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		Chapter One


Walsh Bennett scowled at the teetering tower of paperwork overwhelming his desk.
         

“Trish, last time I checked we were in the twenty-first century,” he yelled through the open door connecting his office to his assistant’s. “What’s up with all this paper? Nineteen ninety called and wants its dead trees back.”

Trisha snickered and sauntered into his office, her matte red smile a vibrant slash in her golden brown face. She gestured to the offending paper pile, one hand on her curvy hip.

“The board expects your John Hancock on all these dead trees, so I hope 1990 sent pens.”

Walsh grinned, shaking his head before obediently plowing through the documents requiring his signature.

“Do we still have coffee around here?” He tried to keep a straight face while he growled, but it hadn’t taken Trish long to figure out he wasn’t the slave driver everyone expected Martin Bennett’s son to be.

“Would you like coffee, Walsh?” Voice saccharine sweet, Trish arched her brows at him, one of the little tricks she used to remind him that he might be the boss, but she wasn’t his gofer.

“Why, yes, Trish. Now that you mention it, a cup of coffee would be delightful.”

“Make him fetch it himself.”

They both looked to the open door, where his cousin Jo Walsh stood like a queen paying a royal visit. Her chestnut hair waved in an angled bob past her shoulders, a studied, tousled, beautiful mess. Her black leather and tweed panel dress may as well have been poured over Jo’s long, elegant body, its lines liquid against every firm curve. She strode deeper into the office, tossing her clutch onto Walsh’s desk and lowering herself inch by inch into the seat facing him.

“Jo, to what do I owe this pleasure?” He looked away long enough to catch Trish’s eye and send her on her way. “Coffee.”

“I’m here for Fashion Week.” She pointed to the dress. “Zac Posen show this afternoon. Donna Karan later.”

“Ah, I’d forgotten that was this week. Moneyed fashionistas descending on New York City. One of your favorite times of the year.”

When she remained silent, he looked up from the paper he was reading over before signing.

“Right? Don’t you usually waste obscene amounts of money and spend the week hobnobbing with all the other wealthy women who just have to have this season’s whatever? You and Mom always…”

Walsh let his words peter out, dropping the pen to give his cousin his full attention. He looked past the glistening surface; he looked at her eyes beneath the smoky eye shadow and mascaraed lashes and saw grief, a twin to his own.

He and his father had spent the last month since his mother’s funeral conducting business in Hong Kong. It had distracted him from the yawning hole in his heart, but every time he stopped for even a minute, the wailing monster inside reminded him his mother was gone. She would never return.

“It’s my first Fashion Week without her.” Jo straightened out the wobble in her voice before continuing, fixing her eyes on the large hourglass his father had given him, in its place of pride on his desk. “I know it seems flighty to you, but fashion was our thing. One of our many things. Doing this without her feels empty and foolish, but not doing it—”

“She’d want you to.” Walsh stood and crossed around his desk, settled on the edge, and reached for Jo’s hand. “Enjoy it as much as you can. We’ve gotta find joy wherever possible. Dad and I used work to survive the last month. You can certainly use fashion.”

Jo ran the tips of her dark, square nails over a leather patch on her dress before looking back up at him.

“I miss you, cuz.”

Damn. He had to add “asshole” to whatever titles his father and the board of directors wanted to bestow on him. How could he have neglected Jo? Sure, things had been strained between them before his mother had passed. All the drama with Kerris and Cam had managed to slither into his relationship with Jo, but she had needed him. Hell, he had needed her, and neither of them had reached for the other. Until now. He’d castigate himself as a self-centered so-and-so later. Right now he needed to fix this.

“Jo, I’m sorry we’ve barely talked. I didn’t mean to abandon you. There was too much in Rivermont I needed to get away from. Mom’s funeral and…”

Walsh didn’t need to finish that sentence. Jo had stood witness to the Pompeii-like destruction of the scene with Kerris and Cam at their cottage. One kiss. It had leveled his friendship with Cam like a city, standing strong one minute, and nothing but rubble and ash the next.

Too many emotions tangled in his chest, a toxic helix of grief and regret and frustration. He missed his mother. He missed Jo. He missed Cam.

He missed Kerris.

