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            For mothers. For daughters. You’re stronger than you know. 

            Embrace your strength. 

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            Ren

         

         I swing my hip into the door, my hands overtaken by the giant garment bag containing the maid-of-honor dress my best friend chose for me. A bell sounds as I exit the bridal shop. Stepping onto the sidewalk, the warm breeze of an early June morning ruffles the plastic slung over my forearm. I speed-walk to my car, having exactly twenty-eight minutes to get to work. I am so late. There’s no way in hell a final fitting should have taken forty minutes. I love Dylen, but being her maid of honor is beginning to fuck with my life.

         Digging my keys from my purse, I slide my thumb over the unlock button, and my car’s headlights wink in response. I yank the door open and snap the seat forward. Groping the interior wall of the car, my fingers brush over the plastic hook, and I tug it down, simultaneously losing the grip on my keys. They fall with a thunk onto the sidewalk.

         “Shit! I don’t have time for this!” I cram the dress into the car, prop the hanger on the hook, and take a step backward. Bending over, I scoop the keys off the concrete just in time to hear a catcall. Really?

         Standing, I whirl around. Two men in well-tailored suits, a few paces up the sidewalk, look over their shoulders and grin at me.

         “Looking good, nursey. Loving the SpongeBob scrubs,” the shorter one says—probably the same one that let out the disgusting whistle. “I’d like to visit your Bikini Bottom.” The taller guy laughs and congratulates his buddy with a jab to the shoulder.

         What morons.

         Shaking my head, I give them the one-finger salute and round the car. “Oh, that’s original,” I shout, climbing into my car. If I wasn’t already so late, I would have thought of a better comeback, but then again, they aren’t worth my time. “Dicks,” I growl under my breath. With my mood in the toilet, I start the car and ease out of the parking space.

         Traffic is light through town, and thankfully, the interstate isn’t backed up—an advantage to being late, I guess.

         With the road wide open, I press my foot onto the accelerator and don’t let up. The speedometer inches its way toward seventy and doesn’t stop.

         Cranking the volume on the radio, I let the sweet, sad lyrics of Tim McGraw and Taylor Swift’s newest collaboration rid me of my lingering irritation at the male gender, and I fly down the freeway.

         I tap out the beat of the song on the steering wheel, and with the next line on the tip of my tongue, I swallow the words as my eyes are drawn to the rearview mirror.

         Red and blue flashing lights.

         I glance at my speedometer and back off the gas pedal. I’m not going that fast. My heart drops into the acidic pit of my stomach. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I groan, guiding my car to the shoulder. Maybe if I just get out of the way, he’ll go around me? 

         No such luck.

         The cruiser slows to a halt several feet behind my car. Could this day get any worse? I did not have time for this. I close my eyes, take a few deep breaths, and try to slow my racing pulse. Eight years of being a licensed driver with a spotless record are about to go down the drain.

         With a sigh, I turn off the radio, and reach for my glove box. I withdraw my registration, and then go for my purse, tugging my license from my wallet, anything to speed along the process. However, glancing in my rearview, I can tell the police officer has designs to make this take as long as possible. What the hell is he doing? Why is he just sitting in his cruiser?

         For three long minutes, I sit and stare at the road, watching car after car happily speed toward their destination, before I hear a tap on my passenger-side window.

         Startled by his sudden appearance, my heart jumps into my throat. “Oh, goodness!” I choke, my hands flying to my chest.

         Shaking, I press the button and the window lowers.

         “Good day, ma’am.” He nods, removing his sunglasses.

         Hello, Green Eyes. 

         He’s young. My age at least. And hot. Doughnuts aren’t one of his staple foods. Maybe being pulled over isn’t so bad after all. “Hi,” I stutter. How I stumble on a one-syllable word, I don’t know, but I did nonetheless.

         “In a hurry?” he asks in a deep, authoritative voice.

         “I’m sorry, Officer, I didn’t think I was—”

         “I clocked you at seventy-six,” he says, cutting me off. He stares unblinkingly, like he’s daring me to argue with his assessment.

         “That’s only eleven miles over,” I say, pleading my case.

         “Exactly, ‘over’ being the applicative word. The speed limit isn’t a suggestion, miss.” He cocks his head and brings his hand up, fingers wagging impatiently. “License and registration.”

         I pass the items over, and he clutches them between his giant thumb and forefinger.

         He stands up to his full height, and I have to slouch in my seat to see him out the window. He squints his eyes in the sunlight, reading the information on my vehicle registration card. While he looks over my identification, my eyes fall to his nametag: C. Sinclair. I wonder what the “C” stands for. Am I allowed to ask? I try different names…Chris Sinclair? Cameron? Calvin?

         My lips pull up at the corners. The only Calvin I know of is the one in the Calvin and Hobbes comics I read as a kid. This guy doesn’t look like a Calvin to me.

         Officer Sinclair taps my license on the window frame and bends low to peer into my car. I shoot up in my seat, trying to conceal the smile on my face. I wouldn’t want him to think I thought this situation was funny. That might get me into more trouble. And there was no way I can tell him I was checking him out. Judging by his no-nonsense attitude, he would have no tolerance for that. “I’ll be right back, Ms. Daniels,” he grumbles, sounding irritated.

         I watch him walk back to his car, his ass looking fine in my rearview. He may be Officer No Nonsense, but he is fun to look at.

