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1


Funeral Burrito


Sloane


The swing creaked rhythmically under me as I used a toe to push off against the porch floorboards. The chilly fingers of January slipped their way under the blanket and through the layers of my clothes. But the joke was on them because I was already frozen inside.


The droopy Christmas wreath on the proudly purple front door drew my eye.


I needed to take it down.


I needed to go back to work.


I needed to go back upstairs and put on the deodorant I’d forgotten.


Apparently, I needed to do a lot of things. All of them felt monumental, as if going back inside and climbing the stairs to my bedroom required the same amount of energy as trekking to the top of Everest.


Sorry, Knockemout. You’re just going to have to deal with a librarian with body odor.


I sucked a breath of razor-­sharp air into my lungs. It was funny how I needed to remind myself to do something as automatic as breathing. Grief had a way of infiltrating everything, even when you were prepared for it.


I lifted my dad’s Opposing Counsel’s Tears mug and took a fortifying sip of breakfast wine.


I would be spending the rest of the day in the cloying heat of Knock ’Em Stiff, Knockemout’s irreverently named funeral home. The funeral home’s thermostat never budged below seventy-­five degrees to accommodate the thinner blood of the elderly crowds it usually entertained.


My breath left me in a silver cloud. When it dissipated, my view of the house next door was restored.


It was a nondescript two-­story with beige siding and utilitarian landscaping.


To be fair, my whimsical Victorian made most homes look dull in comparison with its wraparound porch and unsubtle turret. But there was an emptiness to the place next door that made the contrast more notable. The only signs of life for more than a decade had been limited to the crew that came to maintain the yard and sporadic visits by its obnoxious owner.


I wondered why he hadn’t just sold it or burned it to the ground. Or whatever ridiculously wealthy men did to places that held shadows and secrets.


It annoyed me that he still owned it. That he still stayed there on occasion. Neither one of us wanted to be saddled with those memories. Neither one of us wanted to share a property line.


My front door opened, and out stepped my mother.


Karen Walton had always been beautiful to me. Even today, even with fresh grief painted on her face, she was still lovely.


“What do you think? Is it too much?” she asked, doing a slow twirl in her new little black dress. The dignified boatneck and long sleeves gave way to a flirty party skirt with dark tulle that sparkled. Her sleek blond bob was held back with a velvet headband.


My friend Lina had taken us shopping a few days ago to help us find our funeral outfits. My dress was a short, fitted ebony knit with pockets hidden in the seams of the skirt. It was beautiful and I was never going to wear it again.


“You look great. It’s perfect,” I assured her, lifting up a corner of the blanket in invitation.


She sat and patted my knee as I covered us both.


This swing had been at the center of our family forever. We’d congregated here for after-­school snacks and gossip. My parents met on this swing for a weekly year-­round happy hour. After the Thanksgiving dishes were done, we’d all lounge out here with our favorite books and cozy blankets.


I’d inherited the ridiculous beast of a home with its olive-­green, purple, and navy paint two years ago when my parents moved to DC to be closer to Dad’s doctors. I had always loved it. There was no other place on earth that would ever feel like home. But it was moments like this that made me realize that instead of growing, our family was getting smaller.


Mom blew out a breath. “Well, this sucks.”


“At least we look good while it sucks,” I pointed out.


“It’s the Walton way,” she agreed.


The front door opened again and my sister, Maeve, joined us. She wore a no-­nonsense black pantsuit and a wool coat, and she clutched a steaming mug of tea. She looked pretty as always, but tired. I made a mental note to harass her after the funeral to make sure nothing else was going on with her.


“Where’s Chloe?” Mom asked.


Maeve rolled her eyes. “She’s got it narrowed down to two outfits and told me she needed some time with each one before she could make her final decision,” she said, squeezing herself onto the cushion next to our mother.


My niece was a fashionista of the highest caliber. At least the highest caliber a twelve-­year-­old on a limited allowance in rural Virginia could achieve.


We rocked in silence for a few moments, each lost in our own memories.


“Remember when your father bought the Christmas tree that was so fat it couldn’t fit through the front door?” Mom asked, a smile in her tone.


“The beginning of our porch tree tradition,” Maeve recalled.


I felt a stab of guilt. I hadn’t put up a porch tree this Christmas. I hadn’t even put up an indoor tree. Just the now-­dead wreath I’d bought from Chloe’s school fundraiser. Cancer had made other plans for our family.


I would make up for it next Christmas, I decided. There would be life here. Family here. Laughter and cookies and alcohol and badly wrapped gifts.


That was what Dad had wanted. To know that life would go on even though we missed him terribly.


“I know your father was the pep talk giver,” Mom began. “But I promised him I’d do my best. So this is how it’s gonna go. We’re going to march into that funeral home and give him the best damn funeral this town has ever seen. We’re going to laugh and cry and remember how lucky we were to have had him for as long as we did.”


Maeve and I nodded, tears already welling in our eyes. I blinked them back. The last thing my mom or sister needed was to deal with a volcano of sad from me.


“Can I get a hell yeah?” Mom said.


“Hell yeah,” we answered in quavering voices.


Mom looked back and forth between us. “That was pathetic.”


“Geez. Sorry we’re not chipper enough about Dad’s funeral,” I said dryly.


Mom reached into a pocket in the skirt of her dress and produced a pink stainless-­steel flask. “This should help.”


“It’s 9:32 a.m.,” Maeve said.


“I’m drinking wine,” I countered, holding up my mug.


Mom handed my sister the ladylike flask. “As your father liked to say, ‘We can’t drink all day if we don’t start now.’”


Maeve sighed. “Fine. But if we’re going to start drinking now, we’re taking a Lyft to the funeral.”


“I’ll drink to that,” I agreed.


“Cheers, Dad,” she said and took a nip from the flask, wincing almost immediately.


Maeve handed back the flask, and Mom raised it in a silent toast.


The front door banged open again, and Chloe vaulted onto the porch. My niece was wearing patterned tights, purple satin shorts, and a ribbed turtleneck. Her hair was styled in two black puffs on top of her head. Maeve must have lost the makeup battle today, because Chloe’s eyelids were a deep shade of purple. “Do you think this will take too much attention away from Gramps?” she asked, striking a pose with her hands on her hips.


“Dear lord,” my sister muttered under her breath and stole the flask again.


“You look beautiful, sweetheart,” Mom said, grinning at her only grandchild.


Chloe executed a spin. “Thank you and I know.”


The pudgy, grumpy cat I’d inherited along with the house slunk onto the porch looking judgmental as always. The half-­feral fleabag had been given the regal name Lady Mildred Meowington. Over time, it had been shortened to Milly Meow Meow. Nowadays, when I had to yell at her for the eighteenth time not to claw the back of the couch, it was just Meow Meow or Hey, Asshole.


“Go inside, Meow Meow, or you’ll be left out all day,” I warned.


The cat didn’t dignify my warning with a response. Instead she brushed against Chloe’s black tights and then sat at her feet to lavish her feline butthole with attention.


“Gross,” Maeve noted.


“Great. Now I have to de-­fur my tights,” Chloe complained with a stamp of one booted foot.


“I’ll find the lint roller,” I volunteered, rising from the swing and nudging the cat with my foot until she flopped over on her back to bare her tubby tummy. “Who wants breakfast wine?”


“You know what they say,” Mom said, tugging my sister to her feet. “Chardonnay is the most important meal of the day.”


[image: Image]


The warm, fuzzy, alcohol blur began to wane around hour two of the visitation. I didn’t want to be here standing in front of a stainless-­steel urn in a room with moody peacock wallpaper, accepting condolences and listening to stories of what a great man Simon Walton was.


There would be no new stories now, I realized. My sweet, brilliant, kindhearted, uncoordinated dad was gone. And all we were left with were memories that would never come close to filling the hole his absence left behind.


“I just don’t know what we’re going to do without Uncle Simon,” my cousin Nessa said, juggling a chubby baby on her hip while her husband wrangled their bow tie–­wearing three-­year-­old. My dad had always worn bow ties. “He and your mom came over once a month to babysit so Will and I could have a date night.”


“He loved spending time with your kids,” I assured her.


My parents had made no secret about wanting a house full of family. That was the reason they’d bought an eighteen-­room rambling Victorian with a formal dining room big enough to seat twenty. Maeve had dutifully coughed up one grandkid, but divorce and a high-­powered legal career had temporarily shuttered plans for a second.


And then there was me. I was head librarian of the best damn public library in the tricounty area, working my ass off to expand our catalog, programs, and services. But I was no closer to marriage and babies now than I’d been at thirty. Which was…hell. A while ago.


Nessa’s baby blew a raspberry at me and looked exceedingly pleased with herself.


“Uh-­oh,” my cousin said.


I followed her gaze to the toddler who was evading his father by running circles around the urn’s pedestal.


“Hold this,” Nessa said, handing me the baby. “Mama needs to quietly and gracefully save the day.”


“You know,” I said to the baby, “my dad would probably love it if your brother accidentally dumped his ashes today. He’d think it was hilarious.”


She looked at me with owlish curiosity from the biggest, bluest eyes I’d ever seen. She was mostly bald with wispy blond hair carefully tucked under a sassy pink bow. One drool-­soaked fist reached out, and she traced her finger over my cheek.


The gummy smile took me by surprise as did the delighted giggle that emanated somewhere from her round belly. Happiness—­the effervescent kind—­bubbled up inside me.


“Crisis averted,” Nessa said, reappearing. “Aww, she likes you!”


My cousin took her daughter from me, and I was surprised when I instantly missed the warm, giggly weight in my arms. Feeling dazed, I watched the little family move down the line to greet my mother and sister.


I’d heard of women’s biological clocks kicking in with one whiff of a baby’s head, but a countdown kicked off at a funeral? That had to be a first.


Of course I wanted a family. I’d always assumed I’d make time…after college, then after I landed my first job, then after I landed my dream job in my hometown, then after I got the library moved into its new building.


I wasn’t getting younger. My eggs weren’t miraculously getting fresher. If I wanted a family of my own, I needed to start now.


Well, shit.


Evolutionary instincts took over, and I sized up Bud Nickelbee as he stepped in front of me and offered his condolences. Bud’s thin, reedy frame was always clad in overalls. A glasses wearer myself, I didn’t mind his Lennon-­style spectacles. But the long, silver ponytail and his plans to retire and build an off-­the-­grid bunker in Montana were deal-­breakers.


