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PROLOGUE

He was eight years old when he first saw her.

He stood, captivated, bicycle resting between his legs, as her family unloaded boxes from a U-Haul van outside a house down the street from his school. She twirled on the front lawn. Her blonde hair—sticking out from the sides of her head in pigtails—reached out like two helicopter blades as she whirled. She wore denim shorts, pink jelly shoes, and an even pinker T-shirt with a rainbow emblazoned on the front. She leaped and jumped, sang and laughed in the hot sun. She didn’t have a care in the world.

And she was just about the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.

Looking back, he was pretty sure he fell in love with her that day. She was light, brightly colored, exciting, and new. She was laughter on summer days and adventures after school. Even though his brothers teased him mercilessly, he and the girl became fast friends, riding together on their bikes. The girl even had a skateboard, which she showed him how to ride. She climbed trees, threw rocks at dilapidated buildings, and stole candy from a shop because he dared her to.

She was the coolest thing ever.

They grew up together, fell out together, made up together, and shared their first kiss together when they were fourteen, when he realized he liked her in ways that made his body feel funny. She wasn’t just his best friend anymore—she was something more, something he thought about when he was alone and his brother urged him to look at pictures in the magazines his mother had warned him about.

It was on her seventeenth birthday when he finally showed her just what she meant to him. In his truck bed filled with covers and pillows, he slipped into her under the stars, whispering his love for her, promising her that it would never stop. That he would always feel that way about her. That there would never be anyone else for him. She was all he needed, all he would ever want.

With their whole lives ahead of them, naked and panting in the summer air, clinging to one another, they had no idea that, despite their promises, life had other plans.
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“Harder! Oh God, fuck me harder!”

Riley Moore grinned as he gripped the slim calves resting against his shoulders. “Not God.” He pounded into her just as she’d asked, hard and powerful. “Just me.”

Dammit, he needed this.

“Oh yes! Give it to me!”

Her hair splayed like a giant black puddle across his pillow as her back arched and she began clenching around him, milking him in such a way that with three more deep, solid thrusts, he came with a loud grunt. He collapsed onto her, panting and gasping into her neck and the sweat collected by her collarbone.

“Holy shit, Moore,” she gasped as her legs flopped back down to the bed. She placed a hand between her breasts and shook her head. “You need to call me more often, honey.” She patted him on the back of the head.

“Right back at ya,” Riley replied, lifting his head and removing himself from her body.

He pulled off the condom and threw it in the trash, before tossing a towel toward the breathless woman splayed across his bed. He watched her wipe her body down from her neck to between her legs. Carla was damned nice to look at and she gave head like a fucking vacuum, but that’s where their relationship ended. The sex-based arrangement they’d had for months worked for them both.

Riley smirked while he pissed into the toilet basin, the post-coital glow wrapping around him like a warm hug. He flushed the john, washed his hands, and walked his naked ass back into his room. He nodded in appreciation when he saw Carla was already half dressed, fastening her bra. The zero emotional hurdles between them pleased Riley no end. She pulled on her white blouse and checked her makeup in a small hand mirror, touching the red marks Riley’s rough whiskers had left on her neck.

She side-eyed him accusingly and he shrugged in reply. She loved it. Most of the women who came to his bed did. Some even asked him to mark them, which he did without thought. It was sexy as hell to see his lust etched across his lovers.

He picked up his jeans from where Carla had yanked them off at the bedroom door and slipped them on, leaving them unfastened. Fluffing up her hair as she meandered past him, Carla headed toward her purse sitting on his side table. She pulled out her cell and pressed a couple of buttons, frowning.

“I gotta go,” she said, casually throwing the phone back into the depths of her bag. “Work beckons.”

Riley nodded, checking out her legs wrapped in a knee-length pencil skirt. Lord, she had great legs. The rest of her attire was all dull business. Riley wondered fleetingly how many other men had experienced the wild woman who lurked underneath the conservative outfit. Who knew accountants could be so much fun? Carla turned to Riley, who was leaning nonchalantly against the wall behind her, and let her index finger sneak down the center of his still-damp chest.

“Thanks again, Handsome,” she purred before kissing the side of his mouth. “Best lunch date I’ve had for a while. I’m sure I’ll see you soon.”

“I’m sure you will,” he replied with a wink. She smiled and, with one last flick of her hair, she left. Riley chuckled to himself before going back to the bathroom to wash off the scent of sex that covered every inch of his skin.

Within a half hour, he was back at O’Hare’s Body Shop working under a sweet 1965 Ford Galaxie, basking in the loud banging rock music of Guns N’ Roses and the contentment he always felt when he worked. He loved working with the vehicles that came into the shop—he always had since he was introduced to his first engine at the age of ten by his father. He’d learned everything there was to know about cars from his dad, who’d made his trade buying classics, tuning them up, and reselling them. Riley was the only one of Park Moore’s four boys who’d ever showed any interest in the business and Park did his best to prime him to take it over, including paying for Riley’s business degree at NYU.

Not that that shit had worked out.