         Damn, look at his arms! I’d like to pin him to my Pinterest “arm porn” board. I can’t help it, I gawk, unapologetically. Jesus, their circumference is larger than my head’s. He’s so freaking hot.

         I pull my eyes from the rearview and scoop my phone off the passenger seat and type out a text to the charge nurse, letting her know why I’m so late.

         My eyes flick from the rearview mirror to my dashboard clock. What is he doing? It’s not like I have any outstanding warrants, or anything. I’ve never had so much as a parking ticket. Yet, he sits in his cruiser, typing away on his dashboard computer.

         Five minutes later, he reappears at my window. “Okay, Ms. Daniels, we’re about finished.” With a flick of his wrist, he tosses back the cover of a small, thick book and begins scratching his pen across the paper. “I need a signature right here.” He taps the paper with the pen, where he wants me to sign. Flipping the pad around, he holds it through the window.

         Leaning over the passenger seat, I take the pen and scribble my name next to the “X” he’s drawn. “There,” I say, handing his pen back.

         Without a word, he snatches it and rips the yellow paper off the top of the pad. “Slow down, Ms. Daniels.” He holds the ticket between his big fingers, waiting for me to take it.

         I mourn the death of my perfect driving record. Scowling, I pluck the ticket from his hand and look up at him.

         He pierces me with his green eyes, but still no congenial smile. No hint of humor in his demeanor. Zero bedside manner; it’s a good thing he isn’t a doctor. But, he’s got the badass cop thing going for him.

         “Thanks,” I whisper, embarrassed that I got caught breaking the law.

         Officer Sinclair steps away from my car but doesn’t make a move to return to his cruiser. I put up the window, toss the ticket and my forms of identification onto the passenger seat, and then put the car in drive.

         Remembering excerpts from Rules of the Road, I turn off my hazards and signal, waiting for the opportune moment to merge back onto the interstate. Each move I make, I feel Officer Sinclair’s scrutinizing gaze, watching me…evaluating me. Why is he just standing there? Back to your car, mister, nothing to see here. I’m a law-abiding citizen. 

         Once I’m on the road, picking up speed—but careful not to exceed sixty-five—I sneak a peek in my rearview. He has his door open and is climbing inside.

         I fumble with the settings on the cruise control and take my foot off the accelerator. At least this way, I won’t run the risk of my heavy foot getting me into trouble again.

         In my haste to get away from Officer Sinclair, I neglected to look at the ticket. How much do I owe the lovely state of Missouri for my disobedience?

         Picking up the small, unassuming paper from the seat, I scan my eyes over the scribbled writing, looking for a dollar sign. Then I see it: $108.00.

         One hundred and eight dollars? For eleven miles over? That’s highway robbery. Literally! Shit! After shelling out a hundred and fifty bucks for my maid-of-honor dress, and footing the bill for Dylen’s bachelorette party tonight, I’m flat broke. Looks like I’ll be checking into a Starbucks rehabilitation program and breaking out the Folgers.

         Great. The perfect beginning to a twelve-hour shift.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            Cayden

         

         Leaving the station, I pull my phone from my back pocket and fire off a text to Bull. Still heading to the Whiskey House? 

         It’s been almost a year since I’ve meet up with the guys from my former squad. It’ll be nice to see those jackasses. I can’t believe they’re deploying in a month, and I won’t be with them this time.

         Shaking my head in disbelief, I unlock my Ford F-150, toss my gym bag across the seat, and slide behind the wheel. Pulling the door closed, my phone beeps. I glance down at the incoming message. Hells yeah. See ya in a few.

         I could use a bourbon. Every person I pulled over today was a prick. The day I get promoted to SWAT cannot come soon enough. Nothing pisses me off more than when people try to argue their way out of ticket they’ve earned, and today was no exception, save one. There was that woman I pulled over.

         What was her name? I put the key in the ignition and turn over the engine. The truck rumbles to life as my brain picks through names that aren’t quite right. Remmy? Renee? I shake my head. No, that’s not it.

         Renata?

         “Renata.” I try the name out on my tongue. Yeah. That’s right.

         I remember now. Those dark eyes of hers…damn sexy. I haven’t been able to get her face out of my head since she crossed my path this morning.

         It’s not like I wanted to give her a ticket, but I have to set a precedent at the station: that I’m not willing to compromise the law for any reason. I want that damn promotion.

         Too bad though, it would have been nice to send her off with a warning. Thank God she didn’t get the waterworks going, I wouldn’t have been able to go through with it. Yet, a part of me enjoyed giving her that ticket. Getting her riled up, under her skin. I could tell she was pissed…the flush in her cheeks, the sass in her voice…shit, she was hot.

         A block from my apartment, my phone beeps again. I steal a quick glance at the passenger seat, searching the illuminated screen to see who’s texting me. When my eyes catch sight of Mom my heart kicks into second gear. She had another round of chemo today. Something’s wrong.

         I press my foot down on the accelerator, ignoring the speed limit. I refuse to text and drive, so speeding is the lesser of two evils. I need to get home…I need to make sure she’s all right.

         My phone beeps again, knowing that I ignored it the first time.

         Pulling into my driveway faster than I intend, my tires screech. I kill the engine, grab my phone off the seat, and punch in my passcode, opening Mom’s message. Call me please. Urgent. 