In a matter of months, his closest relationships had disintegrated. If it hadn’t been for his father—irony acknowledged—he would probably have been drowning in one-night stands, vodka, and his own vomit. In the past, tough times had coaxed out his darkest side like a serpent from a basket, snake-charming him into a mire of bad decisions. Not this time. The last two years had changed him. How could they not have? Meeting Kerris. Falling in love with her. Alienating Cam. And to some degree, Jo. Losing his mother. Building a relationship with his father. And he’d experienced most of it without the close friendship that had always anchored him.

“How’s Cam?”

Walsh stroked his Hermès Pele Mele tie between two fingers, training his eyes on the subdued blue pattern instead of looking at Jo. She let him stew in that silence until he finally looked at her. A wile she’d learned from his mother.

“He’s okay.” Jo crossed one long leg over the other, leaning one elbow on the back of the seat. “Like you. Like me. Managing the pain, I guess. The baby helps…”

Walsh narrowed his eyes against the glare of horror in Jo’s gaze when she realized what she had let slip. Caution, too late, tightened Jo’s lips.

“Ah, that awkward moment when you realize the woman I love is pregnant with my best friend’s baby.”

“You know about…”

“That Kerris is pregnant? Yeah, I know.”

“And you’re okay?”

A bitter imitation of a laugh spilled across Walsh’s lips. His heartbeat quickened. Probably because of the hot poker slicing through it when he considered Kerris having Cam’s baby.

“Do I have a choice?” He pulled himself out of his own ass long enough to note the sadness filling Jo’s eyes. Separate from grief. Personal. “And you?”

“What about me?” Jo jerked a shade down over her pretty face, cording off her emotions beyond his reach.

“Do you still love Cam?”

He was a son of a bitch for asking her that, but they hadn’t discussed her feelings for Cam since the eve of his wedding to Kerris. Inquiring minds wanted to know.

Jo raised her brows and sat up in her seat, scooting to the edge. She rested her elbows on the armrests and impaled him with the blaze of her silvery eyes.

“I don’t poach.”

Just a few words, but a recrimination. A condemnation. A judgment he deserved. He clenched his jaw around shame and guilt and the defiant words that still, after everything he’d promised himself he’d forget about Kerris, lay on the tip of his tongue. Their eyes and wills dueled across the small space separating them until Jo eased the haughty lines of her face into something softer. A distant cousin of sympathy.

“What do you want me to say, Walsh? Do I have feelings for Cam? Probably for the rest of my life, if the last fifteen years are anything to go by. Would I ever do anything about them?” She shook her head, but held his eyes steady. “No.”

How he missed those absolutes. Those black and white certainties that didn’t account for tornadic emotion sweeping through and ripping at your convictions until they were negotiable with the promise of the thing you wanted more than life itself. He didn’t say that. He barely breathed, lest he reveal how shaky his foundations were even now when it came to Kerris. Having her. Taking her. Keeping her for himself.

After spending time with his father for the last month, one thing he’d realized was that he was more like him than he had ever suspected. They shared more than dark hair and green eyes. Like his father, a predator lay in wait inside of him, relishing the hunt and capture. That beast would possess, careless of the consequences. With that legacy living inside him, he wasn’t sure he could ever be around Kerris and Cam again.

Jo stood up and settled beside him on the desk, pushing her shoulder into his.

“They’re happy. I want you to be happy.”

Walsh leaned his head against hers, reaching for her hand. Letting himself be soothed by the familiarity of the closeness they had always shared.

“Besides,” Jo continued, looking up at him with her smart aleck grin. “This is much too Dawson’s Creek. Do you want to be Pacey in this scenario?”
         

Walsh laughed outright, slipping his arm around her slim shoulders. How had he forgotten how Jo made him laugh?

Suddenly the laughter melted from her voice and her eyes.

“Don’t be Pacey. Joey’s not worth it.”

“What do you have against Joey?”

“She could never make up her mind and jerked those poor guys around for years. I hate indecisive women.”

“Don’t hate her, Jo. Kerris, I mean. It’s not her fault.”

“Who should I blame?” Jo glanced at the rose gold ALOR strapped around her slim wrist and picked up her clutch. “We were fine before she showed up.”

“No, they were fine before I showed up.”

Even after Jo had gathered her things and headed off for her front-row runway seats, Walsh echoed that statement back to himself.

