—her mom was a bridesmaid in a big wedding with all the prep that entailed, but it was clear Juno had not been forgotten.


She was staring at her mother, beaming with pride.


Seeing that beam made Auggie want even more of what he’d never had.


From the both of them.


* * *


“No one should enjoy this song that much,” Axl noted.


Auggie and his bud were sprawled in chairs next to a table that had a scattering of smeared cake plates, abandoned drinks, and a sprinkling of the personalized M&M’s that had been Lots and Mo’s wedding favors.


Lottie and Mo had taken off a couple of hours ago, but the party was not winding down in the slightest, which wasn’t a surprise, considering the guest list was made up of Rock Chicks and their posse, and Dream Team and their crew.


Lottie and Mo might be long gone, taking off to go all night somewhere else.


But their wedding reception was going to kiss the dawn.


At least.


Case in point, it was after midnight, “Celebration” by Kool and the Gang was playing, and the dance floor was packed.


Callum Nightingale was the center of attention. To his mother and her friends egging him on (and his father and his friends standing on the sidelines shaking their heads, but grinning), Callum was actually breakdancing, and the kid rocked that shit.


But Auggie wasn’t watching Callum.


He was watching Juno and Pepper goofing off.


No woman in a dress cut that low with a slit that high should be able to pull off acting that big of a dork.


But Juno had selected the air trumpet, and Pepper had decided on the air saxophone, and they were jamming out.


No stale air guitar or lead singer nonsense for those two adorable goofballs.


They were about the horns.


And they were having the time of their lives.


They were in the midst of a huge celebration, and still, they were a party of two.


Fuck, why did his gut ache?


“Aug?”


Auggie stopped watching Pepper and Juno singing “Yahoo!” into fake microphones while still holding on to their fake instruments and looked to his friend.


The minute he did, Axl’s head ticked, and he murmured, “Buddy.”


There you go.


He didn’t hide the ache.


Aug swallowed, turned his attention back to the dance floor, and focused on Luke Stark breaking up some situation happening with his daughter, Maisie, and Tack Allen’s son, Cutter.


“She’s still stonewalling you,” Axl guessed.


“Said it before, Axe. She’s got a kid. I get it. If you’re a mom,” like Pepper was a mom, he didn’t add, not like my mom was a mom, “you protect your kid.”


“She’ll get there,” Axl declared.


Auggie was beginning to doubt it.


“Seriously, man, she’ll get there,” Axl pressed.


Aug rolled his head on his shoulders and looked back to the dance floor, but not to Pepper and Juno, just the general wave and hum of happy people expressing that happiness physically.


Then he said, “If she doesn’t, she doesn’t.”


“She looks at you when you’re not looking at her, Aug, and when she does, she has the same expression on her face you just did.”


That got Axl Auggie’s full attention.


“No shit?” he asked.


Axl shook his head. “Would I shit you about that?”


No, he would not.


“You haven’t noticed it?” Axl asked.


He hadn’t.


Aug couldn’t stop it. His eyes shot right to Pepper.


And damn.


When they did, he caught her quickly looking away.


His gaze dropped to Juno.


She didn’t look away.


She was staring right at him, big grin, and when she got his attention, she waved.


He returned her smile and waved back.


The song changed to “Can’t Stop the Feeling!” and suddenly Hattie was in her man’s space.


“Babe, not gonna—” Axl started, right before she yanked him out of his chair.


“You too!” She pointed at Auggie as she dragged Axl to the dance floor.


She kept her eyes on him while waving at him to hurry it up even as she shoved her man where she wanted him to be.


That being among the dancers forming a big circle, and when Auggie noticed Pepper bending forward and pressing her hands between her knees, her mouth wide open with laughter, he got off his ass and joined the party.


When he did, he saw, in the middle of the circle, Smithie was cutting loose. And probably unsurprisingly, considering the man ran a club, he could bust a move.


Dorian joined his uncle in the circle, snapping his fingers and moving practically nothing but those and his shoulders. Even so, Ian ratcheted up the cool factor of this mess immeasurably. He was just that guy.


They faded out when Jagger and his woman, Archie, took Jag’s little brother, Wilder, in, and Wilder did what the kid often did. He went wild.


But Archie’s moves took cool to a place where it was hot.


Jagger’s brother, Dutch, was dragged in by Dutch’s girl, Georgie, and they crashed that particular party.


Bikers and their babes cutting a rug.


Only at a Dream Team wedding.


As the song carried on, it went like that with Lots’s brother-inlaw, Eddie Chavez, standing on a chair at the edge of the circle filming it on his phone, which was good.


Mo and Lottie were undoubtedly down with whatever they were doing right then.


But they wouldn’t want to miss this.


It ended as it should.


Hattie heading out for a solo.


She’d lost the four-inch heels, and partly because she was classically trained, partly because she was Hattie, she pulled off something that was hip-hop, disco and classical ballet that had everyone hooting, shouting, catcalling and clapping, it was just that damned awesome.


But Aug stopped watching Hattie in order to watch Axl doing it.


And . . .


Auggie also wanted that.


Pride.


And lots of love.


Aug felt something which made him swing his head the other way to see Pepper glancing away again.


When he caught that, it wasn’t the first time he did it that day.


It wasn’t the first time he did it genuinely that day.


But it was the best one he’d felt that day.


He smiled.


* * *


PEPPER


“She’s got a talent with it,” Auggie teased, his black eyes lit with a playful light as he gave guff to Ryn.


“I gotta admit, she does,” Boone agreed on a mutter.


“Uh, becoming a gazillionaire flipper doesn’t work if you buy a fabulous house that you maybe change a chandelier in,” Ryn remarked. “The house needs to be a mess. A disaster. It wouldn’t be fun if it wasn’t a challenge. So yeah, I have a talent with finding a challenge or why would I do it at all?”


“We could have called Guinness with the amount of rat droppings at this current flip,” Auggie put in. “And that was before Hound nearly fell through the floor in the bathroom after they pulled up the linoleum.”


“Yeah, that sitch with Hound wasn’t awesome,” Ryn mumbled.


I stifled a giggle.


“Is that your goal, to become a gazillionaire flipper?” Now it was Boone who was teasing.


“No, love of my life,” Ryn retorted, and at hearing those words uttered by his woman, Boone didn’t look as roguish anymore. He looked something else and that something else was dreamy. “My goal is not only to become a gazillionaire flipper, but also to have my own show on some DIY network.”


With that last bit, Boone was no longer giving his woman loved-up eyes.


He was giving her WTF eyes.


“You want a home improvement show?” he asked.


“Uh.” Ryn flipped a hand at Boone. “Look at you. You’re camera-ready all the time. We’d have fan clubs in, like, a day and a line of my personally designed décor at Kohl’s in a month.”


“I gotta admit, you’re totally camera-ready all the time,” I entered the conversation. “Both of you.”


Boone shot me a you’re not helping look.


Aug audibly bit back laughter.


I turned to him.


He winked at me.


I felt that wink explode in my sternum.


I want you so bad, I wake up thinking that, and go to sleep grieving that I don’t have it, my mind practically whimpered after catching that wink.


I shot him a lame smile and looked away.


Looking away was hard.


He was insanely beautiful. Like, Michelangelo-would-stopin-his-tracks-and-get-on-his-knees-and-beg-him-to-be-a-model beautiful.


But it was more.


Augustus Hero was easy to be with.


He was just . . .


A nice guy.


A good guy.


Good sense of humor. Good with people. Good at making conversation. Good with kids. A good friend.


A good guy.


And he liked me.


He didn’t hide it, and not only the times he’d asked me out.


He was open. Ready for me to go there.


To take us there.


I want to go there, my mind whispered.


No, I need to go there, it shouted.


I could not go there.


Not now.


Not with my ex, who was also my baby daddy, being a huge jerk.


Not with my beloved daughter caught up in his shenanigans.


Corbin had a revolving door of ladies.


That wasn’t going to happen at Mom’s house.


Stability.


Safety.


That was what Juno was going to get from her mom.


“I’m not going to be on a house-flipping show,” Boone declared, and I could have kissed him for breaking into my thoughts.


“We’ll see,” Ryn murmured.