         Thinking the worst, I find her name in my contacts and wait for the call to connect.

         Ring….ring…ring…

         “Come on, Mom. Pick up.” I tap out a nervous beat on the steering wheel as I listen to more ringing.

         I wait another thirty seconds and her voicemail kicks on.

         I cease tapping and ball my hand into a fist, slamming it down in frustration. “Dammit, Mom! Answer the phone.”

         Wasting no time, I redial.

         Ring…ring…ring…ring…

         “Hello?” she croaks.

         “Mom”—relief floods my body at the sound of her voice—“what’s wrong?”

         “Cayden,” she whispers. I can sense a similar relief in her voice, now that she’s gotten ahold of me.

         “You okay?”

         “Cayden,” she repeats, breathing heavily. I know she’s trying to muster the strength to finish her sentence, so I give her time, careful not to interrupt. Chemo treatments kick her ass. “I’m sorry, hon’. I need…help…tonight,” she wheezes.

         I squeeze my fist tighter, hating the cancer that’s fucking with her life. Two years ago, it took my dad away from us, and now it’s doing a damn fine job of sending my mom down the same path.

         I refuse to lose another parent to cancer. I won’t let her give up. “I’ll be there right away.”

         “I’m sorry, Cayden.”

         It breaks my heart hearing her sound so weak. My mom is the strongest woman I know. She ran marathons, competed in decathlons, hiked some of the most difficult mountains; she’s always taken care of herself. She doesn’t deserve what’s happening to her.

         “Mom, you don’t need to apologize. I told you that I would help you fight this.” I’ve never backed down from a war. I promised my dad that I would take care of his Katy. Mom is the reason I’m not leading my squad back into the desert. She needs me here, helping her wage the battle for her life. Fucking cancer will not win this war…not against Katherine Sinclair.

         She coughs. “Thank you, Cayden.”

         “I’m on my way, Mom. Get some rest.”

         “Okay. Thanks.”

         The line goes quiet. I drop my head against the headrest and stare up at the truck’s ceiling, letting out a long breath. I need to call Bull.

         Shit. 

         I lift my head off the back of the seat and fumble with my phone, pulling up his name. Again, I listen to it ring.

         “Big Daddy! Where the hell are you, man?” Bull answers over the background noise of the Whiskey House.

         “Hey, Bull. Sorry, I’m not gonna make it.”

         “Man, the ass you’re blowing us off for better be good,” he says, laughing. I can hear Vince and Taz in the background, too.

         “Nah, nothing like that. It’s my mom, she had a round of chemo today and it’s kicking her ass. She needs some help.”

         “Sorry, big guy. I didn’t mean…” He trails off. I can hear the apology in his tone.

         “Forget about it. No worries. When do you guys leave for the sandbox?”

         “The twentieth.” The serious, all-business Marine replaces the joking, good-natured Bull.

         “I will make it point to see you guys before you leave, you have my word.” I run a hand over my fresh military cut, the stubble scratching against my palm.

         “I know, man. Now, go take care of your mom, she needs you.”

         “Thanks. Tell Vin and Taz I’m sorry.”

         “Will do.”

         I silently pound my fist against the steering wheel. “Later, man.”

         “Yeah, see ya.”

         Pulling the phone away from my ear, I disconnect the call, and bury the disappointment of not seeing my boys tonight. I’ve got to stay focused on Mom, she’s my priority now.

         I grab my bag, swing open the door, and climb down. I make quick work of unlocking my house and jog down the hall to my bedroom.

         Unpacking my gym back, I pull out my holster and unlatch my revolver, pulling the lockbox from my bottom drawer. I don’t take any chances when it comes to my firearm; when it’s not with me, it’s locked away. Working in the city, I’ve seen one too many accidental shootings. Most of them involving kids. Those are the worst calls.

         Placing the sealed box back into the drawer, I pull out a pair of mesh basketball shorts and a Green Bay Packers T-shirt. I strip out of my gym clothes, slide on the shorts and T-shirt, slip on a pair of athletic sandals, and grab my wallet and keys from my pants pocket before I’m heading back down the stairs and out the door.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I knock on Mom’s door and give her two or three seconds to answer before I’m fingering through the keys on my key ring. Unlocking the door, I push it open. “Mom?” I call. The house is quiet and dark. I step inside and close the door, saying her name again, louder this time. “Mom.”

         “Cayden?”

         My name, weak and garbled, floats from somewhere upstairs.

         Hitting the stairs, I go in search of her. Usually, after a chemo day she likes resting on couch in the living room, but tonight, she must have moved back to her room.

         I give a few taps on the door and push it open. Following the muffled groans into the master bathroom, Mom’s kneeling beside the toilet. I rush to her, scooping her sparse, shoulder length salt-and-pepper hair into a ponytail at the nape of her neck. “Aw, Mom, why didn’t Lacey stay with you until I got here?”

         Lacey Andrews, Mom’s neighbor and best friend. When I can’t take Mom to her chemo appointments, Lacey steps up. Having been neighbors for so many years, they’ve been through a lot together, from raising kids to losing their husbands around the same time. I know it’s killing Lacey seeing Mom like this, but her friendship, and the fact that she’s willing to help out when I can’t, keeps Mom fighting. Mom, more than anything, doesn’t want to let Lacey or me down. That’s why she puts up such a good fight.

         “Lace had to get home; Parker was coming over with the baby.”

