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Suncoast Society

Blues Beach

Tracey knows she’s lucky. She has a chance to rebuild her life—and her relationship with her daughter, Emma—in a healthy way. But when she’s forced to travel to California for a cousin’s funeral, she dreads seeing her family and enduring the insults she knows will follow. Except…she didn’t expect to rekindle something with her old boyfriend, Eric.

Widowed and with his dreams shattered, Eric easily recalls the love he’s always held for Tracey. Whether this is a second chance or a one-time weekend to remember remains to be seen. Either way, he’ll take the opportunity, no matter how short, to be with her.

But Emma isn’t so trusting. And when another complication crops up, Tracey runs a very real risk of losing Emma a second time and that’s something Eric will not allow Tracey to do.

So how do you woo a genius super-villain in training into liking you, much less accepting you as one of her “dads?”
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Chapter One

 

The bailiff appeared in the waiting room. “Litwin versus Litwin.”

Tracey nervously stood, shouldered her purse, and followed her attorney into the judge’s chambers.

Neither Pat, nor his attorney, had appeared.

Not that she’d expected either one of them to be there. Still, that little fear had picked at her brain, especially last night when she futilely tried to sleep.

Here it was, middle of November, and her divorce was about to be finalized.

It felt…weird.

The first time around, she’d hoped by some miracle she’d be able to convince Brandon to change his mind and stay with her.

This time…

It was a fucking relief.

Freedom.

Eight years ago, when she went through this with Brandon, she’d prayed it was a bad dream. Right up until the final orders had arrived in the mail with the judge’s signature on them, even after Brandon had moved out, even after he’d gently and patiently tried to talk to her.

This time around, it couldn’t be over soon enough for her.

They sat at the long conference table, at the head of which was the judge’s desk. The bailiff called the session to order and swore Tracey in.

Her attorney explained the situation regarding Pat to the judge, outlined everything they’d done, and revealed that Pat was no longer responding to the procedures due to his current legal troubles. Tracey knew from the chatter she’d heard through friends that his parents had cut the purse strings once he was arrested, refusing to finance his legal bills, so he wouldn’t get any more help from them.

The judge rifled through the paperwork. “Did you wish to change your last name, Mrs. Litwin?”

“Yes, your Honor. I’d like to be Tracey Ann Demmer Ziegler.” She hadn’t asked Brandon if he minded if she went back to using his last name, but Demmer was her maiden name, and Emma had Brandon’s last name.

Tracey doubted she’d ever get married again. At least her last name would be the same as Emma’s.

And Brandon, Jeff, and Stuart. Jeff had changed his when he and Brandon got married, and Stuart had added it, hyphenated, to his.

She’d wanted to keep Ziegler and add Litwin when she’d married Pat, but he’d insisted she drop Ziegler completely and take his last name.

At the time, she hadn’t felt strong enough to protest or stand her ground.

Never again.

Ten minutes later, it was over.

She walked out with her attorney, who gave her copies of everything. She’d receive the signed order by next week, then she could get her driver’s license and other ID changed.

Alone, she sat in her car and stared at the papers in her lap.

I never should have married that asshole.

 

* * * *

 

Ruth was working until close tonight, and Emma and Grace weren’t scheduled to come over. Tracey stopped on the way home and grabbed a fancy burger, cheese fries, and a shake, settling in on Ruth’s sofa alone in front of the TV to eat. When Tracey had left Pat, she’d moved in with Ruth, both a friend and coworker, whose daughter was now attending college out of state.

It helped Ruth’s budget and was allowing Tracey the breathing room to build her savings and try to figure out her next step.

She’d finally swallowed her nerves and applied to a program through work to take college courses and train for a promotion to assistant manager or store manager. She had no idea if she’d be accepted or not, but she knew she could no longer spend the rest of her life in stasis, not bothering to try to advance. She’d hit a glass ceiling that she could absolutely break through if she tried hard enough.

It’d be easy to keep blaming her family and their insistence on college as the only way to advance in life, and how they’d treated her, but she could have worked harder as an adult.

Bless Brandon’s heart, he’d tried to talk her into working toward a degree.

Her regional manager had been very encouraging, though, and he’d never struck Tracey as a jerk who’d fuck with people and give them false hope only to yank the football away.

Even if she didn’t become a store manager, the bump in pay of working in an assistant manager position would mean she’d be able to afford to live on her own again. Right now, even a small studio apartment would strain her income in a dangerous way once she ate through the meager savings she’d accumulated. Ruth renting a room to her was a lifesaver that allowed her to actually have a decent life for now.

Hell, a better life than she’d had with Pat that was for sure. Far more peaceful. Predictable. No unpleasant surprises or rants or fights.

Much lower stress.

It felt like that, for the first time in her life, she finally had a chance to get comfortable in her own skin.

She likely wouldn’t hear back for a couple of weeks yet. If she was accepted into the program, they’d start training her for the promotion, and she’d receive reimbursement for college classes, which she’d have to start taking.

She was about to go take a long, hot bubble bath when her cell phone buzzed with a text.

Brandon.

 

How you doing, hon?

 

He’d offered to go with her today, or have Jeff go with her, if she wanted. She’d gently rebuffed the offer despite really wanting that.

Maybe because she’d wanted it so much.

She had to stand on her own two feet at some point. If she couldn’t start doing that now, she might never start doing it. The last thing she wanted was to rely too heavily on Brandon and his guys, because it would be too damn easy to fall into a pattern of doing that.

 

He didn’t show. No attorney, either. I’m officially free. :)

 

Brandon called her a few minutes later, and from the background noise, she realized he was in his car. “Hey.”

“Hey.” She sniffled, hoping he couldn’t hear.

“I’m sorry, hon. I know this isn’t what you wanted to happen.”

“Yeah. It’s my own fault. I never should have married him.”

“You all right?”

“Yeah.”

“You want to come over for dinner tonight?”

“Thanks, but I already ate. I threw myself a pity party.”

“Okay. Is Ruth home?”

“Not until later.”

Brandon sighed. “Trace—”

“I’m okay.” She made a point to keep her voice gentle, not snippy. She’d wrongly hurled too many taunts and insults his way over the years as it was.

The memory of which left her feeling ashamed of herself.

He hadn’t held it against her. Not once she’d admitted she was wrong and left Pat. Brandon had forgiven her.

She honestly didn’t feel she deserved Brandon, looking back on things. He’d tried so hard, done the best he could. It was an imperfect situation and it wasn’t like he’d set out to break her heart.

It just…happened.

“I’m really okay. Sad. Relieved.” She let out a little laugh. “Poorer. Not like that son of a bitch could pay my attorney fees. Won’t make that mistake again. No more marriages.”

“Or talk to Ed first. Let him draw up a prenup for you.”

“I don’t think I could afford Ed.”

“I’ll pay for it just to know you’re protected.”

“Well, considering I’m not even dating, that’s not really an issue. Going to focus on work and Emma and Grace and me.”

He hesitated before his next statement. “Are you okay for the Disney trip? I don’t mind giving you some money for it. You had those car repairs.”

Bless his heart, now that they were friends again, she really felt like she didn’t deserve him. “Thanks, but no, I’m okay. I saved up most of it, but I also have a zero-interest credit card I have nothing on right now that I can use if I need to. I want to give the girls a good holiday weekend. How’s the Thanksgiving prep going? Can I help Jeff with anything?”

“I’ll let you two discuss that. I don’t know where he’s at with it…”

They chatted for a few more minutes, then she heard the tell-tale ding of the ignition chime in his car. “Well, I’m home. Want me to go in and hand the phone off to Em?”

“No, that’s okay. I need to take a bath and head to bed. I’m exhausted, and I open tomorrow.”

He hesitated again. “I’m sorry, Trace. I never meant to hurt you. I always will love you. You’re Emma’s mother, and I’m glad we can be friends again.”

She resisted the urge to sniffle, knowing he’d hear and not wanting him to. “I know. I’m always going to love you, too. Jeff and Stu are lucky guys.”

“Have a good evening, sweetie. Call me if you need to talk.”

“Thanks. You, too.”

She ended the call and stared at her phone for a moment like she was seeing it for the first time.

What does it say about me that I’m crying not because of this marriage ending, but because of a marriage that’s nearly a decade in its grave?

 

* * * *

 

Thanksgiving morning, Ruth was already out the door to her brother’s house while Tracey was finishing packing for the weekend. After Thanksgiving lunch at Brandon’s, she, Emma, and Grace would leave from there to drive over to Disney. Tracey was looking forward to the time alone with the girls, able to talk to them, relax.

Breathe.

Have fun.

When Emma had sat on Tracey’s bed last week and read through the signed divorce order from the judge, she’d started crying, which had surprised Tracey.

Then Em had thrown her arms around her. “Thank you, Mommy.”

Unable to hold back, Tracey had started crying, too.

That’d been the first time Emma had called her that in…years.

“He never…he never touched you, did he?”

“No. Hell no.” Em sat up and wiped at her face. “I would have said something. He was an asshole. He treated me like shit, but we’ve already been through that.”

“I’m sorry.” Could she ever apologize enough to her daughter?

Em handed her the papers. “Promise me something. Please?”

“What?”

“Next time, I get to sign off on the guy. Me and Grace and Dad and Jeff and Stu.”

“Oh, believe me, absolutely. That’s without question.”

“Are you dating?”

“No. I put in my application at work for the promotion training and tuition assistance program. I’m going to work toward getting a promotion and I’m going to be too busy with you and that and school to worry about a guy.” She smiled. “May need you and Grace to help me study.”

Emma hugged her again, harder. “Mom, you’re not stupid. I don’t care what those idiots in California think about you. They’re the idiots. Hey, you had me, and I’m in Mensa. You can’t be totally dumb.” Em grinned.

“Those idiots in California” being the generic moniker for Tracey’s parents, three brothers, and sister. Brandon had dubbed them that years ago, before he and Tracey ever divorced, and it’d…stuck.

After Tracey finished packing, she looked around her room and bathroom one more time, hoping she hadn’t forgotten anything. There was only one thing left to do before she headed to Brandon’s.

She sat on the end of her bed and called her parents’ home number, hoping she’d reach their voice mail.

Prayed they’d be out of town.

She wasn’t expecting it when her father answered. “Hello?”

She swallowed hard, the words locked in her throat for a moment. “Hey, Dad.”

“Tracey?”

“Yeah. Happy Thanksgiving.”

“Well, Happy Thanksgiving to you, too. How are you?”

She had put off telling them about the divorce, not wanting to hear any lectures or disappointed tones in their words. Wasn’t like she talked to them a lot. Usually only on holidays. She saw them on Facebook and conversed with them several times a week through there.

That was plenty.

More than enough.

Dr. and Dr. Charles and Margot Demmer were busy, busy people, even in their seventies. They were both tenured professors, him teaching anthropology and her sociology, both well-known authors and high-demand speakers in their respective fields.

“I’m…actually, I’m good.” Chicken. “Just wanted to say hi, and happy Thanksgiving. I’m on my way over to Brandon’s to have dinner with them, then me, Emma, and Grace are going to spend the weekend in Orlando. Girls-only weekend,” she quickly added when she realized that didn’t add up.

“Oh?” Shit, she already knew she was busted before he even said the next sentence. “I didn’t think Pat liked Brandon. He’s okay going there for Thanksgiving?”

Stupid stupid stupid! She should have lied to him.

Might as well rip the bandage off quickly.

“Pat and I are divorced. In fact, if you have a piece of paper handy, I’ll give you my new address. I moved several months ago.”

“Wait, what? Divorced?”

“Yes.”

Pregnant pause. “Since when?”

“Finalized two weeks ago.”

Her father didn’t respond at first. That pregnant pause could have birthed a couple of Duggars and a baby elephant. “Really.”

Not a question.

More a judgmental statement and opinion and crystal clear, humiliating condescension, all wrapped in one neat, tidy little two-syllable word.

If anyone had hated Pat more than Brandon and Em and Grace, it was her family.

“So, hey, ready to write down my new address?”

“Just send it to me on Facebook. When were you planning on telling us this? You haven’t mentioned anything about this on Facebook.”

“Not exactly something I wanted to broadcast, Dad.”

Silence.

Sooo much judgment and criticism wrapped up in that, too.

A weighty sigh from him. “I suppose.”

Meaning he thought she was an idiot.

She held the phone away from her mouth so she could take a deep, cleansing breath and let it out again. “You know, it’s fine. I didn’t want people making a big deal over it anyway. It’s not like it’s anyone’s business. Emma made Mensa, did I tell you that?”

“Yes.” Short, clipped, and having none of her nonsense.

Shit.

Oh, Tracey already knew what the topic of dinner conversation in the scenic foothills of Laguna Beach would be today.

Her.

Their failure and embarrassment of a daughter and sibling, who not only had been divorced twice now, but was the only Drs. Demmer child who didn’t go to college and get a degree.

She was certain they’d be busy drawing correlations between the two points, too.

“Sorry, Dad, I’ve got a call coming in from Em. I need to go. I love you, and love to Mom and everyone else.”

Another uncomfortable pause. “Love you, too.”

She barely let him get the last syllable out before she hit end and dropped the phone onto her bed.

Fuck.

There went her chill for the day.

Why did I even bother? I should know better. You’d think I’d know better.

At least she could distract herself today trying to keep the peace with Brandon’s family. She’d always felt closer to her in-laws than her own family. Which was saying something, considering her in-laws were as friendly and inviting as a bunch of dead fish piled on a beach during a red tide outbreak.

Now that she was firmly back on Team Brandon, she was determined to do everything she could to help his family accept the fact that the father of her daughter had not one, but two husbands.

And that Tracey loved both of them like adopted family. They had stood up for Emma when she hadn’t been brave enough to, and her daughter loved them almost as much as she loved her own father.

The wedding had been…interesting. But, fortunately, it’d been such a brief affair, and there’d been so many people there, that there hadn’t been time for them to do more than be polite.

Hopefully, that trend would hold today, too.

If not…at least she and the girls could boogie on out of there to Orlando. 


Chapter Two

 

“I didn’t growl at Pop’s family a single time,” Grace snarked. “I should totally get a cookie for that.”

“Yes, you should.” Tracey was busy helping Stuart put away all the Thanksgiving leftovers in their fridge. “How about you and Em load your things in my car and start saying your good-byes? We’ll be done here in a few minutes.”

Grace snapped her a salute. “Roger dodger.” She spun on her heel and headed out of the kitchen.

Stuart snickered. “You’re a braver woman than I am.”

Tracey snorted.

Stuart realized what he’d said. “You know what I mean. Taking them alone for the weekend. I hope they don’t eat poor Jeff alive while Bran and I are in Iowa.”

Stuart was adorable, even Tracey would admit that. Only twenty-six and the youngest of the three men, he was barely an inch taller than her own five eight, had gorgeous green eyes, and kept his brown hair neatly trimmed but not buzzed short.

“It’s a girl thing,” she said. “I’m looking forward to alone time with them. It’s been too damn long since we’ve spent time like this together.”

“Pat didn’t like Grace either, did he?”

“No.” She shuffled a couple of containers around and took another one from Stuart to slide into the gap she’d created. “Thank god he’s not my problem any more.” She glanced toward the living room, where the girls were talking to Jeff, who sat on the couch. “Is he okay?”

“Yeah. He just crashed himself really bad a couple of weeks ago.”

“They can’t do anything about his Lyme disease?”

“Another PICC line, but he’s resisting it. Brandon told him if the doctor says it’s the only way, he’s going to get one.” He dropped his voice. “Thanks for taking the girls this weekend, by the way. We appreciate it.”

She envied her ex-husband. Brandon got Jeff and Stuart, although she didn’t envy the health issues Jeff currently suffered. Both of these men loved Emma—and Grace—as much as she did. They’d stood up for Emma even when Tracey knew she wasn’t doing a very damn good job of it.

And they’d forgiven her and welcomed her as family.

“I have a feeling Brandon’s got plans for you two this weekend.” She smirked, knowing dang well what Brandon likely wanted to do with his two men. Their matching necklaces weren’t merely jewelry.

Brandon was their Master, and they were his slaves.

Lucky bastards.

She hadn’t had quite that formal or deep a dynamic when she’d been with Brandon, but Brandon had definitely been the default Dom in their marriage and took control in the bedroom in ways that blew her socks off.

One of her bigger mistakes early on with Pat had been mistaking his domineering behavior for dominance.

It had nearly cost Tracey her daughter.

Stuart smiled, adorable and sweet. “Yeah. I’m sure he does.”

She gently bumped him with her hip. He was like having a little brother, in a way.

One that she was actually close to, versus the one she had. Him and Jeff both.

Brandon walked in. “How we doing?”

“Nearly done, Sir,” Stuart said as he handed Tracey another container.

“Excellent.”

She heard the smile in Brandon’s voice and glanced at him. Yep, his blue eyes sparkled with an evil gleam she recognized.

And missed.

Desperately missed.

I need to be alone.

She’d jumped into the relationship with Pat more out of fear she couldn’t support herself and Emma than true love. When she’d finally peeled back the layers and took a hard and honest look at their marriage, it was too late to escape—or so she’d thought.

Then she’d spent a couple of years trying to make Emma and Pat get along, frequently finding herself forced to take Pat’s side, even when she didn’t want to, just to keep the peace because he was her husband and made her life hell in Emma’s absence when she didn’t.

Survival tactic.

Too much anger and pain boiling inside her at the time, directed at Brandon, to allow her to see the truth about Pat and admit her own mistakes.

Too much of her father’s eyes and attitude when Tracey looked at Emma back then.

It’d been easier to just…let go. Give in.

Never again.

They got the last container stowed and Stuart headed out to the living room to say good-bye to the girls. Brandon pulled Tracey in for a hug and it was too damn easy for her to remember the good times, the early times.

The times when she’d felt he was her world and everything was perfect.

He’d helped heal her heart when it’d been broken and she’d never thought she’d find someone to replace—

She cut off that line of thinking at the kneecaps.

“Thank you for being here today,” he said.

She allowed herself to rest her head against his chest, the way she used to. “Thanks for having me.”

His chin nuzzled the top of her head. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

“Yeah, I will be. I need to…decompress.”

A chuckle rumbled from him. “And taking those two to Disney on a holiday weekend is your idea of decompressing?”

“You know what I mean.” She forced herself to look into his blue eyes. There were still times she wanted to cry when she met his gaze for too long.

Too many old, painful emotions she hadn’t dealt with properly the first time around, masked by anger, that now demanded addressing.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“I’m always going to love you, sweetheart. You’ll always be a part of this family. When you’re ready, the Frightful Five said they’ll help you meet someone.”

“I don’t know if I’m ever going to be ready. Anyway, I have Emma and Grace to take up my time, and work, and maybe even school. I’m applying for that program at work.”

He smiled, wide, open, genuine. “That’s great! Anything we can do to help, let us know.”

“I already told Em and Grace I might need help studying.”

“Anything.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead before releasing her. “We’re always here for you.”

How sad was it that she was closer to her ex-husband and his husbands than she was to her own family?

Pretty.

Fucking.

Sad.

Tracey turned to the living room. “Who’s ready for Rat World?”

Grace nudged her glasses up her nose. “Please let me ask the front gate people if we’re at Rat World!”

 

* * * *

 

Grace volunteered to sit in back so Em could ride shotgun. As they headed toward I-75, Tracey noticed Em wore a happy smile.

“What?” Tracey asked.