Riley sighed and picked up a socket wrench, refusing to allow his tenuous relationship with his father to piss on his parade. Besides, he had only his own dumb ass to blame for it. Fifth-degree criminal possession of stolen property and a sentence of eighteen months inside Arthur Kill Correctional Facility killed all of Park’s hopes for Riley’s business future. That rap sheet wasn’t gonna go anywhere fast.

“Yo, Moore, you under there?”

Riley smiled at the frantic sound of Max O’Hare’s voice. “Yeah, man, what you want?”

A pair of boots appeared by the side of the car at Riley’s ankles. “Need you to go through these receipts with me, dude. I’m about to go fucking cross-eyed.”

Riley laughed and stopped what he was doing, using his feet to move the roller board out from under the car. Blinking at the bright lights above him, he looked up at Max, who appeared totally frazzled.

“Math isn’t my thing,” Max grumbled, wafting a handful of papers at Riley’s nose. “Help.”

Riley snorted and pushed himself to his feet, taking the papers from his friend. “Sure thing.”

Max had inherited O’Hare’s after his father died. Running the business had worked for a while, but a little over a year and a half ago, Max was admitted into rehab for his drug addiction. It had been a bleak-ass time, but while Max was getting healthy, Riley, along with financial help from their good friend Carter, had taken the helm of O’Hare’s, making sure the place continued to make money.

He and Max had been friends for almost a decade, and helping his buddy was the least Riley could do. After Max came home, the two men decided to combine their business and vehicular knowledge and go into that shit together, with Carter eager to invest financially. Before his stretch inside, having been a graduate of NYU for less than two years, Riley had owned his own small but thriving auto shop business on the other side of the city. Understandably, he’d lost a lot of clientele after his time at Arthur Kill, forcing him to make the decision to close up and sell. He’d used the money to pay off his apartment and all his outstanding debts—not least of all the one owed to his father, who’d footed his hundred-thousand-dollar college fee. It had killed Riley to give up his business like that, but he’d been left with little choice.

He was desperate to get back into the game, and partnering with Max was the perfect solution.

Max was of the same mind, but now that he divided his time between West Virginia and New York, he’d given over most of the administrative responsibilities to Riley, which Riley was more than happy to take over. People often regarded him as nothing more than a tattooed, muscle-headed womanizer—which was partly true. But despite outward appearances, Riley was smart, and the only thing he loved more than women and engines was numbers.

“You ready for tonight?” he asked Max as they entered the office.

“Paintballing?” Max said, shutting the door behind him. “Baby, I was born fucking ready.” He cracked his knuckles. “Prepare to get your ass handed to you.”

Riley laughed and dropped into the seat behind the large wooden desk. “You do know my brother is bringing three of his old Marine buddies, right? I’m not sure it’ll be just my ass.”

Max waved him off. “Whatever, man. As long as they aim the hell away from my junk, I’m good.”

Riley cocked an eyebrow. “They’re Marines. They only ever shoot for the balls.”

They both chuckled. It warmed Riley to see Max so relaxed and happy. It hadn’t always been that way. Max worked hard every day to stay clean and sober, but his woman, Grace, had given him a new lease on life. And Riley couldn’t be happier for them. Of all his friends, Riley had always believed it was Max who deserved happiness the most.

Shit, the past year had brought some major changes to the group of friends with whom Riley surrounded himself. Carter had been married for almost twelve months and, despite a couple of shaky moments at the beginning of the marriage, he seemed more loved up than ever. Then there was Max all content and shit, and the guys in the shop who constantly talked about their women and kids.

Riley supposed it was what happened when a man and his crew were knocking on the door of thirty—shit changed and people grew up. But Riley wasn’t convinced he would ever achieve the latter, no matter how old he was. Nevertheless, even with Riley happily throwing himself into work or calling his usual list of ass whenever he felt the need, more often than not, over the past year, he’d found himself wondering what it would be like to finally settle down.

His parents had been happily married for over thirty-five years, with four kids, so the idea of committing to someone wasn’t something that Riley shied away from. In fact, it was something he’d first thought about when he was eight years old . . .

“So what do you think?”

Riley looked up to see that Max had taken the seat on the other side of the desk, looking anxiously at the receipts Riley had been staring at but not paying any attention to. He didn’t have a fucking clue what they said. He rubbed a hand across his bearded chin and smiled anyway. “Things are good, man. Don’t worry.”

Max narrowed his eyes. “You sure?” He sat back. “You sure everything’s good?”

Riley recognized that tone. Every once in a while Max would pull it out and needle Riley with it. It was Riley’s own fault. He’d made some stupid comment a while back, when Max was pining for Grace, about losing love or some other bullshit and Max had, for whatever reason, gripped onto it.

It was only because his friend was worried, but Riley didn’t want to talk about his past, even though the dream he’d had the night before—detailing in delicious innocence the first time he’d seen her, all blonde pigtails and pink clothes—was still niggling at the back of his mind. It was weird. He hadn’t had a dream like that for a while, and it had been the catalyst for his calling Carla for a lunchtime quickie—a fleeting balm to the regret that still rippled through him.

He cleared his throat as images of that same beautiful blonde girl danced over the figures printed on the paper in his hands, coaxing out memories Riley tried his damnedest to keep locked away.

Lexie.