I needed a man young enough to want to suffer through babies with me. Preferably here, with a Costco and Target nearby.


My biological clock epiphany was interrupted by the arrival of Knox and Naomi Morgan. The bearded bad boy of Knockemout had fallen hard for the runaway bride when she’d swept into town last year. Together, they’d managed to build the kind of swoony happily ever after I’d devoured on the page as a teen…and a young adult…and as recently as last week.


Speaking of evolutionary instincts, the grumpy Knox in a suit—­tie askew as if he couldn’t be bothered to tie it correctly—­was definitely fatherhood material. His broad-­shouldered brother, Nash, appeared in full police uniform behind him. He possessively gripped the hand of his fiancée, the beautiful and fashionable Lina. Both men were stellar sperm material.


I shook myself out of my reproductive reverie. “Thank you guys for coming,” I said.


Naomi looked feminine and soft in a navy wool dress, her hair styled in bouncy brunette waves. Her hug smelled vaguely of lemon Pledge, which made me smile. When she was stressed or bored or happy, Naomi cleaned. It was her love language. The library had never been cleaner since she took on the role of community outreach coordinator.


“We’re so sorry about Simon. He was such a wonderful man,” she said. “I’m glad I got to meet him at Thanksgiving.”


“Me too,” I agreed.


It had been the last official Walton holiday in the family home. The house had been bursting at the seams with friends and family and food. So. Much. Food. Despite his illness, Dad had been deliriously happy.


The memory had a fresh wave of grief slamming into me, and it took everything I had not to give in to the ugly cry that I managed to disguise as a hiccup as I pulled free of Naomi’s embrace.


“Sorry. Too much breakfast wine,” I fibbed.


Our friend Lina stepped up. She was long-­legged and edgy even in a sexy pantsuit and mouth-­watering stilettos. She grimaced, then leaned in for an awkward hug. Lina wasn’t the touchy-­feely type with anyone other than Nash. It made me appreciate the gesture even more.


Although if people didn’t stop being nice to me, the dam holding back the endless reservoir of grief was going to crack.


“This sucks,” she whispered before releasing me.


“Yeah. It really does,” I agreed, clearing my throat and forcing the emotions back down. I could do anger. Anger was easy and clean and transformative, powerful even. But the messier emotions I wasn’t comfortable sharing with others.


Lina stepped back and slid neatly under Nash’s arm. “What are you doing after this…shindig?” she asked.


I knew exactly why she was asking. They would show up for me if I asked. Hell, even if I didn’t ask. If they thought for one second that I needed a shoulder to cry on, a well-­made cocktail, or my floors mopped, Naomi and Lina would be there.


“Mom booked an overnight stay at a spa with some friends, and Maeve is doing a family dinner tonight for out-­of-­town guests,” I said. It wasn’t a lie. My sister was hosting our aunts and uncles and cousins. But I had already planned to feign a migraine and spend the night letting out my sloppy torrent of sad in the privacy of my own home.


“Let’s get together soon. But not at work,” Naomi added sternly. “You take as much time off as you need.”


“Yeah. Definitely. Thanks,” I said.


My friends moved on down the receiving line to my mom, leaving their future baby daddies with me.


“This fucking blows,” Knox said gruffly when he hugged me.


I smiled against his chest. “You’re not wrong.”


“If you need anything, Sloaney Baloney,” Nash said, stepping in to deliver his hug. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. We’d grown up together. I knew I could depend on him for anything. The same with Knox, even though Knox wouldn’t actually offer. He’d just show up and grumpily perform some thoughtful act of service and then get mad if I tried to thank him.


“Thank you, guys.”


Nash pulled back and scanned the crowd that spilled out of the room and into the foyer. Even at a funeral, our chief of police was like a guard dog making sure his flock was safe. “We never forgot what your dad did for Lucian,” he said.


I tensed. Every time someone mentioned the man’s name, it felt like a bell rung in my skull, resonating in my bones as if it was supposed to mean something. But it didn’t. Not anymore. Unless “I hate that guy” counted as “something.”


“Yeah, well, Dad helped a lot of people in his life,” I said awkwardly.


It was true. Simon Walton had given back as an attorney, a coach, a mentor, and a father. Come to think of it, he and his greatness were probably to blame for my current marriage-­less, baby-­less existence. After all, how was I supposed to find a partner in life when no one measured up to what my parents had found in each other?


“Speak of the devil,” Knox said.


We all looked to the doorway at the back of the room that suddenly seemed dwarfed by the brooding man in an expensive-­ass suit.


Lucian Rollins. Luce or Lucy to his friends, of whom he had few. Lucifer to me and the rest of his legion of enemies.


I hated how my body reacted to the man every time he walked into a room. That tingling awareness like every nerve in my body just got the same message at the same time.


I could deal with that innate, biological warning that danger was near. After all, there was nothing safe about the man. What I couldn’t handle was how the tingling turned immediately into a warm, happy, reflexive There you are, as if I’d been holding my breath for him to appear.


I considered myself to be an open-­minded, live-­and-­let-­live, reasonably mature adult. Yet I couldn’t stand Lucian. His very existence pushed every button I had. Which was exactly what I reminded myself every damn time he appeared as if conjured from some stupid, desperate place in my psyche. Until I reminded myself that he wasn’t the beautiful, rakish boy of my teenage bookworm dreams anymore.


That Lucian, the dreamy, hopeful boy who carried a burden much too heavy, was gone. In his place was a cold, ruthless man who hated me as much as I hated him.


“I trusted you, Sloane. And you broke that trust. You did more damage than he ever could.”


We were different people now. Our gazes locked in that familiar, uncomfortable recognition.


It was strange, having a secret with the boy I’d once loved and now sharing it with the man I couldn’t stand. There was a subtext to every interaction. A meaning no one but the two of us could decipher. And maybe there was a small, stupid, dark corner inside me that felt a thrill every time our eyes locked. As if that secret had bonded us in a way that could never be undone.


He was moving forward, the crowd parting around him as power and wealth blazed their own trail.


But he didn’t come to me. He went straight to my mother.


“My sweet boy.” Mom opened her arms, and Lucian stepped into them, wrapping her up in a hug that displayed a disconcerting familiarity.


Her sweet boy? Lucian was a forty-­year-­old megalomaniac.


The Morgan brothers moved on to join their friend with my mom.


“How are you all doing, Sloane?” Mrs. Tweedy, Nash’s elderly, gym-­going neighbor demanded as she took their place. She was wearing an all-­black velour tracksuit, and her hair was pushed back from her face with a somber-­looking sweatband.


“We’re doing okay. Thank you so much for coming,” I said, taking her callused hand.


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mom pull back slightly from her embrace with Lucian. “I can’t thank you enough. I’ll never be able to repay you for what you did for Simon. For me. For our family,” she said to him tearfully.


Uh, what? My eyeballs had no choice but to fly to Lucian’s devilishly handsome face.


God, he was beautiful. Supernaturally molded by the gods beautiful. He would make gorgeous little demon babies.


No. No. Nope. Absolutely not. My biological downward spiral was not going to make me look at Lucian Rollins as a potential mate.


“You know, they say weight lifting is good for grief. You should come on down to the gym this week. My crew will take good care of you,” Mrs. Tweedy squawked as I strained to eavesdrop on my mother and Lucian.


“I’m the one who owes you both,” he said, his voice husky.


What in the hell were they talking about? Sure, my parents and Lucian had been close when he was the wayward teen next door. But this sounded like something deeper, more recent. What was happening, and why didn’t I know about it?


Fingers snapped in my face, jolting me out of my head.


“You okay, kiddo? You look pale. You want a snack? I got a protein bar and a flask in here,” Mrs. Tweedy said, digging into her gym bag.


“Are you all right, Sloane?” Mom asked, noticing our kerfuffle.


Both she and Lucian were looking at me now.


“I’m fine,” I assured her quickly.


“She zoned out,” Mrs. Tweedy tattled.


“Really, I’m fine,” I insisted, refusing to meet Lucian’s gaze.


“You’ve been up here for over two hours straight. Why don’t you get some fresh air?” Mom suggested. I was about to point out that she’d been standing there just as long as I had when she turned to Lucian. “Would you mind?”


He nodded, and then suddenly he was in my space. “I’ll take her.”


“I’m fine,” I said again, taking a panicky step back. My escape was blocked by a large display of funeral flowers. My butt rammed the stand, and the arrangement from the Knockemout Fire Department wobbled precariously.


Lucian steadied the flowers and then placed a big, warm hand on my lower back. It felt like getting struck by lightning directly on the spine.


I was careful about never touching him. Strange things happened inside me when we did.


I didn’t make the conscious decision to let him guide me out of the receiving line. But there I was, moving along like an obedient golden retriever.


Naomi and Lina were halfway out of their seats, looking concerned. But I shook my head. I could handle this.


He led me out of the sweltering room to the coat check, and in less than a minute, I found myself standing on the sidewalk in front of the funeral home, the overwhelming press of bodies, the hum of conversation left behind us. It was a bleak, wintery Wednesday. My glasses fogged up at the change in temperature. The swollen, slate-­gray clouds hung pendulously above, promising snow by the day’s end.


Dad loved snow.


“Here,” Lucian said irritably, shoving a coat at me.


He was tall, dark, and evil.


I was short, fair, and awesome.


“That’s not mine,” I said.


“It’s mine. Put it on before you freeze to death.”


“If I put it on, will you go away?” I asked.


I wanted to be alone. To catch my breath. To glare up at the clouds and tell my father I missed him, that I hated cancer, that if it snowed, I would lay on my back in it and make him a snow angel. Maybe I’d have time to let out a few of the tears I’d dammed up inside me.


“No.” He took matters into his own hands and draped the coat over my shoulders.


It was a thick, dark cashmere-­like material with a smooth satin lining. Rich. Sexy. It hung heavy on me like a weighted blanket. It smelled… Heavenly wasn’t the right word. Delectably dangerous. The man’s scent was an aphrodisiac.


“Did you eat today?”


I blinked. “What?”


“Did you eat today?” He enunciated each word with irritation.