“We won’t,” Boone replied.


“Okay, honey,” Ryn said and then gave me big eyes.


I smiled at her, and even though they were being cute, my mind was at a place where I hoped that smile didn’t look fake.


Because I was sitting by Auggie, and he was a good guy, he was my friend.


But my gut ached.


“What about you?” Auggie asked, his voice lowered in a way that I knew that question was just for me.


I turned to him, thinking about how much I liked his voice, and finding he’d leaned a little into me, so I also caught his smell.


I liked his smell too.


He smelled like . . .


“Well?” he prompted.


“What about me, what?”


“Any plans for a reality show?”


Not unless people suddenly found it fascinating to watch someone meditate.


I shook my head.


“No plans to take your rad air horns section on the road?”


I blinked, confused. “Sorry?”


“You and Juno. At the wedding. I’m pretty sure Kool and the Gang would hire you and your girl just to add some pizzazz to their act.”


A surprised giggle erupted from me. “Did you just use the word ‘pizzazz’?”


He shrugged. “I call ’em as I see ’em.”


“I must say, we’re full of pizzazz,” I admitted.


“The synchronized kicks were my favorites,” he noted, making that ache achier, at the same time adding a warmth I decided to ignore at how open he was in communicating he was paying attention. Open but without pressure. Auggie had a knack with that. “And you were always on beat with your ‘Yahoos.’ ”


“You can’t mess up the ‘Yahoos,’ ” I stated with mock gravity.


He chuckled and the sound, the sight of his humor was so beautiful, I died a little.


To hide it and move beyond it, I shook my head again, this time (fake) smiling, and asked, “Do you have any plans for a show?”


He shook his head too.


“You’d kill on a reality show,” I noted.


His brows went up as his gorgeous lips quirked. “Yeah? Why?”


“Uh, have you looked in the mirror?” I teased. “You wouldn’t have to do anything, except maybe flex a biceps every once in a while, and bam! Instant droves of fans.”


I was so busy trying to be funny, I hadn’t noticed how his eyes shut down as I was talking.


Um.


What was that?


“Did I—?” I began.


“What are you two whispering about?” Boone asked.


I tore my attention from Auggie and caught Ryn giving him a look that stated plain she was just stopping herself from giving him a don’t interrupt them! shove.


But no, none of this matchmaking.


From anyone.


Auggie was my friend. He was cool with Juno. He was a great guy to know. He knew we were the last match, destined for each other, and I couldn’t go there, and he understood why I couldn’t go there, and he was cool about that too.


And as much as I wanted more, that was all I could have.


I figured he’d eventually find someone else, but I didn’t think about that (at all, ever).


As I’d learned in my life, I had what I had, and I had to find a way to be good with it.


And I had to have the patience to wait until that time (should it ever come) where I’d get what I wanted.


Just a little bit of it and I’d be happy.


Nothing as big as all that was Auggie.


That . . .


Well, that would only happen in a perfect world.


Not in my world.


Auggie was the impossible dream.


* * *


“You’ve gotta go.”


His breaths were still labored.


So were mine.


But his face was in my neck so I could feel his.


They felt beautiful.


He was also still inside me, mostly because he just came.


And so had I.


That felt even more beautiful.


“Sweetheart,” he whispered.


This shouldn’t have happened.


This never should have happened.


What had I done?


Why had I been so weak?


I pushed against his chest.


“Auggie, you have to go.”


He lifted his head and looked down at me through the dark.


“Pepper, that was good.”


No.


It was so good.


Frantic, I-can’t-wait-to-be-inside-you, I-can’t-wait-to-get-youinside-me wall sex right inside my front door?


That was not about ending a dry spell.


That wasn’t even about a weak moment.


That was about Auggie.


Auggie and me.


Auggie and me and how unbelievably fucking good we were together.


I’d denied it. I’d denied him. I’d denied me. When I looked at him. When he looked at me. When I was with him.


But it couldn’t be denied.


We’d just proved it.


We were unbelievably fucking good together.


On this thought, with a fair sight more desperation, I pushed again at his chest, trying to squirm away from him.


He kept hold.


And put his mouth to my ear.


“Baby, that was hot, but it was fast, and it was done before things were said. Now we gotta talk.”


“No.” I shook my head. “No talking. No nothing. That was a mistake.”


“It wasn’t a mistake.”


With desperation mounting, I declared, “It was totally a mistake. You are a mistake. This is a mistake. It’s all a huge mistake.”


He lifted his head. “I’m a mistake?”


I hated the tone of his voice.


Disbelieving.


Kinda pissed.


A thread of hurt.


God.


But I couldn’t go back on it.


I couldn’t.


This shit was not going to happen to me again.


And I wasn’t going to put Juno through it.


Why had I given in?


I knew why. A night with Boone and Ryn being cute and so very together, sitting with Auggie, denying myself.


Then, he was so sweet to me, as he always was, eventually letting myself pretend we weren’t there as friends, but we were there . . . together.


Eventually, I’d had just that little too much to drink to make it safe to drive home. Before my right mind, my good-mom mind, my take-care-of-priorities mind could tell my stupid, selfish mind to stop it, I turned my head and asked him to drive me home.


Now we were here.


In my foyer.


Just having had sex.


And it was me who’d jumped him on my front stoop after he’d done the gentlemanly thing (see! he was perfect!) and walked me to my door.


Then I’d dragged him inside.


“Yes, Auggie.” I squirmed again and this time I got away.


My panties were somewhere on the floor. Fortunately, the skirt of my tank t-shirt dress was easy to shimmy back down.


I went to my front door that Aug had slammed after he’d stalked me into my house and before he’d pinned me to the wall.


And the reminder of all of that sent quivers down my inner thighs.


I opened the door and stood abreast of it, eyes to my feet.


“Pepper, sweetheart, you don’t want me walking out that door,” Auggie warned.


No, I don’t, I thought. I really, really don’t.


But I couldn’t have what I wanted.


I never could.


I’d learned that repeatedly.


Why had I forgotten?


Don’t reach, you might get it and find out (A) you didn’t want it in the first place, or (B) it didn’t want you.


So I said nothing.


He stopped in front of me. I could see the toes of his boots close to mine that were exposed by my flat sandals.


There was something very . . . wonderful about that.


His boots.


My sandals.


His masculine.


My toenails painted pale pink.


Him right there.


With me.


“Pepper, look at me.”


“You’ve gotta go,” I repeated.


“Juno’s with him.”


That made the back of my neck itch.


Then again, whenever my girl was gone, doing her time with her dad, I had that feeling.


“Yes, she is.”


“So we can talk.”


“We’re not talking.”


“Pepper—”


My head shot up and I snapped, “God! I shouldn’t have to say it again! Get out, Auggie! That was stupid and it was weak and it’s not happening again. I’m already mortified enough I let you fuck me. You’re just making it worse.”


For a second, he seemed shocked.


Shocked and hurt.


My heart squeezed.


That wore off fast, he got in my face and growled, “I’m not gonna play this game.”


“I’m not playing a game.”


“I know women like you. And yes, you are.”


He knew women like me?


I didn’t ask, mostly because he didn’t give me the opportunity.


“Thanks for the hot fuck, babe,” he said. “At least that made it worth putting up with this bullshit play.”


And then he was gone.


I closed the door behind him.


Put my forehead to it.


“Huge mistake,” I whispered.


But I knew.


I could tell myself that again and again and again.


But I’d seen the girls with their guys.


So I could repeat it for eternity, and I’d never believe.


No, Augustus Hero was not a mistake.


The mistake would be if he took a chance on me.


Now that would be a mistake.


Huge.


Because I was a mess.


My family was a mess.


My ex was a mess.


There was only one thing that wasn’t a mess.


The home I gave my daughter.


And that was also the one thing I was determined never to make a mess.


Therefore, I had to do everything in my power to keep things good and safe and right for my girl.


Including denying myself a great guy named Auggie.


* * *


JUNO


She’d messed up.


She’d sat at the big, round table in the corner of the coffee area of Fortnum’s Used Books.


This meant it was like she had a big light shining on her.


Or signs pointing at her.


Or whatever.


That was bad.


She wasn’t supposed to be noticed.