No, he silently chastised himself, that’s just what that shit was: the past. And there was no changing that fucker no matter how much Riley wished otherwise.

“Everything’s great,” Riley said, spreading out the receipts.

Riley wasn’t a liar. It was the truth. Everything was great. He was working hard. He had great friends and women to warm his bed every night if he wanted, all while living in a city he loved. What was there to be miserable about?

“Stop,” Riley commented, his gaze still on the papers. “I can hear your mind whirring from here.”

Max snorted and crossed his arms. “Fine. Keep your secrets.”

Riley glanced up. “I will.” He focused back on the receipts.

“So you were a little late back from lunch,” Max pointed out in a nonchalant tone, clearly trying a different tactic. “Who was she?”

Riley barked a laugh and shook his head. “What makes you think there was a she?”

“Because you’re like Obi-Wan Kenobi with women.”

“Dude,” Riley chastised with a frown, looking up. “Please. I’m Han Solo.”

“Whatever.” Max waved a hand. “So who was it?”

Riley sighed, resigned to the fact that he knew his friend too well to assume he would let it go. “Carla.”

Max’s eyebrows jumped. “The one with the legs? The accountant?”

Riley scratched the back of his neck with the end of the pen he’d picked up off the desk. “Yup.”

Max sat back in his seat. “Nice. She’s hot.”

Yes, she most definitely was. And a great lay. But as good as it had been, the slight tension that had resided in his shoulders since he’d woken from that damned dream was still there. She twirled and laughed, colors whirling, blonde hair shining. Riley felt the beginnings of a smile pull at his lips with the memory of those godforsaken pink jelly shoes Lexie had worn that entire summer. Jesus. He rubbed a finger across his brow. They’d been eight years old, with no clue as to what life had in store for them.

And wasn’t that sad?

Riley didn’t even know where she lived or if she’d stayed in Michigan, where they’d met. At least that was the last place he’d seen her when he’d attended his parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary party five years ago.

Once he’d returned to New York, in honor of Lexie’s adamant request that he stay away and not speak to her ever again, he’d resorted to pumping old friends for information about her, but that shit had gotten old for them real fast. Since the night Riley had left her crying on her mother’s front porch, he had no right to wonder or worry about Lexie Pierce.

He’d burned those bridges, and Lord knew they were beyond rebuilding. Too much had been said and done. He’d fucked up too many times, made bad choices, and hurt those he loved most.

Besides, Riley scoffed under his breath, finally focusing on the numbers in front of him, the only time a guy won the woman he’d loved for twenty-one years was in those awful chick flicks his mother used to watch.

·   ·   ·

“Jesus fucking Christ, I think you broke my rib!” Carter lifted his T-shirt for the hundredth time, showing off the circular deep black bruise that was growing nicely under his left nipple. “See what they did to me?” he exclaimed to the waitress pouring ice water into Tate’s glass. She laughed lightly and shook her head before leaving the table.

The bruise was a result of one of Riley’s leaping-through-the-air, Will-Smith-in-Bad-Boys–style shots from his paintball gun. It had been awesome, and Carter had been whining about it for nearly three hours. It looked painful as all hell. Riley was still laughing.

“Quit being such a baby,” Tate, Riley’s brother, commented next to him with a chuckle, while elbowing his Marine friend, Steve, in amusement. “Anyone would think it hurt.”

“Fuck off,” Carter grumbled, dropping his T-shirt and adjusting his position on his seat. A round of jeers erupted around the restaurant table and Carter reached out again to smack Riley in retaliation.

“I have bruises, too,” Riley protested, warding off Carter’s attack. “No thanks to this prick.” He whacked Tate’s bicep with his knuckle.

“Think of it as thanks.” Tate smiled with a small shrug.

“For what?”

“For me putting up with you.”

“Yeah, awesome.” Riley rolled his eyes and sipped from his beer bottle. “That’s so thoughtful of you. I should have gotten you to pierce my cock with a white-hot sewing needle while you were at it.”

Tate didn’t miss a beat. “I have a fork,” he said, picking up his cutlery.

“ ’S okay,” Riley retorted. “You can keep it. Add it to the stick and thumb that’s already up your ass.”

“Jesus,” Max complained, running his palms down his face. “I forgot what you two are like.”

The two brothers looked at Max as if he were bonkers and said in unison, “What?”

Laughter rippled around the table. Truthfully, Riley was more than a little proud that his brother had gotten in a few shots. After Tate was injured by a roadside bomb while on active duty with the Corps, Riley and his family had spent weeks not knowing if he would ever open his eyes again, let alone kick the shit out of a bunch of assholes on a paintball course. For a guy who had to walk 80 percent of the time with a cane and was a recovering painkiller addict, Tate had pretty much schooled them all.

“Ice it and take some ibuprofen—you’ll be fine,” Tate uttered toward Carter.

“Thanks, Doc,” Carter groused.

“Hey, look at it this way,” Ben, Carter’s work colleague, said from his seat next to Max. “It’s an excuse for Kat to look after you.”

Carter pointed at him. “This is true.”

“Please,” Max snorted. “She’ll take one look at you, ask what happened, and laugh her ass off.”