         I twist her hair at the nape of her neck, so that it will stay put while I go in search of a washcloth. As I stand, a large clump of Mom’s hair remains in my hand. Cancer, a weapon of mass destruction. And there’s fuck all I can do against this enemy. “How long ago did she leave?” I ask, wrapping Mom’s hair in a tissue and tossing it into the waste can.

         “Not too long,” she answers weakly.

         Pulling open the closet beside the vanity, I grab a washcloth and run it under the cold water. Once it’s thoroughly soaked, I ring it out and crouch down beside her, dabbing, wiping away beads of sweat on her forehead and cheeks. She leans into the washcloth, the hint of a smile at her lips. “Thank you,” she mutters.

         “Any time.” I smile back and toss the washcloth into the sink, hook-shot style. “Here”—I put my arms at her waist—“let’s get you into bed.”

         With a labored grunt, she braces herself against my arms and lifts her tired body off the bathroom floor.

         “Why don’t you let me carry you?” I bend my knees, ready to sweep her into my arms, but she shakes her head.

         “No, Cayd. I can walk.”

         I roll my eyes. She’s always been so damned independent. It took both me and Lacey to convince Mom that she would need help once chemo started—she was positive she’d be able to drive herself to and from appointments.

         Mom shuffles toward the bed, and I keep my hands at her waist, giving her something strong to cling to. Reaching for the comforter on her antique four-poster, she pulls back the cover and climbs between the sheets.

         Out of breath from the short walk from the bathroom to her bed, she ekes out a feeble, “Thanks, hon’.” Even at her lowest, my mom has a class that sets her apart from all other women.

         I nod and pull the covers up to her chin. The humongous bed swallows her. For the first time, I can see the toll cancer is taking on her body. The hell chemo is putting her through. She’s sallow, her skin is pale, thin, almost see-through. The sparkle in her eyes has been replaced by dark shadows. It’s the worst fucking thing in the world watching someone you love being consumed by something so evil and unforgiving.

         I let out the breath I’m holding and run a hand over my buzzed head. “What can I get you? Do you need anything?”

         She looks up at me, and I can’t read the expression on her face. Sadness? “I know you’re busy, but I need some help tonight.”

         Laying my hand on her bony shoulder, I nod my head. “You need me to stay, I’m here. You’re not fighting this alone.”

         “Thanks, hon’.” She gives me a weak smile and closes her eyes, letting her head loll to the side.

         “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” I pat her shoulder and turn toward the door.

         “Cayden?”

         Turning, I say, “Yeah?”

         “Are you going to Blake’s wedding tomorrow?” If I know my mother, she’s beating herself up because she can’t.

         Blake Thompson was like another son to my parents. He and I grew up together, our parents the best of friends. For years, Mom used to babysit him. But when Blake and I got to high school, our interests took us in different directions. I was on the football and basketball teams, Blake was on the debate team and student council, so our paths didn’t cross often. We had our own sets of friends. But whenever our families got together, Blake and I would pick up our friendship right where we left off.

         Now, he’s a big-shot lawyer—those years on the debate team paying off—and he’s marrying his college sweetheart.

         “Yeah, I wouldn’t miss it.”

         “Oh, good. I wish I could be there.”

         I walk back to her side and lay a reassuring hand on her arm. “He’ll understand.”

         The corner of Mom’s mouth pulls up in a legit smile this time. “Are you taking anyone special?”

         Of course. That would be the question that puts a smile on her face. I almost hate that my answer will make it disappear. Almost. Mom, an eternal romantic at heart. 

         “Sorry to break it to you, but I’m going solo.”

         She sits up and rests her back on the headboard. “You mean, you couldn’t find one nice girl to take as your date?”

         Where is this burst of energy coming from? Energy enough to scold me for not dating. That’s a mother for you.

         I shrug. “I’m fine. Honestly, I don’t have time for any of that stuff. I’ve got to dedicate every ounce of my time to work if I want that SWAT promotion.”

         “Don’t lose yourself in work, Cayd. One day, you’ll look up and you’ll be all alone. Life isn’t just about moving up the workforce ladder. Some things are more important, like family.”

         “Yeah, I know. And I’m sure I’ll find someone, one day. But not right now.” As the words come out of my mouth, the girl from earlier today, Renata, floods back into my thoughts. It’s been a while since a woman has gotten under my skin. Her dark chocolate eyes aren’t easy to forget. Just my short interaction with her, I could tell she has spirit. I wouldn’t mind getting to know her. Too bad that won’t happen.

         “Don’t wait too long.” There’s a warning in her voice, but how is that fair? Everything I’m putting on hold is for her…and my career. Besides, my job’s too dangerous. I couldn’t get involved with someone and have her heart broken if something happened to me.

         “I’m good, Mom. All I want right now is for you to get well. Once that happens, then I’ll kick my search for Mrs. Sinclair into high gear. Deal?”

         She shakes her head and sighs. “I just don’t want to see you alone. You’re not a spring chicken anymore.”

         “And when did twenty-five become decrepit?”

         “Lacey’s youngest daughter is only twenty,” she tempts. “She’s really pretty, too.”

         Mom the matchmaker. I bend down and kiss her cheek, knowing that I’m not going to win this argument, so I might as well concede and take the loss. “’Night, Mom.”

         She puts her hand on my cheek. “’Night, baby.”