She should have hidden in the bookshelves. Or got close to someone else so the people that worked there would think she was with her mom or dad.


Making things worse, the ladies that worked there, she could tell, were moms.


Toe-tah-lee.


And that was also bad because you couldn’t pull things on moms. Moms figured stuff out.


And then there was the big, crazy-looking bearded guy behind the coffee counter.


Oh man.


Juno had a feeling that guy didn’t miss anything.


Including the fact she’d walked into the store by herself and sat by herself and she’d been there awhile.


Truth: she was tall for her age.


She was still only eight years old.


They all kept looking over at her.


They were going to ask her where her mom or dad were, she knew it.


Man . . .


Oh man.


He needed to get there.


Right away!


She couldn’t know he’d come.


Her mom and her mom’s friends talked (and they’d talked about him). Juno listened. It wasn’t like they acted like Juno was a baby and she couldn’t understand what they were saying, or they didn’t think she was important, so they forgot she was there. They were cool around her. Natural. Just them. And they thought Juno was cool too.


Unlike her dad (sometimes), her mom knew Juno was with it. She had a brain. She wasn’t a little kid anymore.


And she and her mom were a team.


They’d always been a team, but now that she was growing up, they were more of a team.


Like, Juno helped with the dishes, and sometimes even helped her mom cook.


And she kept her room tidy so her mom didn’t have to tell her to (anymore).


And when Juno asked, Mom began to teach her how to do the laundry. So Juno told her that when she did her own, she could also do her mom’s. After she said that, Mom gave her one of her big, tight hugs, so Juno knew that’d help out a lot.


Juno had gotten really good at dusting and she never (well, not never, but not as much as she used to) forgot to spray the shower with that after-shower spray her mom said helped keep the shower clean so she didn’t have to do it all the time and the glass would look all clear and pretty.


So Juno’s mom knew Juno could handle stuff.


It was just that Juno knew, in their team, her mom handled most of the big stuff.


Okay, that was because she was the adult. She was the mom.


The big stuff in life, Juno had learned, was not about forgetting the shower spray.


The thing was, there was a lot of stuff her mom had to handle.


Like, way more than other moms had to handle.


Which was why Juno was there, right then, at Fortnum’s.


It was why, a couple of days ago, she’d grabbed Auntie Ryn’s phone real fast when she’d put it down. Nabbed it before it shut off, doing this so Auntie Ryn wouldn’t see.


Doing this so she could run to the bathroom with it, find his phone number and write it down.


Why she’d sent the text she’d sent to that number half an hour ago.


A text to the guy she thought could help.


Because Juno knew her mom needed a break.


Juno’s mom, Pepper, needed a lot of stuff.


And Juno knew exactly what she needed.


Mom just wouldn’t go for it.


So Juno had decided she, Juno, was going to make her go for it.


Not in a mean way.


Hopefully, Mom wouldn’t even know it was happening.


But she couldn’t do it without a little help.


She couldn’t do it without him.


And she had this one chance to talk to him without her mom knowing . . .


If he came.


He had to come. Uh-oh.


Oh no!


One of the moms that worked there was approaching. The blonde one. The one the crazy-looking guy kept calling “Loopy Loo,” which couldn’t be her name (but could be proof the crazy-looking guy was just plain crazy).


Juno was either going to have to get out of there, or she was going to have to lie to the blonde lady.


Juno hated lying.


She had to do it with her dad (sometimes) because he was just so . . . so . . . gah!


But she didn’t like it.


And she didn’t want to do it to the blonde lady. She was real pretty and dressed cute and looked like she was nice.


Man!


Why couldn’t he have just come when Juno—?


Before “Loopy Loo,” with that worried expression on her face (which said totally that she was nice), made it to Juno, the bell over the door chimed.


Juno looked right there.


And even though she’d never met him, only ever heard her mom and her mom’s crew talking about him, she knew it was him.


It was the suit.


No one else in that place was wearing a suit.


She jumped up from her chair and ran right to him.


So all the people who’d been watching her since she got there would know she was okay, Juno threw her arms around his hips, pressed her cheek to his stomach, hugged him tight and cried, “Finally!”


She felt a hand wrap around the back of her neck (it was a big hand, and it was warm, so it felt nice) and the deep voice of the man she was holding asked, “Juno, is everything okay?”


She tipped her head back and looked into his eyes.


He was worried too.


And she could tell, not even knowing him, he was worried about 5,287 times more than Loopy Loo was.


And Loopy Loo was a mother!


There it was.


Proof.


Juno had done right.


This was the guy to ask.


Of course, in her text, she’d told him he’d had to meet her there right away, and the way she did that made it sound like there was something to worry about.


This didn’t feel very good because it wasn’t a nice thing to do, scaring someone like that.


But sometimes you had to do what you had to do.


Right?


“You know me,” she stated, something else that proved she was right.


It was him. He knew her. Even if they’d never met, like she knew him, he knew her.


He so totally was the person to ask.


“I do, honey, now answer me, are you okay?”


Juno nodded, fast and happily.


He watched her do that, but he didn’t seem to get any less worried.


“Is your mom all right?”


That time, she didn’t nod fast and happy.


She shook her head, slow and not happy at all.


Because her mom was not all right.


She tried to hide it, but she was never all right.


If it could be just them, Pepper and Juno, the dream team, they’d be okay. When it was just them and her dad didn’t mess things up, or her grandfather, or all that other stupid stuff, it was awesome.


But it wasn’t just them.


Juno’s mom had to put up with so much more and it was a serious pain.


And she thought Juno couldn’t help her, and the sad truth was, for some of it, Juno couldn’t.


But her mom couldn’t do it alone.


Not anymore.


It wasn’t fair.


It wasn’t fair all the stuff Juno’s dad pulled, and it wasn’t fair all the crap her mom’s family did.


None of it was fair.


It was too much.


And Juno’s mom was strong. The strongest mom in the whole world.


But she needed a break.


His body seemed to get tight at her answer before he asked, “Why are you here alone? Is she—?”


Juno let him go and stepped away. “She’s fine. She’s home. I’m supposed to be at a friend’s house. My friend is covering for me. She lives close to here, so she’s there . . . covering. And I walked here to meet you. But I need to get back before her parents figure out what we’re doing.”


“You’re here alone?”


Juno nodded.


Unluckily, but not surprisingly considering the look on his face and the fact he was a grown-up, he kept talking about that.


“You walked here from a friend’s house . . . alone?”


Oh man.


“Uh . . .”


“Can you explain why you did that?” he asked.


“You’re Mr. Cisco, right?”


He nodded but said, “You can call me Brett.”


Um.


She didn’t know about that.


Mom didn’t like her to call people by their first names unless they were super close friends or family.


When they talked about him, Juno could tell Auntie Ryn and Auntie Hattie and Auntie Evie liked Mr. Cisco a lot.


But Juno never called a grown-up by their first name, unless her mom said it was all right.


(Though she did call Auntie Ryn, Auntie Hattie and Auntie Evie, Rinz, Hatz and Ehvz, but only because her mom said she could.)


“Okay then, uh . . .” she started. “I did that because I need you to help me.”


“Help you with what?”


“Help me make Mom fall in love with Auggie.”


Mr. Cisco’s head ticked as his brows shot way up.


And it was then, in a big-guy, too-old way, she thought he was kinda okay-looking (and on top of that, she liked the suit he wore that had a vest—she’d seen Chris Evans in a suit like that, and Chris Evans was the world).


She thought Mr. Cisco was more okay-looking when his expression suddenly changed, and she liked the way his eyes got. They made her feel like one of her mom’s brownies warm out of the oven tasted.


And he replied, “I’m all in.”


Juno felt something inside her get all loose when she didn’t know it had been tight and hurting.


But it had been.


And she sent a silent message to Heaven, something that she would never in a million, billion, trillion years admit to her stupid grandfather she did (though, she did it a lot, it felt nice sending messages to Heaven).


Thank you, God.


But in real life, she smiled so big at Mr. Cisco, her face hurt.


And he smiled back at her.









CHAPTER ONE


A Perfect World


PEPPER


My phone chimed with the eleventh text I’d gotten in an hour and I just managed not to pull it out of my purse and throw it in the nearest garbage can.