Carter shifted his pointed finger to Max. “That is also true.” He snickered into his glass of Coke. “It might gain me some macho points, though, right?”

Riley and Max shared a doubtful look, making Carter laugh harder. God, Riley loved this. The boys’ nights had started not long after Carter’s bachelor party in Vegas. Tonight was a busy one—there were ten of them, including Paul and Cam from the shop. The numbers fluctuated, depending on who had free time, but Riley, Max, Carter, and Tate all tried to get together at least once every couple of months.

Clubbing and drinking were off the list of possible activities due to Max’s and Tate’s continuing recovery from their addictions, but that didn’t matter. They paintballed, went bowling, or just grabbed dinner. The point was, they spent time together, had fun, bonded, and vented about life, work, and women. Not that Riley had much to add to the latter—he and Tate were the only single members of their regular group now. But that hadn’t stopped either of them from commenting liberally on everyone else’s relationships.

“So you guys still coming to Grace’s art show this weekend?” Max asked before taking a mammoth bite of his bacon cheeseburger. His girlfriend, Grace, was a photographer who was gaining a lot of attention in the art world.

Riley nodded. “Got my ticket and everything.”

“Sure,” Carter commented at the same time Ben gave a thumbs-up. Carter’s gaze snapped over to Riley. “Which date you bringing this time, Moore?”

“The Latina?” Paul asked eagerly, gray eyes wide.

“Nah, man, the one who used to be a Victoria’s Secret model,” Cam added, almost jumping in his seat.

Riley smirked. “I’ll bring whoever’s lucky enough to get picked.”

Carter shook his head while Tate grumbled at his side. Riley threw his arm around his brother’s shoulder and squeezed. “Oh, come on now, don’t be jealous. I can share.”

Tate shrugged him off. “The only thing you’ll be sharing is an STD. I hope to God you’re wrapping that shit up.”

“Always,” Riley retorted, throwing a fry into his mouth.

“He single-handedly keeps Trojan in business,” Max offered, his brown eyes dancing.

Riley cocked his head, mock serious. “Oh, look who’s been in a monogamous relationship for five seconds and thinks he’s a born-again virgin.” He ducked to avoid the packet of ketchup that flew at him and pointed a finger across the table. “Violence is never the answer.”

“Yeah, but it makes me feel better,” replied Max, leaning back in his seat.

“Me too,” Tate commented before he smacked Riley up the back of the head. Riley raised his hand to hit back and Tate held his palm up. “Ah, ah. Think before you hit the cripple.”

Riley barked a laugh and shoved his brother instead. “Some cripple.”

Tate grinned before he began rummaging in his pocket. He pulled out his cell and frowned at the lit screen. He pushed back his seat, reached for his cane, and put the phone to his ear as he stood. “Hey, Mom.”

While sipping his beer, Riley watched his brother make his way to the entrance of the restaurant, where presumably he’d be able to hear better. An unusual feeling of worry flittered across Riley’s throat. It wasn’t strange for their mother to call—on the contrary, she called each of her sons at least once, sometimes twice, a week. But something about the timing—it being almost 9 p.m. on a weekday—had the hair on Riley’s neck standing up.

“You all right?” Carter asked quietly.

Riley nodded, his eyes still on Tate. “Sure.”

When his brother stopped mid-step and his shoulders snapped back, Riley immediately knew something was up. That fear was confirmed when Tate turned back, his brow furrowed, his anxious eyes seeking out Riley around waitresses and other diners. Riley’s stomach sank and he stood quickly, scraping his chair across the wooden floor as Tate made his way back to the table. He was still on the phone when he arrived.

“—that’s what the doctor said?”

“Doctor?” Riley asked, throwing his scrunched-up napkin down on his half-eaten meal. “What the—?”

Tate shook his head, halting Riley’s questions. “Well, that’s usual practice. Yeah. And his vitals?” He frowned and swallowed. “Seb’s there?”

Riley pulled out his wallet and dropped a couple of twenties onto the table, paying for the two meals they’d barely touched. Carter and Max stood, too, looking ready to do whatever they could. Tate may have been Riley’s blood, but that didn’t make the two men at his side any less his brothers.

Tate rubbed his forehead with the tips of his fingers. “Yeah, Mom, we’ll be there. Just hang tight, okay? We’ll get a flight out as soon as possible.”

Carter pulled his cell phone out of his pocket.

“What the hell?” Riley asked his brother as Tate ended the call.

Tate sighed. “Dad’s had another heart attack.”

Riley exhaled shakily, his chest tightening. “Shit. Is it bad?”

Riley watched Tate’s face carefully, noticing the medic in him shift and rise to the surface. “They’re about to take him into surgery,” he replied. It didn’t escape Riley’s attention that his brother hadn’t answered the question. “Seb’s already there,” Tate added, referring to their younger brother. “We need to get a flight out.”

Carter, with his cell phone at his ear, held his hand up, motioning for them all to slow down and wait. “Yeah, expect two passengers,” he said to whoever was on the other end of the call. “As soon as the plane’s ready. Yeah. Direct to . . .” He cocked a questioning eyebrow at Riley.