         Walking from her room, I brush my hand over the light switch and close the door.

         Downstairs, I grab a blanket from the front closet and stretch out on the couch, flipping on the TV. Lacing my fingers behind my head, I close my eyes and listen to Jimmy Fallon write thank-you notes.

         As I drift off to sleep, images of Renata once again invade my consciousness, and I know I’m in for some good dreams.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            Ren

         

         “Do you have the veil?” I shout as I lock the door.

         “Got it!” Lexie calls from the end of the hall. “Oh, wait! Dylen forgot her earrings.”

         Spinning on my heel, I carefully lay the plastic garment bag with Dylen’s dress across my forearm and fumble with my keys, unlocking the door.

         Kicking it open with my foot, I bound through the living room, down the hall, and into the guest bedroom. “Where are they?” Scanning the room, I notice the diamond studs lying on the dresser. Skirting the bed, I scoop them into my hand and dash out of the room. “If she forgot anything else, she’ll have to deal,” I mumble, grabbing the dress on my way out.

         I kick off my heels, pick them up, and shuffle down the hall hoping my hair and makeup aren’t in shambles.

         Outside, Dylen, Lexie, and Shae are already in the limo. Climbing in beside them, I see they’ve wasted no time in passing out the champagne flutes. “Time for some bubbly!” Shae says, fiddling with the top.

         With the neck of the bottle pointing in Dylen’s direction, Lexie reaches over and moves Shae’s hand, leaving the bottle pointing to the front of the limo. Lexie winks at Shae. “Just in case. We can’t arrive at the church with an unconscious bride.”

         “Right,” Shae agrees, twisting the wire cage and freeing it from the cork. Shae keeps a tight grip on the bottle, her thumb over the cork as she pulls the wire away. Twisting and pulling down on the bottle, there’s a soft pop, and the cork is out.

         “You opened that like a pro, Shae. I would have had it spewing all over the floor,” Dylen says, holding her glass out.

         Pouring some champagne into Dylen’s flute, Shae winks. “You can learn to do anything on YouTube.”

         Passing the bottle around, we fill our glasses. “To Dylen and Blake!” Lexie says. “May you have a long, happy life together.”

         “Oh, blah, blah, Lexie.” I stick out my tongue. “We need a better toast than that.” I raise my arm higher, hoping the car doesn’t hit a bump and make me spill. “To amazing sex and a lifetime of orgasms.”

         “Oh, yeah!” my friends cheer in unison.

         “I’m drinking to all of it,” Dylen says, pressing the glass to her smiling lips.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I button the last pearl on the back of Dylen’s dress and glance at her in the mirror. I’ve never seen a more gorgeous bride. “Dylen, I…” Words stick in my throat. She’s been my best friend for six years. I wouldn’t have gotten through college without her. And now, she’s getting married. Deep down, I know she’ll still be around, but everything feels so…different…like we’re not kids anymore.

         We stare at our reflections in the mirror, the enormity of what Dylen is about to do, hitting us like a speeding train. Dylen reaches over her shoulder, and I grab her hand. “Thanks, Ren, for always being there for me.”

         I glance at the ceiling, trying desperately to keep my tears from spilling over the rims of my eyelids and ruining my makeup. “Stop it! You’re making me cry.” I blow out a breath and step away from her, fanning my face with my hands.

         I feel Dylen’s hand on my shoulder. “I mean it, Ren. When my sister died, it was you that got me through.”

         I gather my wits, holding my tears at bay, and turn to look at her. “We got each other through that awful year.” With Dylen losing her younger sister three years ago, and me having gone through my own hell—being drugged and raped at a party—we clung to each other for strength.

         “But,” I shout, plastering on the biggest smile I can muster. “I refuse to dwell on the sad times, especially today. Tayler loved you and she would be so, so happy for you today. She’s here with you in spirit, Dyl.”

         This time, Dylen looks up, sniffling. “I know.”

         “Now, for some important business,” I say with mock seriousness.

         “What?” Dylen looks confused, a shadow of concern darkening her eyes.

         “Something old, something new, something borrowed, and something blue.” I count them off on my hands.

         Dylen nods, licking her lips. “Got ’em.”

         “You do?” Now it’s my turn to be confused. “What do you have?”

         Smiling, she points to her earrings. “These were Tayler’s. They’re not heirloom old, but I’m counting them anyway.”

         “They’re perfect.”

         “My dress is new. I borrowed this bracelet from my mom”—Dylen holds her wrist out, showing me the tiny circle of pearls—“and my blue.” She touches her right side, the place where her bluebird of happiness is inked…the same place where I have a similar one.

         For the two of us, the last three years have been an uphill battle, albeit for different reasons, but the idea of getting tattoos was meant to give us strength, remind us that there is happiness and beauty in the world. I once read that the bluebird symbolized the sun in ancient Chinese culture.

         Since the day Dylen and I got our tattoos, I’ve drawn strength from the small bird on my side, knowing that I am strong, that one horrendous moment in my life doesn’t define me.

         I pull Dylen into another hug. Her arms are around my shoulders, squeezing me like I’m her lifeline, but really, she’s mine. What am I going to do without her? 

         Tears pool in my eyes and one manages to escape. I don’t want to let go of Dylen, so I sacrifice my makeup to hold on to my friend for a few more precious seconds.