They were fine before he showed up. And they’d be fine without him.

*  *  *


“How ya feeling?” Kerris Mitchell settled onto the bench at the kitchen table beside her husband, Cam.

The month since the funeral had been just as hard as she had imagined it would be. Cam missed Kristeene terribly. How could he not? She had been like a mother to him. Kerris had done everything she could think of to soothe him and take his mind off the dull pain. Cam had been shocked and incredibly moved by Kristeene’s generosity in her will, as Kerris had been. She had left Cam a small fortune in stocks, along with the Land Rover he’d always loved so much. She’d willed a significant portion of her wardrobe to Kerris for Déjà Vu, the high-end consignment shop she owned with her best friend, Meredith.

“How do I feel? Like the king of the world.” Cam touched her stomach, his hand a warm weight through the silk of the kimono she wore after her shower.

Kerris smiled at how gentle and considerate Cam had been since she’d told him about the baby.

“I mean about Kristeene.”

“It’s like having the worst day and the best day of your life…on the same day.” Cam pulled his dark brows together even as the corners of his mouth turned up. “Ms. Kris would be so happy for us. You’re happy, right?”

“Of course.” She leaned her shoulder into his. “This is what we’ve talked about since the beginning. A family of our own.”

“And you don’t…you don’t regret anything?” A small storm brewed behind Cam’s blue-gray eyes, but the hand resting on her stomach remained steady.

Kerris knew, of course, what he was asking; the image he couldn’t shake. There were moments when her mind would, of its own volition, revisit that moment, too; when her guard would slip, and she would be in Walsh’s arms again. Feel his touch. Smell him. Taste him.

“I don’t regret anything.” She placed one hand over his on her still-flat stomach and ran the other hand over the silky dark hair hanging past his ears. “I’m as excited about this baby as you are.”

His eyes plumbed hers, looking for the truth. She hoped what he saw satisfied.

“I wonder how she’ll look.” Cam finally spoke, a goofy grin at odds with his handsome face.

Kerris wondered, too. Since there was no record of either of her parents, she had no idea which ethnicities had collided to create her ambiguous looks: amber eyes, dark, silky hair, and skin the color of pale honey. Cam knew his parentage, though it wasn’t much of a lineage. His prostitute mother had been half black and half Hispanic. His father, a white man. Some random john. He was routinely mistaken for everything from Italian to Puerto Rican. With their mishmash of a gene pool, there was no use trying to peg their daughter.

Wait? Daughter?

“Did you say ‘she’?” Kerris laughed and ran a fond hand over the unruly spill of Cam’s hair. “You know something I don’t?”

“I just always think of the baby as a girl. I’ll be happy with whatever, though. Healthy is what’s important, right?”

Kerris nodded and smiled. Cam kissed her before standing to his feet.

“I’ll be late for work if I don’t get outta here. Not that I’ll be working there much longer.”

“Cam, you have to be careful with that money Kristeene left you.”

“I’m not staying in that shitty graphic design job when I have stock worth millions, baby.”

“I get that, but you don’t have it yet.” She walked over, grabbing his hands between hers. “It’s a huge estate that’s incredibly complex, and it’s still being settled, papers have to be executed. I think it’s good. Gives you some time to really think about the best thing to do with the money.”

“You know what I’ve always wanted to do.” He leaned down to kiss her nose. “I want to paint. Sebastian—you remember Sebastian, right? You met him at Kristeene’s birthday party the night we got engaged.”

“I remember him.” Kerris walked over to clear their breakfast dishes from the table. “Every time I’ve swung by his gallery, he’s never there.”

“Been in Paris.” Cam threw his voice over his shoulder as he moved toward the office to grab his backpack and laptop. “He’s back. He thinks I should take a year to study in Paris. He says I have a lot of raw talent, but I need it refined. I need to train and study.”

“A year?” Kerris’s hands froze over the sink waiting for their breakfast dishes. “What would we—you mean live in Paris for a year?”
         

“Yeah, babe. Think about it.” Cam came up behind her at the sink to wrap his arms around her. “The three of us in Paris, where some of the greatest artists did their best work. I could study at the Sorbonne. If I apply now, I could be accepted in the next six months.”