“Cherry Capital Airport, Traverse City,” Tate offered before turning back to Riley. “He’s in Munson. It’ll be a fifteen-minute cab ride.”

Riley nodded as anxiety and helplessness traveled through him. It was unfamiliar and, honestly, it frightened the shit out of him. His father. In the hospital. Riley’s relationship with his dad had been fraught at best since Riley’s stint inside, and the thought of losing him before Riley could truly mend their differences filled him with panic. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. What the fuck would he do if something happened to his father? His mother would be devastated. This was the second heart attack in two years, and the doctors had said the last time that . . .

He pressed a hand to his forehead and cleared his throat in an effort to calm himself.

Carter ended the call and patted the cell phone against his palm. “The company jet’ll be ready for you in about ninety minutes.”

Riley stared at his friend, overwhelmed with gratitude, before clapping a hand to his shoulder. “Thanks, man.”

“Whatever you need.”

“Come on,” Tate urged Riley, moving around the two men and heading back across the restaurant to the exit. “We have time to grab some stuff from your place before we leave. We’ll walk. It’ll be quicker than trying to catch a cab.”

Riley grabbed his jacket from the back of his seat. “Get a cab, Tate—your leg can’t take that distance.” He ignored the daggered stare his brother shot back. He was immune. “We’ve got time,” Riley placated. He didn’t like pointing out his brother’s disability in front of company, but sometimes the asshole was too stubborn for his own good.

Tate sighed and pressed his lips together, his universal signal for “we’ll discuss this shit later,” and set off again, pushing through the door to the street.

Riley followed, walking backwards as he spoke to the guys who were now standing from their seats around the table. “I’ll call you when we get there.” He looked to Carter. “Thanks again. Max, dude, I didn’t get to— The shop numbers need to—”

“Go,” Max said, pointing toward where Tate had exited. “It’s okay. I’ll take care of it.”

Riley dipped his chin, turned, and pushed of out the restaurant door to see the cab Tate had hailed pulling up to the curb. Tate opened the car door and looked back at his brother. He paused for a brief moment and his eyes, always so sure and careful, flickered with fear. It struck Riley cold. The only other time Riley had seen that look on Tate’s face was the morning Tate had woken from the medically induced coma he’d been placed in by the doctors treating the horrific injuries he’d suffered while on duty.

“Fuck,” Riley uttered. “What if—?”

“Don’t,” Tate interrupted with a calm voice that reminded Riley of when they were kids. He clapped a hand to Riley’s shoulder.

“Tate, man.” Riley looked toward the sky. “I haven’t spoken to him since . . .”

Christ, it had been almost three years. The fall after Riley’s release from Kill, in fact. There’d been heated words, then silence, which was probably worse than the disappointed and angry vitriol that had spewed from his father’s lips. When the first heart attack hit, two years ago, Riley had visited the hospital, staying with his mother until his father regained consciousness, but they never spoke. His father had still been too angry with Riley to even look at him. Knowing the kind of man Park Moore was, and his need to stew and come to terms with the disappointment in his own time, Riley had simply kept his mouth shut and left with his tail between his legs.

“Come on,” Tate said, gesturing with his hand toward the cab. “We need to move. It’ll be okay.”

Riley hoped his brother was right because, if he was truly honest, it wasn’t the thought of seeing just their father that caused his heart to pound.
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Twenty-one years ago . . .

He’d watched for three days before she spoke to him.

He’d just completed second grade and it was summer vacation. Each day, he’d make excuses to his parents about going to the park—which was five minutes away and was the only place he was allowed to go sans brothers but “for no longer than thirty minutes”—riding his way to her house and standing at his spot by a tree across the street from it, his bicycle between his knees, watching the fascinating blonde girl dance around her front yard.

She had a dog and a little sister, whom she played with a lot. They looked like they got along really well, which confused Riley since he and his brothers were always wrestling and falling out. Especially he and Dex. Dex was the oldest and thought he could boss Riley, Tate, and Seb around. Seb called Dex a jerk. Last time he had, Mom had overheard and grounded him for the weekend. They’d learned that whispering or using hand gestures was a far safer way of insulting their brother.

Today the girl had a water gun, which she aimed at trees, squirting leaves before turning on the hanging plants outside her front door. She was a good shot, too. Much better than he was. She’d pump the pistol, cock her head, close one eye, stick out her tongue, and fire, giving a huge fist pump every time her aim hit true.

He had a water gun at home and he wondered if she’d mind him joining in. He was busy considering how he would approach her and ask, wondering why that thought made his belly feel funny, when he noticed she’d stopped shooting and was staring at him from across the street, her hand above her eyes, shielding them from the sun.

He froze, like a rabbit caught in headlights, and began fiddling with the handlebars of his bicycle. In his periphery, he saw her start to walk in his direction, stopping at the curb, not crossing over, placing her hands on her hips.

“Hey you!” she called, the water gun upside down at her side causing water to drip down her leg. “Hey boy!”

He looked up, his tongue in knots, his eyes darting around her before pointing at himself in question.

“Yeah, you. Are you lost?”

He noticed how loud her voice was, despite her size. He shook his head.

“Are you homeless?”

He frowned and shook his head again.