“You don’t get to be snappy with me today, Lucifer.” But my words lacked their usual heat.


“That’s a no then.”


“Excuse us for having a breakfast of whiskey and wine.”


“Christ,” he muttered. Then he reached for me.


Rather than jumping back or karate chopping him in the throat, I stood dumbfounded. Was he making a clumsy attempt to hug me? Feel me up? “What are you doing?” I squeaked.


“Hold still,” he ordered. His hands disappeared into the pockets of his coat.


He was exactly a foot taller than me. I knew because we’d measured once. His pencil line was still in the doorway of my kitchen. Part of the history we both pretended not to acknowledge.


He produced a single cigarette and a sleek silver lighter.


Even bad habits couldn’t control Lucian Rollins. The man allowed himself one single cigarette a day. I found his self-­control annoying.


“You sure you want to use up your one smoke break now? It’s barely noon,” I pointed out.


Glaring at me, he lit the cigarette, pocketed the lighter, and then pulled out his phone. His thumbs flew over the screen before he stowed it back in his jacket. He yanked the cigarette out of his mouth and exhaled blue smoke while glaring at me.


Every move was predatory, economic, and pissy.


“You don’t need to babysit me. You’ve made your appearance. You’re free to go. I’m sure you have more important things to do on a Wednesday than hang out in Knockemout,” I told him.


He eyed me over the end of his cigarette and said nothing. The man had a habit of studying me like I was fascinatingly abhorrent. Like the way I looked at garden slugs in my backyard.


I crossed my arms. “Fine. If you’re hell-­bent on staying, why did my mom say she owes you?” I asked.


He continued to stare silently at me.


“Lucian.”


“Sloane.” He rasped my name like a warning. And despite the icy fingers of cold trailing up my spine, I felt something warm and dangerous uncurling inside me.


“Do you have to be so obnoxious all the time?” I asked.


“I don’t want to fight with you today. Not here.”


In a humiliating turn of events, my eyes instantaneously welled with hot tears.


Another dizzying wave of grief crashed into me, and I fought to push it back.


“There won’t be any new stories,” I murmured.


“What?” he snapped.


I shook my head. “Nothing.”


“You said there won’t be any new stories,” he prompted.


“I was talking to myself. I’ll never have another new memory of my dad.” To my undying embarrassment, my voice broke.


“Fuck,” Lucian muttered. “Sit down.”


I was so busy trying not to show my worst enemy my sloppy tears that I barely registered him shoving me none too gently to the curb. His hands rummaged through the coat pockets again, and a handkerchief appeared in front of my face.


I hesitated.


“If you use my coat to wipe your nose, I’ll make you buy me a new one, and you can’t afford it,” he warned, brandishing the handkerchief.


I snatched it out of his hand.


He sat next to me, careful to keep several inches between us.


“I don’t want to hear you whining about getting dirt on your fancy suit,” I grumbled then noisily blew my nose in his ridiculous handkerchief. Who carried reusable snot rags with them these days?


“I’ll try to control myself,” he said mildly.


We sat in silence as I did my best to get myself back under control. I tilted my head and looked up at the heavy clouds, willing the tears to dry up. Lucian was the last person on earth I wanted to see me vulnerable.


“You could have distracted me with a nice, normal fight, you know,” I accused.


On a sigh, he exhaled another cloud of smoke. “Fine. It was stupid and selfish of you not to eat this morning. Now your mother is inside worrying about you, making a bad day even worse for her. Your sister and friends are concerned you’re not handling things. And I’m out here making sure you don’t pass out so they can keep grieving.”


My spine straightened. “Thanks so much for your concern.”


“You have one job today. Hold your mother up. Support her. Share her grief. Do whatever it takes to be what she needs today. You lost your dad, but she lost her partner. You can mourn your own way later. But today is about her, and making her worry about you is fucking selfish.”


“You are such an ass, Lucifer.” An astute, not exactly wrong ass.


“Get your shit together, Pixie.”


The old nickname did the trick, blocking out the unrelenting sadness with a feisty bout of fury. “You are the most arrogant, opinionated—­”


A dented pickup truck with Knockemout Diner decals on the doors screeched to a stop in front of us, and Lucian handed me his cigarette.


He rose as the window rolled down.


“Here you go, Mr. Rollins.” Bean Taylor, the scrawny, frenetic manager of the diner leaned out and handed Lucian a paper bag. Bean spent all day every day eating deep-­fried diner delights and never gained an ounce. The second a salad touched his lips, he packed on the pounds.


Lucian handed him a fifty-­dollar bill. “Keep the change.”


“Thanks, man! Real sorry to hear about your dad, Sloane,” he called out the window.


I smiled weakly. “Thanks, Bean.”


“Gotta get back. I left the wife in charge, and she burns the hash browns.”


He drove off, and Lucian dropped the bag in my lap.


“Eat.”


With that order, he turned on his heel and strode back to the entrance of the funeral home.


“I guess I’m keeping the coat,” I called after him.


I watched him go, and then when I was certain he was inside, I opened the bag to find my favorite breakfast burrito wrapped tight in foil. The diner didn’t deliver. And Lucian shouldn’t have known my favorite breakfast.


“Infuriating,” I muttered under my breath before briefly bringing the filtered tip of his cigarette to my lips where I could almost taste him.
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Keep the Coat and Leave Me Alone


Lucian


By the time I pulled into the driveway of the house I hated, fat flakes had been falling for nearly an hour. I exhaled slowly and slumped against the heated leather of my Range Rover’s driver’s seat. Shania Twain crooned softly from the speakers. The windshield wipers groaned across the glass swiping away the snow.


It looked as though I’d be spending the night here, I told myself, as if that hadn’t been the plan all along.


As if I didn’t have an overnight bag on the back seat.


As if I didn’t have this cloying need to stay close. Just in case.


I punched the button on the remote for the garage and watched the door silently rise before me in the headlights. The services and meal had eaten up the remaining daylight hours. Friends and loved ones had lingered over Simon’s favorite dishes and drinks, reminiscing while I’d avoided Sloane. I didn’t trust myself to keep her at the necessary distance when she was wounded like this, so I’d relied on physical distance.


I dismissed all thoughts of the blond pixie from my mind and focused on other more important, less annoying things. Tonight, Karen Walton and a few of her local friends were safely ensconced in suites at a spa just outside DC where they would enjoy a day of pampering tomorrow.


It was the least I could do for the neighbors who had given me everything.


The caller ID on my dashboard screen lit up.


Special Agent Idler.


“Yes?” I answered, pinching the bridge of my nose.


“I thought you’d be interested to know that no one has seen or heard from Felix Metzer since September,” she said without preamble. The FBI agent had even less enthusiasm than I did for wasting time with unnecessary small talk.


“That’s inconvenient.” Inconvenient and not entirely unexpected.


“Let’s skip to the part where you assure me you had nothing to do with his disappearance,” she said pointedly.


“I’d think my cooperation in this investigation should at least buy me the benefit of the doubt.”


“We both know you have the means to disappear just about anyone who annoys you.”


I glanced again at the fanciful house next door. There were exceptions.


I heard the snick of a lighter and an indrawn breath and wished I hadn’t already smoked my only cigarette of the day. I blamed Sloane. My self-­control wavered around her.


“Look, I know you probably didn’t dismember Metzer and feed him to your school of highly trained piranhas or whatever the hell aquatic life you rich guys invest in. I’m just pissed. Our useless crime boss son gave us the name, we did the legwork, but it’s yet another lead that didn’t pan out.”


The longer my team worked with Idler’s, the less annoying I found her. I admired her single-­minded quest for justice, even though I preferred vengeance.


“Maybe he went underground,” I suggested.


“I’ve got a bad feeling about it,” Idler said. “Someone is cleaning up their mess. I’m gonna be pissed if this keeps me from personally slamming a cell door in Anthony Hugo’s face. The only two people alive who can corroborate that Anthony commissioned a list of people for his minions to assassinate are his idiot criminal son and his idiot criminal son’s ex-­girlfriend. Neither is going to win any points in front of a jury.”


“I’ll get more,” I assured her. I wasn’t about to let a man like Anthony Hugo walk away unscathed from hurting the people I loved.


“Until Metzer or his body show up, we’re looking at another dead end.”


“My team is working on untangling Hugo’s financials. We’ll find what you need,” I promised. Hugo was good, but I was better and more tenacious.


“You’re awfully calm for a civilian who could become part of the mess that needs cleaning,” she pointed out.


“If Hugo comes for me, he won’t find an easy target,” I promised grimly.


“Yeah, well, don’t do anything stupid. At least not before you get me something I can use to nail the bastard with.”


My team had already gotten her several small somethings. But the FBI wanted an airtight case with charges that ensured life in prison. I would see to it they had it.


“I’ll do my best. As long as you don’t contemplate making any deals that impact those I care about.” My gaze flicked next door again. The house was still dark.


“Hugo is the big fish. There will be no deals,” Idler promised.
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I let myself into the mudroom, the perfect organizational space for the family that didn’t live here. The furniture, the finishes, even the layout of the house had changed. But even new paint, carpet, and cabinetry weren’t enough to vanquish the memories.


I still hated it here.


It made no financial sense to hang on to this godforsaken place, this reminder of a past better forgotten. Yet here I was. Once again spending the night as if I could somehow weaken the hold it had on me if I just spent enough time here.


It was smarter all around to sell the place and be done with it.


It was why I’d come back last summer. But one look at those green eyes—­not a soft, mossy green. No, Sloane Walton’s eyes blazed with emerald flames. One look and my best-­laid plans disintegrated.


But it was time. Time to free myself from the house, the memories. From the weakness those years symbolized. I’d risen above. I’d made something of myself. And even if I was still a monster under the trappings of wealth and power, I had done some good. Wasn’t that enough?


I would never be good enough. Not with this blood in my veins, on my hands.


I’d made the decision to move on in the thick heat of last August. The summer swelter had made me think I’d gotten over the painful hope of spring. Yet here I was, six months later, and the ties that had anchored me to this place felt even more restricting. I blamed Sloane for why I counted down the days until spring.


Until the trees bloomed.


I hated to think the reason for my life in DC was tied to something so pathetically fragile. That I was something so pathetically fragile. Yet every spring when those fragrant pink blooms exploded into being, my chest loosened. My breath relaxed. And my oldest enemy stirred.