         Dylen sniffles and relaxes her grip, pulling away. She’s crying too. “Uhhh.” She stares up at the ceiling, fanning her eyes. “I can’t cry yet,” she says, giggling.

         “Come on, Blake’s waiting for his bride.”

         “Hey, Dyl, you planning on walking down the aisle anytime today?” Shae peeks her head around the dressing room door. “The wedding coordinator says it’s time.”

         With a quirk of her eyebrow, she gives me a conspiratorial wink. “Let’s get married.”

         I laugh. “Umm…I love you, Dyl, but you’re not my type. You should marry the great guy waiting for you upstairs.”

         “Right.” She nods. “Let’s go.”

         Trailing behind Dylen, I hold the train of her dress as she climbs the stairs, entering the back of the church.

         “Ladies”—a supermodel-tall blonde claps her hands—“let’s line up. You’re up next.” She holds Lexie’s elbow, guiding her to the place she wants us to gather. “Now Shae, yes…and Ren. Great job, girls,” she cheers, like we’re five and lining up for recess. She lays her hand on Lexie’s shoulder and speaks very slowly, “Now, wait for my signal before you take off down the aisle.”

         I turn my head and glare at Dylen. Is this woman for real? I mouth.

         Dylen grimaces, her teeth pressed together resembling the emoji with big, white teeth. My mom hired her, she mouths in return, then shrugs.

         When Dylen was ten, her parent’s split. Her mom moved in with the much younger guy she’d been sleeping with, while her dad moved back to his hometown in Brittany, France. For years Dylen and Tayler would spend the school year stateside with their mom and their summers in France, with their dad.

         Never wanting to be outdone, Dylen’s mom and dad have always been in competition with one another—who could give the girls the best things. When Tayler died, it only got worse. I guess Wedding Coordinator Barbie is Dylen’s mom’s latest contribution to the “I’m better than your dad” war.

         I shake my head and wink, tossing Dylen an air kiss.

         “Aaaaannnnd,” Wedding Coordinator Barbie sings. “Go!” With a linebacker worthy nudge to the shoulder, Shae is propelled forward down the aisle, “Trumpet Voluntary” blasting from the pipe organ.

         Wedding Coordinator Barbie turns to me. “Ren, you’re next!”

         I walk up to the church doors.

         “And…go!” Barbie shouts, giving me a push.

         Geez! This lady needs to lay off the 5-Hour Energy.

         The organist does some finger calisthenics over the keys, the music swells and I take my place next to Shae at the altar.

         The familiar strain of Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March” fills the church. Dylen and her father wait at the doors for Barbie’s go-ahead, and they’re off. Dylen is glowing. I’ve never seen her smile so vibrant. Her eyes never stray from Blake.

         My heart swells for Dylen, bursting with love and joy, but it’s heavy, too—weighed down by awful nightmares of the past. I want very much to give my heart to someone, to fall in love and have my own happily ever after. But that would be asking too much of another person: to carry around my cumbersome heart.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

            Cayden

         

         I shoot the banana peel into the trashcan, sinking the shot like a pro. It’s been too long since I’ve played basketball. I miss when the guys and I would get a game going on our R&R days in the sandbox. As I wipe the counters down, my mind drifts to Bull, Vince, and Taz. They’re headed back.

         “Shit,” I mumble. “I should be going with them.” I shake my head, disgusted that I can’t be in two places at once. It kills me knowing that my boys are headed back to that hellhole without me and my mom is stuck here, in her own personal hell. For once, this is a situation I can’t fix…a situation with no right answer, and it pisses me off.

         Pivoting on my heel, I give the tray a final glance, straighten the silverware, and pick it up. There’s nothing I can do for the guys, but I can make damn certain Mom has all her favorite foods: French toast with butter pecan syrup, cheesy grits, and a banana. Hopefully, this will get her to eat something, gather up some strength.

         I climb the stairs, careful not to spill the açaí berry juice on the tray—I read somewhere that açaí berries are great for cancer patients. Not sure if it’s true, but what harm is there? They’ve got to be healthy. I’m at her door in three strides. I listen for a second, praying nothing happened during the night.

         Inside, the muffled sounds of the TV break through the silence, but nothing else. I knock lightly. I need to make sure she’s all right, but I don’t want to disturb her if she’s still asleep.

         “Cayden?” Her voice is weak. Is she still nauseous, or just tired?

         Balancing the tray on one hand, I push the door open. “Morning, Mom.” I walk into her room and am once again blown away by her tiny body swallowed up in the queen-size bed. She’s lost so much weight since her treatment began—colorless skin stretched over a tiny skeleton. I truly know what the term “skin and bones” means and it breaks my heart.

         “How are you feeling?” I cross the room and sit down on the edge of the bed.

         Mom pulls up and rests her back against the headboard. “Better today.” She smiles and pats my hand. “What is this?”

         “Breakfast.” I wink. “Got to get you back to fighting weight.”

         “Thanks, hon’.”

         I shift the tray from my lap to hers. “I’m going to be heading out in a few. Blake’s wedding.”

         With the knife and fork in her hand, she cuts through the French toast and snags a small bite, pulling it off the fork with her front teeth. “Oh,” she sighs, her mouth full. “Maybe I should go.”

         “Uh-uh.” I shake my head. “No way. You’re staying right here. I’ll give him your love; he’ll understand.”