“This is cool. Thank you for this, Mom. Seriously.”

“Yeah, thanks, Mama,” Grace chimed in from the back seat.

Grace had been dubbed their “bonus daughter,” the same way that Emma and Grace had dubbed Jeff and Stuart their “bonus dads.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad we could do this.”

“So what giant stick is collectively wedged sideways up Pop’s family’s asses?” Grace snarked.

She sure had a way with words. “They’re not…cuddly people.”

“I’d rather lick a porcupine,” Grace said.

“As bad as they are,” Em said, “I’ll take them over those idiots in California.”

Tracey sighed. “They hated Pat. You weren’t old enough to remember them before I married Pat. You’ve only seen them a couple of times.”

“A couple of times too many.” She turned to face Tracey as far as her seat belt would allow. “I mean, seriously. I’m supposed to call him ‘Grandfather Charles?’ Who insists on that?”

“At least he’s not Margoooooot.” Grace affected a snooty tone. “Oh, my dear, there’s no reason to enforce the patriarchal standards of blah blah, blah blah blah blah.” She snorted. “Good thing it doesn’t rain a lot where they live. They’d drown every time they walked outside with their noses that far in the damn air.”

Grace had a filter. Tracey had seen her use it.

On occasion.

But Grace frequently chose not to use it.

“Did you get a Thanksgiving card from them?” Tracey asked Em when she was sure she wasn’t going to burst out laughing over Grace’s antics.

“Yes, and yes, I already thanked them. I sent them an e-mail.” She rolled her eyes. “On one side, I have the grandparents who we can’t really come out to, because we’re worried they’ll flip. On the other side, I have the grandparents I won’t come out to, because I know they’ll bombard me with unsolicited advice showing me how progressive and accepting they are.”

“You got my parents,” Grace said. “And Jeff’s.”

“Yeah, that,” Em said.

“And at least you don’t have Pat’s parents trying to save our eternal souls from hell anymore,” Grace reminded her.

Em smiled.

Tracey couldn’t help smiling with her. “Did you have to eat red Jell-O?”

Grace burst out laughing.

Emma’s smile transformed into an evil grin. “The woman totes deserved it, and like I told Dad, it was go big, or go home.”

They could laugh about this now, but Tracey still felt like the world’s shittiest mother for not letting Emma have the seasick meds during that trip.

Scratch that, she felt like the world’s shittiest mother for tricking Emma onto the cruise in the first place, at Pat’s insistence, trying to wrangle his parents into giving him some of his inheritance early.

Then Emma—who had always suffered severe seasickness—spent the weekend throwing up and got so dehydrated she had to be airlifted off the boat by the Coast Guard and flown to the hospital.

And Tracey had let Pat manipulate her into believing it was Emma’s fault. At the time a lie Tracey had been eager to latch on to, rather than admitting she was the world’s shittiest mother.

“Let’s get back to the cookie issue,” Grace said. “I didn’t growl at Pop’s family a single damn time.”

Tracey wasn’t as strict with the girls on swearing as Brandon was. Which she knew might also make her a bad mother, but she was learning to pick and choose her battles.

To her, that wasn’t a battle worth wasting time and energy on. The girls always watched their language around younger kids, or around people—like Brandon’s family—who might not appreciate it.

“I’m very proud of you, Grace,” Tracey said. She changed lanes to make the turn onto the I-75 northbound entrance ramp. “I’ll even buy you an ice cream Mickey head.”

“Yeah! Now that’s what I’m talking about, Mama.”

 

* * * *

 

It was after eight that evening by the time they checked into their hotel, grabbed dinner, and then returned to their hotel to collapse. She’d let the girls share the second bed rather than making Emma sleep with her. She agreed with the rules Brandon and Grace’s parents had put into place after Jeff had caught the girls fooling around together and they’d admitted they’d been dating for over a year, keeping that news from all the adults to give them more opportunities to sneak around behind everyone’s backs. No more same-bed overnights, like they’d been having, until they were seventeen.

But they were sixteen. And it was doubtful they were going to try to do anything more serious than cuddling with Tracey sleeping right there in the next bed.

As they watched TV, she couldn’t help but glance over at them. Grace sat propped up on pillows against the headboard, Em curled up on her side, her head in Grace’s lap.

While Tracey hadn’t pried, she suspected Grace was the leader of the two. More than likely had at least a little Domme in her.

Although Em definitely had inherited some of her dad’s sadistic instincts.

Like deliberately loading her stomach with red Jell-O when she knew she was going to puke all over Tracey’s now ex-mother-in-law on the cruise.

Grace was a tiny thing compared to Emma’s five seven swimmer’s frame. Only five two, and she’d been a premie, but her physical limitations hadn’t stunted her brain or personality in the slightest.

Grace’s parents were convinced the girls were likely going to make it long-term, based on their own family history of successful long-term marriages.

Tracey wasn’t sure they might not be correct.

If so, she’d be happy to have Grace as her daughter-in-law.

She’s a hella lot smarter than me now, much less when I was that age.

And Tracey hoped Grace—or Emma—wouldn’t feel the need to do something extreme, like move to another state right out of high school in an attempt to escape her and Brandon, or Grace’s parents.


Chapter Three

 

“You all right, Mama?”

Tracey looked down at Grace, who wore a gallon of SPF 5,000 sunscreen, a large, floppy-brimmed hat, wrap-around sunglasses over her prescription glasses, and a loose, long-sleeved fishing guide shirt over her tank top. Her jersey-knit maxi skirt hung to her ankles, protecting her sensitive skin from the sun.

“Yeah, just wish this line would move.” They had tackled Animal Kingdom today and were currently queued for the safari ride. Tomorrow would be Epcot, and then Sunday they’d go to the Magic Kingdom, because there wasn’t as much there the girls wanted to see.

Emma wrapped her arms around Grace from behind, dwarfing her, and rested her chin on Grace’s shoulder. “I’m hungry. Can we eat lunch after this ride?”

“Sure. Whatever you girls want.” Tracey knew the girls would have it slightly easier as a couple than two boys their age, because people assumed they were either sisters or best friends.

Not that they were dating.

They looked adorable together. She snapped a candid picture of them standing like that and texted it to Brandon.

 

How’d we get so lucky?

 

He responded a few minutes later.

 

We hit the jackpot, I guess. :)

All around them, happy families and couples were waiting for the ride. It’d been hard not to let her thoughts drift to the past, to the path that had led her…here.

Right here.

I guess I should stop feeling sorry for myself. I wouldn’t have Emma otherwise.

She’d massively pissed off her parents by moving to Florida. Especially when she’d done it so sneakily. Her older sister, Elizabeth, had been going to college at Ringling in Sarasota. When Tracey graduated high school, her parents had paid for her to fly from California to Florida to spend the summer with Elizabeth, visiting with her in lieu of her going on a senior trip to Mexico with her classmates.

Tracey had no desire to go to Mexico. All she’d wanted to do was get out of California. The guy she’d been dating for three years, Eric, had been accepted to college in New York. Tracey knew that was the end for them, no matter how much she loved him and how much he said he loved her. No way he’d want someone like her when he’d be surrounded by college brains, not to mention that was taking a long-distance relationship to the extreme.

The kindest thing she’d been able to do was say good-bye to him, despite how it broke her heart and seemed to break his, too. She thought she was being “adult” by saying good-bye to him first, as friends, before it got messy and he shattered her heart and soul.

It still hurt, but at least it hurt on her timetable instead of leaving her hanging in limbo.

So…Florida. Here, she’d hoped she’d be able to maybe forget about him, or at least forget how much she was hurting.

Instead, she’d fallen in love with Florida.

Within a week, she’d secretly found herself a job and started working. Five weeks later, she moved in with a co-worker who’d become a friend, and her parents were raging at her from California, with her sister now caught in the middle.

Except…Tracey had been nineteen. Wasn’t a damn thing any of them could do about it.

It also meant she no longer had to live with her family nagging her about college, or the backhanded comments about her intellect, how if she’d only apply herself more, if she’d work harder, totally ignoring the fact that she had been applying herself, almost to the point of an ulcer, and if she worked any harder at school it would have worked her into a nervous breakdown.

The expectations placed upon her by their parents, the thinly disguised insults her siblings always slung at her when she was in school and needed help with schoolwork.

Like why did she need so much extra help when they hadn’t? Obviously she wasn’t doing something right.

Wasn’t trying hard enough.

Must be lazy.

She’d sometimes wondered if she’d been accidentally switched at birth. Her, in a houseful of brains?

Wasn’t that the most likely explanation? That, or she was just the stupid sheep in the family.

Growing up, their parents had placed a premium on education and learning, and Tracey had failed to live up to their expectations. They’d thought she was doing it deliberately, not that it was a failure on their part as parents. Their other kids were “perfect,” so the problem couldn’t be them or their parenting. By leaving California, Tracey had defied them and rejected their immaculately sculptured life.

Life wasn’t easy, especially with her parents refusing to support her. Which was fine with her, because other than her heartache over Eric, she felt happier than she could ever remember feeling. Maybe she was eating ramen noodles for dinner most nights, but she didn’t have to feel stupid anymore. She made new friends who accepted her for who she was.

Her mother had finally shipped the rest of her clothes and things to her after six months.

No note with the boxes. Not that Tracey had needed one to know how enraged they felt. They’d told her they’d pay for her college tuition if she’d just come home and attend one. Except Tracey’s SAT scores had sucked, and the three colleges she’d applied to before graduation had turned her down.

She didn’t need to keep getting beaten over the head with her average intellect. She was smarter than that, at least.

One night, she met a guy at a party, former schoolmate of one of her co-workers. Brandon had been intense, intelligent, hard-working.

Handsome.

A calm, quiet, but focused kind of guy. Reminded her a lot of Eric in his demeanor, even if they didn’t look alike.

He wasn’t going to college because he couldn’t afford it and didn’t have the grades for a scholarship. He’d graduated high school a year before her and worked full-time at a discount warehouse, recently promoted from stock boy to checkout clerk.

She was smart enough not to pin all her hopes on him right off the bat, but the longer they dated, the more deeply she fell in love with him, until they moved in together. She was twenty-four and he was twenty-five when they got married, and they had Emma a year later.

He never put her down for not going to college. In fact, when he’d tried to talk her into taking classes at the community college, she’d freaked out on him even though at the time she really couldn’t adequately explain why.

Bless his heart, he’d stopped asking her about it.

And she’d been happy, until—

“Mom?”

Tracey looked up. Emma and Grace were holding hands and had moved forward with the line. Tracey quickly caught up. “Sorry. Daydreaming.”

 

* * * *

 

They were eating lunch when Tracey realized she had a Facebook Messenger alert.

She opened it and wished she hadn’t. It was from her mom.

 

I suppose there’s a reason you didn’t bother to tell us you were divorced?

 

Tracey felt her face go red as she stared at the message. She was once again a freshman in high school, getting lectured for her C-average grades and for not buckling down and studying harder.

The implication always being she wasn’t trying hard enough, but Tracey had always felt like there was something wrong with her. Smart parents, smart siblings…

And then her.

“Mom? Are you all right?”

She looked up from her phone to see Grace and Em both staring at her with identical expressions of concern.

She quickly swiped out of the app and slipped her phone back into her pocket. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine, Mama,” Grace said. “Your face is all red.”

Em’s blue eyes—Brandon’s blue eyes—stared at her.

“I finally got around to talking to my father yesterday and told him I divorced Pat. My mother just messaged me.”

If she tried to lie to the girls, not only would they see through it, it might possibly damage the fragile new bridge of trust between her and them. Besides, they were old enough to hear this.

If it was something more sensitive, she’d simply tell them she didn’t want to talk about it.

But she wasn’t going to lie to them.

“Did you tell them you’re going to start taking classes?” Emma asked.

“No!” Terror seized Tracey’s throat, tightening it, her pulse spiking. “And nobody better post anything about that on Facebook, either!”

As one, the girls cocked their heads to the side. Would have been endearingly funny if not for the topic of discussion. “Why?” they asked in unison.

Tracey took a sip of her water before answering. “I don’t want anyone outside our immediate family to know. I…just don’t. Okay?”

“Dad knows,” Em said. “And I’m pretty sure Jeff and Stu know.”

“And my parents,” Grace added.

“That’s different. They’re immediate family.”

Emma barely knew Tracey’s family.

Maybe that was for the best. Thanks to Brandon, Emma was well-grounded.

“So what is up with that, anyway?” Emma asked. “I think I’m old enough to hear this story now. How you moved to Florida and why you’re estranged from them.”

Both girls sat forward, ready and eager to listen.

Maybe this was part of it. Maybe this was her penance for her bad decisions with Pat. She’d been blessed with not only a daughter, but a bonus daughter, who could both run laps around her intellectually and emotionally.

After digesting it for a moment, Tracey told them the story. They were less than three years younger than she’d been when she’d made the decision to take her future into her hands.

The freedom she’d felt being in Florida.

The escape.

She concluded with leveling her gaze at them over the table. “If you ever feel like we’re putting pressure on you like that, call us out on it. Your dad’s met my family. He’s seen them in action.”

The girls exchanged a glance and focused on her again. “So what about Eric?” Grace asked.

Tracey choked on the swallow of water she’d been taking. “What?” she gasped.

“Eric,” Emma said. “The guy you were dating. You broke up with him just because he was going to college. Did you keep in touch with him?”

“No. I didn’t keep in touch with anyone from school, really. I mean, I am now, on Facebook. I’m in touch with some people I went to high school with.”

“You should look him up, Mama,” Grace said. “See how he’s doing.”

That thought threatened to rip the scab off a long-festering wound. “I’m only going to ask this once,” Tracey said, forcing herself to keep her tone level, steady. Not-bitchy. “Please don’t bring him up again. I do not want to talk about him. It’s…painful.”

The girls exchanged yet another glance—Tracey wasn’t convinced they didn’t have telepathy going on or something—and nodded.

“Yes, ma’am,” they echoed.

“Thank you.” Tracey forced a smile even as she shoved back a wave of old pain threatening to overtop her mental banks. “Ready to hit the next ride?”

 

* * * *

 

When they returned to the room that night after eating dinner, they felt exhausted, and Tracey had managed to shove old thoughts about Eric out of her mind. She let the girls get their showers first, then she took her own, standing under the spray with her forehead pressed against the tile.

She didn’t want to think about what Brandon, Jeff, and Stuart might be up to that weekend. Those kinds of thoughts would only lead to pain on her part.

And now she couldn’t help but think about Eric again, and how much it’d hurt saying good-bye to him.

Maybe I could look him up on Facebook.

Or…maybe I could stick a fork in my eye. It’d be less painful.

Besides, right now, the last thing she needed was a relationship. She had too much going on in her life, she had Emma and Grace to think about, and if she was going to better herself, she needed to pour any additional energy she had into work and school. She wanted to set a good example for her daughter.

So far, she hadn’t.

And there’s my answer.

Em was on the phone, presumably with Brandon, when Tracey emerged from the bathroom. As Tracey prepared for bed, she tried to shove the rapidly expanding idea to look for Eric out of her head.

Probably married, several kids, great job. He’d probably eked out a successful career as a stockbroker, or doing something in finance. He’d had far more drive than she did, that was for sure. Definitely far more brains.

She’d only wanted to be…happy. A mom, a wife, able to pay the bills. She grew up seeing that just because someone was successful and smart and had money and a degree didn’t mean they were…happy.

Or nice.

Her family being a prime example of that.

Of course she wanted Emma and Grace to achieve their greatest potential. But Tracey would be the first to admit her daughter had the brains in the family.

“Did you want to talk to Dad, Mom?” Em asked.

She waved, hoping her smile looked right. “Just say hi to all three of them for me.”

“She says hi… Okay, love you, too. Bye.”

Tracey set the alarm on her phone before hooking it up to her charger, and it was only after she’d climbed into bed that she realized both girls were watching her. “What?”

“Are you okay, Mom?” Em asked.

“Tired. Let’s get to sleep.”

They set the TV timer and turned off the lights. Long after the girls had fallen asleep, Tracey tried not to let her thoughts drift back twenty-five years into the past, to a California beach, at night, the moon and a blanket and Steely Dan on the radio.

And the last time she’d ever laid eyes on Eric. 


Chapter Four

 

The first weekend in December, Brandon flew to Iowa with Stuart to attend Stuart’s sister’s wedding. Tracey had to work that weekend, but she spent as much of it as she could over at the men’s house every evening, trying to run interference for Jeff with Emma and Grace.

Brandon had left the girls with strict orders not to let Jeff do anything around the house, due to his Lyme disease. Jeff had pushed himself too hard in early November and severely crashed himself as a result. Now, they all kept an eye on him to make sure he didn’t overdo things when he felt good, which would leave him regretting it later when it backfired on him and he crashed into a painful flare.

The girls were trying to follow Brandon’s orders to the literal letter to keep Jeff from overdoing things.

That meant poor Jeff was close to going stir-crazy.

Saturday evening after dinner, Tracey sat talking with Jeff in the living room while Emma and Grace cleaned up the kitchen. “When are you guys putting up a tree?” she asked.

“I hadn’t really thought about it.” He looked around. “I never put one up once I left home. I’m not even sure what Brandon’s got out in the garage for decorations.”

“I don’t have to work next Thursday. Can I come swap vehicles with you and borrow your truck? I’d like to get my Christmas stuff out of storage and bring it over here for you all to use.”

“Oh!” Emma called out from the kitchen. “Let’s do it as a surprise for Dad and Stu!”

“You won’t need it for your place?” Jeff asked Tracey.

“Ruth only puts up a little tree. I have an eight-foot artificial tree, the lights, ornaments—everything. I’d rather it be used here.”

Emma rushed out into the living room, Grace on her heels. “Please?” Em asked. “We’ll help!”

Jeff smiled at Tracey. “I think I’m being given a hint.”

“Please?” Tracey tried to stifle her laughter at how Emma almost looked like a little kid again, practically dancing in her excitement.

Jeff winked at Tracey. “I suppose,” he said. “As long as someone eases up on me a little tomorrow. I’m not a total invalid.” He tipped his head back to look at Emma.

“Yes!” Emma turned and high-fived Grace. “One Christmas wonderland, coming up!”

Thursday morning, Tracey texted Jeff before she headed over to borrow his truck. He stepped outside to meet her, locking the door behind him.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Coming with you to help.”

“Uh, no, you’re not. Brandon will spank me in a bad way if I let you do that.”

He sighed. “Can I at least go with you, then? Keep you company?”

She held her hand out for the keys. “You ride shotgun, buster. And you promise to listen to me and sit there and look pretty and not lift a finger.” Jeff was thirty-eight, only a couple of years younger than her and Brandon, and as with Stuart, he almost felt like a brother to her.

He dropped the keys in her hand. “Deal. I need out of this house for a while, and not to a doctor appointment or Nate’s office.” Nate was not only a kinky friend of theirs, he did acupuncture and cupping treatments on Jeff to help with his pain management.

Tracey had parked next to Jeff’s truck in the driveway. They climbed in, and as they headed over to her storage unit, he let out a sigh.

“Thanks for this. For bringing me along.”

“You all right, sweetie?”

“Just…feeling useless. I should have been with them in Iowa last weekend. My stupid body.”

“Honey, you can’t help it. Any word on Stuart’s dad?” He’d suffered a heart attack immediately after the wedding, during a confrontation with Stuart’s oldest brother who was apparently a raging, bigoted jerk.