Hope. Some of us didn’t get the luxury of hope. Some of us weren’t worthy of it.


Soon, I promised myself. Once I knew the Waltons were taken care of, I’d sever ties with this place. I’d give myself one last spring here and then I’d never come back.


I flipped on the lights in the kitchen, a clean space of grays and whites, and stared at the stainless steel silhouette of the refrigerator.


I wasn’t hungry. The thought of food made me feel vaguely nauseated. I wanted another cigarette. A drink. But I was nothing if not disciplined. I made choices that made me stronger, smarter. I prioritized the long game over short-­term fixes. Which meant ignoring my baser instincts.


I opened the freezer and grabbed a container at random. I pried off the lid of some chicken dijonnaise and threw it in the microwave to defrost. As the timer counted down, I bowed my head and let the tight leash I’d kept on my grief loosen.


I wanted to fight. To rage. To destroy.


A good man had been taken. Another one, an evil one, had escaped without suffering his full punishment. And I could do nothing about either. With all the wealth and favors I’d amassed, I was once again powerless.


My hands fisted on the counter until my knuckles went white and a memory surfaced.


“Place is looking better,” Simon had told me when he wandered in through the open garage door.


I’d been covered in sweat and dust, sledgehammering my way through drywall and ghosts.


“Is it?” my twentysomething self asked. It looked like an explosion had hit the kitchen.


“Sometimes in order to build things back up, you gotta tear them down to the studs. Want some help?”


Just like that, the man who’d saved my life picked up a hammer and helped me raze the ugliest parts of my past.


The doorbell rang, and my head came up. The anger retreated dutifully back into its box. I debated ignoring whoever it was. But the bell rang several more times in rapid succession.


Irritated, I yanked open the door, and my heart stuttered. It always did when I saw her unexpectedly. Part of me, some small, weak splinter buried down deep, saw her and wanted to draw nearer. Like she was a campfire beckoning with a promise of warmth and goodness in the dark night.


But I knew better. Sloane didn’t offer warmth. She promised third-­degree burns.


She was still wearing the black dress and glittery belt she’d worn to the funeral, but instead of the heels that brought her higher on my chest, she had donned snow boots. And my coat.


She pushed past me carrying a paper bag.


“What are you doing?” I demanded as she ventured down the hall. “You’re supposed to be at your sister’s.”


“Keeping tabs on me, Lucifer? I didn’t feel like company tonight,” she called over her shoulder.


“Then what are you doing here?” I asked, following her toward the back of the house. I hated her here. It made my skin crawl, my stomach churn. But some sick, stupid part of me craved her proximity.


“You don’t count as company,” she said, tossing my coat on the counter. I wondered if it smelled like her or if, by wearing it, she now smelled like me.


Sloane opened a cabinet, then closed it and opened the next. She rose on tiptoe. The hem of her dress inched higher on her thighs, and I realized she’d also removed her tights. I wondered for one brief, moronic second if she’d taken off anything else before I forced myself to drag my attention away from her skin.


I didn’t know exactly when it had happened. When the kid next door had turned into the woman I couldn’t evict from my brain.


Sloane found a plate and dumped the contents of the greasy brown bag onto it with a flourish.


“There. We’re even,” she announced. The tiny fake diamond stud in her nose twinkled. If she were mine, it would have been a real stone.


“What is this?”


“Dinner. You made your little point with your breakfast burrito. So here’s post-­funeral dinner. I don’t owe you anything.”


There were no “thank yous” or “you’re welcomes” between us. We wouldn’t have meant them. What did exist was a compulsion to balance the scales, to never be in debt to the other.


I glanced down at the plate. “What is it?”


“Seriously? How rich do you have to get to not recognize a burger and fries? I didn’t know what you liked, so I got what I like,” she said, snatching a fry off the plate and polishing it off in two neat bites.


She looked tired and wired at the same time.


“How’s Karen?” I asked.


“Mom is holding up. She’s spending the night with a few friends at a spa. They’re having facials tonight and the works tomorrow. It sounds like a safe space to let her feel sad and…” Sloane closed her eyes for a moment.


It was more words and fewer insults than I was used to from her.


“Relieved?” I guessed.


Those green eyes fluttered open and bored into me. “Maybe.”


“He was suffering. It’s natural to be glad that part of it is over.”


She hopped up on the counter, planting herself next to my fast-­food dinner. “Still seems wrong,” she said.


I reached around her and snagged a French fry from the plate. It was just an excuse to get closer to her. To test myself.


“Why are you here, Sloane?”


Even as I conspired to get closer, I was still pushing her away. The dynamic was taxing on a good day. On a day like today, it was fucking exhausting.


She took another fry and pointed it at me. “Because I want to know why my mom greeted you like you were a long-­lost Walton today. What does she think she owes you? What were you talking about?”


I wasn’t about to begin that conversation. If Sloane had any hint of what I’d done, she’d never leave me in peace again. “Look, it’s late. I’m tired. You should go.”


“It’s 5:30 in the evening, you grumpy pain in the ass.”


“I don’t want you here.” The truth snapped out of me in a desperate rush.


She sat up straighter on the counter but made no move to leave. She’d always been too comfortable with my temper. That was part of the problem. Either she overestimated her invincibility or she underestimated what raged beneath my surface. I wasn’t going to let her stick around long enough to find out which.


She cocked her head, sending that long swing of blond hair over her shoulder. She’d changed up the tone, going from a faded raspberry to a silvery shimmer at the tips. “You know what I kept thinking about today during the services?”


She as well as her mother and sister had spoken in front of the crowd, eloquently, emotionally. But it was the single tear that slid down Sloane’s cheek, the ones she dashed away with my handkerchief, that had sliced me open and left me raw.


“A dozen new ways to piss me off, starting with invading my privacy?”


“How happy Dad would have been if we’d ever pretended to get along.”


It was my turn to close my eyes. She landed the strike with expert precision. Guilt was a sharp weapon.


Simon would have loved nothing more than to see his daughter and his “project” at least friendly toward each other again.


“I guess there’s no reason to start now,” she continued. Her eyes were locked on mine. There was nothing friendly in her gaze. Only a pain and grief that mirrored my own. But we weren’t going to mourn together.


“I guess not,” I agreed.


She heaved a sigh, then hopped off the counter. “Cool. I’ll show myself out.”


“Take the coat,” I said, holding it out to her. “It’s cold.”


She shook her head. “If I take it, I’d have to bring it back, and I’d rather not come back here.” Her gaze flicked around the space, and I knew she too had ghosts here.


“Take the fucking coat, Sloane.” My voice was hoarse. I pushed it into her arms, not giving her the choice.


For a second, we were connected by cashmere.


“Are you here for me?” she asked suddenly.


“What?”


“You heard me. Are you here for me?”


“I came to pay my respects. Your father was a good man, and your mother has always been nothing but kind to me.”


“Why did you come back this summer?”


“Because my oldest friends were behaving like children.”


“And I didn’t factor into those decisions?” she pressed.


“You never do.”


She nodded briskly. There was no hint of emotion on her lovely face. “Good.” She took the coat from me and slid her arms through the too-­long sleeves. “When are you going to sell this place?” she asked, fluffing that silvery blond hair out of the collar.


“Spring,” I said.


“Good,” she said again. “It’ll be nice having decent neighbors for a change,” she said.


Then Sloane Walton walked out of my house without looking back.
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I ate the cold burger and fries instead of the chicken, then washed the plate and returned it to the cabinet. The counters and floors were next as I wiped away any trace of my unwanted visitor may have left behind.


I was tired. That hadn’t been a lie. I wanted nothing more than to take a hot shower and go to bed with a book. But I wouldn’t sleep. Not until she did. Besides, there was work to be done. I headed upstairs to my old bedroom, a space I now used primarily as an office.


I sat down at the desk under the large bay window that overlooked the backyard and offered a view of Sloane’s. My phone signaled a text.


Karen: We’re having a wonderful time. Just what the soul needed today. Thank you again for being so thoughtful and generous! P.S. My friend has a daughter she wants you to meet.


She included a winking smiley face and a selfie of her and her friends in matching robes, all with green goop on their faces. Their eyes were red and swollen, but the smiles looked genuine. Some people could withstand the worst without it damaging their souls. The Waltons were those people. I, on the other hand, had been born damaged.


Me: You’re welcome. No daughters.


I scrolled through the rest of my text messages until I found the thread I was looking for.


Simon: If I could have chosen a son in this lifetime, it would have been you. Take care of my girls.


It was the last text I’d ever receive from the man I’d admired. The man who had so foolishly believed I could be saved. I dropped the phone, my fingers flexing, and once again I wished I’d saved the day’s cigarette for now. Instead, I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes, willing away the burn I felt there.


I tamped it down, picked up the phone again, and scrolled through my contacts. She shouldn’t be alone, I rationalized.


Me: Sloane isn’t at her sister’s. She’s home alone.


Naomi: Thanks for the heads-­up. I had a feeling she was going to try to wrangle some sneaky alone time. Lina and I will handle it.


Duty performed, I booted up my laptop and opened the first of eight reports that required my attention. I’d barely made it through the financials on the first when my phone vibrated on the desk. This time, it was a call.


Emry Sadik.


Deciding to wallow in my misery instead of discussing it, I let it go to voicemail.


A text arrived moments later.


Emry: I’ll just keep calling. You might as well save us both the time and answer.


I had barely finished rolling my eyes when the next call came through.


“Yes?” I answered dryly.


“Oh good. You’re not completely spiraling into self-­destruction.” Dr. Emry Sadik was a psychologist, elite performance coach, and—­worst of all—­an accidental friend. The man knew most of my deepest, darkest secrets. I’d given up trying to disabuse him of the belief that I was worth saving.


“Did you call for a specific reason or just to annoy me?” I asked.


I heard the unmistakable crack and clink of his predinner pistachios shells as they hit the bowl. I could picture him at the table in his study, a basketball game on mute, the day’s crossword in front of him. Emry was a man who believed in routine and efficiency…and being there for his friends even when they didn’t want him.


“How did it go today?”


“Fine. Depressing. Sad.”


Crack. Clink.


“How are you feeling?”