         Mom chews slowly and pushes her food around the plate with the fork. I can almost see the wheels turning in her head and I know what question’s coming next.

         “Really, you’re not taking anyone? I can give Lacey a call, I’m sure Allyson would go with you,” she presses one last time. “Weddings are so romantic, Cayden. I’d like grandchildren one day, you know. You shouldn’t go alone.”

         “And that’s my cue to leave.” I pat Mom’s leg and stand. “I’ll have my phone on me. Call if you need something.”

         “Go”—she waves, shaking her head in disgust—“I’ll be fine, dreaming about the pitter-patter of my grandbabies’ feet.”

         I stand and point at her. “That’s evil, Mom.”

         “It’s all I can do; guilt trips don’t require physical exertion.” She winks.

         I shake my head. She is ridiculous. “I mean it, if you need anything, call me.”

         She points her bony index finger at me. “Got it.”

         Bending, I plant a kiss on her cheek. Her skin is cold against my lips and paper-thin. Cancer’s a coldhearted bitch. I stand. “’Bye. I’ll check in later.”

         “Have fun. Tell Blake how happy I am for him and Dylen, and that I love him. Dance with all the pretty bridesmaids.”

         “You just don’t stop,” I say with a chuckle. With one last wink in Mom’s direction, I walk out of her room, wondering why I agreed to go to this wedding in the first place. I hate putting on a suit. And what the hell is Mom thinking, dance with all the bridesmaids? I can’t dance.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I swing the F-150 into the nearest parking space and kill the engine. With a quick glance at my watch, I have two minutes before Blake’s shindig gets underway. I pull the door open and my feet hit the pavement. Taking the stairs in front of the church three at a time, I reach the heavy red doors and yank them open.

         I’m greeted by a couple of bridesmaids in pink dresses and put on the brakes, careful not to run them over on my way into the sanctuary. “Ladies, pardon me.” I dip my head in apology.

         The taller one nods in return and the beginnings of a smile pull the corners of her lips upward. “It’s okay, sugar.” She unapologetically sends her gaze trailing over my body. “I’ll let you make it up to me with a dance at the reception.” She winks.

         She’s gorgeous, despite the awful pink dress she’s wearing, and she’s my type—dark hair, tall, and fit, with just the right amount of curves. An image of Renata Daniels sparks my memory from yesterday. Damn, now that woman was my type. Those come-hither dark eyes…Jesus. I shake my head, trying to get Renata out of my system.

         “You bet…sugar.” I return her endearment and her wink, then continue my way into the church, listening to the giggles of the two women behind me.

         I find a seat near the back and as soon as my ass hits the pew, the music starts. At least a hundred people turn in my direction, their eyes fixed on the aisle. One at a time, ushers escort Blake and Dylen’s family members to their seats at the front. Mrs. Thompson notices me and waves as she walks down the aisle.

         The music changes and the bridesmaids line up at the door. My dance partner is second in line. She’s tall enough to see over her friend standing in front of her, and I watch as she scans the crowd. When she catches my eye, her smile turns from happy to sultry in a matter of seconds. Tonight might not be so bad after all.

         One after the other, the pink ladies step-touch down the aisle, taking up their marks at the altar. The music shifts again, this time, to a tune I recognize, Pachelbel’s Canon in D—a song Mom loves to play at Christmastime.

         I turn my head and look to the back of the church again. Standing in the doorway, ready to walk down the aisle is a tall, slender woman, the shiny material of her pale pink–ivory dress outline the contours of her stunning body. I know her.

         I pull in a deep breath, floored. The maid of honor is Renata Daniels?

         Fuck me. 

         She glides past my pew, down the aisle, a smile that could set the world on fire brightening her face.

         I cannot believe she’s here…and a really close friend of Blake’s bride, no doubt. It is a small fucking world.

         This wedding just got a whole hell of a lot more interesting. And I hate to disappoint the other bridesmaid I already promised a dance with, but there’s no way I’m letting Renata speed away from me this time.

         I can’t keep my eyes off her. I barely register the “Wedding March” blasting from the organ and everyone rising to their feet. I’m reluctant to take my eyes off Renata fearing she’ll disappear or just end up being a figment of my imagination.

         I stand, tossing a quick look at Dylen and her father making their way down the aisle. She’s a lovely bride, Blake’s a lucky man, but Dylen is not who I’m interested in. I turn my head back to the front and lock my gaze on Renata.

         I don’t have the best view of her from the back of the church, but I can make out the shape of her full bow-shaped lips. They’re painted a deep shade of pink, like a rose. I’m not a fan of lipstick, but in this case, the added color helps bring out her features.

         Dylen makes it to the front, standing to the right of Renata. “Who gives this woman to this man?” the reverend says.

         “Her mother and I,” Dylen’s father replies with a thick French accent.

         The reverend nods and Dylen’s dad steps back, giving Dylen room to stand at Blake’s side.

         The ceremony continues but I’m oblivious to what’s going on. I watch the way the light casts shadows on Renata’s dress when she moves her hips, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. My hands twitch at the thought of running my hands over the smooth fabric of her dress, along the contours of her slim waist and outer thighs. She’s tall enough to complement my six feet two inches.

         With her tiny waist in my hands it wouldn’t take much to pull her to me and kiss that lipstick right off.

         My thoughts don’t stop at kissing and soon I’m leaning forward in my seat, trying to hide an inappropriate church erection.