“Six months.” Kerris turned to face him, her back against the sink. “I’m only six weeks pregnant. Déjà Vu is just getting off the ground. I want to have our baby here in the States with a doctor I trust, surrounded by our friends. Our life is here.”

Cam’s smile dissolved into a straight line.

“Working that dead end job isn’t much of a life. This money from Kristeene is a godsend. It’ll give me the freedom to pursue my dream.”

“I’ve always been your biggest cheerleader, you know that.” Kerris evened her tone and placed a calming palm against his chest. “I’m just saying the timing may be a little off. Maybe in another eighteen months or so?”

“Eighteen months.” Cam stepped back and stalked over to lean against the granite countertop, facing her with arms folded across the muscles of his chest. “You expect me to stay in Rivermont for eighteen months when I’ll have money in the bank to pursue my dreams?”

“And my dreams?” She deliberately quieted her voice, not wanting this to explode between them. “What about the things I want to do? The business I just started? The family we’re just starting? Are you considering any of that?”
         

“You know, maybe I’m missing something.” Cam leveled his creased brows, his face giving nothing away. “Maybe there’s something else you want to stay in the States for. Or should I say someone.”
         

Kerris reached behind her to clutch the rim of the sink. She turned her back to him, rinsing out the dishes she had left there. The muscles of her back tightened under the unrelenting burn of Cam’s stare. They hadn’t spoken of that moment again since that first night, but she knew it was still between them. He was a wounded animal secretly nursing his hurt.

“Cam, do we need to talk about Walsh again? I always thought we should have. We can’t sweep it under the rug and pretend it didn’t happen.”

“Oh, I know it happened.” His voice frosted over with fresh bitterness like new snow. “Do you think I will ever forget seeing you in my best friend’s arms?”

“I told you it was only a kiss,” she whispered, knowing that he would hear it in the eerie silence surrounding them. “We got emotional talking about Haiti—”

“Don’t give me that shit again!” His voice erupting into the quiet made her jump. “Do you think I don’t see how Walsh looks at you?”

Kerris, the way my son looks at you is like a starved man. It’s like he can’t bring himself to look at anything else in the room.
         

Kristeene’s words in the hospital room that last day before she went home for good drifted back to Kerris. It had been months, but it felt like yesterday. Kerris tunneled her hands into the dark hair on either side of her head before turning to look directly at her husband. She clasped her hands together over the tightly coiled dread in her belly.

“And how do I look at him?” She braved the question, refusing to even blink until he had answered; determined to be as honest as he would allow.

“Most of the time you don’t, which I think says just as much as the way he eats you up every time he looks at you. The two of you—”

“There is no two of us!” The volume of her own voice surprised her, reverberating in the solitude of their cottage.

“I’m out.” He didn’t acknowledge her statement, unfolding from his deceptively indolent stance against the counter and leaving the kitchen. “I’m gonna be late for this job you want me to stay stuck in for the next eighteen months.”

Kerris charged out after him into the living room, ignoring the gibe about his job.

“There is no two of us.” She stopped to stand in front of him at the door. Cam turned to her, his face tight, eyes hard.

“You think I’m stupid, Kerris? Is that it? You think I don’t know how you feel about him?”

“What do you want me to say?” The words heated up in her mouth and boiled over. “I’ve told you that I love you. That it was a mistake. I’m not going anywhere. We’re having a baby together.”

“But is that enough?” Emotion chipped away at the hardness in Cam’s eyes until they were a little softer, a little sadder. “What if it isn’t enough? Then what do we do?”

And there it was. The fear that had skulked around in her heart since Cam first approached her about marriage that night so long ago. That what she felt for him wouldn’t satisfy. Would they have ended up here anyway, or had those few moments with Walsh cost her everything she’d thought would make her happy?

“I gotta go or I’ll be late.” Cam’s eyes scanned her face, and Kerris wondered what he was searching for. She wondered if he found it. “Think about Paris, Ker. Maybe all we need is a fresh start somewhere new.”

He leaned down to whisper something against her stomach; something she couldn’t hear. Something between him and the child they had made. He looked up and hesitated before standing and dropping a kiss on her cheek. And then he walked away.


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


Tell me again why we’re registering at Walmart?” Kerris’s best friend and business partner, Meredith, pulled into a spot in the crowded parking lot and rolled her eyes.
         