“Stu talked to his mom last night. His dad’s already home. She’s about ready to kill him because the doctors won’t let him go back to work yet and he’s fighting her about it.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yeah.” He stared out the passenger window, the early morning sunlight highlighting him from the side, emphasizing the lines on his face, no doubt caused by the emotional funk she knew he was going through.

“What are you going to need help with for Christmas dinner? I’ll come over to help cook.”

“I haven’t even made a shopping list yet.” He finally glanced her way. “Brandon’s family’s coming. Again.” He sounded less than thrilled.

She smiled, understanding exactly why he felt that way about them. “I figured.”

“Were they always like that?”

“More or less. Don’t take it personally. They’re cold fish. When I look back, I feel sorry for Bran because he tried so hard to please them and never really could earn validation from them.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” A laugh escaped her. “Then again, I’m one to talk, because I basically had the same problem with my family, to a certain extent. I think that’s one of the reasons the two of us clicked so well so quickly. We had a common experience. At least we have your parents, and Grace’s. They’re awesome.”

“I guess I am lucky. Before meeting Brandon’s folks, and hearing about Stu’s family, I never processed how lucky I was.”

At the storage facility, he followed her inside the building and didn’t try to help her load stuff on the cart. It wasn’t like any of the storage tubs were heavy, either, although she did let him help her roll the cart out to the truck and lend a steadying hand so nothing fell off. She’d been thinking ahead when she left Pat and had placed all the Christmas stuff near the front of the storage unit, easy to get to.

Hoping Emma would want to put it up and knowing Brandon didn’t have a lot of his own decorations. He’d been in a smaller apartment for several years before buying and renovating the house, and had kept things scaled down.

Once they were at the house, she let Jeff get started unpacking and assembling the tree, figuring that wouldn’t be too physically taxing for him. By the time she had all the boxes and tubs inside, he already had all the branches sorted in piles by position and ready to fluff and install.

It looked right sitting in the corner of their living room.

Maybe more right than it ever had in her previous house since Brandon had left. They’d bought it their second-to-last Christmas together, and it was only because she couldn’t afford to replace the thing that she’d never bought another.

That, and Emma had loved it.

And it was one more reminder of Brandon.

No matter how angry and hurt she’d been, deep in her heart, she could never fully release him.

That was one more reason on the ever-growing list of them for her to know she needed to focus on herself and not even bother looking for another relationship.

She’d worked too hard to rebuild her relationship with Emma. Losing sight of the fact that Brandon was the father of her daughter and not her enemy could never happen again.

Ever.

The next guy she dated—if she ever decided to date—would have to meet a very strict checklist before she’d lower her defenses enough to see if they might have a chance. Part of that would be accepting Emma and Grace and their relationship, as well as Brandon, Jeff, and Stuart being a part of her life.

Then everyone would have to sign off on the guy, especially Emma.

Nothing less would suffice.

By the time the girls returned home from school, Tracey and Jeff had the tree up and were already testing strands of lights. Tracey had also brought out the tubs of ornaments Brandon kept stored in the garage to add to the conglomeration.

If they were mixed, that was fine with her. They belonged here, in a house full of love. They were a family—once again—although changed. Maybe even better for the honesty now flowing between them all.

Something she never could have admitted before was how much she’d missed being friends with Brandon. Her own anger—and then Pat’s insecurities—wouldn’t allow her to drop that wall once she’d hastily and shabbily erected it.

By destroying that wall, she’d regained her friendship with Brandon, as well as Jeff and Stuart.

Working together, Tracey and the girls had the tree and the house fully decorated by the time Brandon and Stuart returned home from work. While the girls went to start dinner, Brandon had walked over to Tracey and slipped an arm around her shoulders, dropping a kiss on the top of her head.

“Thanks for this, sweetie. It’s great, really.”

“Yeah, well, we kind of plotted while you guys were gone.”

When Jeff and Stuart joined the girls in the kitchen to help with dinner, Brandon dropped his voice, a smile curling his handsome lips. “How do you feel about being complicit in another surprise?”

“For Jeff and Stuart?”

“Just Jeff. Stu’s in on it.” He quickly and quietly outlined the plan, and she made herself a note on her phone to put in for the day off. The Tuesday before Christmas, Tracey would get Jeff and the girls—who already knew about the surprise—and take them all out Christmas shopping while Brandon and Stuart got the hot tub he’d already purchased installed. Hopefully, it would help Jeff’s pain levels.

“I’m in.”

“That’s my girl. Oh, he didn’t work hard today, did he?”

“You’ll be happy to hear he didn’t fight me ordering him not to help.”

“Excellent.”

 

* * * *

 

“Why do I get the feeling there’s a super-secret plan I’m not privy to?” Jeff asked when Tracey arrived on the Tuesday before Christmas to pick up him and the girls.

Brandon and Stuart, as planned, weren’t home. As far as Jeff knew, today was a normal work day for the two men, who’d be waiting, along with the crew helping install and hook up the hot tub, at a shopping center parking lot not far from the house.

In the back seat, Emma would text Brandon once it was safe for them to go home and start the install.

Tracey feigned innocence. “A super-secret Christmas shopping plan?”

Jeff smirked, and it was good to see him do it. His pain levels had started dropping—finally—with the forced regimen of taking things easy around the house.

“Okay. I’ll play along.”

She patted his thigh. “Good.”

At least she could walk slow and not feel guilty about it, because she knew they had to take things easy for Jeff’s sake. They shopped, had lunch, and shopped some more. Tracey was running out of stores to browse when Emma tapped her shoulder while Jeff wasn’t looking and gave her a thumbs-up.

That meant Brandon and Stuart were ready for them to return.

Tracey used them leaving a store as a natural exit point. “Let’s get you back home.”

“Yeah, I think I’ve had enough shopping for today.”

Behind him, Emma and Grace wore broad, beaming grins, and it took everything Tracey had not to smile in return.

She didn’t want to be the one to spoil the surprise.

On the way to the men’s house, they stopped by Publix and picked up a hot deli chicken dinner for them so no one would need to cook. As soon as they pulled into the driveway and Jeff spotted Stuart and Brandon’s vehicles parked there when the men should still be at work, he arched an eyebrow at her. She offered him a smile and a shrug.

Inside the house, Tracey stood back as Brandon and Stuart covered Jeff’s eyes and led him out onto the back lanai to show him the hot tub. The smile on Brandon’s face twisted her heart in a way that she wondered if she’d ever get over.

She’d never been able to make him truly happy. Looking back, even in the early days, the best times, she could see that if she was honest with herself.

Only Emma’s birth had made him truly happy.

Brandon was happy, now, with Jeff and Stuart, and that made her happy.

A year ago, she would have denied these kinds of emotions were possible, and only looking back could she see it was due to her being swaddled in her own anger and pain and envy.

Now…

I’ve got to work on me.

She didn’t go straight home. She drove over to the beach and parked, pulling on a jacket against the chilly breeze blowing in off the cool Gulf waters. Sitting there on the sand, above the high-water line, she watched as the sun slowly slipped below the horizon and the skies turned purply black.

Kind of like her current mood.

I never grieved.

She’d spent too little time between her divorce from Brandon and marrying Pat looking at the truth about life.

Not wanting to admit maybe she needed to grow up.

Too ready to spit mean comments at Brandon whenever the opportunity arose, aiming her pain squarely at him.

He’d taken it mostly without complaint, far stronger than her and feeling his own guilt about the situation. Now, it left her feeling ashamed at how immature she’d acted.

It wasn’t like he’d cheated on her, either.

I haven’t set a good example for Em.

How Em had managed to find someone as great as Grace boggled Tracey’s mind. At least they had Grace’s parents as a role model for long-term relationships.

Her blues might have originally started with losing Eric, and then Brandon, but now she had no excuse.

Alone on the beach, she stared out at the water, listened to the waves licking the sand, the breeze brushing over her body. Plenty of times she’d driven out here, free contemplation, a little perspective.

Blues Beach. Like when growing up in Laguna Beach, she’d frequently found herself perched on the sand at sunset, mulling over her life as she stared at the Pacific.

Later, sometimes making love with Eric, or lying there and talking with him.

When she’d lost him, she’d felt like she’d lost part of herself.

Maybe Brandon isn’t the only one to blame for our marriage failing.

She’d never fully processed her grief over losing Eric. Maybe she’d been too willing to overlook things, thrown herself completely into her love for Brandon so she didn’t have to look at the unhealed wounds in her own soul. It had placed a lot of burden on Brandon that hadn’t been his to shoulder.

But he had, because he’d loved her.

Still loved her.

Back then, he’d felt responsible for her when she shouldn’t have let him carry that. It should have been her own burden to bear.

How many secrets and soul aches had she explored and digested while sitting on the sand, both here and in California?

When did she finally reach a point where she felt like she had her shit together and didn’t feel like a fuck-up of a teenager anymore?

As full dark settled, she stood, brushed the sand off her jeans, and trudged back to her car, her blues still swirling around her like a cloudy haze.


Chapter Five

 

And here we go.

Tracey parked behind Emma’s car, relieved to see Brandon’s family wasn’t there yet. It was a little after nine, and Emma had texted her nearly an hour ago that they were awake and ready any time she wanted to come over. Today dinner would be at four instead of an earlier lunch. That meant they didn’t need as early a start.

And it meant that Brandon’s family wouldn’t stay as long.

She let herself in, calling out as she closed the door behind her. “Merry Christmas!”

Jeff and Brandon looked half asleep where they lay sprawled on the couch. Stuart and Emma sat on the floor in front of the TV, playing a video game. There were still plenty of presents sitting under the tree that hadn’t been unwrapped yet.

In fact, it looked like most of them hadn’t been unwrapped yet.

Brandon sleepily smiled and hoisted his coffee mug in a salute. “Merry Christmas.”

“Did I miss anything?”

“We didn’t get past Stu’s first present.”

Tracey had left her presents for them under the tree a few days earlier, Emma helping her wrap Stuart, Brandon, and Grace’s. Emma and Stuart were currently playing a first-person shooter game.

She leaned in to kiss Emma and Stu on the tops of their heads as she passed, then crossed behind the sofa on her way to the kitchen, patting Jeff and Brandon on the shoulders. Brandon caught her hand and wouldn’t let her get away until she’d also planted a kiss on his cheek.

“Thanks for the idea,” he whispered. “He loves it. You should have seen his face. Jeff took video.”

She smiled. “Men are kids no matter what their age,” she whispered back. “Besides, when you told me about his family, I figured he’d probably never had anything like that growing up.”

She poured herself a cup of coffee and joined Jeff and Brandon on the couch, the men making way so she could sit between them. This holiday already felt…low-stress. Just like Thanksgiving had felt, the presence of Brandon’s family notwithstanding.

The past several years, holidays with Pat had always been stressful. Because of him, because of his parents, and because of Pat’s son, Corey. Looking back, she couldn’t remember a single major holiday in the past five years, at least, where she and Pat hadn’t had a major fight.

Why the hell did I stay with that jerk for so long?

Oh, yeah. Because I didn’t think I could make it on my own.

When it came time for presents, she had a couple of small ones from Emma, but then Brandon smiled as he fished a box from behind the tree and carried it over, placing it in her lap.

“What is this?”

He shrugged, smiling. “Santa brought it. Open it.”

Her heart throbbed in her chest as she ripped off the paper and realized it was a laptop.

“Brandon, this is—”

“Something you’re going to need when they accept you into that program at work, and you start taking college classes. It’s from all of us.” He arched an eyebrow at her, and it took every instinct in her body not to reply with a, “Yes, Sir.”

“Thank you,” she choked out, hugging him, then Stuart and Emma, and gently hugging Jeff so she didn’t hurt him. “Thank you guys so much.” Her laptop was five years old and barely hanging on. No way she could have replaced it yet, either. Not on her pay.

“Don’t freak out, Mom,” Emma teased. “It wasn’t super expensive. It’s like the one he got me last year before school started.”

She was almost afraid to open the box. “I feel bad I didn’t get you guys more.”

“No,” Jeff said, reaching over to open the box for her. “That’s not what this is about. We’re family, and we’re all rooting for you to succeed.”

Tracey gave up trying to hide her tears. “I didn’t deserve a second chance with you all, and you gave me one.”

Emma sat on her other side. “Like Jeff said—we’re family.”

Brandon had draped an arm around Stu’s shoulders, smiling. “As crazy of one as we are.”

Tracey finally laughed. “I’ll take this crazy any day over what I escaped.”

 

* * * *

 

Happy New Year’s to me.

Tracey sat on Ruth’s couch and watched the midnight festivities in Times Square on TV. She had a glass of ginger ale and her laptop and was cruising Facebook since she’d finished studying for the night. She’d received word four days ago she’d been accepted to the program. The regional manager had set her up with online access she needed to the corporate training materials. Now, every spare moment she had was spent working through those and studying. The registration information for the college classes would be arriving soon, and most if not all of them she’d be able to take online.

Fine with her. It’d be easier to fit into her life that way.

Not that she had much of a life, besides work and Emma. But now that she’d been accepted—something she was still trying to wrap her head around—she wanted to blast through everything as quickly as possible, before someone changed their mind or realized they’d made a mistake and sent an acceptance to the wrong person.

On TV, all the cheering, happy, and likely very drunk people were whooping it up.

She sipped her ginger ale. The good stuff. She’d splurged a little for it since she’d had a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup for dinner.

Look at me, the party animal.

Emma and Grace were spending the night with Grace’s parents. Brandon, Jeff, and Stuart were doing whatever it was they were doing. Ruth had gone out with friends, because she had tomorrow off. Ruth had invited her to come along with her, but going out tonight would have been stupid, because she was slated to open in the morning, meaning no sleeping in.

Aaannnd here’s me. Doing the responsible adulting thing.

Except…she didn’t resent it. She’d felt a lot of resentment over recent years.

A lot.

On the surface, much of it directed at Brandon when the truth was far more complicated than that. The majority of her adult problems had, when she looked at it honestly, been caused by Pat and her inability to stand up to him.

And this is why I’m here, responsibly adulting, and not out partying.

She’d spent too much time over the past several years shirking her duties as a responsible adult. Now it was time for her to put on her big-girl panties and change the future herself.

 

* * * *

 

It was the third week of January, and Tracey had signed up for her first round of college classes. All online. She’d had to work today, but she was eager to get home and get started.

Today she’d had to open at work, and she would be out of there in a little over an hour. That’s when her cell phone rang, and she was a little surprised to see it was Jeff’s number.

“Hey, Trace.”

“Jeff?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry to call you like this.” He didn’t sound right. His voice sounded choked, like he was trying not to cry.

Fear thrummed through her. “What’s wrong? Is Emma okay?”

“Yeah, no, it’s nothing like that. It’s…it’s me. I’m at work. I…” It sounded like he drew in a breath. “I can’t drive home. I’m sitting here in my damn truck, and I realized I can’t drive. I feel horrible. I’m sorry I’m calling you like this. If you can’t, I understand. But could you, please, come get…”

She heard him openly crying now, and her heart broke for him.

“Shh, it’s okay. I’ll come get you, honey. Where are you?” He told her. “I can be there in about twenty minutes.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry.”

“No, hey, it’s all right, sweetie. Let me finish what I’m working on real fast and get clocked out.”

Once she got him off the phone—and calmed her racing pulse—she finished the report she’d been working on and went to find the store manager.

“I have a family emergency. Can I clock out early?”

“I’m sorry, sure. Is everything okay?”

“It’s—long story, my daughter’s step-dad has Lyme disease, and he’s apparently in a bad flare. He just called me in tears that he can’t drive. I need to go pick him up from work and take him home.”

“Sure, go ahead. Linda will be here in a few minutes. I hope he feels better.”

“Thanks. Me, too.”

She hurried, debating whether to call Brandon or not. She had a strong feeling Jeff probably hadn’t, but she didn’t want to cross a line. Brandon the Master would not be happy if his boy didn’t tell him what was going on, but that was between them.

Jeff had recently gone back to work part-time at the auto dealership he used to work for when he contracted Lyme. This time in the parts department instead of as a mechanic. She suspected from what she’d seen herself that it was wearing on him a lot more than he was admitting to Brandon and Stu, just in the two short weeks he’d been working.

When she arrived, she realized from the drawn, pale, pinched look on Jeff’s face that he felt even worse than he was letting on. It took every ounce of will she had not to reach over and buckle his seat belt for him when he had trouble doing it.

At the men’s house, once she also found out that, no, of course he hadn’t called Brandon or Stuart, she got him settled on the sofa, made him lunch, made him take his meds, and sat down to watch TV with him.

And she waited, knowing Emma wouldn’t hesitate to turn Jeff in to her dad.

Which…was exactly what Emma did as soon as she walked through the door and realized why Tracey was there.

Brandon asked if Tracey could stay with Jeff until they got home, and of course she couldn’t say no.

Would not say no.

The man needed their help, and she wasn’t going to turn her back on him.

After the other two men arrived home, once they’d all eaten dinner, Tracey had to leave. Brandon and Stuart walked her out to her car.

“Thanks again, Trace,” Brandon said, hugging her tightly. “I really appreciate it.”

Stuart stepped in to hug her, too. “Yeah. Thanks for taking care of him.”

“Like I said, he’s family. No way I won’t help.”

Brandon scratched at the back of his neck. “If you ever need a place to stay, or want to move in here for a while to save money—”

She rested her hands on his chest, quieting him with a smile. “Thanks, but no. I love you guys, and I need to do this on my own. Ruth is okay with me renting a room from her. We were talking about it last week, and she’s fine with me staying as long as I want. We’d originally decided on a year, but everything’s working out well with us as roommates.” She laughed. “And let’s be honest—I’d cramp your style…Sir.”

At least that earned her a smile from Brandon.

“The offer stands,” Stu insisted. “If you ever need us, we’re here.”

It also touched her. “I appreciate that. I hope I never reach that point, but I promise if I’m ever in serious trouble, I’ll ask.”

Once she was on her way home, feeling exhausted and realizing she wasn’t going to get as much studying done tonight as she’d hoped, she let her emotions finally start to play out.

It touched her that Brandon had extended that offer to her.

Once again, hard to not make the comparisons to only a year ago.

Instead of turning toward home, she found herself heading west, to the beach.

Just a few minutes.

There, she sucked in a cold lungful of salty Gulf air as she walked out to the sand.

Tonight she didn’t sit, the sand damp from heavy rains the night before. Instead, she stared out at the water, at the stars reflecting on its surface.

Tried to clear her mind.

The easy path would be screaming yes and taking Brandon up on his offer to move in.

I can’t.

If a couple of years had already passed and she felt she was farther along in her emotional recovery than she was, sure. Or if she’d hit a massive bump in the road personally in terms of her health, like Jeff.

Brandon had earned his happiness and didn’t deserve to be saddled with her.

And if she moved in with him, it’d be too damn easy to never want to leave, to cling to his familiar comfort and use it to emotionally self-medicate instead of doing what she was currently doing and trying to work on her.

If only she could unpack every last bit of her personal baggage and leave it there at the beach, life would be perfect and easy.

Totally unrealistic, too.

Life was messy and hard and while yes, ironically, it was now easier than it had been for a while, she knew she needed to weather this period on her own.

I can do this.

She turned and trudged back to her car to head home and study. 


Chapter Six

 

Not even a week after she’d rescued Jeff from work, she was at work when she received a call from Stuart.

Considering he rarely called her, her gut immediately tensed, even before she answered. “What’s going on?”