Okay.


All right.


Deep breath and . . .


Center.


Bottom line: I needed to get over it because I didn’t want to be a hater. Hating was such an ugly thing. I didn’t like how it made me feel and I didn’t want it around my daughter. And when the world at large was so full of negativity and hate that it was pushing in sometimes on an hourly basis, the best way to keep that kind of thing from burying my little girl was, when I had her, do my all not to be a hater.


So I had to guard against the hate.


Even if the holidays were coming up and it always got bad during the holidays.


Bad in the sense of these texts I was currently getting from my sister, because she (and Mom and Dad) always thought holidays were the perfect time to win me around to their way of thinking.


Or, to be blunt (and honest), indoctrinate me and Juno into their way of life.


A way of life I’d turned my back on years ago.


You had to hand it to them, they never gave up.


But that was a stretch for a silver lining because it was also a not-great thing that they never gave up.


And it couldn’t be denied, I hated it (rephrase: disliked it intensely) when they put my sister forward to appeal to me in a sisterly/generation-sharing way.


Making this worse, I had to divide my time with my daughter, giving some of it up to her father, which was never fun, but especially unfun during the holidays.


In a perfect world, my baby would be with me all the time.


In a perfectly perfect world, my baby’s daddy would not be a liar and a cheater, and we’d all be together all the time.


It was not a perfect world.


This year, I sensed holidays were going to be even worse because her dad had a(nother) new woman in his life, and from what I was getting, she was all in to win Corbin by showing she could be the best stepmom in Denver.


That happened a lot (the new woman and her wanting to win Corbin by using Juno) and it always involved messing with Juno’s heart. And then, when Corbin dumped her (and he would eventually dump her), part of Juno’s heart would go with her.


It hurt my baby girl.


It hurt to watch.


It also hurt because I was powerless to do anything about it.


In the beginning, I’d tried to talk to Corbin and warn him about introducing his girlfriends to our daughter too soon.


He didn’t want to hear my advice on how to father.


Though, even if he didn’t want to hear my thoughts on parental issues, he spent a lot of time making sure I heard from him on a variety of subjects that had to do with co-parenting (and other topics).


This regardless that Juno was eight, and for the most part, we had it down.


I didn’t need any of this right now.


It was career day for Juno’s class and Juno loved me. She thought I could do anything. As such, she did not get that her mom—who had been a stripper, but was now a featured dancer at a former strip club (even so, you could absolutely still describe what we did as exotic dancing, we just no longer bared all)—was not the person teachers wanted talking to their kids about their future career prospects.


But Juno thought I was cool.


Juno thought I hung the moon and that my besties, Lottie, Ryn, Hattie and Evie, were the stars (all of them also dancers, except Evie, who used to be one, but now she was a student).


So Juno didn’t hesitate to ask me to come and chat with her class.


I had a little presentation to give. It was a lot about the choreography, costumes, lighting, music choices and working with the stage technicians, and less about how I found new and interesting ways to take off most of my clothes (obviously).


But I was nervous.


I could dance while disrobing with a crowd watching, but standing in front of them and talking?


Nope.


Making matters worse, they were having career days all semester, one each Tuesday. The kids invited parents or other folks in their lives to come in and chat with the class. Thus, I knew Juno had asked her dad to come that day too, and as referenced earlier, he and I did not get along.


Juno was probably trying to see to my feelings and instead of telling me her father was going to be there, she’d warned me “someone else is coming.”


It was a little weird she didn’t just say, “Dad’s coming to bore everyone with anecdotes about being a baller real estate agent.”


But sometimes she got a little weird when her dad had a new woman in his life.


Therefore, during these times, I had to let her be how she needed to be, even if that was weird, and be prepared to pick up the pieces after.


This was what was on my mind after I got past checking in at the front office and was walking down the hall toward Juno’s classroom.


But even if my headspace was taken up with all of that, when I turned the corner to the hallway where Juno’s classroom was, nothing would have made me miss the astonishing and totally unforeseen fact that Augustus “Auggie” Hero—hot guy, ex-military, current-commando, man I was supposed to be dating since Lottie tried to fix us up ages ago, man I’d broken down and had wall sex with not long ago and then ended that episode very badly—that Auggie Hero was holding up the wall beside the door to Juno’s classroom with his broad shoulders.


But his head was turned, and his black eyes were on me.


Oh God.


Now there . . .


Embodied in that man . . .


Was a true perfect world.


But I felt my heart start racing and that had nothing to do with the fact he was gorgeous.


What was he doing here?


It was important to repeat that he was a current commando.


A commando who, for unknown reasons, was loitering in the hallway of an elementary school.


Was . . . ?


God!


Was there some threat to Juno?


Completely forgetting how disastrous our last encounter had been (which was now a couple of months ago—we’d both independently instigated Operation Avoidance since then), I rushed to him, my high heels echoing against the tile in the quiet hall.


And I didn’t hesitate to grab on to his forearm that was crossed on his chest and lean in close so I could say low, “Is everything okay?”


He stared down at me.


Then he tipped his chin and looked at my fingers curled around his forearm.


He looked back at me when I squeezed his sinewy flesh and snapped, “Auggie! Is something wrong? Is Juno unsafe?”


At my question, his face changed.


In my panic, I hadn’t really registered his expression before, but now it couldn’t be missed that it was hyper alert.


I was already hyper alert, but I did not take it as a good sign he’d gone hyper alert even if it wasn’t a surprise, considering all that had been swirling around the Dream Team for nearly a year.


That Dream Team being Evie, Ryn, Hattie, Lottie . . . and me.


And it was important at that juncture to mention that all the drama that had been swirling around the Dream Team included death and dirty cops and kidnappings and stalking and shoot-outs, and it bore repeating . . . death.


As in murders.


So . . . yeah, Auggie Hero, Badass Extraordinaire, standing outside my daughter’s classroom freaked me.


Big time.


His voice—something I particularly liked about him, it was deep but smooth (not silky and elegant, instead soft and calming)—came at me.


“Is there a reason Juno wouldn’t be safe?”


My voice was rising. “I don’t know! You tell me.”


“Pepper, I didn’t come up to me and ask if Juno was safe.”


Okay . . .


Wait.


What?


“Then why are you standing outside Juno’s classroom?”


His strong, heavily stubbled chin jutted slightly to the side.


“I’m here for career day,” he declared. “Juno called. She wants me to talk to her class about going into the military.”


I blinked up at him.


“You didn’t know?” he asked.


No.


I.


Did.


Not.


Know.


That.


My.


Daughter.


Asked.


Augustus Hero.


To talk to her class on the same day I was going to talk to her class!


How did Juno . . . ?


Why did Juno . . . ?


What the hell?


“Her father isn’t coming?” I asked Auggie.


He shook his head once. “No clue. I just know I’m here and now you’re here. That’s all I know.”


I stood there, staring at him, at a loss for words because my daughter had somehow found a way to call Auggie and ask him to come and talk to her class during career day.


She did not have a cell phone.


As far as I knew, she didn’t use my mobile.


Though, we were one of the last of a dying breed that had a landline, also as far as I knew, Auggie’s phone number was not a part of the collective conscious.


How did she call him?


Further, I didn’t know if she had a quota on how many people she could ask to come speak to the class, but if she did, and considering the fact that her father was not there, that meant possibly she’d picked Auggie over Corbin.


Even if Corbin was a cheat and an asshole and I had many (what I thought were) serious questions about his concept of parenting, Corbin was good-looking. He was confident. He dressed well. He had encyclopedic knowledge of Bruce Willis films, Seinfeld and The Office. And he was indeed baller at real estate. So he was interesting, could hold a conversation and probably had motivating tidbits to share with a third-grade class.


Auggie, on the other hand, was the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes on and every time I saw him I was reminded of this fact.


That thick black-black hair that curled at the ends. His hooded brow, deep-set onyx eyes and dense eyebrows that had a wicked-gorgeous arch. The slight flare to the nostrils of his strong, attractive nose. His excruciatingly perfect lips. His tall, lean, muscled body that was not too tall or too lean or too muscled, it was all just right.


Not to mention, Auggie was funny.