         Great, Cayden. You’re in church, man. Church. Knock it off. 

         The last time I got a hard-on in church, I was fourteen and Kelly Fleming was sitting in the pew in front of me. Kelly Fleming had a nice ass. Not as nice as Renata’s though. Damn, that material is magic.

         Shit! Stop thinking. Just STOP! 

         I close my eyes and try to focus on work stuff. My SWAT interview coming up next week. How much I want that position.

         A loud shuffling pulls my thoughts away from work and I open my eyes to see everyone standing. With my situation under control, I stand and take a deep breath. What the hell is my problem? I’m worse than a horny teenager with a stash of Penthouse magazines under the bed. 

         “I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the reverend says. Blake and Dylen turn and face the congregation. “It is my pleasure to present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Blake and Dylen Thompson.”

         The organ joins the applause and Blake puts his hand on Dylen’s cheek. She leans into his touch, giving him her full attention. Bending to meet her lips, Blake kisses her.

         It’s been a long time since I’ve been with a woman and damn, would I love to do the same thing to the maid of honor.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Unfastening the top few buttons of my shirt, I take a long pull on my beer. “Shit, it’s hot in here.”

         “No kidding.” My old high school friend Gabe puts a finger inside the collar of his shirt and pulls, trying to loosen the fabric. “Did they forget to turn the air on?”

         I shrug and take another drink, looking around the room. Blake’s reception is like a high-school class reunion, except that most of the people here didn’t run in my circles. Friendly acquaintances at best. But Gabe, he crossed the academic–jock line, formidable debater and skilled football player. Brains and brawn. The ladies loved him.

         “The wedding party’s limo just pulled up.” A very pregnant woman comes to stand beside Gabe and puts her arm around his waist.

         Gabe drapes his arm around the woman’s shoulders, hugging her to his side. “Cayden, this is my wife, Elise. Elise, Cayden.”

         I put my beer in my left hand and run my right hand down the side of my pants to dry the condensation from the bottle before I extend my hand in greeting. “Nice to meet you, Elise.” I give her a smile as we shake hands, then look at Gabe. “I didn’t know you got married.”

         “Two happy years, man.” He turns to Elise and gives her a quick kiss. “Our first little one is due next month.” He runs a hand over the swell of her belly.

         While I was overseas, it seems all of my old friends decided it was time to get married and start families. Where did the time go? I feel very out of touch with the people I grew up with. I’ve always wanted to find a woman that would put up with me, marry her, and have a bunch of kids—I never liked being an only child—but, I thought that would all come later, when I was older…more grown up. When did getting married and having kids happen at twenty-something? When did that become the “grown-up” age?

         “Congratulations, you guys. Great news. Do you know what you’re having?” I ask.

         “A boy.”

         “A girl.” Gabe and Elise answer together and then laugh.

         “We both have our suspicions, but no,” Elise explains. “We decided to wait and be surprised.”

         “Well, he or she is lucky to have you two as parents.”

         “Is there a Mrs. Sinclair?” Gabe raises an eyebrow.

         I pick up my beer and put it to my lips, taking the last swallow and shaking my head. I set the bottle down with a loud thump. “No. My tour in Afghanistan didn’t leave me much time to date.”

         Gabe waved away is comment. “Oh, I’m sorry, man. That came out the wrong way. I didn’t mean anything—”

         “Honestly, Gabe”—I cut him off—“I’ve been so caught up in advancing my career, I put my love life on hold. And I’m taking care of my mom, she’s not well. Now’s not the right time.” I shake my head.

         “I’m sorry your mom is sick,” Elise chimes in. We don’t know each other, but it’s nice of her to show concern.

         “Thanks, Elise.”

         “Ladies and gentlemen,” the DJ’s deep voice booms through the speakers. “Put your hands together for the wedding party.”

         Dance hall music blasts and the crowd begins clapping to the heavy beat. A rush of excitement goes through me as I wait for the DJ to call Renata’s name. I hope she’s not here with anyone. Do you really think that’s possible? Did you see the way she looked? Even my conscience thinks she’s hot, and definitely not single. I’m so screwed.

         After five minutes, the DJ has gone through most of the wedding party. The best man and the maid of honor are all that’s left, besides Blake and Dylen.

         An upbeat rock version of “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah” floods the room and the doors open. “Give it up for Ren Daniels and David Thurston!”

         Ren. She must go by Ren. My heart pounds in my chest just like it did yesterday when I pulled her over. I can’t put into words how stunning she truly is. Watching her dance, my mouth goes dry. I pick up my beer bottle from the table and bring it to my lips. Shit, it’s empty. 

         I set it back down, but don’t take my eyes from Ren. David, Blake’s best man, twirls her on the dance floor, and I can hear her melodic laugh even above the loud music. She looks happy. Are she and David a thing? Fuck, I hope not, because I have got to get to know this woman.

         Leaning toward Gabe, I cup my hand around my mouth and ask, “Know anything about her?” I nod in Ren’s direction. “The maid of honor?”

         Gabe shakes his head. “Not really, just that she and Dylen were college roommates.”

         “She here with anyone?” I’m dying to know.

         “Don’t know, man.” Gabe looks at me and shrugs. “You should find out though; she’s hot.”

         Elise hears Gabe’s comment and knocks her fist lightly into his shoulder. “Watch it, bud.”
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