“Um…hey, Trace. Uh, listen, I need you to stay calm—”

“What. Happened?”

He blew out a breath. “For starters, the girls are okay. They’re fine, they’re safe. Jeff’s a little banged up, but—”

“Stuart!” She didn’t care that she shrieked it and everyone in the office now stared at her. “What happened?”

He started to detail the attack on Jeff by Stuart’s older brother, the one who’d given Brandon and Stuart a hassle during the wedding in Iowa.

And how the girls had come to Jeff’s rescue.

“I’ll clock out and—”

“No, it’s okay,” Stuart insisted. “We’re driving Jeff to the ER now because he refused to let the ambulance transport him. The girls are coming with us. They’re fine. Hang on.”

Emma’s voice came on the line. “Mom, seriously, don’t leave work. We’re okay.”

Tracey sank onto an office chair, the shakes hitting her. “You could have been killed!”

“Nah, Grace and I had it under control. He was just a big windbag. Only reason he hurt Jeff was he sucker-punched him. If it hadn’t been for that, he’d be okay. Well, mostly.”

“Put your father on. Right now.”

“Um…I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“He’s cleaning up where he puked.”

“What?”

Emma laughed. “Grace sort of went Hannibal Lecter on the guy with a barbecue fork, and Dad hurled all over the living room floor when we were talking about it. She’s helping him clean it up.”

Poor Brandon. He did have a weak stomach. Ironic, since he was a sadist. To his credit, he’d spent plenty of time gagging while changing diapers when Em was a baby, but had never asked not to do it.

Tracey was smart enough not to ask for more details in light of all of that. “What hospital are you taking Jeff to?”

“Proctor-Collins.”

“I get off work in an hour. Text me when you’re there, and I’ll come over after I clock out.”

Frankly, she needed to put eyes on her daughter for herself.

“Okay. Love you, Mom.”

“Love you, too.”

Tracey ended the call and realized everyone in the office was still staring at her. “If you hear on the news tonight about two teenagers saving their dad with a dip net and a barbecue fork, I can legit claim them as immediate family.”

The store manager looked understandably confused. “Do you need to clock out?”

“No, they said everything’s under control.” She slipped her phone back in her pocket. She’d been working on reconciling a truck report, one of her future jobs once she received her promotion.

Does it make me a horrible person that I’m relieved I don’t have to leave early?

She decided not to think about that right now.

 

* * * *

 

Jeff had been admitted to a regular room by the time Tracey arrived at the hospital with sacks of fast food and juggling two drink carriers for everyone for dinner. It shocked her when the tears hit her when she saw him, his bruised and battered face, his bandaged hands.

After handing off the food and drinks to Brandon and Stuart, she leaned in and kissed the top of Jeff’s head. “Hey, you. You need to stop scaring us like this.”

“Right? Life’s exciting with me around, ain’t it?” From the slur in his speech and his lopsided smile, she suspected his IV contained a painkiller.

Then she turned and hugged Emma, tightly squeezing, not wanting to let her go. “I don’t know if I should spank you or reward you.”

Brandon laughed. “Welcome to my world.”

She hugged Grace next. “I’m guessing you told your parents?”

“Yeah, they already came by to see him. Em’s going to take me home in a little while.”

“Ooh, take me, take me!” Jeff joked.

“Hush, you,” Brandon said as he opened his bag of food. “You’re in for the duration.”

“So what the hell happened?” Tracey asked.

Jeff started off, with Emma and Grace filling in from the point they arrived.

“They were awesome,” Jeff said. “I think the deputies wanted their autographs. Harley Quinn and Poison Ivy ride again!”

By the time Tracey left the hospital that evening, she felt exhausted and headed home. After a shower and a beer, she was finding it hard to focus on her studies and decided to hit Facebook for a little while. Meanwhile, she trolled the Sarasota TV station’s website and found they had already posted a story about it.

So she posted a link to that on her Facebook profile, along with a short note.

 

Not only is my kid a legit genius, apparently she’s also a superhero in training. #proudmom

 

She blamed not remembering to limit the audience for the post on the beer, because her cell phone rang a few minutes later.

Her mother.

Shit.

She took a deep breath. “Hello?”

“What the hell is going on?” She’d never heard her mom sound this outraged. Not even when she’d moved to Florida.

Tracey took a deep breath and let it out. “Hi, Mom. How are you? Oh, I’m fine, doing well, and Dad? Yes, weather’s great, thanks for asking.”

“Stop it. How can you let your daughter live in that situation?”

Ancient, simmering rage threatened to boil over, but Tracey managed to reel it in. “You mean with her father?”

“He doesn’t even have a college diploma. She’s never going to reach her full potential.”

“Okay, for starters, yes, he does. Secondly, he’s a regional manager, so I’d say he’s doing a lot better than I am right now. And third, considering she’s in Mensa and National Honor Society, I’d say she’s doing damn well for herself.”

An old, familiar sigh floated across the line. “You just have to make things difficult, don’t you? I don’t understand why you refused to go to college.”

“Yeah, we’re not going to have that discussion, Mom.” And she’d be damned if she’d tell her mother about what she was currently doing. That would lead into a very unwanted lecture about what Tracey should and shouldn’t be doing with her life, and a detailed retelling of everywhere she’d turned wrong when she should have listened to them.

“You always were stubborn.”

“Sorry, Mom. I have another call coming in. Love you!” Tracey hung up on her and fought the urge to switch the ringer off. She didn’t want to be out of touch in case Brandon needed to contact her about Jeff, even though she knew there likely wouldn’t be any overnight developments.

One of her cousins, Cara, who’d been in Tracey’s high school graduating class, had sent her a PM on Facebook while Tracey was distracted on the phone call. They were also good friends despite the distance between them.

 

That’s an awesome story about Em! I bet it was scary, but you have every right to be a proud mom. I also just realized you’re not in our high school class group on here. Want me to add you? I’m an admin.

 

Tracey hadn’t gone to the ten- or twenty-year reunions. She and Brandon had Emma and no money when the ten-year rolled around, and she’d been with Pat and had no money at the twenty.

She’d had friends in high school. In fact, they’d been her refuge when she’d felt like an alien amongst her own family. She hadn’t seen Cara in years, since Emma was a toddler. Still, they remained fairly close, talking on the phone every week or so, and talking every day via Facebook and text messages. Cara lived in California, single, but she was usually so busy working she didn’t have time to take a day off, much less travel.

 

Sure, go ahead and add me.

 

A moment later, Tracey saw the notification pop up. A quick skim through the member list showed a lot of familiar names, save one she would have liked to see.

No Eric.

Maybe that was for the best. One less reason for her to beat herself up if she saw how successful and happy he was.

She finally forced herself to shut down Facebook and start studying.

 

* * * *

 

Life settled down over the next several weeks as the two junior supervillains in training recovered from the run-in, as did Jeff. Tracey’s studies were going well, and at work she was taking on more duties that would be required of her as an assistant manager.

A loooot of work.

Damn, did it feel good, too.

Mostly because at every turn she seemed to be excelling. For once.

This was definitely an odd feeling to have.

Success.

She would likely receive her promotion to assistant manager in the next three months. Once she had that, and the accompanying raise, she could really start to save her money and maybe finally start building a nest egg for retirement.

More and more, Tracey was taking her laptop with her and after work hanging out at Brandon’s. He was currently busy supervising the building of a new store in his region, meaning extra work for him, but he welcomed it even though, for now, it meant a lot of late evenings and extra driving.

Tracey set up her work schedule to make sure she was attending all of Emma’s swim meets, even if it meant working a split day, sometimes. As she started turning in assignments for her online classes and earning As and Bs on them, her confidence built.

It felt like something good growing, something positive.

Like maybe she was finally on the right path with her life.

It was the middle of March, nearly two months after the attack on Jeff, when life dropped a bomb on her.

She’d been in an ongoing PM thread via Facebook with Cara, when Cara suddenly stopped responding one Monday evening. By the next morning, when Facebook-addicted Cara hadn’t posted anything on her timeline, or responded to private messages, Tracey started to worry.

As had several mutual friends, who’d started a group PM, including Tracey.

No one could contact her by phone, either. It hadn’t taken long for her voice mail account to start triggering a “mailbox is full” message when people called her, and she wasn’t responding to text messages.

Tuesday afternoon, Tracey convinced one of her brothers, Kendall, who lived about thirty minutes away, to go over to Cara’s and check on her. Her parents lived in Seattle, her brother lived in Texas, and Cara didn’t have any other close family in the area besides Tracey’s family. And no one wanted to call her parents and brother and worry them yet in case it was a false alarm.

When Kendall called her back an hour later, Tracey sensed he bore bad news.

“I…I’m sorry, Trace. I looked through the window and saw her lying on the floor. Then I called 911. They’re saying it looks like it might have been an allergic reaction. The doors and windows were locked and there’s no sign of trauma. I’m going to call Aunt Jill and Uncle John, and then JJ. They think she’s been dead since last evening. The police want to talk to you first, though.” Aunt Jill was their father’s sister.

She rubbed her forehead, a headache now threatening. “Okay. Text me once you’ve talked to her parents and her brother. And please let me know about the funeral so I can make plans to fly out.”

“I will.”

She wasn’t sure how she’d afford it, and she damn sure wasn’t looking forward to it, but no way in hell would she miss it. Maybe she hadn’t been able to see her in years, but she’d be damned if she’d miss this. No matter what.

In shock, she walked down to a small conference room and closed the door as she answered the officer’s questions. It looked like Cara had brought takeout food home and had been in the process of eating. Did Cara have any allergies that Tracey knew about? Did she have an epi pen? Was she on any medication, or take drugs…

When Tracey got off the phone twenty minutes later, she felt…

She didn’t know how she felt.

She was due to clock out in twenty minutes and went to explain to the store manager what had happened and give him a heads up that she’d need time off for the funeral, once they knew what the arrangements were.

“Why don’t you go on home? Seriously, it’s okay.”

Unable to pull together a coherent argument why she should stay, she nodded and headed out to her car. It wasn’t until she was pulling into Brandon’s driveway that she realized she’d headed there on auto-pilot, instead of home.

Brandon and Stuart weren’t home yet. She knew Emma would be at Grace’s house until later.

Jeff already had the front door open as she walked up, his smile fading as he got a good look at her.

“Trace? What’s wrong?”

She collapsed against him, crying. 


Chapter Seven

 

Tracey was glad Emma wasn’t expected home until later tonight. That way, she wouldn’t walk in the way Brandon did, to find Tracey curled up and sobbing on the sofa with her head in Jeff’s lap.

Brandon set down his laptop bag and swapped places with Jeff, who’d called him earlier, as soon as Tracey had managed to cry the story out. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

“It doesn’t feel real.”

“I know.”

“I always thought I would get another chance to see her.”

Kendall had texted her that he’d notified Cara’s parents and brother, as well as their own family. Tracey knew she needed to notify their friends, and the group on Facebook.

“Is there anything we can do?” Brandon asked.

She sniffled. “Once they figure out the arrangements, I need to fly out there. There goes my savings.”

“You can’t go out there alone. Not the way your family is.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“I’ll go, Master,” Jeff said. “You have to work, and so does Stuart. I can do this.”

“I can’t afford to pay for your ticket,” she said.

“You don’t have to,” Brandon assured her. “We’ll book the tickets. You can pay for the hotel.”

“Emma could go.”

“And that’s still a second ticket you can’t afford to buy. Besides, she’s got a swim meet Saturday. I’m sorry, honey, but unless Em demands to go, I’m going to vote she stays.”

Of course. She’d forgotten about that. In fact, Tracey was scheduled to work a split day on Saturday so she could make it. “Yeah.”

He stroked her hair. “Jeff will go with you. Period. He’s been feeling okay, and unlike Stuart’s brother, your family are only annoying dipwits, not potentially violent. Plus, it’s warm out there, not like Iowa was. Please don’t fight me on this.”

“Okay.” She closed her eyes. “Sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?”

“Because…” Her tears flowed again, hot and heavy. “Because I should be stronger than this.”

There was no chance her parents or other siblings would miss the funeral, either. If there was anything the Demmer family loved more than shoving their daughter’s face in the fact that she didn’t have a college degree, it was a good funeral.

“Hey, I’ve never been to California,” Jeff said. “You can show me around.”

She appreciated what he was trying to do, and she loved him for it.

Not…love-love, but brotherly kind of love. She was single and depressed, but not delusional.

She reached for her phone, where it’d ended up on the coffee table. Brandon gently closed his hand around it and her hand.

“What are you doing, sweetie?”

“I need to post something. To our group private message thread and to our class group.”

“Do you want me to do it for you?”

It was soooo tempting to say yes, hand it all over to him, and let him do it for her.

Aaaannnd that was why she knew she couldn’t let him. “I need to do it.”

“Okay.” He released her hand and, after brushing back more tears, she first told their private message thread what happened, then posted a brief message in the class group.

 

I’m sorry I don’t have more information, and I hate to have to tell everyone like this, but my friend and cousin, Cara Florian, passed away at home late yesterday. We don’t know the cause of death yet, but early suspicion is some sort of allergic reaction. I don’t have any news about funeral arrangements yet.

 

She wasn’t so out of it that she didn’t let Brandon proofread it for her before she sent it. She was going to set her phone down when it rang in her hand.

Kendall.

“Hey, bro.”

“Yeah, hey. It’s going to be next weekend, on Saturday, in Laguna Beach. Ignatia Brothers Funeral Home. Mom and Dad are helping them get the arrangements taken care of. I don’t have the exact time yet. Her brother is in the middle of the Gulf on an oil rig, and the earliest he can fly off is this coming Monday. He’s a supervisor or something.”

She closed her eyes. Well, that figured, that she’d have an answer as soon as she said she didn’t. “Okay. That gives me some breathing room.”

“Mom wanted to know if you’re bringing Emma.”

Phrased more like an order than a question. It was the tone in which he’d said it. That borderline condescending tone, the one that sounded like he thought he was talking to an idiot.

The tone her siblings and parents always used on her when gathered together as a hunting pack, ready to start pecking away at her.

For her own good, of course. That’s how it was always couched, the “helpful” information and advice that they told her she should take.

“She didn’t know Cara,” Tracey said. “And she has a swimming meet, plus she has plans that I won’t make her change.” Okay, so she didn’t have a meet next Saturday, but she knew Brandon wouldn’t begrudge her that fib and would back her up on it. And Emma and Grace did have plans, tickets to a concert at the Van Wezel.

Kendall apparently hadn’t anticipated that response. “This is more important. Mom and Dad would like to see her.”

“Then Mom and Dad should take time out of their busy lecture schedule next time they’re in Tampa for a month. Like last summer. They didn’t even bother to tell me they’d been here until after they were home, and then they made it sound like it was my fault for not reading their minds and knowing they were in town.”

The feel of Brandon’s hand stroking her forehead grounded her and reminded her she didn’t have to do this.

When he took the phone from her, she let him.

“Kendall? Hey, this is Brandon. … Yes, Emma’s dad, Brandon. Sorry, but Emma’s had this planned for months and the tickets aren’t refundable. … Yes, well, I’m sure she would have loved to have seen them last year when they were in Tampa for several weeks. Shame your folks were too busy to reach out to their granddaughter while they were in town.”

Tracey looked up and spotted his smile. Standing behind the couch, Jeff wore a grin.

The sadist at play.

“Well, if Charles and Margot have a problem with that, feel free to tell them to call me directly and take it up with me. They have my cell number, it hasn’t changed. But considering Emma is my daughter, I’m not going to order her to go to a funeral for someone she didn’t even know just to stroke the egos of my ex-in-laws, and so they can parade her around to their friends and family. Especially when she has a life of her own to live. Feel free to quote me on that one. Good-bye.” He ended the call, still wearing that smile. “Yeah, you’re going to need Jeff to go with you to run interference.”

Jeff’s grin widened. “Oooh, do I get to be in Toppy mode, Master?”

“Sort of.” Brandon’s expression softened as he stared into her eyes again. “We take care of our family. If it wasn’t for this new store being built right now, I’d go myself.”

 

* * * *

 

Tracey updated their friends in the group about what she knew. Someone local contacted the funeral home and said they’d keep the others posted once a time was decided.

And then the world exploded. Figuratively speaking.

Before Tracey knew it, people in their high school class Facebook group were planning an all-out makeshift reunion centered around attending Cara’s funeral. Several of them had already reached out to Cara’s brother, John, Jr., also known as JJ, people who were closer friends of his than Tracey was.

By the time Emma arrived home, a hotel in Laguna had been picked and a discounted block rate arranged by one of their classmates, who was a travel agent. When Tracey told Brandon that, he had Jeff reserve them a room with two beds before the place sold out, and book the flights to LA late Thursday, flying home on Sunday.

This was moving too fast. “I thought I was paying for the hotel?”

“You are,” Brandon said. “You can pay with your card when you get there. We’re just holding the reservation so you have a room.”

“Hey, I’ll even bring some Xanax with me and share with you if you need them,” Jeff joked.

“And if he could face down Stuart’s brother in less than perfect health,” Brandon said, “then you know he’ll be able to run interference for you with your family.” He smiled. “Probably best you don’t have Emma and Grace with you.”

Emma snorted. “She stabs one guy with a barbecue fork, and suddenly she’s branded a psycho for life.”

 

* * * *

 

Tracey kept checking in on Facebook. By the time she left Brandon’s later that evening, a rough schedule of events had been set up, including a post-funeral group dinner Saturday night at a restaurant within walking distance of the hotel. Someone had set up a Facebook event for it, and there were already forty people listed as going.

It…didn’t feel real.

Cara had been extremely popular in school, driven, wanting to change the world. Active in student government and service clubs, she’d gone on to be a civil rights attorney, too busy for a relationship. She didn’t even have any pets. It hadn’t been a very lucrative line of work for her, because she handled a lot of pro bono cases and helped a lot of nonprofits, but she’d always said how fulfilled she’d felt, and that was worth more to her than money.

Barely thinking, Tracey drove home to Ruth’s. Ruth did a double-take when Tracey walked in.

“Whoa. Are you okay?” Ruth looked…concerned.

Tracey slumped onto one of the bar stools at the kitchen counter. “No, I’m not.” When Tracey finished telling the story, she stared at her hands, where she had them clasped on the counter. “I…I don’t know. There has to be more to life and I’m missing it.”

Ruth, who’d been happily divorced for over fifteen years, let out a snort. “I don’t know. I’ve been happier single than I ever was with a guy.”

Tracey finally dragged herself back to her feet. She needed a shower and a drink, and not necessarily in that order, although considering her mood she decided maybe it was best to hold off on the drink for now.

In her room she spotted a small stack of boxes sitting in the corner. She dug through them until she found the one she wanted. Pulling out her three high school yearbooks, she sat cross-legged on the end of her bed and paged through them. Cara always seemed lit by an inner glow, like a physical manifestation of her drive and determination.

Unlike Tracey’s siblings, Cara had never, not once, thrown it in Tracey’s face that she didn’t go to college. She’d always supported and cheered Tracey, always encouraged her. Tracey had talked to her about taking the chance to apply for the college program through work, and Cara had told her to go for it.

Cara had loved Brandon, and Brandon had thought Cara was a sweetheart.

It was still hard for Tracey to believe she’d never talk to her again.

Ever.

Despite knowing the additional emotional pain it’d cause her, Tracey paged through to pictures of Eric, the ones in the books and the photos she’d tucked inside the covers for safekeeping after saying good-bye to him.