Auggie was playful.


Auggie liked to tease.


There was some boy to this man that would never go away.


And there was something so insanely compelling about a man who was downright beautiful in a classical sense (he looked like a Greek god, for goodness sakes) being the kind of guy you knew would make you laugh in bed. Who would get into the spirit of Halloween and Christmas in a way the joy would never go out of it. Who wouldn’t sweat the small stuff and would guide you to that same.


I dealt with a lot of small stuff in my life every single day.


It’d be good not to sweat it.


And he wasn’t only a veteran, he was currently a commando.


He’d been on the team that had rescued Evie from a kidnapping, and that effort had reportedly included smoke bombs and confusion tactics, so I had secondhand knowledge that he was the real deal.


He was probably the single coolest person you could ask to speak at a third-grade career day.


The only cooler person I could think of would be Hawk Delgado, Auggie’s boss, because I had suspicions that the cover story was false to protect his identity and Hawk had single-handedly found and eliminated Osama bin Laden.


But as such, and for other reasons, he probably couldn’t talk to eight-year-olds about that.


“Pepper, you’re touching me,” Auggie stated unhappily.


At these words, I shot back a step, letting him go, but I did this still staring at him.


Now in horror.


Oh God, how had I forgotten?


The last time I’d spent any real time with him was when we’d had sex in my foyer.


And then I’d kicked him out and he did not want to be kicked out.


I’d made a pact with myself.


No men in Juno’s life until she was mature enough to sort through that emotionally.


I had decided this would be when she was around fourteen or fifteen, though I’d consider it at thirteen, but also possibly push it back to sixteen if she was having a difficult adolescence.


I knew this was going to be a very long row to hoe for me (case in point, standing right there with all the perfection that was Auggie Hero and not being able to make him mine).


But there were sacrifices you made as a mother that were necessary.


This was one of them.


I had told not one single soul about this pact I’d made with myself.


None of my friends were moms, they wouldn’t get it.


Added to that, none of my friends had started a family with the love of their lives, or even had just settled in with the love of their life, sleeping beside him for years, only to learn he’d been cheating on them the whole time they were together.


Yep.


The whole time.


They didn’t get what it felt like to have your heart broken, your trust decimated, all your dreams for your future shattered and have to watch your daughter experience the same thing.


They didn’t get that.


I went through that.


But more importantly, Juno went through it.


Top all of it with the shit my dad, mom and sister pulled on a regular basis and okay, sure. Maybe I was overprotective. Maybe this pact was over the top.


Maybe.


But as a single mother, I didn’t have the luxury of dealing in maybes.


“I’m taking it Juno didn’t tell you she asked me to be here,” he remarked, breaking into my explanatory (justifying?) thoughts.


“No,” I mumbled.


“You got a problem with me being here?” he asked.


I absolutely did.


I had not gotten into how hard I’d climaxed when he’d done me against the wall of my foyer.


Or how fantastic of a kisser he was (the promise of those perfect lips delivered, believe you me).


Or how good he smelled when you got up close to him. The only way I could describe it was he smelled warm. Like he was the human embodiment of a sunny day.


And I’d gone into detail on how good he looked.


But I also did not have a problem with him being there.


Because he was single-handedly going to make my daughter the coolest kid in school, possibly until she graduated from high school.


Therefore, I answered, “No.”


“Good,” he grunted.


“Uh, how did Juno call you?” I asked. “Was it on my phone?”


He shook his head. “Nope. A number I’d never seen.”


“Can I have that number?”


As he pushed away from the wall to fish his phone out of his back pocket, he shot me a glance that no mother wanted to get. It said, How do you not know how your eight-year-old kid is making phone calls?


He wasn’t able to get his phone out and I wasn’t able to broach any further subject, like continuing our discussion on Juno asking him there without me knowing it. Or how it’d be nice for us to go back to what we were before we’d let the dam break on our physical attraction that stupid night in my stupid entryway.


And this couldn’t happen because the classroom door opened, and Juno was coming through it.


“Mom!” she cried, darting to me and giving me a hug around the middle.


I loved, adored and cherished my daughter’s hugs, even when she’d done something I wasn’t so sure about. And I never missed a chance to glory in one.


However, I wasn’t able to return the hug before she’d popped back, whirled and threw herself at Auggie, giving him a hug too.


“Auggie!”


Shit, shit, shit.


At this juncture, it had to be noted that Auggie was always great with Juno.


He kidded around with her in cute ways and always had time for her. Even if she interrupted him talking to someone else (something she wasn’t allowed to do, but I’d noted, and lamented, she got very animated when she was around Auggie), she immediately became the center of his attention in a way that never failed to make my stomach feel gooey. Last, he was casually affectionate with her in a manner that didn’t make my stomach feel gooey.


It made my heart feel light.


He might be unhappy with me, but the expression on his face as he bent his neck to look down at my daughter . . .


Nope.


No.


I was not going to process that.


“Ms. Hannigan, Mr. Hero, uh, well . . .” Juno’s teacher, Ms. Linn, cleared her throat and I took her in, the way she was pinching the fabric of her skirt, fidgeting and looking in Auggie’s vicinity without actually looking at Auggie.


Not to mention, being unable to speak.


I felt her pain.


Seriously.


Auggie had that effect on people.


Juno forged into the breach, beaming up at Auggie and crying, “Come talk to my class!”


With that, she took Auggie’s hand, reached out and grabbed mine, and pulled us both in, tethered to her, a long string of connected human beings, man, child, woman.


My walking dream.


My current nightmare because it wasn’t meant to be.


God, please, strike me with lightning, just don’t hit my baby (or Auggie).


“All right, everybody,” Ms. Linn said crisply as she followed behind us, obviously having gotten it together. “Our career day series continues with Juno’s mom and stepdad, Ms. Hannigan and Mr. Hero.”


On the word “stepdad” I stopped dead.


Auggie did too.


He also whipped his head around, his eyes coming right to me.


I knew this because my gaze was glued to him.


Okay.


All right.


What was happening?


“Ms. Hannigan is a professional dancer and she’s going to be speaking on that and we will all be thanking Mr. Hero for his service, as he’s a veteran of the United States Marines, and he’ll be sharing about that.”


I was staring in Auggie’s eyes as he stared in mine and we were both so caught in this, neither of us moved or said a thing.


I suspected this lasted awhile. However, I was still so flipped out about Juno telling her teacher that Auggie was her stepdad that I couldn’t stop it.


Auggie was evidently experiencing the same thing.


“Who’s going to go first?” Ms. Linn prompted.


“Mom,” Juno said, tugging at my hand, which finally made me look down at my daughter. “You go first and Auggie can go last.”


“Okay, honey,” I murmured.


It was then, she let my hand go but didn’t let Auggie go. She walked him to the side of the room where Ms. Linn was standing and only then did she let him go. But she did it in order to stand next to him and lean into him.


Auggie planted his feet, stood strong and crossed his arms on his chest, but somehow made that seem not like it was a dis of her physical affection but simply that he was the man she could (and did) lean on.


And they looked cute together.


My stomach started feeling funny.


Not the gooey funny (exactly).


Another, better, kind.


“Mom, you can go now,” Juno encouraged.


Okay . . .


Shit.


I turned to the class, pinned a smile on my face, and thanked God that I’d written out bullet points and practiced speaking about them in my bedroom last night, then in the bathroom mirror this morning, not to mention in the car on the way there.


The words came forth and I hoped they made sense.


We’d been told to keep our presentations to about ten to fifteen minutes in order to have time to take some questions and not exceed the kids’ ability to pay attention.


I probably talked for ten. There were only a couple of questions.


And then I was ridiculously thankful when Ms. Linn said, “Thank you so much, Ms. Hannigan.”


“Now, Auggie, your turn!” Juno cried excitedly.


I wandered toward my daughter.


“Yes, now class, welcome Mr. Hero, who is going to talk to you about being a marine,” Ms. Linn reminded them.


Auggie strode to stand in front of the room as the class singsonged, “Welcome, Mr. Hero.”


It was then I realized, when I’d been talking, I’d had some of the girls’ attention but none of the boys’, because right then I could see Auggie had all their attention.