“Are you a weirdo?” He blinked and she smiled. “Do you live in that tree? You’re there a lot.”

His cheeks flamed with embarrassment. It’s not like he’d tried to hide, but her noticing him made him feel a little silly.

“Do you play water pistol?” She rested the gun on her hip. All she needed was a cowboy hat to complete the look.

He nodded this time.

“Can you talk?”

He kept his mouth closed and nodded again.

“Are you allowed to cross the street?”

He glanced down the street knowing that he wasn’t really allowed, but it was quiet and no one was around. He nodded.

“Well, don’t just stand there. Come and play!” She lifted the gun and fired. As powerful as the pistol seemed, the water only just skimmed the toe of his sandal, sprinkling his toes.

He smiled wider and maneuvered his bike, pushing with his feet instead of pedaling, and made his way across to her. As he got closer, he realized how bright her eyes were, like the summer sky above them, and that her hair wasn’t just blonde but white and gold and shimmery like the pond in their backyard. He’d never seen anything quite like it. On one of her arms he saw what looked like a tattoo of a flower and, on the other, a pink cat. How had she convinced her parents to let her get them?

She stared at him for a brief moment and nodded at his Batman T-shirt, seeming pleased with what she saw. “So, do you have a name, or do I call you Batman?”

He coughed gently before speaking. “Riley.”

She smiled, showing two gaps in her bottom row of teeth. “Hi, Riley. I’m Lexie.”

For the next two weeks, Riley saw Lexie pretty much every day, shooting aliens and learning all there was to know about the amazing telescope she had on her back porch, all the while assuring his mom that the park really was that awesome and asking if he could please, please spend every minute there because he was eight and he was sensible.

Standing at the kitchen sink wiping her hands on a striped kitchen cloth as he explained this again, his mother lifted an interested eyebrow.

“Just what is it you love so much about that park, Riley?” she asked with a small smile.

“It’s, um, fun,” he offered, kicking his toe against the linoleum floor. “Lots of my friends are there.”

“And girls.”

Riley spun to throw a death glare at his brother Tate, who’d appeared out of nowhere. He laughed at Riley’s expression.

“Are there girls?” his mother asked, her voice attentive rather than teasing.

Riley’s cheeks heated and he pulled at the hem of the Superman T-shirt he was wearing. “No.”

“He doesn’t go to the park,” Tate added from behind them, his mouth full of the peanut butter he was eating with a spoon straight from the jar. “I followed him. He hangs out at a tree on Wick Avenue.”

Riley turned on his big-mouthed brother and shoved him. Hard. “You shut up!”

“Riley,” his mother chastised, shooing Tate away and holding Riley by the elbow. “You keep your hands to yourself, young man.”

Riley huffed and shook off his mother’s grip while she took the peanut butter away from Tate. Riley stomped to the kitchen table, where he pulled out a chair and dropped himself into it. This sucked. Now that his secret was out, he knew his mother would either ground him or forbid him from going back to Lexie’s, and that thought made his stomach twist.

His mother sat down across from him and folded her fingers together on the table. “So,” she said quietly. “You wanna tell me what’s so interesting about Wick Avenue?”

“No,” Riley mumbled toward his lap.

“You sure?”

Riley exhaled heavily. “It’s nothing.”

“Doesn’t sound like nothing. Sounds pretty interesting to have you there every day.”

Riley glanced up at his mother to see her green eyes soft and a small smile playing on her lips. She reached into the fruit bowl between them and picked two grapes off the stalk, handing one over to Riley. He took it and threw it into his mouth. Green seedless. His favorite.

“I . . . have a friend who lives there,” he muttered, his chin touching his chest. He could feel the heat pulsing through his entire face.

“A friend?” his mother echoed. “What’s his name?”

Riley fidgeted. “Her name is Lexie.”

His mother stayed silent before handing him another grape. “That’s a pretty name.”

Riley looked up, surprised. “Yeah,” he offered. “She is. I mean, it is. Pretty. Her name.”

She laughed, seemingly amused by his discomfort. She reached over and ruffled the front of his hair. “It’s great that you’ve made a new friend. But I don’t want you going to Wick Avenue on your own. It’s a long way and that street can get busy.”

Riley swallowed hard. He had a feeling this would happen, but it made him sad all the same. How would he get to see Lexie again?

“Next time you want to go, I’ll drive you.”

Riley’s head shot up. “Really?”

“Really.”

Riley sprang from his seat, almost stumbling when his feet got tangled with the legs of the chair. “Can we go now?”

“Now?”

“Yes. I said I’d see her today. There’s an important space mission, but we need a spaceship. Lexie knows every planet by name and even some of the stars. Did you know that stars have names? She showed me through her telescope. So we’re building a spaceship behind her house in the woods. We’re not going too far, though, because her mom said we couldn’t, but her dad’s cut us some pieces of wood that we can use as long as he can help, even though he calls me ‘that boy’ instead of my name, so we were going to start it today.”

His mother laughed again. “A spaceship for an important mission, huh?”

“Yeah! Lex is the driver. I’m the co-pilot, but I’m still Han Solo.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so? Spaceships are important business.”