“Infuriated,” I answered. “A man like that could be doing more good. He should have had more time. His family still needs him.” I still needed him.


“Nothing rocks our foundations like an unexpected death,” Emry empathized. He would know. His wife had passed away after a car accident four years ago. “If the world was a fair and just place, would your father have had more time?”


Crack. Clink.


In a fair and just world, Ansel Rollins would have lived out his full sentence, and the day of his release, he would have suffered a painful and traumatic death. Instead, he’d managed to escape his punishment due to a stroke that had quietly ended his life in his sleep. The unfairness of it had the rage rattling that locked box inside me.


“You haven’t been my therapist for fifteen years. I don’t have to talk about him with you anymore.”


“As one of the few people on this planet who you tolerate, I’m only pointing out that two father figures dying within six months of each other is a lot for any human.”


“I believe we’ve established that I’m not human,” I reminded him.


Emry chuckled, undisturbed. “You’re more human than you think, my friend.”


I scoffed. “No need to be insulting.”


Crack. Clink.


“How did it go with Simon’s daughter?”


“Which one?” I hedged deliberately.


Emry snorted. “Don’t make me come up there in a snowstorm.”


I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t feel compelled to look toward Sloane’s house. “It was…fine.”


“You managed to be civil at the funeral?”


“I’m almost always civil,” I snapped wearily.


Emry chuckled. “What I wouldn’t give to meet the infamous Sloane Walton.”


“You’d need more than one session if you wanted to get to the bottom of what’s wrong with her,” I told him.


“I find it fascinating how she’s lodged herself so securely under your skin when you’re an expert at surgically removing annoyances from your life.”


Crack. Clink.


“How did Sadie’s piano recital go?” I asked, changing the subject to one my friend couldn’t possibly ignore: his grandchildren.


“In my humble opinion, she outperformed all the other five-­year-­olds with her stirring rendition of ‘I’m a Little Teapot.’”


“Of course she was the best,” I agreed.


“I’ll send you the video as soon as I learn how to text ten minutes of shaky footage.”


“I can’t wait,” I lied. “Have you gotten up the nerve to ask out your neighbor yet, or are you still lurking behind your curtains?”


My friend had developed a crush on the stylish divorcée across the street and, by his own account, had only managed to grunt and nod in her general direction.


“The right opportunity hasn’t presented itself yet,” he said. “I would also like to point out the irony of you encouraging me to start dating again.”


“Marriage is right for some people. People like you who can’t stop burning casseroles and need a nice woman to force you to stop dressing like a 1980s sitcom star.”


Headlights next door skimmed the fence that divided my backyard from Sloane’s. I got to my feet and went to the window on the other wall that overlooked the front of her house. It looked as though Sloane was getting company whether she wanted it or not.


Emry chuckled. “Leave my cardigans out of this. Are we still on for dinner next week? I think I’ve finally figured out an opening that will tame your infuriating knight.”


Emry and I had graduated from therapy sessions to a friendship that required dinner and chess matches every two weeks. He was good. But I was always better.


“I doubt that. But I’ll be there. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”


“No rest for the wicked, eh?”


None.


“Goodbye, Emry.”


“Good night, Lucian.”


I immediately pushed the conversation out of my head and had opened another report when the doorbell rang.


“Why won’t people leave me the fuck alone?” I muttered as I opened my security app and found both Morgan brothers, shoulders hunched against the cold, at my front door.


On a growl, I slammed my laptop shut.


“What?” I demanded when I opened the door a minute later.


They tromped in, stomping snow from their boots on the entryway tile. I would clean up the puddles later, I told myself. Waylon, Knox’s basset hound, marched inside, headbutted me in the knees, then trotted into the living room.


Knox held up a six-­pack of beer. Nash hefted a bottle of bourbon and a bag of chips. The furry white head of his dog, Piper, poked out above the zipper of his coat.


“Girls are next door,” Knox said as if that explained everything and headed for the kitchen. “Told you he’d still be in a suit,” he called out to his brother.


I ran a hand down my tie, noting that they’d both changed into the standard Knockemout winter uniform of jeans, thermal, and flannel.


“Figured we’d stick around to keep an eye on them to prevent another last time,” Nash said, putting Piper down on the floor and following his brother. The dog was wearing a red sweater with white snowflakes. She cast an anxious look at me and then trotted down the hall after Nash.


I closed the door and resisted the urge to knock my head against it. I didn’t want company. And I didn’t want to be drawn into whatever drunken escapades Sloane and her friends got themselves into. “Last time” had involved Naomi and Sloane getting heroically drunk and “helping” Lina catch a bail jumper with their wits. Well, with Naomi’s wits and Sloane’s spectacular tits.


I was still furious I’d missed that.


“I have work to do,” I said.


“Then we’ll just watch a movie with explosions quietly while you run your evil empire,” Nash said cheerfully.


They helped themselves to paper towels and glasses, then wandered into the living room, more comfortable here than I had ever been.


The room was staged with a family in mind. There was a deep sectional couch and an upholstered ottoman facing a large flat-­screen TV. The white bookshelves that lined one wall had plenty of space for books, games, and photos.


There hadn’t been any family photos here when I was growing up. At least none past my midteens when everything had gone to hell.


“Your security cameras get any good angles on Sloane’s place?” Knox asked.


“I don’t know,” I hedged. “Why?”


“Wouldn’t put it past them to sneak out to build an army of snowmen in the middle of the highway,” Nash explained.


“I’ll see what I can do.”


I headed back upstairs and grabbed my laptop, but not before peering out the window into the gloomy winter night. Sloane’s bedroom lights were off. I’d spent too many nights wondering why she’d kept the room she’d grown up in instead of moving into her parents’ room. I hated how many questions I had about the woman I didn’t want to care about.


On a testy sigh, I cued up the security feed that I staunchly refused to open. The one that angled toward Sloane’s front door and driveway. It was a point of pride that I never looked at it, even when I felt homesick for a home that had never been mine.


Hearing the brotherly banter in the living room, I reluctantly changed into sweats and a T-­shirt, then shoved my feet into the sherpa-­lined house slippers Karen had given me two Christmases ago. I clomped back downstairs where I found my friends and their dogs lounging comfortably on the sectional.


“He’s human,” Nash observed when I walked in.


“Only on the outside,” I assured him.


He had taken two bullets this summer when his name had landed on that list of obstacles for Anthony Hugo’s crime syndicate in the DC area. After a few hairy months, Nash had managed to pull himself out of a downward spiral with the help of the stunning, monogamy-­averse Lina.


While he’d convinced her to let him put a ring on her finger, I was still attempting to convince her to work full-­time for me. She was smart, devious, and better at managing people than she gave herself credit for. I’d win eventually. I always did.


I dropped down on the couch and opened the laptop to the camera footage. “Here,” I said, angling it toward the brothers.


“Perfect,” Knox said.


“What are we watching?” I asked.


“Narrowed it down to Shawshank or Boondock Saints. Your choice,” Nash said.


“Boondock,” I answered automatically.


Knox cued it up while Nash poured the bourbon. He distributed the glasses and held his aloft. “To Simon. The man all men should aspire to be.”


“To Simon,” I echoed, keenly aware of a fresh stab of grief.


“Think Sloane will be okay?” Nash asked.


I crossed my arms and pretended I didn’t get that nagging little rush whenever someone mentioned her name in my presence.


Knox shook his head. “It’s a tough loss. She held up today after Luce here force-­fed her a burrito.”


Nash’s eyebrows rose as he cut a look in my direction.


“Not a euphemism. It was a literal burrito,” I explained.


“Sloane would break his euphemistic burrito in half,” Knox predicted with a smirk. It disappeared quickly. “Naomi thinks she’s gonna have a rough time and try to hide it.”


“And Naomi is usually right,” Nash pointed out.


“Let me know if there’s anything she needs,” I said, automatically distancing myself from the responsibility of looking after her.


Knox smirked. “Like a burrito?”


I glared at him. “Like moral or financial support that can be provided from a distance. My burrito wants nothing to do with Sloane Walton.”


“Yeah. Keep telling your burrito that,” Nash said, picking up his phone. He winced. “Great. Lina just texted. The girls are making margaritas.”


Knox put down his bourbon. “Fuck.”
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Margarita Talk


Sloane


Istomped through the snow, cutting across Lucian’s driveway and then my own. As always, conversations with the infuriating man left me eternally irritated. Over the years, we’d done whatever necessary to avoid each other. Yet today of all days, I’d ended up alone with the man not once, but twice. It was amazing we’d both survived.


I let myself in the front door and shrugged out of Lucian’s glorious coat. I hung it in the entryway closet and kicked off my boots while thinking about a shower and pajamas. I didn’t want company. I wanted a quiet night during which I could let out all the messy emotions I’d managed to—­mostly—­keep locked down all day long.


I opened the glass doors of the study just off the foyer. For years, it had served as Dad’s office. I’d intended to turn it into a library or reading room when I moved in but hadn’t gotten around to it yet. There were a lot of things I hadn’t gotten around to doing.


It was a cozy space with a coffered ceiling and large bow window that protruded out onto the front porch. There was a freestanding desk and rickety set of box store bookshelves behind it. The room still felt like him. There were still a handful of photos and awards on the shelves along with a dusty set of law journals.


I sat down in the chair behind his desk and managed a watery smile at the familiar squeak. I could always tell when a case was bothering him. He’d lock himself in here after dinner to pore over files and think while rocking back and forth, back and forth.


I switched on the desk lamp. It was a hideous yard sale find featuring a faded woven shade that was constantly shedding threads and a heavy brass base etched with fanged merpeople. My mother insisted it was a travesty of interior lighting. Dad insisted it cast adequate light and was therefore perfect.


That was my father. Always finding the good in even the ugliest places.


The rest of the desk was bare except for an outdated calendar blotter and an empty pen holder. There were colorful sticky notes dotting the calendar page.


Pick up dry cleaning.


Order anniversary flowers! Bigger this year!


Tell Sloane about that book.


I skimmed the tips of my fingers over his choppy handwriting. Grief was a thousand tiny knives behind my eyes. Tears welled, and this time, in this safe space, I didn’t fight it when they began to fall.


“I miss you, Dad,” I whispered.