Someone else who, at one time, she’d never dreamed she’d ever say good-bye to.

It was ironic that Brandon had been so much like Eric in so many ways. Strong, dominant. Never domineering.

The sex had been fantastic.

Whoever ended up with him is one damn lucky lady.

Upon returning to her room after her shower, she found a text from Brandon.

 

Are you all right?

 

She knew better than to lie to him, but didn’t want to burden him with this. This wasn’t his battle to fight. Not anymore, although it touched her that he wanted to support her through this.

Part of her hated herself for her weakness, for caving and allowing Jeff to go with her.

Except…

Sometimes, it was better not to fight a battle if it didn’t need to be fought.

She knew in her heart this was one of those times.

 

Eventually, I will be. Thank you for everything today. And thank you for letting Jeff go with me.

 

He replied a moment later.

 

You’re family. You’ll ALWAYS be family.

 

On that note she headed to bed, crying herself to sleep. 


Chapter Eight

 

Tracey awoke the next morning to find one of the other admins in the Facebook group, Joleen, had appointed Tracey to be an admin, now that Cara was…well, dead.

She’d sent Tracey a PM about it.

 

You were her cousin, and I know how close you two were. I hope you don’t mind.

 

No, Tracey didn’t mind, although she wasn’t sure what the hell she was supposed to be doing as an admin.

Overnight, as people who lived on the west coast learned the news about Cara’s death, and started contributing ideas to the get-together, the plans had exploded from a tropical storm into a full-blown hurricane of a reunion. The original hotel was sold out, and the travel agent had called in favors to arrange for two overflow hotels nearby. There’d be two different socials at the main hotel, the original one, since they had a nice poolside bar, one on Friday night, and one on Saturday morning.

With a mug of coffee in hand, Tracey sat at the breakfast bar with her laptop and paged through posts, trying to get caught up.

Still no sign of Eric, although she resisted typing his name into Facebook to look for him. He wasn’t in the group, that much she knew.

Apparently, as the news rippled through their classmates, people were told about the group and Tracey approved several requests for membership, names she vaguely recognized when she went to their profiles and looked at their pictures.

I guess I sort of have an online social life now.

About the only kind she had time for. She had to close at work today, didn’t need to be there until eleven that morning, giving her a brief window of time to go through this.

Before she logged off to get a morning wake-up shower, her mother messaged her on Facebook.

 

Brandon was VERY rude to Kendall last night on the phone. Emma should be coming with you. We want to see her.

 

Tracey’d had it with her parents trying to flip things around on her to make it her fault.

 

Funny how you weren’t very interested in seeing her when you were in Tampa last year. We could have driven up several times for dinner during your stay. You could have come to one of her swim meets. But you didn’t even bother to tell us you were in town until after the fact, much less express an interest in seeing her then.

 

That met with electronic silence, which didn’t surprise her in the least. One thing her family hated was her pointing out the fallacies in their thinking and making them the bad guys.

Maybe the spine implant Brandon had desperately tried to give her during their time together had retroactively taken hold.

She closed down her laptop and headed to the bathroom to get ready. She didn’t have time for this bullshit.

Especially when it was the same shit, different day, and stale bullshit that was decades old.

 

* * * *

 

On the Thursday they were flying out, Tracey went to pick up Jeff. She’d drive them to TIA and they’d leave her car in the long-term parking lot. She found him alone at home, which was fine, because Tracey had seen Emma, Grace, and the other two men the night before, at dinner there.

Tracey’s parents and siblings had remained silent since she’d rebuffed her mother’s snark. Her aunt, uncle, and cousin, however, were looking forward to seeing her at the funeral and had assured her she was welcomed and wanted her sitting with them during the service.

Jeff wore a playful grin. “Ready to kick some ass?”

“I have a feeling my family isn’t going to know what hit them.”

“Only if they’re rude asshats.”

“Which they probably will be, when it comes to me.” She helped him with his bag, not wanting him to have to carry it and possibly jostle his PICC line. He locked the door behind him and, a few minutes later, they were on their way toward the interstate.

“I’m looking forward to this,” Jeff said. “I mean, not that it’s your cousin’s funeral. I’m sorry about that. I mean the trip in general. I’ve never been out there before.”

“I have no clue what it’s going to be like when we get there. I haven’t been there in well over a decade.”

“If at any time this weekend your family tries to crawl up your ass, feel free to step back and turn me loose on them. I’m sooo looking forward to this, you have no idea.”

“Brandon gave you orders?”

“Oh, hell, yeah. You honestly think he wouldn’t?”

“I’d have been shocked if he hadn’t.”

“Right?”

Check-in went smoothly. Since they weren’t flying during a prime time, the TSA check through security went quickly. As they sat at the gate and awaited their flight, she felt her nerves start to churn. All bravado aside, she wasn’t looking forward to facing her family.

At all.

It’d be bad enough having to deal with them at the funeral. She could only imagine how much bullshit she’d have to put up with if she got roped into any “family” events.

But she had the perfect excuse—her time was now spoken for outside of the actual funeral. Somehow, as one of the group admins, as well as Cara’s friend and cousin, she was now looked at as a “leader.”

Her mother had proven her family hadn’t mellowed or changed in the past several years, so she felt zero guilt about approaching the weekend like that.

As they queued to board, she took a deep breath and tried to relax and remember that the reason she was going was for Cara, not for her parents or siblings, or anyone else.

 

* * * *

 

“Holy crap,” Jeff muttered as Tracey pulled out of the rental car lot and headed toward the freeway. “This is nuts.” Rush hour was even worse than she remembered. To Jeff, it must have seemed an insane level of traffic.

“It was crazy even when I lived here. You have no idea how hard I fell in love with Florida. It was like paradise to me.”

“How long have you lived in Florida?”

She told him the story of the post-graduation vacation that turned into a staycation that turned into a new life—and which had earned her a lifetime of extra disapproval from her family.

“I could go out to the beach and sit there, and it was quiet. You have no idea what that feels like. Here, in this area, it’s always jam-packed with people. Even Laguna Beach, which isn’t as bad as LA proper, is still busy and not…laid back. If you go north, up to the city, it’s like the St. Pete beaches during Spring Break times ten, and that would be on a slow day for LA. Forget the weekends or holidays.”

He looked around, toward the north and east. “The mountains look pretty.”

“I never really got to see them that often. Not those. There are some smaller foothills around where my parents live, but I didn’t get up this way and venture into the mountains very often. I’ll take Florida, thanks.”

“Even with hurricanes?”

“You get notice with them. There’s no earthquakes, no firestorms, no landslides in the rainy season after the fire season. My sister couldn’t wait to get back to Cali after she graduated. She hated Florida, hated the humidity. I loved living there. Seeing how inexpensive everything was compared to here, I was actually able to support myself out there, whereas here I never could have. The traffic was nonexistent, compared to LA. There weren’t a fraction as many people. I loved it.”

She’d pulled up the route on Waze on her phone before they’d left the rental car place and found that, at least, wasn’t too different. A few more options, new highway extensions and bypasses to speed the drive to Laguna Beach, but overall the same journey. So she didn’t stress and instead focused on driving.

“Anyone in particular you’re looking forward to seeing while we’re out here?”

She’d done pretty good over the past few days not thinking about Eric.

Until that question.

“My aunt and uncle, and JJ. That’s John, Jr., my cousin, and Cara’s older brother. I mean, not under these circumstances, obviously, but they were never pretentious dicks to me.”

“I meant anyone from school.”

Why deny it? “There was a guy. But he’s probably married and not even coming this weekend. He’s not in the Facebook group. If he’s…” She swallowed hard, the thought strangely hitting her for the first time. “If he’s even alive.”

It was stupid to assume Eric was alive when Cara had dropped dead of what turned out to be an anaphylactic reaction to something in the Thai takeout food she’d brought home. They weren’t sure exactly what had triggered her, because it’d had peanuts, fish sauce, shrimp, and a few other things in it, stuff she’d eaten before, but apparently had developed a late-onset allergy.

She’d been eating it when she died.

“You haven’t tried to look him up?”

“No. I figured why court trouble? I’m sure he’s married, great life, all of that. He was pretty driven and really going places when I knew him. I can’t imagine he has anything but a successful life.”

She didn’t need to look to sense Jeff studied her while she drove.

To the west, the sun was starting to set over the Pacific. As she threaded her way through slow-as-shit traffic, she fought the urge to resent being here. Every mile she drove took her closer to dealing with her parents. With feelings.

With memories.

With heartache.

A dark beach, a soft blanket spread over the sand, a warm body that felt perfectly molded to hers.

Blue Pacific waters lapping at the shore.

Her blues…gone when she was in Eric’s arms. He’d never cared about her going to college. He’d always told her how smart he thought she was, and never talked to her in a condescending way.

Always in a loving way.

The way he’d always loved her when they were together.

Two stupid kids and a whole lot of dreams, and she’d said good-bye to him first to keep it from hurting so much when she knew it’d have to end anyway.

Or so she’d thought.

The truth was, it’d never stopped hurting.

Not even now.

 

* * * *

 

Thursday evening, Eric Martin stared at the suitcase he was trying to pack. So far, over the past twenty minutes, he’d managed three pairs of briefs and some socks.

He’d be flying out to LA early tomorrow for the funeral of a friend, who was also the sister of a good friend of his. He hadn’t seen Cara in several years, but he managed to get together with JJ at least once every couple of years, and they talked on the phone every few weeks, texted more often. Facebook Messenger had allowed them to have nearly daily contact.

Not exactly how he’d planned to spend his weekend, but when JJ had called him in tears just hours after finding out about his sister’s death and asked if he’d be there for the funeral, of course he’d said yes.

He couldn’t not be there.

He still couldn’t believe Cara was gone.

Within a couple of hours, he’d received phone calls from three other friends from high school about her death, and follow-up info as weekend plans were put in place. A bunch of their classmates were going to get together for the weekend, not just for her funeral. He couldn’t escape the grim logic that if he was out there already, he might as well stay another night. So he booked a room for Friday and Saturday nights, flying home on Sunday night. Now that they were of a certain age where some of their classmates might start dying, maybe it was time for him to make an effort to try to reach out to old friends.

He hadn’t attended their twenty-year reunion, although he had made the ten-year.

That had been before he’d met Paige, when he was still single.

The one person he’d desperately hoped would be at their ten-year reunion wasn’t. And while there, he’d heard she was married with a child.

Maybe that was why he’d finally started thinking about seriously dating after he’d returned home, instead of focusing only on work.

Or his memories.

I wonder if she’ll be there this weekend.

Of course those kinds of thoughts weren’t healthy or productive. If anything, it’d only be setting himself up for additional heartache.

He’d had enough of that in his life.

He hadn’t asked JJ if she was going to be there this weekend, either. He refused to make this about him in any way. He was there for JJ, to meet up with other friends he hadn’t seen in years, and not to masochistically flagellate his heart over old memories.

Even though they’d be everywhere he looked while he was in Laguna Beach.

His parents had moved to Oregon the January after he’d left for college, his father’s work taking them there. Other than the ten-year reunion, he hadn’t been back since.

Hadn’t felt the need to.

Knew the siren call to sink into old memories would dredge up pain he didn’t want to deal with.

Especially not now.

He finally managed to get himself packed before heading to bed. As usual, he stared at the ceiling as his thoughts spun out in a thousand directions, retrieving memories he both cherished and dreaded at the same time.

Does it ever stop hurting?

Apparently not.

Not over Tracey, and damn sure not over Paige.

Maybe he’d spend the rest of his life trapped in this cycle, and if so, he’d own it.

Better the familiar pain and darkness he knew too damn well than inviting new pain into his heart where it could carve fresh grief into his already scarred soul.


Chapter Nine

 

The sun was heading toward the horizon by the time they reached the hotel Thursday evening. Tracey fought the urge to stare at the sights as they drove south into town, pick out what had changed, what had remained the same.

It wouldn’t do her any good right now.

Their room was on the second floor, and the hallways were all open-air. They left their luggage in the car, wanting to see the room first before hauling everything up. Jeff unlocked the door and his voice pulled her up short.

“Uh-oh.”

“What?” She peeked past him to see the single queen-sized bed. “Uh-oh.”

“Let’s see what we can do. I know I booked a room with two beds.” He led the way, locking the door behind them.

Unfortunately, the desk clerk couldn’t help. “I’m sorry, we’re full this weekend for a reunion, and—”

“I know,” Jeff said. “We’re here for it, but I specifically requested two beds when I made the reservation.”

Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she chewed on her lip. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any other rooms available. Aren’t you a married couple?”

“No, we’re not.” He looked at Tracey. “What do you want to do?”

“We do have a cot we can give you,” the clerk suggested. “I can loan it to you free of charge.”

“I’m not exactly worried about you molesting me in my sleep,” Tracey said, “but I don’t relish the idea of sleeping on a cot all weekend.”

“I’ll sleep on it,” Jeff volunteered.

“Uh, no. You’d barely be able to move come Sunday morning. Call Bran. Ask if he minds if we share a bed. He probably won’t, but ask him anyway.”

The desk clerk looked extremely confused now, and even though Tracey knew she owed the woman no explanation, she still explained while Jeff stepped away and called.

“He’s my ex-husband’s husband. That’s why we have the same last name. He volunteered to come with me this weekend. It’s my cousin and friend who died.”

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t take the reservation. They have both your names listed as guests, so they must have misunderstood when they assigned the room.”

Jeff returned, smirking, handing the phone to Tracey. “He wants to talk to you.”

She took it and turned her back to the desk. “Hey.”

Brandon sounded like he was trying not to laugh. “Still determined to poach one of my husbands out from under me, huh?”

“It was your hubby who made the reservation, Sir.”

He snorted. “True. Yeah, it’s fine. I do appreciate you asking, but seriously, it wasn’t necessary.”

Once she got off the phone with him, she turned, handing Jeff his phone. “Okay, we’ll take it, but does that mean we get a cheaper room rate because of the screw-up?”

The clerk’s fingers flew again. “Oh, yes. They did charge you the higher room rate. Let me fix that and credit your account.” She reached under the counter and handed Jeff a couple of neon pink cards. “And here are two free drink vouchers for the bar.”

He passed them to Tracey. “I can’t use them. Not with the meds I’m on. Enjoy.”

She snorted. “There you go, trying to get me drunk and have your way with me.”

They both burst into laughter.

 

* * * *

 

Once they were settled in their room, they decided to venture out in search of food instead of eating at the hotel. After a quick search online, Tracey found an old favorite of hers was still in business, a wood-fired pizza place just a few blocks away.

“Where do your parents live? Are they close by?” he asked once they’d been seated and had menus.

“Too close,” she muttered, hooking a thumb over her shoulder and pointing. “About five minutes in that direction. We didn’t live on the beach, but we could easily walk there and had just as good a view.”

“Were you a surfer girl? All ‘cowabunga, dude’ and all that?”

His playful smirk couldn’t be denied a smile. “Believe it or not, no, not all native Californians who are raised on the coast are beach bums.” Her smile faded. “Not that my parents would have let any of us ‘waste’ time doing that if we’d expressed an interest in it. Unless it was a sport we could get a good scholarship with, they wouldn’t have tolerated us doing that for long. They were both originally from the East Coast. My dad from New Hampshire and my mother from Connecticut. They met out here in college and ended up getting jobs and settling here, so they really weren’t much into the culture, except academically.”

“This looks like a money area.”

“It is. They both came from money, and are both well-known in their fields of study. Multi-published and highly sought-after speakers.” She played with her glass of water, tracing lines in the condensation along the sides. “I’m the only disappointment in the family.”

“Hey, now.” His tone sounded gentle and so much like Brandon it nearly drove her to tears. “Don’t talk about yourself like that. I’m pretty sure saying that’s within the scope of my orders, too.”

She shrugged. “It’s okay. I’ve accepted it. Came to terms with it a long time ago. In some ways, they were right. I know it doesn’t define who I am, or, it shouldn’t, but I still live with it.”

The lights in the restaurant caught the ice cubes in her water and shed small diamonds through the sides of her glass. “I vowed I’d be a better parent than they were, and I nearly fucked that up. Thank god for Brandon. At least Em had one reliable parent.”

Her gaze fell on his wedding band. “And you and Stuart,” she added. “You’ll never know how grateful I am for the two of you being in her life.”

 

* * * *

 

After dinner, they headed over to Main Beach, where she slipped off her sandals and dipped her toes into the cold water, shivering, smiling. “Brr.”

“Huh?” Jeff leaned in and touched a wave as it licked at the shore. “Holy shit.”

“Colder here. Another reason I love the Gulf. I’m not even that fond of Atlantic beaches in Florida.”

“It’s weird thinking about looking out over all that water and no land at all until you get to Asia.”

“The Gulf is big.”

“Yeah, but it’s not the same,” he said. “The Gulf is…finite. This feels infinite, somehow.”

She turned and stared at the beach, which had changed a lot from her teenaged years. Gone was the small copse of trees that used to be one of their favorite places to sit. In its place, a playground.

In some ways, maybe that was better, that it wasn’t too much the same.

A little less painful.

“Want to walk back along the beach?” She pointed. “Our hotel has steps down.”

“Sure.”

They headed that way. Even the brisk late March salty air tasted different, a little sharper, not as sweet as the Gulf. Under her feet, she didn’t feel the soft, fluffy, white quartz sand beaches like on the Gulf. The sand was yellower, coarser.

Different.

Unfamiliar now.

In the distance, she watched seagulls diving into the water just off shore, more trotting along the waves on the beach, using the last traces of light before settling in for the night.

“Am I a horrible person to not want to see my family?”

He draped an arm around her shoulders, and like this, she could almost pretend he was Brandon. “No, sweetie. You’re not a horrible person. Sounds like you went through a lot.”

“That’s no excuse for how I treated Brandon for so long.”

He stopped her and made her turn and face him. “Honey, you changed. You grew. You’re still growing. You’re being a lot harder on yourself than any of us are, including Emma, who is the one who matters most. She’s forgiven you. You need to learn to forgive yourself.”

“If only it was that easy.”

 

* * * *

 

Tracey tossed and turned all night, getting up a couple of times to walk over to the window and stare out at the dark Pacific beyond the beach so she didn’t lie there and wake Jeff with her thrashings. She couldn’t get comfortable, and it had nothing to do with the bed, or who she was sharing it with.

It was like every time she closed her eyes, she watched her teenage years play out like some hellish high-def private screening of a movie.

Highlighting every mistake she made.

Including breaking up with Eric.

She would never be able to erase from her memories the look of pain in his green eyes that night. When they sat on the beach together and talked. He hadn’t wanted to break up, but she’d promised him if he still wanted her when he returned from college, then they could get back together. That she didn’t want this, but didn’t want to tie him down and have him resent her.

Except she hadn’t stayed in Cali.

And he hadn’t returned, as far as she knew.

It was like the unseen shadow she’d lived with all these years was finally given a face and a voice—the tears in his eyes as they’d hugged one last time and told each other they loved each other.

The thing she had always run from.

Because wasn’t that more the reason she’d moved to Florida than even her family? A new start where everything didn’t remind her of him?

And she’d found Brandon.

And had Emma.

And she wouldn’t trade any of that, in retrospect, but her heart and brain could only hold back the emotional deluge for so long.

Her defenses had fallen, and here she was, at ground zero.

The only question remaining was if she could actually adult if he showed up that weekend. Part of her dreaded that.

And part of her hoped beyond hope.