Kerris laughed, climbing out carefully, still unused to the additional pregnancy weight she’d gained over the last five months. Nearly seven months’ pregnant in the dead heat of summer. She wouldn’t recommend it.

“A lot of ladies coming in the shop want to buy things for the baby. I registered at all those froufrou places you chose.” Kerris shared a grin with her friend and wiped at the sweat on her neck. “I want to register somewhere those ladies can afford, too.”

“I guess that makes sense.” Meredith gestured to Kerris’s baby bump. “And we still don’t know blue or pink, huh?”

“No. Cam and I want to be surprised.”

“You’ve had a great pregnancy.” Meredith smiled, the delicate bones of her face and exotic eyes giving away her Asian ancestry. “I know ladies who were sick the whole time, and who gained so much weight they were barely recognizable. Though I barely recognize you anymore with the short hair. Have you gotten used to it yet?”
         

Kerris reached up to touch the soft hair curling around her neck, falling just shy of her shoulders. She had cut it a few months ago to honor Iyani. The little girl from the Walsh Foundation’s Kenyan orphanage had come to America battling a brain tumor. In life and after her death, Iyani had left an indelible impression on Kerris. Cutting and donating twenty inches of hair to Locks of Love was such a small thing, but Kerris had wanted to do it. Cam had gone with her, grinning and taking pictures for Facebook with his phone.

Kerris wondered which Cam would come home tonight. He vacillated from the delighted daddy-to-be to the wronged husband who couldn’t quite manage to forgive or forget her transgression.

“I’m gonna grab a cart,” Meredith said. “There’s always something you need at Walmart.”

Kerris was studying a display while she waited for Meredith when she noticed a woman just a few feet away, checking and highlighting receipts for customers exiting the store. Kerris’s feet stuck to the floor. Goose bumps sprung up on her arms. The woman, though older, looked just like…

“Mama Jess?” Kerris asked, hesitant, hopeful, taking the few steps that brought her directly in front of the older woman.

Highlighter in hand and dark brown eyes sharpening in her still-smooth brown face, the woman studied Kerris. New lines framed those eyes, but the kindness Kerris had seen as a child was still there. She wore an I ♥ NY T-shirt over a denim skirt.
         

Kerris blinked a few times, uncertain. She hadn’t seen Mama Jess since she was ten years old. Maybe her memory hadn’t served her right. Maybe her heart had leaped ahead and imagined this stranger as the woman she had always considered the mother she’d never had.

“I’m s-sorry.” Kerris stuttered, embarrassed. “I thought you were—”

“Kerris!” The woman cut off Kerris’s stilted apology.

Kerris hurled herself at Mama Jess like a cannonball, wrapping her arms completely around the woman’s neck. Strong arms encircled her, pressing between her shoulder blades and pulling her as close as her swollen middle would allow.

“I’m sorry,” Kerris mumbled through her tears, pulling away. “I’ve gotten your shirt all wet.”

“Think I did the same.” Mama Jess laughed and wiped away her own tears. “As I live and breathe, I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, Lil’ Bit.”

“I wanted to find you after…” Kerris trailed off.

The past rose up between them, tragic and awkward. Kerris’s reluctant, jumbled testimony on the witness stand had sent this woman’s brother to prison, where he had died. Because of her, Mama Jess had lost all of the foster children she’d loved so much, and was probably never allowed to foster again.

“I wanted to see you, too.” Mama Jess didn’t look away, her voice soft and sure. “But I couldn’t. I always prayed we’d find each other again, though. And after all this time…well, God knows.”

“Mary!” an impatient voice called from behind them.

A balding man, not much taller than Kerris, crossed to where they stood. His mud-brown button-down shirt strained across his paunch. Censure was all over his face and in the eyes behind his wire-frame glasses.

“It’s peak time, not time for socializing, Mary.”

Kerris narrowed her eyes at the unpleasant man. She exchanged a quick look with Mama Jess, ready to snap at him on her behalf.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Crawford.” Mama Jess offered a pleasant smile. “Just some old friends.”

“Reunions on your own time.” He harrumphed his displeasure and walked back into the store.

“Heard of a Napoleon complex?” Mama Jess asked from the side of her mouth. “That’s him. Tries to make up for in mouth what he ain’t got in inches.”