My heart ached with the knowledge that my father would never again sit in this chair. He’d never again make a ridiculous dad joke that would have Mom collapsing with giggles. He wouldn’t be here to watch Chloe tear through her presents next Christmas. He wouldn’t meet any new members of the family.


If I got married and had kids, how would I ever share with them what he meant to me?


Great, I thought as I dragged Lucian’s stupid, still soggy handkerchief out of the pocket of my dress. Now my heart was breaking into tinier, sharper pieces, and my misery was illuminated by this god-­awful lamp.


The sob I’d held in all day wrenched its way out of my throat. I took off my glasses and let it well up inside me.


I’d lost the greatest man I’d ever known.


Everyone needed me to be strong, to be okay. My mother and sister, my friends, my town. They didn’t need to be worried about how deep this chasm of grief went. But tonight, right now, I could allow myself to be what I was. Devastated.


Tears spilled hot and fast down my cheeks. I hugged myself around the middle and just let them come. Like a volcano erupting, I cried as if I were splitting in two.


I was supposed to feel some measure of relief. Dad’s suffering was over. He wasn’t in pain anymore. His consciousness wasn’t being stolen from us minute by minute by cancer and drugs. He was free of suffering. But I didn’t see an end to my own. Because I would miss my dad for the rest of my life.


I blew my nose noisily.


I’d felt like this only once before. When I’d lost another man—­a boy really.


Lucian.


His name floated to me over my own snotty sniffles. Despite our differences, he’d shown up today. He’d stayed throughout the services and the luncheon, saying all the right things to my mother and sister. He’d also bizarrely forced a burrito on me, then picked a fight. Fights, I corrected.


The doorbell rang.


“Dammit,” I muttered.


I wanted to be alone. Maybe they would go away. I could just sit here in the dark and wait them out.


But a nudge wouldn’t let me. Someone might need something. Or maybe my garage was on fire and someone was trying to save me but I was too busy crying my face off to notice.


I blew my nose again, then sniffed the air.


The bell rang again, and I swore under my breath. Scrubbing a fresh tissue over my makeup smeared face, I made my way to the door and put my glasses back on.


I found a stranger standing on the front porch, hands in the pockets of his jeans. He was midtwenties at best guess with tight curly hair. He wore an earring, a Georgetown Law sweatshirt under a wool coat, and an apologetic half smile.


“I’m so sorry to bother you. Are you Sloane?” he asked.


“Yeah,” I rasped, then cleared the messy emotions out of my throat. “Yes.”


“Your dad told me a lot about you and your sister,” he said, bobbing his head and swallowing hard. “I probably should have called first, but I had an exam I couldn’t miss and drove straight here afterward. I feel terrible for missing the funeral.” He shoved a hand through those short curls.


I stared dumbly at him. “Do I know you?”


“Uh, no. You don’t. I’m Allen. Allen Upshaw.”


“Were you a friend of my father’s?”


“No. I mean, I like to think we would have been. He was actually a mentor. The reason I got into law school…” Allen trailed off, looking about as miserable as I felt.


I took pity on him. “Would you like to come in? I was just going to make some coffee or tea.”


“Sure. Thanks.”


I led the way down the hall, through the atrium, and past the dining room to the cavernous kitchen. The previous owners had combined the main kitchen and catering kitchen into one huge room with more cabinets and countertops than I would ever know what to do with. The walls were papered in an old-­fashioned but charming plaid and adorned with solemn gold-­framed still lifes of food.


“It looks the same but different,” he observed. “I was here a few years ago before your parents moved to DC.”


“None of us was ready to let go of the house so I moved in,” I explained, turning on the coffee maker. I gestured for him to take a seat at the turquoise breakfast nook table my sister and I had helped my mom paint one summer weekend a thousand years ago.


Allen shook his head. “I can’t believe he’s gone. I mean, I feel bad feeling bad when you must feel a thousand times worse. But he was such an important part of my life these past few years.”


“It makes me feel better knowing that he mattered to so many people,” I assured him. “Cream? Sugar?”


“Both, please. Is Mrs. Walton here?”


“She’s spending the night with friends.” I put a mug that said I Put the Lit in Literature under the spout and opened the fridge.


He blew out a breath. “I’ll catch up with her next week. I just can’t believe he’s gone.” He winced. “Sorry. I feel like I’m appropriating your grief.”


“It’s our grief,” I assured him, putting his coffee in front of him and making one of my own even though I didn’t really want it.


“I don’t know if you know, but he came into my life when I needed him most.”


“How did he do that?” I asked as the coffee maker spit out another cup.


“I used to want to be an architect, and then when I hit fifteen, I did some dumb stuff,” he said, cupping the mug with both hands.


“We all do dumb things as teenagers,” I assured him, taking the chair across from him. I had done a few spectacularly stupid things myself.


His lips quirked. “That’s what your dad said too. But my dumb stuff had consequences. Consequences my mom paid for. That’s when I decided I was going to be a lawyer.”


“Good for you,” I commended.


“I met your dad at a community job fair. I was on my own after high school, sleeping in my aunt’s basement, and was working two jobs trying to save up for law school. Simon made me feel like it was possible, that I could do it. He gave me his card and told me to give him a call if I needed any help. I called him that night.” Allen paused and smiled wryly.


My heart squeezed.


“I blurted it all out. How I’d screwed up, how my mom paid the price, how I wanted to make it right. Simon listened to my story and didn’t judge me. Not once. And when I got done telling him why I was such a mess, he told me he could help me. And he did.”


It was so exactly like my father. The lump in my throat was back. I took a sip of coffee to loosen it. “Wow,” I said.


Allen rubbed his eyes with his fingers. “Yeah. He changed my life. He invested hours in me. Helping with scholarship and grant applications. He introduced me to his favorite professor at Georgetown. He was the first person I called when I got accepted. And when I still came up short, after my savings and all those grants and scholarships, your dad made up the difference for the first year.” He stopped, his eyes going damp.


Pride filled my chest, wrapping itself around the pieces of my broken heart. My father wasn’t just a good man. He was the best. “When do you graduate?” I asked.


“May,” Allen said proudly. Then his face fell. “Since my mom couldn’t be there, your parents were going to go.”


My heart hurt for him.


For my mom.


For me.


There would be a Dad-­shaped hole in every event from now on.


I reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “I’m sure my mom is still planning to go. She loves graduations and weddings and baby showers. Anything with a party really.”


“My mom was like that too,” he said with a sad smile. “Someday I’m gonna throw her a huge surprise party for everything she did for me.”


He talked about his mother in an interesting mix of past and present tense that made me curious. “Is your mom still…around?”


He looked down at his coffee. “She’s in prison.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“It’s my fault. But I’m gonna make it right.”


“I’m sure she’s really proud of you,” I said.


His smile was stronger now. “She is. She really is.”


I knew firsthand how good that parental pride felt and felt another pang.


Allen glanced at his watch and grimaced. “I should be getting back. I have another exam tomorrow morning.”


“Are you sure? The snow looks like it’s really starting to come down.”


“The highways are clear and I’ve got four-­wheel drive,” he assured me.


I walked him to the door. “It was really nice to meet you, Allen.”


“You too, Sloane.”
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I waved Allen off and had just enough time to clean up the coffee mugs and start crying before the doorbell rang again. It was still echoing throughout the house when a barrage of fists banged cheerfully against the wood.


“Seriously? Can’t a girl have an emotional breakdown in some peace and quiet?” I muttered into a soggy tissue.


“Let us in before we freeze our asses off,” Lina yelled through the front door.


“We brought hugs and tequila,” Naomi called.


“Naomi brought hugs. I brought tequila,” Lina corrected.


“Shit,” I murmured under my breath before sticking my head under the faucet in the kitchen and washing away all signs of my crying jags.


They entered the house like two beautiful, energetic whirlwinds toting grocery bags and pitying looks. Lina looked glamorous in a royal-­blue parka and fur-­trimmed boots. Naomi was pretty in a pink puffy jacket and earmuffs.


“Why are you here?” I asked as they shed their winter layers.


“Lucian tattled and said you were spending the evening alone instead of at your sister’s,” Naomi announced cheerfully, her perky ponytail bouncing.


“That interfering son of a bitch.”


“Don’t worry. Naomi retaliated by unleashing the Morgan boys on him to ruin his solitude,” Lina assured me.


“I didn’t ruin his solitude. I made sure that he had the emotional support he might need,” Naomi corrected.


“You have to have emotions to require emotional support,” I pointed out.


“Lucian is pretty upset about your dad’s death. They were close,” Naomi said.


I wanted to argue, to question her. But I didn’t have the energy. I changed the subject instead. “Where’s Waylay?”


“My little tech genius is sleeping over at Liza J’s to fix her smart TV again,” Naomi announced.


Double shit. If overnight child care arrangements had been made, I wasn’t getting rid of them that easily.


Naomi slid her arm around my shoulders and steered me toward the staircase. “Why don’t you go upstairs and take a shower? We’ll get dinner started.”


Forcibly shooed upstairs, I slunk down the wood-­paneled hallway on the second floor to my bedroom where I proceeded to take the longest shower in the history of indoor plumbing. I spent the first half of the shower passive-­aggressively taking my time in hopes my friends would get bored and leave. When it became clear from the scents of garlic that wafted into the bathroom that this was not going to be the case, I spent the second half crying quietly until I felt as if I’d washed enough emotion down the drain to appear normal for a few hours.


I combed my wet hair and entered my bedroom, crawling onto the window seat. Outside, the snow continued to fall. Knox’s pickup was parked in Lucian’s driveway. I hoped he was having a miserable time with his retaliatory forced socialization.


My stomach growled and I realized I hadn’t eaten since Lucian’s burrito delivery that morning. Except for the French fries I’d stolen off his plate…and out of the bag in the car.


I returned to the bathroom, slapped on some moisturizer, then reluctantly headed downstairs to the kitchen.


My friends had topped store-­bought pizzas with hot sauce and banana peppers—­my favorite. There were two packs of cookie dough on the counter as well as three bags of chips with an assortment of dips. It looked as though Naomi had brought all the fixings for Honky Tonk margaritas, which she was pouring into five bucket-­sized glasses.


“Nothing says mourning like post-­funeral margaritas,” I observed.