She hated herself for both options.

 

* * * *

 

They ate breakfast Friday morning at the hotel, their continental buffet adequate enough. Tracey didn’t miss how Jeff kept studying her as they maintained a comfortable silence, him going through his tablet and her on her phone, checking e-mails and Facebook.

She’d set up a separate rule on her Facebook profile, dumping her parents and siblings into it, to make it easy to share things without them seeing it. Like the pictures she’d taken so far. She kept her posts set to friends-only in case Pat, who she’d blocked along with his parents, tried to spy on her.

She’d had no contact from him or his parents, and wanted it kept that way.

“Tracey?”

She looked up at the woman’s voice and realized it was Joleen. “Hey!” She stood and they hugged, and it felt so damn good to reconnect with someone from the past who she had good memories of.

“When’d you get in?” Joleen asked.

“Yesterday. This is Jeff Ziegler.”

Joleen looked understandably confused as she shook hands with him. “I…thought you were divorced from him. And…that his name was Brandon.”

Tracey smirked. “It’s complicated. I am divorced from Brandon. This is his husband. My ex-husband’s husband. Sorta my husband-in-law, I guess.”

Now she looked even more confused, and Tracey laughed as Joleen said, “Okay, what?” Tracey gave the quick explanation. “Ah! Oh, okay. Now I get it. Well, glad you guys have such a great relationship.”

“Brandon would have come with her,” Jeff said, “but both he and Stuart had to work today and this weekend. I’m working on filing for disability because of my Lyme disease, so I came with her.”

“Um…Stuart?”

“Our other husband.” He grinned. “Yes, it’s that complicated.”

 

* * * *

 

Joleen joined them for breakfast, and several other friends appeared, some with their spouses. Over an hour later, they had five tables pulled together for the twenty-plus group of them, and had been tearfully laughing as they told stories about Cara and recounted their high school days.

Tracey felt a little guilty that Jeff was stuck sitting there listening to them talk about people he didn’t know, but he didn’t seem to be acting restless or in pain.

Then, during a spontaneous silence, someone spoke from the other end of the table. “Anyone know if Eric’s coming this weekend?”

Tracey’s face heated and it took every ounce of willpower she had not to stand and bolt before several people murmured they didn’t know.

Jeff reached over and patted her hand, gently squeezing.

Then she realized everyone was looking her way, as if awaiting a response.

“I don’t know,” she forced herself to say through nearly numb lips. “I haven’t had any contact with him since high school. I hope he does. It’d be nice to see him.”

The conversations quickly picked up again, sparing her any further monologuing on the topic. A lot of people wouldn’t be arriving until later today or even tonight, but at least everyone at that table had the correct story about Tracey and her relationship to Jeff. Some of them had already known it because they were Facebook friends with her and had seen the many postings that had included all three men, as well as Emma and Grace.

Maybe if Eric shows up, and maybe if he’s single, and maybe—

And maybe if pigs start tap-dancing.

She’d already experienced first-hand how dangerous and stupid magic thinking was. She’d lived through that idiocy with Brandon, and it’d nearly destroyed her relationship with him and with Emma.

Keep your brains, woman.

After breakfast, most of the group wanted to walk down to the beach for a little while. Jeff returned to their room to rest while Tracey stayed with the group. Joleen hooked arms with her as they strolled through the firm-packed sand just above the surf line.

“I wasn’t quite sure who everyone was you’d post about,” Joleen admitted. “But I felt kind of weird coming out and asking you on Facebook. I knew I’d eventually figure it out.”

“It’s been…interesting. I’m happy for Brandon, honestly. Yes, it hurt when he came out and divorced me, and I compounded the problem by getting remarried way too fast to an idiot. But Stuart and Jeff are fantastic guys, and they love Emma like their own daughter.”

“That Grace sounds like a pistol.”

“She is. Frankly, I’m glad Brandon has two husbands, because we sometimes need all hands on deck to keep order.”

“A barbecue fork, huh? Sounds pretty awesome.”

“Yeah, she is pretty awesome. Both girls are. Going to be too quiet when they go to college.”

“So…if Eric does come this weekend…”

“What are you asking?”

“Want me to put a bug in his ear?”

Heat filled Tracey’s cheeks. “I don’t know if that’d be a good idea or not.”

“I mean, obviously, not if he’s married or has someone with him. But if he’s alone…and single?”

Tracey stared out over the Pacific, the blue waters, the blue sky…

The blues in her heart that seemed to have infected her down to the depths of her soul, to a cellular level.

“Sure,” she whispered. “Why not?” 


Chapter Ten

 

Eric sat at the gate, awaiting the call to board. He couldn’t stop the way his sneaker tapped the floor, or how he kept picking at the side seam of his jeans, along his right thigh, running the pad of his index finger up and down it, his nail brushing across the stitches.

He tried to focus on the sound of JJ’s tearful voice as Eric had talked to him, instead of letting his mind spin up potential fantasies that had absolutely zero chance of coming true or doing anything other than emotionally gut him.

Fantasies about Tracey.

I should have argued with her. Begged her to come to New York with me. I never should have let her go.

Looking back on it all, he could see her thinly veiled grief, how she’d been certain he’d go to college and leave her behind, and it was most likely a desire to spare herself what she’d felt was the inevitable.

Except…

He hadn’t felt like that at all.

He always thought he’d have a chance to talk to her, to win her back, to convince her to come join him. That he’d come home for fall break prepared with information about how she could find a job, and they could get an apartment together, and see her, and woo her, and there’d be some romantic hijinks that led to a fabulously funny cross-country drive they could later tell their kids about as he drove her car, loaded with all her things, back to college.

And they had lots of kids and lived happily ever after…

Except, that’s not what happened. The day JJ told Eric she’d flown to Florida for a stay with her sister and had refused to come home effectively shattered those dreams.

From then on, he made a point of not asking about her. It was too painful. He’d immersed himself in his studies, determined to make a successful life for himself, too busy to acknowledge his pain or loneliness. Then his career.

Then Paige, once he’d heard Tracey was married with a child and he knew that road was forever blocked.

And now…

Now I have nothing.

Frankly, it was his fault he was alone, and he’d own every bit of that blame.

Because it was his fault.

Once he was settled in his seat on the plane, he closed his eyes and tried not to think about the past, about the beach, about how beautiful Tracey had always looked in the moonlight, and how the sea breeze always played with strands of her auburn hair.

Her sweet brown eyes.

Her laugh.

Her tears on that final night.

 

* * * *

 

Tension hummed through Eric as he waited for his turn to deplane once they were on the ground at LAX. He knew with rush-hour traffic he’d likely have a long drive ahead of him to Laguna Beach.

He decided to do something really stupid and take Highway 1 all the way down instead of the freeway. He stopped in Long Beach to eat and stare at the water for a few minutes, the late-day sun bouncing diamonds off the surface in a way the Atlantic Ocean never seemed to replicate for him.

At home, he didn’t get to the beach very often, and not at all in the past five years. While the Pacific was cold, the Atlantic always felt colder to him, even in the summer, a different vibe to the water, a different color to the ocean, like it was the grouchy, reluctant morning person as opposed to the Pacific’s happy afternoon persona.

I miss this.

Not the traffic, which now reminded him to never to bitch about Jersey traffic.

Ever.

Again.

Sure, it was expensive living in the northeast, but not as expensive as here.

Although he missed mild winters. He missed the laid-back, easy life.

Then again, I was a freaking kid. Everything felt easy compared to the shit-show of adulthood.

Forty-two years old, and he wasn’t any better off than he’d been over two decades earlier, except he had what had since proven to be a worthless degree and more holes in his heart where chunks of it had been ripped out and shredded.

Maybe I should remember to keep my mouth shut this weekend. At this rate, he’d be a massive buzzkill, and it was already a fucking funeral. No reason to heap his own pity party onto the pyre.

The sun had set by the time he pulled into the hotel parking lot and made his way to the front desk in the lobby. He had to wait behind three other people, two he vaguely recognized, to check in. Another walked in behind him, who he definitely recognized, and he hugged them as they talked while they awaited their turns.

Once he was checked in and had moved his luggage to his room, he texted JJ.

 

I’m in my hotel room.

 

JJ called him a few minutes later. “Hey. We’re over at Uncle Charles and Aunt Margot’s.”

Eric struggled and won against the urge to ask if Tracey was there. “How’re you and your parents holding up?”

“It’s…not going to lie, it’s tough.”

“Do you need me to come over?”

“It’s okay. A couple of the cousins are here already. I guess the rest will be there tomorrow. It’s sort of chaotic here right now and Aunt Margot is getting pretty snippy with people.”

“Well, I’m in room 310 at the Laguna Pacific Inn Resort, if you want to stop by and talk later.”

“I…we’ll see how I feel. I’m probably not going to want to go out tonight, I’m sorry. I’ve already hit the tequila a little harder than I should have. First chance I’ve had since finding out to actually…breathe.”

“Sorry. I understand how hard this is.”

He sighed. Actually sighed. “I know you do, and I appreciate it. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there when Paige—”

“It’s okay. You were out on an oil rig, and you barely knew her.”

“But she was your wife. And the baby—”

“JJ,” he said, trying to keep his tone gentle and not wanting to delve into his own, old grief with his friend, “really, it’s okay. I’m glad I can be here.”

“I really appreciate this, man. I want you to sit with us tomorrow, please?”

“No worries. I think I’ll go downstairs. Apparently a bunch of people from our class are here for her funeral, and it sort of turned into an impromptu reunion.”

“Please tell them thank you for me for coming. And from my parents. I mean it. I was kind of scared no one would come.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow. Try to get some sleep tonight.”

“Thanks.”

Eric changed into shorts and a T-shirt and headed downstairs, determined to find some alcohol and ice and a very large glass to mix them in.

 

* * * *

 

Tracey honed her explanation for who Jeff was by late Friday afternoon. To the point that when she said “husband-in-law,” she felt a slightly sadistic twitch of humor at people’s confused expressions.

None of her family had called or messaged her yet about when she was arriving.

She wasn’t exactly in any hurry to let them know she was already in the area. She knew if she did that she’d be brow-beaten to show up, and then good-bye any chance to see Eric if he did appear this weekend.

There was still plenty of time for her to be made to feel ashamed about all her life choices tomorrow. She didn’t need to masochistically subject herself to that any sooner than necessary.

Jeff rejoined them for dinner, and later, they all sat around the poolside bar to talk and share memories. She didn’t know how long they’d been down there, except she was starting to yawn. She was about to suggest to Jeff they could head back to their room when she felt her gaze drawn to the doorway leading into the pool deck area from the lobby, just past the bar.

He looked older, but still as handsome. Same green eyes, and a touch of grey in his brown hair, yet her heart trip-hammered in her chest and it took every ounce of will she had not to jump up and race into his arms.

She didn’t see anyone with him, which she knew didn’t mean anything.

He apparently recognized her, too, and walked over after a moment, a hesitant smile on his face.

Now she stood, hugging him, too overcome to find any of the words she’d wanted to say to him after all these years. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

She was uncomfortably aware of how conversations briefly faltered nearby as people realized what happened.

After a deep breath, she pulled back just enough she could look up into his eyes.

“How’ve you been?” she asked.

His smile looked sad. “Vertical. I heard you got married and had a baby. Congratulations.”

“I’m divorced from him, actually. For nearly ten years now.”

 

* * * *

 

It felt like all the oxygen had been sucked out of his lungs. Eric spotted the man who’d been sitting comfortably close to Tracey, looking up and watching them with an odd expression on his face.

And the wedding band on his left ring finger. From the way she held her hands clasped, he couldn’t see her left ring finger.

“It’s Tracey Ziegler now,” she said. “Are you married?”

“Widowed.” He forced a smile and turned his attention to the man, extending a hand. “Hi. Eric Martin.”

“Jeff Ziegler. Nice to meet you.” The man’s easy smile didn’t hold a hint of jealousy, and his handshake felt friendly-firm, not pissing-contest-strong.

Still, Eric’s heart and hopes wilted. “Nice to meet you, too.” The guy was good-looking, although he seemed a little on the gaunt side, and not in a healthy way, either. Sharp lines and angles around his cheeks and jaw left deep shadows.

The guy stood. “I’m going to go to bed. You have your room key, hon?”

She barely looked his way, her attention still on Eric. “Yeah. Thanks.”

“No worries.” Jeff smiled. “Take your time. Have fun.”

Eric didn’t understand the wink the guy gave him, either, when he turned and left the pool deck. That’s when Eric noticed he moved rather stiffly, like a person in pain. It seemed kind of odd he didn’t even give her a kiss or anything.

Bastard.

The possessive jolt he felt startled him.

Tracey hooked Eric’s hand and angled him into the chair Jeff had just vacated. “He’s got Lyme disease. He’s in a lot of pain.”

Now he felt like an ass. “Oh, I’m sorry.” Now he could see her hand. No rings, but it was obvious they had the same name, and were sharing a room, and he’d called her hon.

He didn’t need sock puppets.

“It’s okay. He scared the crap out of us when he was diagnosed. He was bitten by a tick while helping his sister’s friend move up in New Hampshire. A few weeks later, after a bunch of symptoms, he collapsed in the garage one afternoon. Fortunately Emma was there with him and was able to get help.”

“Emma?”

“Our daughter.”

Ah.

A waitress came over to take his drink order and he got a beer. He knew he’d need it.

To start with.

“Is there anything they can do for it?” he asked Tracey once he had his beer.

“He’s on a lot of meds right now. He’s got a PICC line. He stubbornly insisted on trying to go back to work part-time at the dealership he used to work for. It was only two weeks later he called me in tears one day, asking me to come get him and take him home because he couldn’t drive. We all finally banded together and told him he had to quit working. Period.”

He honestly didn’t know what to say. He was too busy staring at her. She was still beautiful, maybe even more so than when they were kids. Sweet brown eyes, and it didn’t look like she colored her hair, or, if she did, she used something close to her natural auburn color.

“You still live in Florida?” he asked, not wanting to stop talking to her, but not able to delve into deeper topics with her right then. Not with everyone around.

“Yeah. I love it there.”

Plus, now they were constantly being interrupted by people he knew or used to know, wanting to say hello to him. After his third beer, and her second rum and Coke in the thirty minutes he’d been sitting there, and a lot of talking, she asked him another question.

“How long have you been widowed?”

“Five years.” He really didn’t want to dredge up that well of pain. Not when he was trying to cope with the fact that this would be a painful missed connection that would send him reeling back into the depths of his all too familiar mental darkness. “Car accident.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks. So how long have you and Jeff been married?”

She frowned. “Huh?”

“You and Jeff.”

She smiled. “Oh. He’s not my husband. He’s my husband-in-law.”

He was about to ask for clarification when yet another person walked up to talk to him.

He didn’t want to be rude, but all he wanted to do was drag Tracey somewhere private and talk to her. Like maybe the beach.

Alone.

It was nearly eleven local time, meaning way past his usual bedtime, when he was finally able to take her hand, coax her up out of her chair, and head down the stairs to the beach. A chilly breeze whipped in off the Pacific, so it wasn’t exactly pleasant, but at least it insured their privacy.

“What did you mean Jeff’s your husband-in-law? What does that even mean?”

“Long story short, my daughter’s father came out as gay and we divorced. I met and married an idiot, and finally divorced him late last year. Jeff is my ex’s husband—Emma’s step-father. He volunteered to come with me so I didn’t have to face my family alone.” Her smile faded. “As much of jerks as they were when we were kids, they’re even worse now.”

He knew he should be focusing on the fact that her family still sucked, but he needed clarification. “Your ex’s husband? You’re telling me Jeff’s gay?”

Her smile returned and widened, playful. “Very. But we share the same last name. I went back to using it after my divorce last November, so I’d have the same last name as Emma. Emma calls him her bonus dad.”

“You’re single?”

“Not even dating.”

He kissed her. It wasn’t even a conscious thought, more an instinct. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her, eyes open so he could look at her and ground himself and know he wasn’t dreaming it, wasn’t imagining it, wasn’t hallucinating it.

It was real, she was real, as real as the soft, cool sand under his feet and the salty tang in the air.

She eagerly kissed him back, no hesitation, like she wanted it as badly as he did.

“I’ve missed you,” he whispered when he finally lifted his lips from hers.

“I missed you, too. I’m sorry I broke up with you. I’ve always regretted it.”

He stared into her eyes, transfixed, old feelings flooding back, threatening to sweep him away like a strong rip current. He couldn’t even blame it on the alcohol, even though he was still way more than buzzed, and suspected she was, too.

“Come back to my room with me, please? So we can talk?” Maybe it was the beer and exhaustion and broken heart talking, but he needed her.

Wanted her.

Still loved her, and he’d be a liar if he said he didn’t.

At the very least he wanted to talk to her alone, uninterrupted, and see if he was chasing a fantasy or if there was a chance.

She rose up onto her toes and kissed him in response. “Let’s stop by my room so I can tell Jeff. I don’t want him to worry if I’m out late.”

“If?” He hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but now that he did, his groin tightened and his cock twitched to see her smile.

She tucked her face against his chest the way she used to, still feeling so right in his arms. “When.” 


Chapter Eleven

 

Tracey couldn’t keep her eyes off Eric as they headed back up the stairs to the hotel. Despite the years and lines on his face, and the traces of grey in his brown hair, she could still clearly see the boy she’d been desperately in love with so many years ago.

They stopped by her room first, so she could let Jeff know not to wait up.

Jeff grinned. “You going to be long?”

“Probably. He’s up on the third floor.”

“Have fun, sweetheart. Take your phone.”

“Thanks.”

She rejoined Eric and they started walking toward the stairs at the end of the balcony. “You said Emma’s okay with her dad being gay and married?”

“Yeah. She loves both her bonus dads.”

“Wait, what? Both? I thought you said you’re single.”

“I am. It’s complicated.”

“So, I gotta say, this situation is not adding up in my head. Can we start over, because I think with all the interruptions down there, I missed something.”

“Long story short, and without giving away too much because of their privacy, when Emma’s father and I divorced, it was because he came out to me as gay. He loved me, but he wasn’t in love with me. We divorced over eight years ago and he recently remarried. Jeff contracted Lyme disease last summer and had to quit working, so they wanted him on my ex’s health insurance.”

“But…you said there’s another guy?”

“They’re…together. Brandon and Jeff and Stuart.” She stopped and turned to him. “And considering they love my daughter as if she was their own, and she loves them and calls them her ‘bonus dads,’ I’m okay with it. That’s why Jeff flew out with me. I don’t have a good relationship with my parents or my sister and brothers. What you remember from back then is nothing close to what it later became. Jeff volunteered to come with me, since he’s not working because of his health. Brandon was worried about me and didn’t want me to come alone. He couldn’t leave because of work. The company he works for is building a new store, and he can’t take extra time off right now.”

“So they’re a poly triad?”

She arched an eyebrow at him. “Is that a problem?” She hoped not, because if he was going to be a dick about this, or about Brandon being gay, that was a nonstarter right there.

“No, not at all. It’s good you have a solid relationship with them.”

 

* * * *

 

It was unusual to find someone so cool with a poly relationship outside of the lifestyle. Not just cool, but it almost felt as if Tracey was challenging him to make a snide comment about the men, which, of course, he wasn’t about to. He didn’t have a problem with it.

Maybe it was the three beers chattering and loosening his brain, or the trip down memory lane stirring something, but he wanted to keep Tracey talking. Spend more time with her.