In fact, the vast majority of the class was leaning forward on their desks like he was a magnet luring them to him.


I looked at him.


I’d gone into detail about how gorgeous he was.


I did not share that he was wearing black cargo pants. Lightweight black utility boots were on his feet. A black quarter-zip wicking pullover with a gray stripe that ran over the shoulder and down the arm covered him up top.


And a serious expression was on his face.


In other words, I did not share that he looked like he’d strolled into that classroom direct from some maneuvers, like, say, rappelling down the side of a high-rise building.


He launched in.


“I appreciate your teacher saying you’ll be thanking me for my service, but you don’t need to do that. Because we all should serve our country in some capacity. I chose to do it enlisting, doing drills, learning how to shoot a rifle, going to class and listening to lectures about strategy and tactics, and being deployed and put in situations where I would eventually have to put everything I’d learned into action. I also do it by voting. When you turn eighteen, one way you can, and should do it, is by voting. You can also do it by keeping informed about what’s happening and staying on top of your representatives by sharing with them what’s important to you. You can do it by knowing the laws and obeying them. You can do it by becoming involved in some sort of civil service or with an organization that does good work to keep the will of the people, not the will of special interests, foremost in our representatives’ minds.”


Some boy in the third row interrupted him by calling out, “But you know how to shoot a gun, right?”


Auggie nodded shortly. “I know how to shoot many different kinds of guns. I’ve shot all those guns. And I’ve shot people.”


I sucked in a breath, so did Ms. Linn and pretty much every kid in that room.


“And it was not fun,” Auggie went on. “What it was, was necessary in the worst form that can take. But what’s more important for you to know about that is not me lifting a rifle and pulling the trigger. It’s the foreign policy that put me in the position to do something so terrible. It’s the decision-making path that planted me in that desert. And each and every one of you, when you can vote, will bear responsibility for where any soldiers’ boots hit ground. Now, you can handle that responsibility responsibly. Or you can choose not to give a crap. But you’ll still be responsible for where he or she goes, who they shoot, and who shoots at them. My advice, having had my boots hit ground in a lot of places that weren’t a barrel of laughs: Give a crap.”


“Um . . .” I started nervously, then called, “Auggie, honey.”


He looked to me.


Yes, his expression was very serious.


However.


“Maybe dial it back a bit?” I suggested.


“No way!” a kid cried. “Like, we send soldiers to deserts and jungles and stuff?”


Auggie turned back to the class. “Not now, but you will. But now, your parents do. And you will when you’re no longer a minor and you can assume your responsibilities as a citizen.”


“That’s crazy!” another kid said. “The president sends soldiers places.”


“And who votes for the president?” Auggie asked.


There was a powerful, collective sense of Hmm throughout the classroom.


“My uncle was like, you know . . . he was in the army and he went somewhere,” another kid said. “He came back, and Mom was mad because he did it without a hand. And it messed up his head. And she and Grandma and Granddad said he shouldn’t have been there in the first place.”


“Maybe he shouldn’t, but maybe he should,” Auggie said. “Sometimes, it’s ugly work, but it’s gotta get done. Do you wanna know what cost your uncle his hand? What was so important he was somewhere that could happen? Why someone who will never pick up a rifle decided to send him somewhere where he’d not come back all in one piece?”


“Yes,” the kid said quietly.


“Yes,” Auggie agreed. His voice gentled when he asked, “Where did he go?”


“A place called Sylia.”


“Syria,” Auggie corrected kindly. “And maybe one day you can have a conversation with your mom and grandparents about it and they can explain why they feel the way they do. But there are very bad people in Syria doing very bad things. And I’m sorry your uncle lost his hand. That’s terrible for him and everyone who loves him. But from what I know about what’s happening there, there’s a good chance he was fighting the good fight.”


The kid bit his lip.


Auggie gave him a second for any follow-up if he needed it, but when the kid stayed quiet, Auggie continued.


“Enlisting in the marines was the best decision I’ve made in my life so far. Before that, I could mess around and when you do that, you mess up. I had no direction and had no idea what I wanted from my life. In the marines, I learned discipline. And I’m not gonna lie. Shooting a gun is fun. Shooting a rifle is more fun. But you shouldn’t ever do either unless you know what you’re doing and you’re in a safe space to do it. The marines taught me that too. Basic training isn’t easy, but it’s good for the body. It’s good for the mind. It also teaches you not only how to rely on yourself, but how to be on a team. Really be on a team. There are good things to learn when you play a sport, and your teammates depend on you to shoot a basket or make a touchdown. There are better things to learn when the team you’re on depends on you to stay alive.”


Now, for better or worse (and with one glance at Ms. Linn, it was clear, albeit surprising, she thought it was for the better, alternately, she could be mesmerized by Auggie’s lips moving, which happened), having their rapt attention, Auggie kept talking, and when he was done, he took questions for a lot longer than I did.


When it was time for us to go, Ms. Linn broke in and ended it. She thanked us. She told the class to thank us. And she allowed Juno to walk us out the door.


Whereupon Auggie got another hug and a “You’re the best, Auggie! That was great!” from my daughter.


Auggie gave her a one-armed, but still warm, hug then let her go.


She popped back, gaze aimed up at him, and announced, “And I signed you up to help build the sets for the Thanksgiving show.”


I felt my insides seize.


One of Auggie’s wickedly awesome eyebrows went up.


“They said they needed people who could build things and you helped Auntie Ryn with her house, so I figured you’d be great!” she finished.


“Uh . . .” I didn’t quite begin.


Because she turned to me, I got a hug and a “See you tonight, Mom!”


And then my daughter—who had pulled two big, whopping fast ones—shot me a dazzling smile like nothing was amiss, and bopped back into the classroom, her long dark hair swinging down her back.


I watched her go and then took another step into the hall as, with a thankful good-bye smile (that lingered on Auggie, unsurprisingly), Ms. Linn closed the door on Auggie and me.


Stiffly, still reeling about all that had gone down over the last hour, including my girl’s final bombshell, I turned to Auggie only to see him striding resolutely down the hall.


Okay.


Hang on a second.


A lot just happened.


But not lost in that was the fact that my daughter had been around this man over the last year at parties and get-togethers, celebrations and just hanging out. She did not hide she liked him, he in turn was great with her.


I didn’t allow myself to process this in any proper way considering the fact, to me, they were just my kid and an adult that was a part of my posse. The end.


He didn’t come over to my house for wine nights or to watch TV or in some capacity where he’d eventually be tucking her into bed. He was just around. He wasn’t (I told myself) important, to me or Juno.


But I was wrong about that.


For me.


And, it would seem, Juno.


I had fucked him, then kicked him out.


And somewhere along the line that I’d missed, Juno had claimed him.


Shit.


This needed to be discussed.


A lot needed to be discussed, including how Auggie and I could move on from what we’d done in my entryway.


We shared friends. We shared time. We shared space.


We’d been friends.


And my kid obviously liked him a lot.


We had to sort our shit.


Now.


I hurried after him in my heels, calling, not loudly (seeing as I was in the hall of an elementary school), “Auggie.”


He didn’t break stride.


Now, he wasn’t too tall, like Mag and Mo tall (Mag was six four, Mo seemed even taller, but it could just be that Mo seemed bigger all around because Mo was a pretty intense-looking guy).


But Auggie was tall. Taller than me and I wasn’t short by a long shot, being five eight.


So he had long legs.


Long legs that took him away from me quickly.


I hastened my step.


“Auggie!”


Nope.


He was out the front door.


Dammit.


I dashed after him, giving a quick wave to the ladies at the front desk who did not see me wave since their eyes were glued to the door Auggie just walked through.


Understandable.


“Auggie!” I called again, sharper and a bit louder this time.


I also cursed that I’d worn the pumps I was wearing.


They were sleek, stylish and high-heeled. I thought they said Professional Mom, even if for the most part I wore them with jeans because they made me feel like Cool Mom.


The pencil skirt I was wearing that I didn’t think was too tight until I had to semi-run in it didn’t help.


“Auggie!” I snapped as he opened the door to his silver Kia Telluride.


Finally, he turned to me.