“Probably not just inches in height.” Meredith parked her cart to the side and frowned at Crawford’s departing back.

“Mer!” Kerris pressed the back of her hand to her mouth to hold back a laugh.

“Oh, she’s probably right.” Mama Jess offered a hearty laugh of her own. “Who’s this?”

“My friend Meredith. Mer, this is…”

How should she describe this woman? There was so much she’d only ever told Walsh, and then later, Cam. She grappled with the proper way to address the woman after all this time.

“It’s Mary Jessup, but you can call me Mama Jess.”

“Nice to meet you,” Meredith said, shaking hands.

“Well, you heard the man,” Mama Jess said. “I need to get back to work.”

“We can’t just—couldn’t we…I mean, when do you get off?” Kerris was desperate not to lose Mama Jess again now that they’d run into each other. “Maybe we could have dinner or something?”

“My shift ends in about”—Mama Jess glanced down at her watch—“’bout an hour.”

“We’re registering for the baby,” Kerris said. “Let’s meet back here in an hour. Come home with me for dinner.”

Mama Jess’s smile was as warm and wide as Kerris remembered. She grabbed Kerris’s hand and squeezed.

“I’d love that, Lil’ Bit.” She stepped back to reach for a customer’s receipt, highlighter poised. “In an hour.”

Kerris had trouble focusing on the registry items. Meredith, of course, buzzed with questions about Mama Jess, which Kerris answered as honestly as she could, without revealing too much.

“So why’d you have to leave her house?” Meredith scanned an item, searching Kerris’s face.

Kerris struggled to find words, glancing up and down the aisle to see if they were alone. Was she really about to do this? Share a secret she had guarded so closely, on aisle seven with the formula, wipes, and diapers?

“Her brother molested me.” Kerris pushed the words past her cold lips.

The thud thud of her heart drowned out the bustling sounds of the store around them, and the world narrowed down to the shelf in front of her. She fixed her eyes on the bib she was scanning while she waited for Meredith’s response. The silence was thick and deafening. It went on so long Kerris finally made herself look over her shoulder. Meredith’s eyes were filled with tears, her tiny fist clenching and unclenching at her side, her lips pressed together.
         

“Oh, Ker.” Meredith pulled her into an embrace that communicated all the things she couldn’t seem to find words for.

Kerris closed her eyes, relishing the contact. There were no tears, though. TJ wouldn’t get another tear from her. He wasn’t worth it. Didn’t deserve it.

“It’s okay.” She rubbed her own soft cap of curls against the hair Meredith had recently chopped off and dyed platinum blond. “I’m okay.”

“You wait to tell me something like that in the middle of Walmart?” Meredith finally offered a small smile that did its best to lighten the moment.

“The worst part was losing Mama Jess. And now I’ve found her again. I can’t tell you what it means to me.”

Kerris glanced at her watch, eager to finish registering and get back to the mother she had lost. To the only mother she had ever known.

That night, Kerris and Mama Jess caught up, preparing dinner together and speaking frankly about what the last decade and a half had held for them. Mama Jess made the lasagna Kerris remembered so well, even after all these years. Kerris scribbled the recipe, slipping it under a magnet on her refrigerator. She tossed the salad and squeezed lemons for lemonade. She was taking garlic bread from the oven when Cam walked through the door.

“Hey, baby.” He dropped a kiss on Kerris’s baby bump and cast a speculative glance at Mama Jess. “Something smells good.”

“Hey, sweetie.” Kerris searched Cam’s handsome face to see if it would tell her which husband had come home. “You remember me telling you about my foster mother Mama Jess?”

Cam’s face screwed up a little, obviously searching his memory.

“Which one?”

Kerris wondered how she should qualify Mama Jess.

“My favorite one,” she settled for, returning the smile Mama Jess sent her way.

“Oh, yes. I remember.” Cam aimed a smile loaded with his deadly charm at Mama Jess.

Mama Jess contemplated him with a small curve of her lips, her eyes slightly narrowed at the corners.

“Nice to meet you,” Mama Jess said. “You taking care of my Lil’ Bit?”

“Um, yeah,” Cam answered after a heartbeat. “Of course.”