A lot more time.

It sucked she was flying out Sunday morning.

This was the first time he’d felt even remotely human in five years. The first time his soul felt like it had reattached itself to his body and wasn’t adrift in an acrid sea of emotional sewage and grief.

Like he gave a shit about something.

Not simply going through the motions, for once.

When they reached his room, he honestly had meant to talk to her. To sit down and have an adult discussion.

That’s not what happened.

He no sooner got the door locked behind them than she was on him, kissing him. Somewhere between the door and the bed their clothes fell off, and he found himself lying naked on top of her, with her reaching between his legs to find his hard cock and guide him inside her.

“Wait,” he gasped. “I don’t have any condoms.”

“I’m on the pill.” She grabbed him and pulled him back down, and his balls kicked common sense out of the room.

He hadn’t been with anyone since Paige, and precious few people before her, after Tracey.

Fuck it.

He’d take the risk.

When he slid deep inside her pussy, they both moaned and he held still, afraid he was going to explode. Hot and slick and sweetly tight, just like he remembered her.

He slanted his lips over hers and savored this feeling, now awash in old memories he’d long struggled to forget.

This was them, one of the many perfections they’d shared. It’d never felt awkward or fumbling between them, even though they’d lost their virginity together. It’d always felt perfect, and he knew he was a liar if he tried to deny how much his heart had ached after losing her, and still did to this day.

Her fingers raked down his back, hands cupping his ass and digging in, trying to urge him to start moving.

He wouldn’t be rushed. Instead, he sat up, smiling down at her as he did, and grabbed her hands so he could pin them over her head.

Now he knew there was a name for everything they’d done as kids, the fantasies they’d had, the kind of sex that had turned them both on. Back then, he hadn’t even known it was a thing, much less a thing other people did and enjoyed, too.

Wasn’t like either of them could go to their parents and ask them about it. Her parents would have freaked out that she was allowing herself to fall into patriarchal stereotypes that fostered sexist blah, blah, blah.

His parents would have freaked out over the fact that they didn’t want him getting Tracey pregnant when he was going off to college and “ruining his life.”

With his left hand, he held her wrists pinned against the mattress while leaning in so he could lick and suck her left nipple.

The soft gasp escaping her made his cock twitch. “Yes!”

He wondered if either of her exes knew this about her, what he knew.

What he wished they’d been able to explore and grow into together.

The thing he really didn’t dare risk talking about, in case that freaked her out and ruined whatever this was between them now.

He wished they were both stone-cold sober and having this conversation, but he’d take the win.

He wished this weekend could last forever, and that wasn’t even the beer talking.

“Tell me what you want, baby,” he whispered around her flesh, his tongue flicking at her nipple until it was a taut peak. Meanwhile, she squirmed and tried to rock her hips against him to coax him into moving.

“Please fuck me!”

He nearly came right there. How long since he’d heard her beg like that?

Too fucking long.

He started teasing her right nipple into the same peaked state and loved the sweetly desperate sounds she made under him.

I could spend the rest of my life with her like this.

 

* * * *

 

Part of Tracey’s brain, which wasn’t totally marinated in rum, told her that maybe this wasn’t the world’s smartest idea. That it’d been a lot of years since they’d seen each other.

That they weren’t those two kids any longer.

She didn’t.

Fucking.

Care.

For the first time since she’d said good-bye to him, she felt like the world had truly righted itself again.

Like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

Hot, wet heat engulfed her left nipple again, every pull of his mouth sending jolts of need straight to her clit and making her squirm against him.

His cock filled her the way it always had—perfectly.

All those games they’d played—fairly prescient, actually—they could now engage in however they wanted.

And damn, she wanted.

His green gaze met hers from where his lips were latched around her nipple again, and she didn’t understand how he couldn’t be fucking her when her body felt like she’d explode if she didn’t come soon.

He relinquished her nipple. Releasing her wrists, he whispered, “Stay.”

He pushed up onto his arms, which he braced on either side of her head, and stared down at her as he took a long, slow stroke out and in again.

She didn’t even think about moving her hands.

The first time they’d ever made love flashed into her mind, how he’d startled her, at first, by going down on her…quickly making her explode in a harder orgasm than any she’d ever given herself with her fingers or a shower massager.

Only later, as an adult, did she realize how lucky she’d been to have a boyfriend who’d been determined to make sure she felt good.

And he had.

He always had.

“Are you my good girl?”

Her heart rolled and tilted in good ways, desperately trying to slide back into that perfectly shaped niche where it used to reside when life had been sweet and right and she’d wanted to spend the rest of it with him.

“Yes, Sir,” she whispered. The way she’d used to call Brandon that in bed together without him even asking her to, even from the start.

The way she’d always felt right calling Eric that when they were together in bed.

Something she’d never said to Pat.

He withdrew, pausing before slamming his cock home, hard and deep, again and again, and driving her up the cliff at an incredibly fast pace. The perfect angle, the perfect thrust—and she gasped as her orgasm swelled and burst.

A thousand memories swept through her at once, at how good, how perfect they’d always felt together, memories she’d tried not to think about because it had hurt too damn much.

His lips crushed hers as he hurried to catch up with her, join her, his moans muffled by her mouth while he finally fell still inside her. Kisses that turned gentle and tender, and he shifted his weight to his elbows so he could clasp her hands.

The way he used to.

“Please stay tonight,” he softly said, his tone nearly breaking her heart.

She tightly squeezed his hands. “Absolutely.”

 

* * * *

 

Eric took his time kissing her, knowing he wouldn’t have to rush now that she would stay the night. Which was a damn good thing, since he felt exhausted. Still, he didn’t want to miss a second of time with her. He untangled his hands from hers and kissed his way down her body, settling between her legs and enjoying the familiar sounds she made.

It didn’t matter that nearly twenty-five years had passed since they’d last seen each other.

He wanted her in his life, wanted to drown his sorrows in the past, wanted to soak in every second of time he could have with her.

Wasn’t like he could afford to visit her in Florida very often, and with a job and a daughter, she wouldn’t be able to come visit him, most likely.

Still, hope had germinated and its roots struggled to sink in deep and grab hold tightly.

Whatever he had to do, he’d do it.

Anything.

Everything.

He nudged her thighs more widely apart and slowly swiped his tongue up her clit, playing with it, loving the way her hands tangled in his hair and held on tightly.

He hooked his hands around her thighs and held on, licking and sucking, circling her clit and playing with it with his lips. He wasn’t sure he was good for a second one tonight, especially with his body still on New Jersey time, and this soon after the first one. But he wanted to make sure she felt good.

Besides, he loved the sounds she made. He always had.

He could still hear the girl he’d loved, still loved, all her sweet moans and sighs.

And he’d missed her so fucking much.

It felt like no time had passed between them as he remembered all the stolen time they’d shared together as kids, her room or his when parents weren’t home, or in the deep shadows under the trees at night on the beach, or even in his car.

He still loved making love to her. As a teenager it’d fascinated him to find out women could orgasm multiple times, and he’d always enjoyed the sweet, blissful glaze in her eyes after he’d blown her mind. When friends complained their girlfriends didn’t like sex, or bitched that they weren’t enjoying it, he’d always smiled and kept his secrets to himself.

For starters, his friends would have razzed him for actually daring to freaking research it. What kind of geek researches that?

Men who like to keep their women happy did, that’s who. Although it would have been nice if he’d stumbled onto BDSM information earlier.

Would have encouraged him to step up more, take charge in a way to keep her from breaking up with him.

Would have proven to her he loved her for who she was, and that he wasn’t interested in some college girl, that he didn’t care that she wasn’t going to college.

He’d only been interested in her.

Always her.

Only her.

Finally, by the fourth time he’d gotten her over, she was patting him on the top of the head. Even that signal still the same as it had been between them, heartachingly sweet.

He crawled back up the bed and cradled her in his arms, feeling contented and at peace in a way he hadn’t in…

Nearly twenty-five years.

From the sound of her breathing, he knew she was wide awake, so he didn’t let himself fall asleep yet even though it’d be so easy to do.

Her fingers traced shapes across his chest, and her soft voice tugged on every nerve in his heart, holding him there, anchoring him. “How did she die?”

Ice slammed into his heart and soul, ripping and tearing. It took him a moment to be able to form the words through his pain. “Car accident. It was icy out, and she had an appointment with her obstetrician. A truck hit black ice and blew through a stop sign. Not the guy’s fault. It was mine.”

She looked up. “What?”

“I’d lost my job at the brokerage the year before when the financial bubble popped. I was at my new job and putting in a lot of hours because I’d just gotten a promotion. I was supposed to pick her up and drive her to the appointment, and I got delayed at work, so she drove herself and I was going to meet her there. If I’d driven her…” He choked back the sob threatening to rip itself loose. “If I’d been there, she wouldn’t have been in the accident. I lost her and the baby.”

“Oh, my god, I’m so sorry.” She sat up and laid her palm against his cheek. “But that’s not your fault.”

He hadn’t told her the rest. “I was responsible for her. Not just as her husband. We…sort of like you and I were as kids, only…more formal.”

“Master and slave?”

He sat up, now feeling wide awake. “That doesn’t freak you out?”

She snorted. “No.” Immediately, she clapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, that was insensitive of me.” She dropped her hand. “No, it doesn’t freak me out. My ex—Brandon—is a Dom. We…” She sighed. “I found out later it really was the only way he could be with me sexually. Jeff and Stuart are his boys, and he’s their Master.”

He leaned in and touched his forehead to hers. “She was my slave. I was supposed to take care of her. I’d promised…”

He closed his eyes, trying to fight back the tears. “I wanted to kill myself when I lost them. I nearly did. I spent a couple of days in the hospital until her parents finally talked me out of it. I thought my dream was finally coming true and in a split-second, I lost everything. I just wanted to be a husband and a dad and take care of them, and I couldn’t even do that. Like everything I touched turned to shit.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Her sigh hovered around them. “If I hadn’t been an idiot and broke up with you back then…”

She didn’t finish.

He didn’t want her to, either.

He didn’t want to think about the daughter she had who could’ve been his.

She’d known even back then how much he’d wanted to be a dad. He’d never made a secret of it. They’d even talked about it back then, in futuristic, what-if kinds of ways, when they were together.

He cupped his hand around the back of her neck and gently kissed her. “I want to go to sleep with you and wake up with you in the morning. Can we spend the day together? Please?”

“We have the funeral.”

“I want to spend it with you. Ride with me in my car. I’ll drive you both. It’ll give you the perfect excuse to get away from your parents.”

Finally, a smile from her. “You sneaky Dom.”

“Yeah, that’s me.” He nuzzled her nose with his. “And I’m not too proud to admit I don’t want to let you out of my sight.” 


Chapter Twelve

 

Tracey awoke disoriented early Saturday morning, the light looking wrong, the room strange.

Then there was the naked man in bed with her, spooned along her back.

She startled before relaxing, realizing it wasn’t Jeff with that…

Yum.

That deliciously hard cock pressed all nice and friendly-like against the seam of her ass.

Eric’s arm closed around her waist, his hand cupping her breast, her nipple hardening against his warm palm.

Was it horrible of her to want to skip the funeral and spend the entire day in bed with him?

Knowing Cara, she could almost hear her cousin laughing and telling her, “Get you some, girl!”

Except Tracey didn’t want to miss the final good-bye to her friend.

His warm breath caressed the top of her shoulder. “Where do you think you’re going, young lady?”

She looked back at him and stared up into his green eyes. “I’m not exactly rolling in dough,” she admitted. “I’m renting a room from a friend of mine. I work for a grocery store chain as an office manager. I’ve worked for them since…well, since I moved to Florida. Started out as a cashier. I’m trying to get a promotion and take college classes so I can become an assistant manager, or maybe even a store manager.”

His hand slid down her side, settling on her hip. “I couldn’t find another job in finance after I lost mine. Too much competition, too many guys with more experience than me and better connections, and younger, hungrier, willing to work eighty hours a week. I had a wife and had to pay bills, so I took what I could get, anything with health insurance. I’m an assistant store manager. I’d been there a year when…”

His sigh broke her heart.

That was not where she wanted his mind today, either. It’d be hard enough on all of them going to the funeral. Reaching behind her, her fingers closed around his cock. She arched her back and spread her legs, and he easily slid inside her pussy.

Eric’s hand closed around her breast, his fingers rolling her nipple between them as his warm breath rumbled in her ear. “I think I know what you want, don’t I, baby?”

She tipped her head back. “Yes, Sir.”

In one smooth movement, he rolled her onto her stomach, him on top of her, his cock deeply sheathed inside her once more. His hands closed on her hips and pulled her up onto her knees, her shoulders still pressed against the mattress.

It wasn’t so many years ago she couldn’t remember the fun of him taking her like this, how he’d sometimes smacked her ass as he fucked her.

How it felt even harder and deeper like this, and how much she’d loved it.

When he started fucking her, she pushed up onto her elbows to thrust back against him. She wanted it hard and deep and the good kind of possessive he’d always been, the way he’d always made her feel like she was His.

The first light slap across her ass startled her in the good way, her head drooping while the jolt of pleasure ricocheted through her nervous system. “Yes!”

“Like that, baby?” He smacked her other ass cheek.

“Yes, Sir!”

He slowed his thrusts as he spanked her. Fisting the sheets, she spread her knees even wider, allowing his cock to bottom out in her and fill her in a way Pat never could. After a few minutes, and with her ass nice and warm and stingy, he reached under her and started playing with her clit.

“Come for me, baby.”

 

* * * *

 

Eric felt every flutter through her pussy as he spanked her, her body responding to him, his cock screaming for relief as he held back. He wanted to feel her come with his cock buried inside her.

He didn’t know if anything permanent would emerge from this weekend besides really great memories, but that was one memory he wanted.

Needed.

As her pussy tightened around him, her back arching and the sounds of her moans changing in pitch and volume, he knew he had her. She came with a muffled moan from burying her face in the pillow. That’s when he started fucking her again, hard, fast, deep—frantically. Needing to finish with her.

One damn good thing in his head for a change to balance out all the dark and shadowy crap that usually resided all tangled in his soul. As his balls tightened, he gasped at pleasure so sharp and piercing it nearly felt like pain when he came.

Panting, he braced himself over her, his lips trailing down her spine from the nape of her neck. “God, I’ve missed you,” he whispered.

She tipped her head back, fixing him with her brown gaze. “I’ve missed you, too, Sir.”

He stretched out next to her, pulling her into his arms, savoring their kisses like sweet, fine wine.

Something finally feeling good in his soul for a change.

The darkness…lifted.

Like he’d been living in a damp, dark cave for so long he forgot what sunlight looked and felt like.

“We’re supposed to have a breakfast this morning,” she said. “Downstairs.”

“What time?”

“Eight.”

He fumbled for his cell phone and saw they still had an hour. “I only need fifteen minutes to get ready, if that. We have time between breakfast and the funeral?”

“There’s a social, lunch for those who want it, then making our way over to the funeral home. A big group dinner back here after that.”

“Okay.” He trailed his fingers down her side, his hand cupping her ass. “You don’t want to go see your family before then?” A pang of guilt swept through him that he wasn’t over with JJ right now.

“Not particularly. Did you make concrete plans with JJ?”

“Not really.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I could probably be easily persuaded to hide out here with you for the rest of the weekend.”

“We fly out early tomorrow.”

He struggled not to let grief in yet. “Once we’re home we can coordinate like responsible adults.”

She smiled, and it lit his soul on fire. “I’d like that a lot.”

Her cell phone chirped. She rolled to grab it off the other bedside table, looked at it, then tapped in a quick response before setting it down again. “Sorry. Jeff checking in on me.”

“Is he upset?”

She snuggled in tight against him. “No, just looking for proof of life.”

The laugh barked free before he could help it. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. He had one job this weekend—to help me through this—and I’ve kind of ditched him.”

“He can still come with us to the funeral.”

“Oh, he absolutely will. I’ll need both of you when my parents realize I’ve been here since Thursday night and didn’t tell them. And that I didn’t bring Emma with me, even though I already told them I wasn’t.”

“What’s the deal with that, anyway?”

She told him about her parents not bothering to contact her when they were in Tampa and close enough to visit the year before, then trying to heap guilt on her for it.

“Let me get this straight. They gave you static for not knowing something they hadn’t told you?”

“Exactly. Is it any wonder I moved to Florida after high school?”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “Now I really wish I’d talked you into coming to college with me. I could have lied to your parents and told them I was trying to help you get into school so they’d pay for you to come with me.”

She felt so good snuggled in his arms. “We can’t change the past,” she softly said. “All we can do is make a better future.”

 

* * * *

 

Tracey honestly believed that with all her heart. That the two of them could have a better future together.

Had no clue how to do that, not without one of them completely disrupting their lives—and with Emma, she knew it couldn’t be her, but it wouldn’t be fair to ask him to give up his job.

They talked and her heart broke for him as she got him to talk about Paige…and losing the baby. That he’d come so close to ending his life after losing them scared her.

“Promise me, please, that you won’t ever do that? Call me, let me talk to you. Please?”

He looked so sad it nearly broke her heart all over again. “I’m not a fraction as…bad as I was then. I still struggle sometimes, but I’ve learned to live with my grief.” He played with her hair the way he always had, twisting it around his fingers and stroking the ends of it along the pad of his thumb. “The guilt…not so much. I still struggle with that.”

She rolled on top of him. “Sounds like you aren’t at fault there. You didn’t cause her death. Just because you didn’t drive her doesn’t mean you might not have been in an accident anyway. Coulda, woulda, shoulda. You’re punishing yourself for something you don’t need to.”

“Well, I am a sadist.” But he didn’t smile despite the sarcasm. “We should get showers before breakfast.”

“Come take a shower with me in my room.”

“I’m not sure Jeff would be chill with that.”

“Yes, he will.”

“How about texting him that question to make sure?” He added an arched eyebrow that made her want to jump him again right there.

But she grabbed her phone and texted Jeff. He texted her back a moment later.

 

As long as you bring me coffee. :)

 

She laughed.

“What?”

She showed him her phone, watching his expression, the way he smiled. “Guess we’d better get the man some coffee then.”

She stood and prepped the room’s tiny coffeemaker while he hit the bathroom and gathered his things. As the cup brewed, she walked over to the windows and stared out at the view. Her body still firmly on Florida time, it felt later than it was locally and it jolted her to see the purple water under the lightening skies.

“Wow.”

He returned from the bathroom. “What?”

“That. Honestly? I wasn’t sure I’d ever see the Pacific again. What’s worse is I haven’t really missed it much. The Gulf is so pretty, and it’s always felt like home.”

He sat on the edge of the bed. “Any emotional landmines I need to know about for today?”

“SSDD.” She turned. “I mean it when I say they’re worse than they were.”

“They were sort of judgmental back then. No offense.”

“None taken.” She walked over and sat next to him, flesh against flesh, his body warm next to hers. “I missed this. You. Having you on my side. That’s what it always felt like.”

He draped an arm around her. “Sounds like your ex is on your side. He cares enough about you to make sure you aren’t alone this weekend.”

“He is, and does. He was always great.” She snorted. “You should have heard the way he stood up to Kendall on the phone when he called me about the funeral.”

 

* * * *

 

Eric tried to summon jealously, like he’d felt the night before for Jeff, but couldn’t. Now that he completely understood the situation, it was like he wasn’t capable of feeling jealous of her gay ex-husband.

“Sounds like a nice guy.”