I stopped a couple of feet away, huffing and puffing, such was the effort of running in heels and a pencil skirt, and this said something, considering I danced in the former nearly every night.


“I’m thinking there are things we need to discuss,” I announced, I thought, unnecessarily.


I was going to suggest we go have a cup of coffee or ask him if he’d had lunch (I had not) and maybe offer to buy him a late lunch.


I did not get that chance.


Auggie spoke.


And tore me apart.


“I fucked you and you were a sweet fuck. But you were clear after it was over, and having had time to consider it, I’m glad you were. I also agree with what you said. So I’ll be clear now and stick to your theme.”


That was the definition of not a good start.


Alas, he continued.


“Your daughter’s got some ideas and it’s on you to sort her out. I’d appreciate if you did that. But you and me, however you’ve decided to work that, is not gonna happen. I’ve got no time for game playing and no patience for people who play. And I fucking hate cockteases. Even though you finally let me get in there, you’re not gonna lead me around by my dick for the shot at another go. Your kid is cute. I like her. They need help with their Thanksgiving thing, I’m in. As long as I don’t have to spend time with you. If you’re around, you gotta find a way to tell her I’m out. Are we clear?”


I stood solid, marveling that I managed to do that because every word he spoke felt like he was pummeling me with stones.


Hefty, jagged ones.


“Pepper?” he clipped.


Oh no.


Nonono.


My sinuses were stinging, my eyes felt funny.


Shit.


I was going to cry.


“Crystal,” I whispered, whirled on my thin heel and started booking across the parking lot toward my Hyundai.


I managed to get my keys out of my purse and bleep the locks of the Tucson, all without falling flat on my face, which was a downright miracle. I also managed to get the door open.


But the tears were streaming.


Shit.


I was about to adjust to get around the door and hike my ass into the seat when the door was slammed shut in front of me.


I whirled again, only to find Auggie way in my space.


“These are the games I’m not playing,” Auggie warned low.


“I told you I understand,” I replied, my voice husky.


“Do not forget, you were the one who kicked my ass out. Before that, you were the one who shot me down, repeatedly. And that night, you were the one who came on to me.”


I did do that.


And I didn’t have some lame excuse (but at least it would be something to blame it on), like I was drunk.


I was lucid and with it and all there.


I was just tired of denying myself.


I just wanted to feel attractive.


Desirable.


Womanly.


And not in a stripper way.


In the opposite of a stripper way.


In a let-a-man-like-Auggie-touch-kiss-and-have-sex-with-me way.


No, no, no.


Honesty.


In a let Auggie touch, kiss and have sex with me way.


I closed my eyes tight, but when I did, more wet leaked from them, so I opened them again.


Why hadn’t I put on my sunglasses?


Auggie was staring at my cheeks.


“I hear you, Augustus. I’m processing what you say,” I promised. “You can move away now. We can be done.”


“Why are you crying?” he asked.


Was he insane?


Considering the answer was obvious, I didn’t respond to his question.


“Just let’s be done, all right?” I requested.


“Why are you crying, Pepper?”


I shook my head.


He took half a step back, saying, “Yeah, this is a game I’m not playing.”


Can you love me?


Can you do it in a way that I’ll be able to trust you?


Trust that you won’t step out on me?


Trust that you won’t break my heart?


Trust that you can love my daughter like she’s your own?


Trust that you won’t break her heart either?


Do you have it in you to build a home and a life with me where I can look after you, you can look after me, we can raise my baby and maybe make more, and all of us will be safe and happy and together forever?


Can you take me to that perfect world?


In other words, this is far from a game.


You don’t gamble everything on everything.


Which is why I can’t gamble anything on you.


“It would figure, when she’s been batting a thousand, I would be the one Lots tried to hook up with a woman who just wants to yank my chain.”


And again . . .


Ouch.


“Nothing to say?” he taunted.


I stood there and did nothing, but swallow.


“Yeah,” he said softly, looked me up and down . . .


And then he turned and walked away.









CHAPTER TWO


Gonzo for God


PEPPER


Oh my God, I’m gonna kill her,” I muttered to myself, eyeing my sister standing on my front porch as I drove up to my townhome in my boring townhome community where every structure looked like the next.


Except for how everyone was trying to outdo everyone else in outdoor home ornamentation.


Including me.


Halloween had just gone, but Thanksgiving was around the corner.


Therefore, I had my eye-catching wreath made of nothing but a dense circle of profuse orange berries on my door.


I also had a swirl of a fake, thin branch that had an attractive straggle of fall leaves artfully swagging over the beam at the front of my porch.


I further had the charmingly painted board leaning beside the front door that had the word Grateful running down it and big pots filled with crowded sprays of button mums in the colors of burnt-orange and cream. These were interspersed with orange and white pumpkins on either side of the door.


And the brick steps leading to the porch had more of these pots and pumpkins carefully strewn along the sides. Interweaved with them were fairy lights timed to go on when the sun went down.


Steps that right now led up to my sister standing on my porch among my autumnal efforts to keep up with the Joneses at the same time give a homey home to my daughter so one day she’d be able to say, “My mom was so awesome. She loved the holidays. She went all out every season, decorating the house like you wouldn’t believe! She’s the greatest mom in the world!”


Yep.


That was my goal.


At least the last part was.


In other words, my décor was not the best in the complex, but it far from sucked.


I was not glorying in my holiday décor as I hit my garage door opener, and this was not only because my sister was there.


We could just say on the drive home I had not been able to find my center.


I had also not breathed and mentally retreated to my heart where I should always be safe.


Nope.


I had cried until I wondered why on earth I was crying and then I started to get mad.


Because seriously . . .


What in the hell?


I did not deserve that from Auggie.


No freaking way.


So his bestest buds were Mo, Mag, Boone and Axl.


And Lottie had fixed them up with fantastic women, and they were all living various versions of happy.


And some version of that didn’t happen for Auggie and me.


But not because I was playing games.


Not because I was yanking his chain.


It was because it wasn’t just me in this scenario.


And I had explained that to him.


I did this during those times I sadly, but yes, repeatedly shot him down.


Now, one could say I was glad that happened with Auggie in the parking lot of Juno’s school because I realized while driving home that it was good we never gave it a go.


Because he was a dick.


And at that present moment, for obvious reasons, I really didn’t need this, whatever it was, with my sister.


I needed to go up to my room, light some candles, get cross-legged, close my eyes, shut it all out and breathe.


I didn’t even have the car turned off before I touched the remote to lower the garage door just in case I needed to cut her off at the pass.


But by the time I hit my kitchen, the doorbell was ringing.


Part two of my bid to be all I could be for my kid in order to give her all I could give: although our townhome complex didn’t structurally have all the originality in the universe (however, the Battle of the Seasonal Outdoor Décor had grown to epic proportions, so it didn’t lack personality), the inside of our townhome was, if I did say so myself, everything.


From the garage you walked into a sea of clean white cabinets in a substantially sized kitchen. There was a shiny taupe tile back-splash set in a herringbone pattern. The island in the middle had some fun shelves on one side where I put plants, picture frames and cookbooks. The appliances were gorgeous brushed stainless steel. And the light fixture above the island, with its five bright bulbs encased in an open metal frame, was a showstopper.


The family room fed right off the kitchen.


It featured a shag rug in mushroom that was divine. Juno and I had picked a pink couch (it was more of a blush, so it was semi-neutral, not outright gaudy) with a fluffy pillow back. A circular coffee table sat in the middle of the rug and was decked with a matte blush vase filled with faux-but-didn’t-look-it milky dahlias and spikes of eucalyptus leaves. A white built-in with our books and TV and knickknacks was against the wall opposite the kitchen. And on the floors, there were some pink poofs and huge woolly-crochet-covered pillows for lounging. Peanutcolored comfy armchairs sporting big square pillows of snowy fake fur rounded that area out.


It was clean and tidy and serene and feminine, but it still had character, was warm and welcoming.


I loved coming home.


I loved cleaning our home.


I loved cooking in our kitchen or lazing on that pink couch and bingeing TV.


I did not love my doorbell ringing incessantly.


Dammit.


She’d seen me arrive, she was my sister, and it was uncool to avoid her.