“Baby, dinner’s almost ready.” Kerris reached up with a smile to smooth his hair back. “Why don’t you go put your things down in the office and come on back in to eat?”

Cam walked back toward the office, and Mama Jess pulled the lasagna out of the oven.

“That’s a pretty man you got there.” She set the dish on the stovetop.

“Yeah, he is. He’s so excited about the baby.”

“Now you’re how far along?” Mama Jess leaned a full hip against the counter.

“I’m twenty-eight weeks,” Kerris said, rubbing her belly.

“Waddling, huh?”

“A little.”

“Using the bathroom all night.”

“Yes.”

“Ankles swelling.”

“Some.” Kerris grinned and glanced down at her semipuffy ankles. “Sounds like you know of what you speak. Did you ever have any kids?”

Mama Jess’s face clouded and her mouth turned down at both corners.

“Only fostering.” She looked at Kerris and some of the sadness passed. “Kids like you.”

Before Kerris had time to respond, Cam stepped back into the kitchen.

“I can’t wait another minute.” Cam rubbed his hands together. “Starving and ready to dig in.”

Mama Jess looked at him, and her face softened the way all girls’ did for Cam.

“Then let’s eat.”


	

    
	
		Chapter Three


You know that Bennett boy is on TV tonight,” a customer said, leafing through a rack of sundresses Kerris had found at a Charleston yard sale.
         

Kerris’s hands hovered over the display of hats she was straightening. She had no idea what the customer was talking about. Kerris had heard Walsh’s name so little since the funeral, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t thought about him, because she had even when she didn’t want to.

“You want those hats from the back, too, Lil’ Bit?” Mama Jess asked from the door to the storage room, turning back at Kerris’s affirmative nod and affectionate smile.

Kerris had wasted no time persuading Meredith they needed help at Déjà Vu. Getting Mama Jess out of Walmart and away from the tyrannical Bonaparte wannabe had been easy. Mama Jess had brought new life to the shop over the last month. She’d brought new life to Kerris.

“You gonna watch?” Meredith repositioned a few scarves.

Kerris glanced up over the pile of hats with a clueless smile pasted on her mouth.

“Watch what?”

Meredith shot Kerris a knowing glance. “The Pinnacle interview.”
         

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You know. Pinnacle, the TV magazine that has the ‘30 Under 30 List’ each year. Walsh made the list, and they’re airing his interview tonight.”
         

Mama Jess walked up to them with a small mountain of hats.

“Who’s Walsh?”

The back of Kerris’s neck tingled and sweat broke out on her palms. Mama Jess was as sharp-eyed as they came. Kerris had noticed the considering look on Mama Jess’s face every time she saw Kerris and Cam together. Mama Jess knew something was amiss in their marriage, but hadn’t asked about it…yet. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t.

Cam remained mercurial. Coming home one day cooing over her belly, kissing her sweetly, encouraging her to put her feet up and rest while he unpacked food he’d picked up on the way home. And then the next day he’d be curt, demanding, and withdrawn. It added a thin layer of anxiety over the concerns Kerris already had, but she didn’t know what to do about it. She hadn’t contacted Walsh, and he hadn’t reached out to them. He really was staying out of their lives. It was the only way this marriage could work, but Cam couldn’t seem to let that moment between Walsh and Kerris go. And if Kerris were completely honest, neither could she.

Mama Jess was still looking at Kerris, waiting for her answer.

“Walsh is just a friend of Cam’s.” Kerris took the hats from her.

“His best friend, isn’t he?” The customer who’d originally mentioned the interview inquired from across the room.

Big ears.
         

“He hasn’t been back to Rivermont since his mother passed, though,” another well-meaning customer chimed in.

“His mother? Who was his mother?” Mama Jess asked.

“Um, Kristeene Bennett.” Kerris started displaying the hats.

Who in Rivermont didn’t know Kristeene Bennett? The community had memorialized the woman with park benches, hospital wings, cobblestones, a new street sign, and even a sandwich that bore her name.

“Isn’t he the one who was kidnapped a while back?” Mama Jess asked.

Kerris only nodded. She didn’t want to think about Walsh, and certainly didn’t want to watch some stupid interview that screamed he had moved on and was doing just fine without her.