“I know!” Riley agreed, relieved that his mother understood his urgency.

“Let’s go.”

Riley wasn’t too embarrassed when their car pulled up at Lexie’s house, but he would have happily hid when his mother insisted on meeting Lexie’s mom, Christine, before she left. In the front yard, he stood, with Lexie at his side, while the two women murmured and chuckled about something they both seemed to find very funny, and looked at him and Lexie in ways that made him want to hide his face in his hands.

“Maybe Riley can stay for dinner?” Lexie blurted, causing Riley’s head to almost topple off his neck in surprise. She glanced back at him quickly and shifted on her feet. “What?” she whispered. “Don’t you want to?”

He did. He absolutely did. The only part of the inside of Lexie’s house he’d seen so far was the kitchen and the downstairs bathroom. The thought of seeing more was kind of exciting. And spending more time with Lexie could only be a good thing.

“I think that would be fine,” Christine agreed with a smile that Riley’s mom mirrored. “Okay, Riley?”

“Yeah,” he answered quickly. He looked back at Lexie to see her grinning. “Yeah.”

“Can we go now?” Lexie asked, all but jumping on the spot, grabbing Riley by his sleeve and pulling him away from their mothers. “We have a mission to complete!”

“I’ll be here at seven to pick you up,” Riley’s mom called after him, but he didn’t reply. He simply waved at her over his shoulder as he ran toward the back of the house beside Lexie.

·   ·   ·

The plane that Carter had organized for Riley and Tate was fancy as hell. Cream leather seats, of which there were twenty. Full bar, mahogany tables, flat-screen TV, and a cute flight attendant who flushed and giggled every time Riley asked for a drink. He would have been quite happy to kick back and enjoy the view of her in her uniform, but honestly, he was far too distracted.

He sipped his bourbon from a crystal glass as he mused. It had been two years since he was last home. He knew he should have been back sooner, and he wished he weren’t such a coward, but, hell, them’s the breaks. The trickle of guilt that had appeared when his mother’s call came through surged now like a fighter jet. Riley rubbed a hand down his face and dropped his head back against his seat as the plane shook with turbulence.

Tate glanced over. “Dad’s gonna be fine, Ri.” He sighed and rubbed his bad knee. “Don’t brood. It doesn’t suit you.”

Through the window, the light at the end of the plane’s right wing continued to flash intermittently. “I’m not brooding,” Riley answered. “I’m worried.”

“Me too, man. Me too.”

Almost ninety minutes later, they hurried through the main doors of Munson Medical Center, where Tate threw some medical-sounding words and their father’s name at a nurse behind the welcome desk.

“Your father’s still in surgery,” she told them eventually, nails clicking on the computer keyboard. “You can go up to the family room on the fourth floor. The doctor will find you.”

It was there that they found their mother.

Riley adored his mom. Was he a momma’s boy? Probably, but he couldn’t have given a flying fuck. It was a label he was happy to bear. Joan Moore was and always had been a force of nature. Being the only woman in a house filled with four rambunctious boys and a husband who worked long hours would be a challenge for anyone, but she’d always managed to make it look easy.

Riley couldn’t remember a time when he’d seen her stressed or unhappy, and he could count on one hand the number of times she’d shouted at him, his brothers, or his dad. She had an infinite amount of patience and optimism, which she used liberally to keep Riley and his brothers in line. And it worked, too. Although the disciplinarian had always been his father, Park, it was always Riley’s mother who Riley endeavoured to keep happy.

He would never forget the look on her face the first time she came to visit him in Arthur Kill. It had ripped his heart in two. Despite his towering over her five-foot-five frame from the age of sixteen, Joan’s blatant disappointment had reduced Riley to an inch-high asshole who never wanted to see that look in her eyes again.

“Mom?” he said from the doorway.

She looked up quickly, her green eyes tired and red. The thought of her crying twisted something fiercely protective in Riley, something that had his legs eating up the distance to get to her as quickly as possible. He pulled her into his arms and wrapped her up in a tight hug while Tate, who wasn’t much of a hugger, hung back. Joan’s head fit under Riley’s chin, and the familiar scent of the sweet perfume in her ash-blonde hair caused Riley to close his eyes. She felt so small and vulnerable in his arms, and it scared him.

“Oh, Riley,” she muttered into his chest.

Riley shushed her gently, squeezing her closer. “It’s okay, Mom. He’s gonna be okay.”

“What the hell happened?” Tate asked from their side, a rare outburst of frustration.

Joan looked up and released Riley, reaching out a hand to squeeze Tate’s forearm. “He was fixing the roof on the damned addition.”

Riley and Tate both huffed.

“I told him he was a fool for doing it,” she continued, rubbing her palms down her jeans and sitting back down. “But you know what he can be like.”

“Stubborn old coot,” Tate commented, shaking his head. “Where was Seb?”

“He’d stepped out to grab something for dinner. He came back as your father was being put into the ambulance.”

Riley took the seat next to his mother. “Did dad manage to get down before he . . . ?”

“No.” Joan wet her lips and pressed them together. “I heard him shout and then a loud bang. He landed on the lawn, but it was still a ten-foot drop. He hit his head, and . . . I called 911 right away.” Her voice shook before she placed a hand over her mouth. “The doctor said they plan to insert a stent in his valve?” She looked toward Tate, who nodded. “But they don’t know how badly damaged his heart is.”