Considering why she was probably there (to ask me to church, demand I go to church, or a prayer meeting, or a sit-down with their creepy-ass pastor, or some combo or variation of the above, all of which I had, for an entire decade now, in a variety of ways from kind and gentle to impatient and curt, refused to do), it was uncool of her not to avoid me, that was true.


But I tried in any situation to be the least uncool one.


On a deep exhalation of breath, I walked to the hall that was flanked on the right side with a set of stairs and fed into the aforementioned entryway, which was actually quite large and grand, considering the entirety of the townhouse was less than two thousand square feet.


Off one side was a hall closet, a powder room, and to the other side, a small office that I had set up as a dual zone. One supremely girlie desk where Juno could do classwork or crafts or play on her purple laptop or whatever floated her boat. One slightly less girlie desk where I could pay bills and write letters and online shop.


Tech wasn’t allowed anywhere else in the house.


Outside the office, we spent time together or with books, magazines, television, crafts or our own thoughts.


That was the only way I was a hard-ass mom.


But no way in hell was my kid going to get beaten down by social media or lose half her time to YouTube when there was so much more life had to offer.


Like living it.


Fortunately, she was still a little too young to care about this.


But I had to get that seed planted now and gird my loins because it was coming, I knew it.


I pulled open the door, and unfortunately for my sister, Saffron, when I did, I was raring to go.


It didn’t help that she was wearing a crewneck sweater, a corduroy blazer over that, a scarf not wrapped jauntily around her neck, but instead wrapped to hide the skin there and a wool A-line skirt that fell precisely two inches below her knee. However, no skin showed there either because she had on low-heeled boots. She also wore no makeup and her hair was pulled back in a knot at the base of her skull.


If I didn’t know her, I would expect her to try to hand me a pamphlet and ask me about my relationship with God.


Even though I knew her, it would not surprise me if she handed me a pamphlet and requested we talk about my relationship with God.


In fact, my guess was, she was there, without the pamphlet, but in her church-girl getup, ready to talk to me about my relationship with God.


“Saffron, I cannot do this now,” I snapped.


“Mom has cancer.”


And yet another time that day I was stunned immobile. But this time, it felt like my insides were shrinking.


“What?” I whispered.


“She has cancer and it’s not good. The family needs you, Pepper.”


I shook my head slowly.


She misunderstood my headshake, which was all about the fact that I could not process that my mother had cancer and it was “not good.”


“No, really,” she went on. “We need you.”


“I . . . I . . . what kind of cancer?” I asked.


“Breast, but it’s moved to the lymph nodes.”


Oh God.


Lymph nodes were bad. Everyone knew that.


I stepped out of the way, arcing an arm down low in front of me to invite her in.


She came in but didn’t move any farther than the entryway, her usual MO, for, my guess, she feared beyond that she felt she would be tainted by my den of iniquity.


I closed the door and turned to her.


“I can’t believe this.” “I couldn’t either. But it’s true.”


“I . . . my God.” I pulled myself together. “Okay. What do you need? More, what does Mom need? Do you want to come and sit down? I can make us some coffee.”


“Pepper, you shouldn’t use the Lord’s name like that. And the Lord frowns on drugs and you know caffeine is a drug.”


I closed my mouth.


“And really,” she carried on, “you need to be careful about that. All of that. We need you pure for the prayer circles.”


Uh-oh.


“The prayer circles?”


She nodded. “We also need to find Birch. Immediately. Have you heard from him?” she continued.


Birch was our older brother and I had not heard from him in years.


Neither had anyone else.


“No, I haven’t, Saffron. Listen—”


“We have to find him. As soon as possible. The full family has to be there to complete the circle.”


Yep.


Uh-oh.


“Saffron, listen,” I hissed. “I need to know what’s going on. When was Mom diagnosed? Where? Have her treatment options been explained to her? Have you all—?”


“She was diagnosed last year.”


I gasped because . . .


Well . . .


Last year?


And I was only hearing about this now?


What the hell?


“Last year?”


“Yes,” she said briskly. “And back then, she wanted to try the treatment the doctor suggested, so Dad allowed it.”


“He allowed it?” I echoed.


She nodded, also briskly. “Yes. And things looked good, then they didn’t. So it’s obvious to everyone this is not in the doctor’s hands, it’s in God’s. Which is why we need a full circle.”


Okay.


My dad and sister thought my mother’s cancer was in God’s hands.


And they were right.


It was.


The thing about that was, He’d given that disease to my mother. He’d given it to our family. It was on Mom to take care of the precious life He’d also given her. And it was on us to take care of the precious life that was my mother.


And although I expected God would be hip to a prayer circle, He was probably expecting a whole lot more from all of us.


Right.


Time to center myself and breathe.


Saffron didn’t breathe.


She kept talking.


“Therefore, we need you. We also need Birch. We must start right away.”


What I needed was to focus on the important things, so I did that.


“How is she?”


“She’s losing weight and her energy levels aren’t great.”


Saffron had always been very close to Dad. As had Mom, so naturally, to be with Dad, and to make Dad happy, Saffron and Mom spent a lot of time together.


Honestly?


I had no idea if my sister was close to my mother. My family was not showy with affection (well, those three weren’t, Birch and I had been to each other).


God (or their God) frowned on that kind of thing.


But a mom was a mom.


I wasn’t close to Mom and this news had me reeling.


I took a step toward my sister, lifting my hand to touch her, starting, “Saffron—”


She leaned toward me and bit out, “I don’t wanna hear it.”


I stilled, my hand raised, and looked in her eyes.


Her crazy Gonzo for God eyes that would not let anything else in.


Because that was what made Dad happy.


So that was what Saffron, and Mom, gave to him.


“Are you going to help Mom, or not?” she demanded.


I dropped my hand and said quietly, “Of course I want to help. I’ll be there for her. I need to think about how I want Juno involved, because she’s growing up, but this is a lot for a little kid to understand. But I don’t think that a prayer—”


Saffron cut me off.


“You have those friends, those . . . men. They can do things. Can they find Birch for us?”


Birch had vanished over a decade ago with not a single word or sighting.


Auggie and the commandos could probably find him in an hour.


Suddenly, a phone scenario, unbidden, crowded my head.


Me calling Auggie.


Ring, ring, ring.


“Hello, cocktease.”


“Hello to you too. Listen, my mom’s got cancer, and apparently, it’s bad. We need a full, pure prayer circle but no one knows where my brother is. Can you do me a favor and find him?”


“Your mom has cancer?”


“Yes.”


“That’s convenient.”


“Not really.”


“I mean convenient for you to have an excuse to connect with me so you can keep yanking my chain.”


“I got what you meant.”


“A prayer circle?”


“We never got around to me explaining my family are Gonzo for God. It might seem crazy to you, but they believe praying for her will get God to step up and cure her cancer. I usually don’t get involved with this kind of thing, but this time, I might have to allow myself to be roped in. If only to have some time with Mom. Because she’s Gonzo too, but she’s still my mom. And so I also need to find some way to locate my brother who escaped all this crazy years ago and rope him in too. Can you assist with that?”


Long pause.


“Nice try, player.”


Hang up.


“Pepper!” Saffron snapped.


My body started and I refocused on her.


“Can you ask them to help?” she pushed.


I could totally ask Mo. He looked like the evil henchman to a Bond villain, but he was a sweetie. And if I went to him through Lottie, he might even keep it from the other guys.


Mag, Boone and Axl, I likely could not ask because they’d be all in to help, but they’d share it with Auggie.


As for Auggie . . . well, that was obviously a big, fat no.


“Let me think about it,” I said to my sister.


“We don’t have time for you to think on it.”


My insides started shriveling again and my voice had dipped low when I asked, “What do you mean, we don’t have time for me to think on it?”


“I told you, Mom has cancer.”


“I heard you, but—”


“You don’t kick back with cancer.”


Like tackling it with a prayer circle?


“So, will you ask them to help find Birch, or what?” she pressed.


Okay, I made really good money as a stripper.


Bought myself a nice townhome in a nice complex with great landscaping and the War of the Seasonal Décor happening, awesomely furnish that townhome, keep my kid (and myself, I had to admit) in trendy/stylish/good quality clothes type of good money.
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