It was perverse. She knew that. She knew they should have no contact, and in spite of the miracle growing inside of her, in spite of her marriage being semi-intact, in spite of her thriving business and her growing passion for her river stone jewelry—she missed Walsh. So much. It was a private ache she rarely even acknowledged to herself.
         

“Yeah, that’s Walsh.” Meredith gave Kerris a sharp glance. “He and Cam grew up together.”

Kerris couldn’t be in this conversation a moment longer.

“Do you ladies mind if I knock off a little early?” She reached around to the small of her back, massaging a fake ache. “My back hurts and my ankles are swollen.”

Mama Jess glanced at Kerris’s slim ankles in her strappy sandals.

“Your ankles look fine to me.”

“No, they’re definitely puffy.” Kerris grabbed her purse. “I think I just need to lie down.”

“Of course, Lil’ Bit.” Mama Jess pushed Kerris’s hair back from her face. “Go on home. Put your feet up. Have some of that lemonade I fixed when I came over last night. And there was some corn pudding and baked chicken left over. You go on home and rest.”

Kerris ignored the twinge of guilt Mama Jess’s consideration pricked inside her.

“Thanks, Mama Jess.”

“Maybe you can even watch that interview tonight, too,” Mama Jess said to Kerris’s back as she headed to the door.

Kerris stiffened and glanced over her shoulder at Mama Jess with narrowed eyes. Mama Jess offered an innocent smile that reminded Kerris just who she was dealing with.

Fifteen minutes later, Kerris entered the cottage, drawing in an air-conditioned breath. She started a bath, padding to the kitchen to check Mama Jess’s leftovers. Cam had been working late a lot, and Mama Jess was often her dinner companion.

She sank into the vanilla-scented bubbles, letting them creep around her bare neck and shoulders. She allowed herself thoughts of Walsh. He was a glass of wine in her bath; heady, intoxicating. A forbidden pleasure as she lay swollen with Cam’s child; a guilty indulgence that could endanger the things she wanted most.

She looked at her belly poking through the suds, smiling even while she blinked back tears. She shouldn’t feel lonely. She was surrounded by friends who loved her. Living with a husband who had once said he’d never let her go. With the baby she’d always dreamed about steadily blooming inside of her. Was she so hard to satisfy? Even now, her body responded to the thought of Walsh touching her.

She closed her eyes, her skin heating in the cooling bath. She fled the tub as if she were being chased. And maybe she was. Chased by the memory of his touch, of his concern, his understanding.

She dried off, slipping on her ancient red kimono, tying it loosely over her baby bump and leaving her feet bare. And then exhaustion caught up with her. Her swollen ankles might have been fictional, but the bone deep fatigue that seemed to characterize this last trimester was real.

She napped for two hours, not stirring once, and got up feeling more refreshed, running her fingers through the drying curls skimming her shoulders. She grabbed her plate of leftovers and headed toward the television. She didn’t watch much TV, but she did know that Pinnacle came on in ten minutes. She pretended to watch the local news in the meantime, her heart beating like she was about to see Walsh in person. Like an eclipse of moths had been let loose in her belly, and their madly flapping wings feathered her insides. She sat through the Pinnacle title package and the lead up. There were actually five others being featured tonight, and they saved Walsh for last.
         

“When we first took notice of this guy,” the pretty, polished interviewer said, “he was Sofie Baston’s plus one. Of course, he is handsome and comes from a prominent family, and is following in his father’s business footsteps, but what intrigues us about him is his big heart. We sat down with the confirmed bachelor who has captured our imagination over the last few years. I’m sure it’ll be clear to everyone why Walsh Bennett is on our ‘30 Under 30 List.’”

During her introduction, they cut to b-roll of Walsh walking a red carpet with Sofie, playing soccer with a group of children in Kenya, and blocking a camera’s view as he left the church after Kristeene’s funeral. Finally it cut to Walsh sitting down with the interviewer in what looked like a tropical location. A small, if guarded, smile played around his full mouth. His high cheekbones seemed more prominent than the last time she’d seen him. He’d lost some weight, but his tanned skin still stretched beautifully across the bones of his face. The smooth dark brows slashed over the penetrating green eyes. He wore a white polo shirt over his usual shabby designer cargo shorts.

“It’s been quite a year, huh?” The interviewer’s name, Shelby Jennings, flashed on-screen.
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