Tate sat at her other side and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m sure it’ll be okay,” he offered. “They got him here quickly. There’s so much they can do for the heart these days.”

“I know, but they’re concerned . . . It’s not long since . . .”

Riley gritted his teeth, hating the shake in his mother’s voice. Seeing her so despondent was as terrifying as it was alien. He wished he had something to say that would make it better, but he was at a loss. Even Tate, always the calm and objective one, looked more anxious than he would ordinarily allow people to see.

“Hey, guys.”

Standing in the doorway with two cups of machine coffee in his hands was Seb. Riley hadn’t seen his baby brother for six months, the last time being when Seb had flown into New York from Chicago at Christmas, and he looked as tired as Riley felt. He approached them, handing one of the cups to Joan, and welcomed the hug Riley offered. Despite his being a professional fitness coach with his own gym and being built like the regular rugby player he was, Seb stood a couple of inches short of Riley’s six foot two, which always gave Riley the advantage when they tussled.

“Hey, man,” Riley said, patting his baby brother on the back.

“Hey.” Seb stepped back and pinched his large shoulders. His gray-blue eyes were dull, he was unshaven, and his brown hair had grown so long that he wore it in a small bun at the nape of his neck. Had the situation been different, Riley would have started ripping him for having hair like a girl. As it was, he kept his mouth shut and watched as Seb shook Tate’s hand and asked, “Any news?”

Joan shook her head and clutched the cup closer to her chest.

“Well, that sucks,” Seb commented before sipping his coffee. He grimaced and looked down at the cup in disgust. “As does this shit.”

The chairs in the waiting room were a chiropractic nightmare, which made for a shitload of pacing from all four of them as they waited for the next two hours. “You heard from Dex?” Riley asked as he looked over a notice board filled with leaflets.

“He’s in Thailand for work,” Joan replied, running a hand through her hair and suppressing a yawn. “I called him, but with the time difference . . .”

Riley’s eldest brother, Dex, traveled around the world, fucking around on computers and making an absolute fortune. He was a hacker or . . . something. He was a glorified computer geek, as far as Riley was concerned.

It was another two hours before the door of the waiting room opened, rousing Riley and Seb from a fitful doze. The doctor was still in green scrubs, the obligatory face mask dangling around his neck. He smiled tightly, making the salt-and-pepper mustache on his lip twitch. At the sight of him, Riley went from dopey to wide awake in three seconds flat. He got to his feet quickly, clasping a hand to his mother’s shoulder, holding on to her for his own sanity should the news be bad.

“Mrs. Moore,” the doctor said. “My name is Dr. Fitz. I operated on your husband.” He glanced at Riley and his brothers.

“It’s fine,” Joan said, gesturing around herself. “These are my sons. How is Park?”

The doctor crossed his arms and Riley’s lungs squeezed. Shit.

“He’s in the ICU. The surgery went well. I managed to insert the stent and check the valves, which seem fine, but his heart is very weak. In spite of Mr. Moore’s fitness, two heart attacks in as many years is a lot for a man of sixty-two.”

“Can I see him?” Joan asked immediately.

The doctor sighed gently. “Yes, but only for ten minutes. My patient needs his rest.”

Joan stood and began gathering her purse and jacket. Riley watched her and waited for someone else to speak while his pulse pounded in his ears. He closed his eyes and gripped the bridge of his nose in an effort to ease it. Tate spoke first, asking the doctor questions that Riley didn’t really understand but appreciated all the same. Not that it eased his worry any. He’d heard the doctor loud and clear: his dad wasn’t out of the woods yet.

When he reopened his eyes, the doctor and his mother had gone.

“So what now?” Seb asked, pushing his hands into his jeans pockets.

“We wait for Mom and go home,” Tate answered, holding a hand up toward Riley when he opened his mouth to protest. “There’s nothing more we can do. He’s in the best place. We can come back first thing tomorrow. We all need to sleep.”

Riley glanced at his watch to see it was almost 5 a.m., and then at Seb, who shrugged. “Fine,” Riley retorted, suddenly feeling really fucking tired. “Fine.”
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Eighteen years ago . . .

Lexie’s mom, Christine, opened the front door and smiled. “Hi, Riley. How was school?” Instead of answering, he glanced over her shoulder toward the stairs leading up to Lexie’s bedroom. Christine opened the door wider to let him pass.

Riley entered and placed his school bag, as he always did, under the coat rack next to Lexie’s, and shucked off his coat and the January cold, hanging it up. “Is she feeling better?”

Lexie hadn’t been to school for three days and, Riley had to confess, it sucked ass. His walks to and from the place and lunchtimes were certainly quiet. And boring. He wasn’t too cool to admit that he missed her.

“She hasn’t been down since lunch,” Christine replied, walking toward the kitchen. “I just made some hot chocolate. How about you take it up for her?”

Riley shrugged and followed. He’d always felt at home in Lexie’s house, but it was still weird talking to her mom without his friend there. “Is she still sick?”
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