“Mourning looks like whatever you want it to look like,” Naomi insisted. She had changed out of her clothes and was wearing red thermal pajama shorts with a matching long-­sleeve shirt and fuzzy, knee-­high socks.


“It can be getting drunk and going sledding at 1:00 a.m. Or it can be pizza, cookies, and a binge watch of Cougar Town,” Lina said. She too had changed into pajamas, but hers were silky and black. Her fuzzy flip-­flops had delicate puffs of fake fur that Meow Meow was glaring at from the center of the breakfast nook table. I wandered over and stroked a hand down the cat’s back. She flipped over onto her side with a grumpy grunt and grudgingly accepted my affection.


“You’re not seriously abandoning snowstorm sex with your men just to spend the night with me, are you?” I asked my friends.


“You shouldn’t be alone tonight,” Naomi insisted, nudging a margarita in my direction.


“I like being alone,” I argued. Being alone meant not having to pretend to be okay. Being alone meant not having to be messy and emotional in front of any witnesses.


“You’re welcome to be alone with us,” Lina announced.


“I thought you’d be on my side.”


Her smile was sharp and her eyes sparkled. “You have no one to blame but yourself. You and Naomi forced me to give up my lone she-­wolf ways.”


“Technically, first prize in that endeavor goes to Nash. But Sloane and I did earn the silver medal,” Naomi agreed.


“So you’re saying I’m trapped in this codependent circle?” I asked, picking up the proffered margarita.


Lina nodded. “Pretty much. You might as well surrender now.”


The pizza did smell good. And it would probably be rude if I didn’t have at least a little tequila. “Well, since you’re already here…”


Lina dumped two slices onto a paper plate and held it out. I took it and sneaked a warm, cheesy bite while my friends plated their own meals.


The doorbell chimed again.


“Go away,” I called.


But I was drowned out by Naomi and Lina cheerfully yelling, “Come in!”


We were all halfway to the door when it opened and Naomi’s best friend, Stefan Liao, and his biker barber boyfriend, Jeremiah, strolled inside. With his sweater and blazer, Stef looked as if he’d just finished a photo shoot for a New England old-­money fashion label. Jeremiah, on the other hand, looked more like a hot, hipster biker with a man bun, scarred boots, tight denim, and a David Bowie T-­shirt.


“Ladies. I see you’ve started without us,” Stef said.


“I told you the dress code was casual,” Naomi teased.


“You look like your rich uncle Bartholomew has a yacht docked in Martha’s Vineyard,” I observed.


“You know Stef. He doesn’t do casual,” Jeremiah said with affection as they both shrugged out of their coats.


“There’s nothing wrong with looking good. Now, I believe I was promised a margarita the size of my face,” Stef said.


“Someone’s got good taste,” Jeremiah said, plucking Lucian’s coat from the closet.


“Well, well, well. Who does this beauty belong to?” Stef demanded, stroking a hand over the cashmere.


Shit.


“No one,” I said quickly.


“Is that Burberry?” Lina asked, reaching for the label. “Please tell me you’re sleeping with someone who has really good taste.”


I should have just left his damn coat on his damn kitchen counter.


Naomi buried her face in the fabric. “So soft! And it smells amazing.” Her head came up, a frown pinching her mouth. “And familiar.”


Stef, Jeremiah, and Lina each took a whiff.


“Lucian,” they said together.


All eyes returned to me.


I turned my back on them and took my margarita and pizza into the living room, a space crowded with mismatched furniture, a six-­foot fireplace with actual marble angels holding up the mantel, and built-­in cabinetry crammed with family history.


My friends followed on my heels like a flock of rabid ducklings.


“Please tell me I’ll find his pants upstairs under your bed,” Lina said.


“Please tell me you can barely walk because he unleashed his undiluted reservoir of manly testosterone on you,” Stef demanded.


“Please tell me you two finally realized how you really feel about each other!” Naomi squealed.


I dropped onto a striped wingback chair that had been worn teddy bear soft by two decades of family rear ends, placing my dinner and drink on the brass-­topped side table. “Oh my God, weirdos. He gave me his coat to wear this morning because it was cold and he wanted me to stay warm enough to listen to him yell at me.”


Naomi gasped. “He yelled at you at your father’s funeral?”


“That sounds about right,” Jeremiah said.


Lina winced. “Yeah, he’s not exactly known for being warm and fuzzy at the office.”


“The man would yell at me at his own funeral,” I pointed out.


“This story just took a lame, nonnude turn. I’m getting that margarita,” Stef announced and headed in the direction of the kitchen.


“What was he yelling at you about? Do you want me to kick his ass at work tomorrow?” Lina asked.


Lina had quit her often dangerous, always-­on-­the-­road job as an insurance investigator and was now consulting part-­time with Lucian’s team while she and Nash planned their wedding.


“I can ‘accidentally’ shave his head next time he comes in for a cut,” Jeremiah offered.


“I’d rather do the ass kicking and head shaving myself. What does his research team research anyway? Ways to torture baby pandas?” I asked Lina, hoping to change the subject.


“I haven’t been brought into the inner sanctum yet. But so far, no signs of baby panda torture.” She settled herself into the pilled blue armchair in front of the fireplace and draped her legs over one arm.


Naomi perched on the couch and neatly arranged the coasters on the wood plank coffee table between stacks of books and trays of candles.


Stef returned with two gallon-­sized margaritas and handed one to Jeremiah. They joined Naomi on the couch, Jeremiah comfortably slinging an arm around Stef’s shoulders. Everyone stared at me expectantly.


If they wanted a story about Lucian, they’d come to the wrong woman. “What?” I asked snarkily.


“We’ll give you two options. You can either talk about your dad, or you can talk about Suit Daddy,” Stef said.


“I think I want to start a family.” I blurted out the words and then immediately shoved half a slice of pizza into my mouth to prevent me from speaking again.


Lina choked on her margarita.


“Option number three then,” Jeremiah said, eyebrows winging high.


“What made you start thinking about that?” Naomi asked.


I shrugged and continued to chew aggressively.


“Don’t answer. We’ll guess,” Stef offered. “Let’s see. Sloane decided it’s time to start a family because she’s already pregnant by a time-­traveling Italian billionaire.”


“I see you gave that audiobook I recommended a try,” I said around the pizza in my mouth.


“Maybe it’s just that she’s in her late thirties and a well-­meaning gynecologist said it’s ‘now or never,’” Naomi offered, glancing down at her plate.


“Bingo,” Lina said and pointed at Naomi with her pizza crust. “See, Stef. You and Jer have penises, which fire sperm. Sperm doesn’t have the kind of expiration date that eggs do. The longer we wait to have kids, the harder it can be to conceive. If you were heterosexually inclined, you could be firing full test into the vaginas of twentysomethings on your eightieth birthday.”


Stef grimaced and took a dramatic sip of margarita. “Uh, gross.”


“Do you want to start a family, or do you feel like you should start a family?” Naomi asked me.


“I think I want to,” I said. “I held my cousin’s baby at the funeral today, and it must have kick-­started my dormant ovaries or something. Mom and Dad wanted nothing more than to have a big, messy, intergenerational family. But Dad only got to enjoy one grandkid before he died because I was too busy being awesome at my job.”


“Guilt isn’t a great reason to start a family, my sexy little librarian,” Stef pointed out.


Jeremiah nodded. “I’ve gotta agree with Stef. And not just because we’re dating. Family is a big deal.”


Jeremiah would know. He came from a large, loud Lebanese family.


“I don’t want a guilt baby,” I scoffed. “It’s just I put so much time into building the professional side of my life, I forgot about the personal side. I want a hot husband who rubs my feet on the couch and knows that I put hot sauce on my pizza. I want to complain about spending Saturday mornings at soccer games and bake three dozen cupcakes at midnight because my self-­centered preteen forgot to tell me she volunteered me.”


“Do you have any baby daddy potentials?” Lina asked.


“Are you considering prioritizing a partner or a baby first?” asked the ever-­practical Naomi at the same time.


I took a contemplative sip of my margarita. “Ideally? A partner. But do I really have time to meet someone, force them to fall in love with me, and then get knocked up before my eggs turn to tiny balls of dust? Then again, if I start with kids, I might limit the dating pool and miss out on my perfect husband. On the other hand, if a guy is turned off by kids, then he wouldn’t be the kind of husband I want.”


My mental gymnastics were exhausting.


Things would be so much simpler if I walked out the door and met the perfect guy tomorrow. But in reality, if I walked out the door, the only man I was going to run into was a surly one in a suit. The man I loved to hate.


“Okay, that was a lot,” Lina said. “Let’s take it one step at a time. Are you on any dating apps?”


“No.”


“Seriously?” Stef asked. He and Jeremiah shared a baffled couple glance.


“How do you meet men?” Jeremiah asked.


“I don’t know. Organically?” I hedged.


“Well, organic doesn’t get the job done in this day and age,” Lina announced.


“I’d like to point out that you met your fiancé by arriving in town and kissing his brother.” I turned to Naomi and Stef. “And you two met your respective men by walking into a coffee shop and a barber shop.”


Stef tipped his glass at me. “Then you can start walking into every establishment and kissing every human with a penis in a fifty-­mile radius, or you can download an app and build a kick-­ass dating profile.”


I groaned.


“Is there anyone in town you’d consider dating?” Naomi asked, pen poised over paper.


“Where did you get that notebook?” I asked.


“She carries it in a thigh holster,” Stef quipped.


I scraped my hands over my face. “I can’t even think of a single man in this town that I’d be willing to sleep with. Anyone close to my age, I’ve known since kindergarten. No offense, Jeremiah.”


He winked. “I get it. It’s hard to be attracted to a guy once you’ve seen him pick his nose and wipe it on his construction paper Thanksgiving turkey.”


“What about Suit Daddy?” Stef asked.


I opened my fingers over my eyes to glare at him. “Not in this lifetime.”


“Give me three good reasons why,” he challenged.


I dropped my hands. “He’s unbelievably rude. He’s selfish. He’s so stubborn and controlling that everything has to be done his way or he loses his damn mind. He’s got the whole rich and powerful thing going, which means he’s absolutely corrupt. He’s involved in politics. And not in the ‘I want to make a difference in the world’ way. But in the ‘I want other rich, powerful jackasses to owe me favors’ way. He can’t connect with other human beings because he’s a soulless robot out to make the biggest pile of money for himself so he can hoard it all like some kind of goblin king.”


My audience was blinking at me.


“Anything else?” Lina asked, trying her best to hide her amusement.


“Yeah. That stupid coat is worth more than my Jeep,” I said, pointing at the coat closet. “I googled it.”


There was another long stretch of silence. “So we’ll put Lucian in the no column then,” Naomi said before writing something down in her notebook.


“Fine. I’ll download a dating app,” I acquiesced.


“That’s my girl. I’ll be your ‘swipe right’ expert,” Stef volunteered.


“I’ll be your ‘swipe right’ straight consultant,” Lina said, hefting her margarita glass in my direction.


“I don’t want to make any assumptions. Is Mr. Right definitely a Mr.?” Stef asked me.


“As much as I would have zero qualms making out with Alicia Keys after she serenades me with a ballad, I can’t live without the dick.”


“Man with penis,” Naomi said out loud as she made another note. “What else are you looking for in a man?”


“Um, I guess he should be funny and kind and generous. And it would be nice if he was into gardening to help me keep up with the backyard. Obviously he should like kids…and books.” The cat pranced into the room. I patted the arm of my chair. Meow Meow shot me a look of derision and flounced out as if I’d insulted her. “And bad-­tempered cats,” I added.


“Anything else?” Lina asked.


“Good in bed. Really good in bed,” I amended. “Oh, and I’m kind of into reading glasses.”


Stef sighed approvingly. “Hot nerds are so hot.”


“You’ll have beautiful little nerd babies,” Naomi predicted, hugging her notebook to her chest.


“I need more pizza.”


“I need another margarita,” Stef said.


“I’ll make a fresh batch and bring the pizza out here,” Jeremiah volunteered.


All four of us watched his excellent rear end as he exited the room.


“Really nice catch,” Lina said to Stef.


He sighed. “I know.”


“Okay. I think I want to talk about something Dad adjacent,” I announced.


“Hold on. Let’s set the mood,” Lina said before hitting me in the face with a throw blanket.


Naomi clicked the remote for the fireplace and then tiptoed around the room, lighting the candles I had scattered everywhere. Stef nudged a box of tissues toward me. Everyone sat back down and stared raptly at me.


“You know how we’ve been talking about starting some kind of community foundation with the proceeds of the sale of your house on Long Island?” I prompted Naomi.


She nodded, pen hovering over her notebook.


“Well, Dad left both Maeve and me a little money, and I was thinking about how I could use it. What if we created some kind of free legal aid initiative?”


Naomi’s eyes danced in the firelight. “I love it!”


“We could organize local attorneys to provide pro bono services. A lot of the bigger firms encourage their associates to do freebie work. They’d eat up the positive PR,” Lina pointed out.


Naomi and I shared a knowing grin.


“What?” Lina asked.


“You said ‘we,’” I said.


She grimaced. “Shut up. Don’t make me regret befriending you pains in the ass. Besides, my last bonus was embarrassingly huge. I guess I wouldn’t hate putting part of it toward a good cause.”


“Great. Now I’ll look like Scrooge McCheapskate if I don’t cough up some cash too,” Stef complained.


“We won’t judge you,” Naomi promised.


“Yes, we will,” I said.


“Fine. I’ll pony up. But I hope you know this means downsizing my real estate budget.”


“What real estate budget?” Lina demanded.


Stef shrugged and looked at his suede boots. “I maybe kind of am starting to possibly consider the idea of someday broaching the subject about moving in with Jeremiah.”


Naomi let out a high-­pitched squeak and was immediately shushed by Stef.


He looked furtively over his shoulder in the direction of the blender sounds. “Zip it, Witty!”


“Sorry,” she whispered, eyes shining.


“I knew things were getting serious since you’re here all the damn time,” Lina pointed out.


“Well, they’re serious for me, but I don’t know how serious they are for my hot, bearded, barber boyfriend.”


“He’s crazy about you,” Naomi insisted, her voice still squeaky.


“You two hot dudes are head over heels for each other,” I said, keeping my voice low.


Stef looked both hopeful and nauseated. “We haven’t really discussed a future. But I want us to have one. What do I do? Ask if I can move into his bachelor pad, which by the way looks like it was furnished by some renegade rebel motorcycle gang? Seriously, who has a diamond-­plate steel coffee table? You can’t even slide a wineglass across it. Besides, won’t I come off like some crazy stalker if I’m all like ‘Hey, can I move in with you?’”


“I’ll be honest. The whole spending fifteen days a month here when you technically live in New York is a lot more crazy stalker-­y than buying property here,” I pointed out. “Honestly, I can’t believe you let me ramble on and on about my ovaries and my dead dad for that long without bringing this up.”


Stef snorted. “I know. Geez, Sloane. Stop making everything about your recently departed father already.”


We were all still laughing when Jeremiah returned with the blender and the pizza.


“What’s so funny?” he asked, handing me the entire pizza tray.


“Oh, I was just telling everyone what Knox did during the last snowstorm,” Naomi said innocently.
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Ambushes and Angels


Lucian


It’s showtime,” Nash said, stifling a yawn as another gun battle raged on screen.


My gaze flicked to the laptop on the ottoman. Sloane’s front door was open, and five bundled-­up adults appeared to be tiptoeing down the porch steps.


The smallest of the shadowy figures drew my attention. Just as she always did.


“My wife insists they’re getting ready for bed,” Knox said, holding up his phone.


“Your wife and my fiancée are beautiful liars,” Nash said, getting up to stretch.


The dogs perked up on the couch, sensing the activity around them.


“It’s eleven o’clock at night during a snowstorm. How much trouble could they get into?” I asked.


“I wouldn’t put it past them to hack into a nuclear reactor,” Knox muttered, heading for the foyer.


Nash followed. “Never a dull moment,” he said fondly.


I watched them stagger and stomp their way toward my place. I sighed and rubbed my hands over my thighs. Waylon peered at me from under one long, floppy ear, begging me with sad brown eyes to stay on the couch so he wouldn’t be forced to go outside.


“Sorry, Waylon,” I told the dog and headed after the Morgans.


“You joining us in the lady wrangling?” Nash asked as he pulled on his boots.


“You’re outnumbered,” I pointed out. “My gear is in the mudroom. I’ll meet you out there.”


“Hang on,” Knox said. He was peering through the sidelight window. “They’re behind my truck. I can’t tell what they’re doing.”


“Smells like an ambush to me,” Nash said, shrugging into his coat.


There was a grumble, a thump, and then a smaller thump from the living room. Both dogs appeared. Waylon looked pissed off about his interrupted nap. Piper looked thrilled to be included in the manly conference.


“An ambush?” I repeated.


“I may have hidden on the porch roof during the last snowstorm, rolled an arsenal of snowballs, and then destroyed Naomi and Way when they came home from the mall,” Knox said.


Love turned men into idiots.


Knox’s phone lit up in his hand. He rolled his eyes and turned the screen to us.


Naomi: We just saw a bear outside! It ran toward Lucian’s house! Do you see it?


“Definitely an ambush,” Nash said, yanking his Knockemout PD knit hat over his head.


“Can’t believe Jer is out there with them. He’s supposed to be my friend.” Knox heaved a heroic sigh. “Guess I should probably face the firing squad alone.”


“I can’t stand by and watch that happen,” Nash insisted, slapping his brother on the shoulder. “I don’t wanna spend the next week listening to you bitch about your stupid frostbitten face.”


I, on the other hand, had no problem watching Knox be force-­fed snow by three vengeful women…and Stef and Jeremiah. But I was at least going to do it with a front row seat.


“We can use the door on the side of the garage,” I offered.


Knox brightened. “We’ll flank ’em. That’ll teach ’em!”


We trooped into the mudroom with the dogs on our heels, and I armored up.


In the garage, Knox glanced down at my gloves and snorted. “I can’t believe you’re going into a snowball fight with fucking designer driving gloves.”


I peeled one off and slapped him across the face with it. The sting was most likely absorbed entirely by his thick beard. “Don’t make me challenge you to a duel. I have a better arm than you do,” I warned him.


“As much as I enjoy watching anyone slap my brother in the face, if we don’t get out there soon, they’re just going to try to steal your truck and do doughnuts in the street,” Nash said, gesturing toward the door.


“Right. Here’s the plan,” Knox said. “We head out, take a minute to build an arsenal, then we attack.”


“Sounds good to me,” Nash agreed, a little too amicably.


I was immediately suspicious. The Morgan brothers’ love and loyalty ran deep, but they still behaved like prepubescent pains in the ass on a sugar high when left to their own devices.


Knox gestured for us to be quiet and opened the side door. When he peered outside, Nash turned to me and made a slashing motion across his throat. Then he mimed making a snowball and hitting his brother in the head with it.


I gave him the double thumbs-­up.


“Do you see anything?” Nash whispered to Knox.


“It’s dark and it’s fucking snowing. All I see is a bunch of white shit,” Knox snarled back.


“Look harder,” Nash advised before reaching into his pocket, whipping out his phone, and texting someone. Presumably his fiancée. Smirking, he pocketed it again. “Let’s move,” he said.


“I’m on point,” Knox insisted.


“Then get your ass out the door so we can at least start packing snow, dumbass,” his brother said, pushing him out the door.


I followed them into the white night. Six inches of snow blanketed the ground, but it didn’t quite muffle the giggles that were coming from the front of the house.


Waylon and Piper trotted outside. The basset hound put his nose to the ground and immediately snowplowed a path to the fence that divided my property from Sloane’s. He lifted his leg, nearly peeing on the curious Piper, as she followed.


Knox knelt in the snow and began frantically forming snowballs. “Just make as many as you can carry,” he hissed at us.


Nash followed suit.


I, however, went to war, thinking bigger than a pathetic handful of snowballs. I stepped back into the garage and grabbed a yellow plastic bucket off the shelf. Outside, I dragged it across the ground, filling it in one sweep.


“Waylon, c’mere,” Knox ordered.


The dog had a full muzzle of snow and a crazy look in his eyes.


Knox held the hound’s jowls between his hands. “Go get Mommy.”


Waylon sneezed, and we heard the giggles abruptly cut off. “Bless you,” came Jeremiah’s deep baritone in a stage whisper.
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