“He is. I treated him like shit for too many years when I was with my ex. I’m damn lucky he’s forgiven me. Him and my daughter, both.” She looked up at him. “I know how lucky I am. I promised her the next time around, she gets veto rights. My ex treated her like crap, and I’m ashamed I looked the other way and let it happen out of fear he’d leave me.”

“Did he abuse her?”

“He…” She let out a sigh. “Not physically or sexually. I guess some of what he did was just over the line of mental and emotional. He was jealous of her, of the fact that she was Brandon’s daughter, and the fact that she was smarter than him. I literally mean smarter than him.”

A small laugh escaped her. “One time, his car wouldn’t run right. We were so fucking broke all the time. She did some research, begged me to take her to the auto parts store, and got the part. She fixed the car. He was furious, but what was he going to say? I found out later she did it deliberately to gig him because she knew it’d piss him off. But how immature of him, instead of being grateful that she could fix the car, to hold it against her.”

“Why didn’t you stand up to him?”

She studied her hands. “I knew I couldn’t support myself on just my salary, and I thought I was doing the best I could. I was mad at Brandon for leaving me, and I was mad at Brandon for what I first blamed on him, me being with Pat. That if he hadn’t left me, I wouldn’t have settled for Pat. Which is stupid, I know. I think part of me was hoping he’d see Pat and come to me and tell me to divorce Pat and he’d come back.”

“Wow.”

“I know, right? I don’t deny I was screwed up in the beginning, and most of it was fear, of a lot of things. Then it became easier to just…settle. To let Pat call the shots, even when I didn’t agree, because Em could go to Brandon’s but where could I go? I didn’t have anyone, and I wasn’t calling my parents and asking for help. I was so ashamed of myself I didn’t even ask Cara for advice. I just…knuckled under.”

“But you did leave him.”

“It almost cost me Emma before I did, though. And I’m always going to feel ashamed of myself for that. He tried to use Emma to get money out of his parents, claimed she was doing poorly in school, that we needed private tutors for her, things like that. Then Emma moved in with Brandon full-time, and god help me, I actually felt relieved. Not because I wanted her to go, but because I knew she’d be better off there and it’d eliminate at least one area of stress—one less thing for Pat to bitch about.

“But that enraged Pat, because it meant giving up child support payments. He was basically using what I was getting from Brandon to supplement what he had to pay his ex-wife for his son, Corey. Then Pat tried to force Emma back by holding her there when she came for a visit. I almost begged Brandon to take me with them when they left, but I was still more afraid of Pat.”

“Why?”

She slowly shook her head. “I don’t even know now. The final straw was that day at the pool. Thank goodness Jeff and Stu were there. Pat used his own son to try to set it up to look like Emma stole Corey’s cell phone. Stuart pointed out the video cameras the pool had for surveillance. If Stu hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have had a way to prove Emma was innocent, even though I knew she was innocent.”

Her gaze finally met his. “I felt like the world’s shittiest mother. I knew I had to get away from Pat. I talked to Ruth the next day about renting a room from her, and then got everything ready and filed for divorce and moved out.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. Brandon is an amazing father. Thank god Emma had him.”

“I always wanted to be a dad.” He hadn’t realized he’d said it out loud until she tipped her head onto his shoulder.

“I know.” Her voice sounded soft, sad. “I’m sorry.”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “I didn’t mean for you to feel guilty about that. It’s not your fault.”

“It is. If I hadn’t been an idiot—”

“Please, stop.” He made her look at him again, her face gently cradled in his palms. “You’re not at fault for my life.” He brushed his thumbs over her cheekbones. “Let’s get dressed and go get our showers so we can get moving. This is going to be a long day.”

“Did you mean it?”

“Mean what?”

“That we can spend today with you?”

He sensed her vulnerability, her fear.

Her grief.

“Of course, sweetie. You two will stay with me all day. Jeff might be perfectly capable of handling your family, but the two of us together will be unstoppable.” He leaned in and kissed her, savoring it, wondering where this would lead.

If it could lead anywhere.

She had a life. He had…well, technically he had a life, not much of one. But starting over again somewhere would be difficult in his situation.

All he could do was beat back his ever-present blues and pray for the best. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Now that Eric knew the full story behind Jeff and his presence there, he found it easy to like the guy. Especially since Eric knew Jeff was there out of altruistic feelings, not romantic ones.

Eric knew no one would blame Jeff for resenting Tracey and her presence in their lives, but here he was, willing to stand up for her, even though physically he had limitations.

Eric left his stuff in their room when they all headed down for breakfast together. Jeff hung back a little as they negotiated reunions, many of them tearful ones now that Cara’s funeral day was upon them. It was hard to ignore the fact that they were brought together by the death of someone so many of them had been fond of.

He’d texted with JJ, but JJ told him to stay there and be with his friends. That the situation at the Demmer house was chilly at best, and uncomfortable to the point that he and his parents were actually considering trying to find a hotel to retreat to that night, or maybe even Cara’s apartment.

It was that bad.

Tracey’s parents and siblings were united in their anger at Tracey, and vocally discussing it, as if she had wronged them somehow. Eric felt slightly guilty and felt he needed to admit what was going on.

 

I need to tell you I ran into Tracey here at the hotel last night. We spent the night together.

 

JJ’s reply surprised him.

 

Good for you guys, but FFS, do NOT let her tell her family she’s in town yet! Keep her with you. I won’t tell them on this end.

 

Eric stared at his phone.

 

What?

 

JJ replied.

 

I mean it! It’s a we-hate-Tracey fest with these assholes. Keep her there with you. I don’t understand why they’re like this, but Trace was smart not to tell them she’s here already.

 

It was even more disturbing to JJ and his parents because the three of them knew how close Tracey and Cara were, and as far as JJ knew, the other Demmer siblings had barely spoken to Cara except at family gatherings for the holidays and the like. It baffled them why they were reacting like that, but the three of them were trying to get along since the Demmers had helped them arrange the funeral.

During a lull in the conversation, Eric talked with Jeff. “Do you have siblings?”

“A younger sister.” He grinned. “She’s making us uncles here in few months.”

“Oh? Congratulations.”

“Yeah.”

“How are your parents with…everything?”

“I’m lucky. Really lucky. My parents and Iris accepted me when I came out after high school. Then they were a little confused when I moved in with the guys, but my parents adopted Emma as a granddaughter, and she loves them. They’re amazing.”

“At least she has one normal set of grandparents,” Tracey darkly muttered. “And they’re adopted.”

Eric felt a flash of guilt over hiding the content of his text conversation with JJ from her, although he had told her he was talking with him about today.

When Tracey got up to go talk to someone, Eric pulled up the text conversation thread and let Jeff read it.

Jeff’s expression turned grim as he paged through it before returning Eric’s phone. “If it wasn’t so important to her, I’d call home and get back-up ordering her not to go.”

Eric tucked his phone into his shirt pocket. “I’m not sure we could force her not to go. I just wanted you to be ready for what we’re up against later.”

“Why are they so crazy? Were they always like this?”

“For how liberal her parents claim to be, they’ve always wrapped their own self-worth tightly around how well their kids did, and sort of instilled asshole qualities in them as a result. Her brothers and sister are really snooty and self-righteous about that kind of stuff. At least, that’s how they were growing up.

“Except Tracey somehow missed out on that personality programming, lucky for her. They take it as a personal affront that she didn’t excel academically and blame her for it, saying she didn’t try hard enough, that she was lazy. She wasn’t. I had to help her pass Algebra, and she barely skated by with a C. But she worked her ass off trying to get that C. She wasn’t wasting time watching TV instead of studying. And she struggled against trying to internalize what they said, that her poor academic performance meant she was a bad person.”

“Wow.” Jeff glanced her direction before leaning in and dropping his voice. “I have orders to walk her out of there if it gets too bad today.”

“Agreed.”

Jeff smiled and shook with him. “You coming to Florida to visit us soon, I hope?”

Eric forced a smile. “I hope so, but it’s still too early for any definitive plans.”

“You still love her, don’t you?”

Why lie? He nodded.

 

* * * *

 

Tracey tried not to focus on the primary reason they were gathered together. She enjoyed reuniting with old friends, some of whom she’d been talking to in the Facebook group. After breakfast, Jeff returned to the room to rest while she and Eric stayed behind for the social. Lunch would actually be at a different hotel not far away. Jeff opted to stay behind at their hotel, promising to eat lunch there. She and Eric would pick him up after lunch when they returned to change clothes, and then ride to the funeral together.

She was not looking forward to the funeral.

JJ had texted her during lunch, asking if she, Jeff, and Eric would be there for the visitation period before the funeral, so he could save them all seats next to him and his parents for the funeral.

She knew Eric had also been in contact with JJ, but didn’t ask exactly what they’d been talking about. Maybe they were coordinating behind the scenes to keep her away from the rest of her family.

If so, she’d gladly let them.

As the three of them climbed into Eric’s rental to head to the funeral—Jeff insisting on taking the back seat so she could ride shotgun—Tracey tried not to let her nerves get the better of her. She found herself laying her hand on Eric’s thigh, more a case of habit than conscious action, but before she could draw back he’d laid his hand over hers, curled his fingers around hers, and gently squeezed.

She left it there, comforted by his presence, his strength.

They were a little early, the visitation not scheduled to start for another twenty minutes. When the three of them entered the funeral home’s lobby, it was JJ she spotted first. He walked over to hug her, then Eric. She introduced Jeff and they shook.

Then she spotted the knowing look Eric and JJ shared before he led them toward the main room they’d be in.

It took everything she had not to ask what kind of mood her family was in. Today wasn’t about her, it was about Cara, and supporting JJ and his parents.

Eric kept an arm protectively draped around her shoulders while Jeff stayed in step on her other side. When they entered the main room, it was like her parents and siblings had radar. They were sitting on the other side of the aisle from Tracey’s aunt and uncle. As one, her family’s heads swiveled to stare at her—glare was more accurate—and her mother stood. They’d filled the first three rows, between them, her siblings, their significant others, and kids.

Tracey knew she didn’t imagine it when Eric’s arm tightened around her, and Jeff pressed in close, his hand finding hers.

Her mother straightened her back and walked over. “You can sit with us.” She gave the evil eye to Jeff and Eric.

“I’ve already saved them seats next to us in the front row, Aunt Margot,” JJ said. “She was Cara’s best friend. I’d prefer she sit with us.”

From the way her mother’s lips tightened, Tracey knew she didn’t like being bucked like this but even she wasn’t stupid enough to try to start something at her niece’s funeral.

“Fine.” She pivoted on her heel and returned to sit next to Tracey’s father.

“Whew,” JJ whispered. “I really thought that would be harder than that.”

“Welcome to my world,” Tracey muttered.

 

* * * *

 

Eric fought back an old, familiar protective wave of fury. Now he remembered how shitty her parents were. Back then, it’d been wrapped up in the trappings of respecting his elders, blah, blah, blah, and he had discounted much of it as them being adults and him a “kid.”

As an adult, he recognized and acknowledged how shitty people could be to each other, especially family members, and no longer gave any fucks or ground.

He’d honestly thought he was going to have to step in front of Tracey, between her and her mother, and tell her mother to back down when the older woman had finally turned and retreated.

He made sure to sit Jeff on Tracey’s right, between Tracey and her view of her parents, so that when she looked to him on her left during the funeral, it’d be the opposite direction from where her family sat.

Of course Margot and Charles put on a big show of being sad and in mourning, almost more than Jill and John and JJ did.

Oh, yeah.

Now he recognized that, too. The old pretentiousness that he really hadn’t had a name for back then.

Like it was an act. Like they were trying to convince others they were genuine, when the only genuine member of their family had been Tracey.

It was not without a measure of satisfaction that more people stopped by their side of the room than the Demmers’ side. Everyone who’d really known Cara knew how close she was to Tracey and acknowledged her as they did her brother and parents, leaving the Demmers to silently stew, for the most part.

As the room filled ahead of the funeral, Eric could almost feel Tracey mentally withdrawing, shrinking, growing quieter, making a point of leaning against him and constantly holding his hand or keeping her hand on his thigh.

He kept his arm draped around her shoulders, and Jeff both held her other hand and kept her supplied with tissues.

They were at standing room only capacity by the time the funeral started. Tracey kept a death grip on Eric’s free hand, and on Jeff’s. Several times, he glanced across the aisle and noticed either Tracey’s parents or her siblings staring at her.

The glares they wore could be described as nothing but contemptuous scorn.

Fuckers.

From the other side of events, having heard her describe what she’d been through, now he could understand why she’d run to Florida.

Escaped.

That’s exactly what it had been—an escape.

Tracey would never have thrived in California after graduating high school. She would have been stuck under her family’s thumb, constantly reminded how she’d failed and that it’d been all her fault.

He got it.

Cara was going to be cremated, so there wouldn’t be a graveside service to suffer through, at least. When the service finally ended, all the other funeral goers had proceeded past them and made their exit, and the ushers indicated it was their turn, followed by Tracey’s family, Eric was tempted to herd Tracey straight out the funeral home door and to his rental to spirit her away from there.

They had an hour before the post-funeral social was supposed to start at the hotel. JJ turned to her. “Did you want to come back to Aunt Margot’s for dinner?”

Eric spoke before she could. “We’re supposed to be back at the hotel in an hour for the memorial there. You can join us, if you’d like.”

Before he could answer, Margot and Charles marched up. “You can ride back to the house with us,” Margot said. “Your…friends can go on. We’ll see you back to your hotel later tonight.”

Jeff was faster on the draw than Eric. He stepped between Margot and Tracey, a dangerous smile on his face. “Sorry, that won’t work for us. You don’t get to play emotional punching bag with her with us around.”

That alone was worth the shock and raised eyebrows Margot wore. “How dare you!”

JJ had apparently had enough, too. “Mom, Dad, I’m sorry, but I’d like to spend some time with Eric and see some other friends I haven’t seen in over ten years. Is it okay if I ride with them? I’ll catch up with you tonight.”

His parents were apparently clued in to the debacle and nodded, hugging him. “Sure, honey,” his mom said.

When Jill hugged Tracey, she whispered something to her, but Eric couldn’t hear.

Besides, he was too busy glaring at Margot, before she finally blinked first and turned to say something to her husband in too soft a voice for Eric to hear.

JJ quickly followed them after Tracey hugged her aunt and uncle and, Eric noticed, basically shunned her parents and siblings.

Once they were in the car, JJ in the back seat with Jeff, JJ let out a low whistle. “I’m sorry, Tracey. I know they’re you’re family, but they’re dicks.”

“Tell me about it,” she muttered. “How bad was it yesterday?”

“It was basically the ‘Hate Tracey’ show. They kept trying to get me and my parents to agree you were a horrible person for not bringing Emma with you. And how dare you let her live with her father. How both of you should be living in California, so they could oversee Emma’s education, because, obviously, you weren’t qualified. What the hell is wrong with them? It was, no offense, fucking crazy.”

Eric glanced her way. She’d laid her head against the window and stared out it. “I believe it,” she softly said.

 

* * * *

 

When her cell phone buzzed a few minutes after they left the funeral home, Tracey glanced at it. Seeing it was her father, she decided to get whatever this was over with now rather than later.

“What?”

Her rudeness apparently took him aback, and he paused before speaking. “This is ridiculous. You’re ignoring us.”

“According to JJ, you all are pissed off at me anyway, so why the hell would I even want to be around you?”

Another hesitation. They were fine with backbiting, but direct confrontation was a different matter and uncomfortable for them. “I’m sure he misunderstood us.”

“So he misunderstood you all being pissed off I let Emma live with her father? And he misunderstood that you’re convinced, despite how fucking smart she is, that I’m a horrible mother and should be living here in California with her so you can basically try to ruin her life the way you tried to ruin mine?”

“What is wrong with you? You’ve always been stubborn and lazy. If you were only like your brothers and sister, this wouldn’t be an issue. Obviously the problem isn’t us, because they all turned out fine. It’s like you tried to defy us growing up.”

“Considering neither of you or your other kids ever qualified for Mensa, and my daughter’s now a member, I wouldn’t be bragging about that too damn much.”

“That is beside the point!”

A wave of weary grief set in. “Sorry I’m such a fucking disappointment, Father. I won’t bother you again. Wouldn’t want to embarrass you in front of your scholarly friends by accidentally taking a shit on the carpet in front of them, or using the wrong salad fork.”

She hung up on him.

Jeff tapped her shoulder and held out his hand. She put her phone in his palm.

“Thank you, sweetie,” he gently said.

At least she had a reason to cry today, one she wouldn’t have to uncomfortably explain away. Everyone would be teary and crying at some point, if they hadn’t already.

JJ’s voice spoke from the back seat. “If it’s any consolation, Mom and Dad were glad you could make it.”

“I feel bad we’re abandoning them,” she said.

“Don’t worry. Mom was going to blast Uncle Charles for acting like a dick later today. She wanted to get through the funeral first. I’d already decided this morning I wasn’t spending another night there. I packed my stuff and loaded it in my rental car before we left for the funeral. I’ll grab it later.”

Eric made a turn. “Let’s go get it now,” he said. “Before they get home. If worse comes to worst, we can find you a room at our hotel.”

“Maybe you’re right. I’m supposed to fly out tomorrow afternoon anyway. I can always drive up to LAX and get a room near there if I have to.”

Tracey stared out the window, trying not to overlay her memories onto the sights passing by outside. It was obvious Eric remembered the way to her house, and even if he hadn’t, he had JJ to help guide him. They didn’t need her input right now.

Countless memories—good and bad—crawled through her brain. The old, familiar stomach-churning tension she’d felt at the funeral home threatening to make her throw up.

Yeah, now she remembered why she’d risked their anger to stay in Florida. Because she knew what she was facing upon her return.

Her parents ranting how they were going to have to hire a private tutor for her to get her scores up so she could make it into a “decent” college.

How they’d already laid her future out to her before she’d headed to Florida. They’d told her that it was the last “vacation” she’d have, since she’d been “lazy” during high school. That she could expect non-stop studying upon her return.

Fuck that shit.

How she realized as she’d packed to leave on the vacation that she’d taken more than just “fun” clothes. She’d tucked in mementoes she didn’t want to leave behind. She’d brought jeans and blouses and shoes. A couple of favorite books. Some stuff she knew she wouldn’t want to lose, not knowing if her parents would ship her things to her later or not.

Knowing deep in her heart when she boarded the plane that she’d never be back. Not to live, that was for sure.

How the relief had poured through her, making her cry, when the landing gear had folded into the airplane’s belly with a soft thump after they took off from LAX.

How she’d realized the prices of food—and apartments—were so much cheaper in Florida than they’d been in California. She knew, because she’d already been looking into those very things, trying to plan her escape there.

This had been the answer. She would have been stupid not to take the chance. Elizabeth hadn’t wanted her there anyway. Had barely paid attention to her beyond picking her up from the airport and making sure Tracey didn’t embarrass her in front of her friends.

And in Florida, she’d known she wouldn’t be as tormented by memories of walking away from Eric, either.

New start.

New life.

New memories.

The only car in front of their parents’ house was JJ’s rental. He jumped out and got in, Eric turning around and waiting for him to catch up before heading back into town. She stared at the front of the house, trying to remember good things about growing up. She’d always felt like an outcast in her family.

She’d given up trying to make them like her during her senior year, sensing she’d never earn their true love and affection without strings attached.

Eric gently squeezed her hand, and she looked at him. Concern drew deep lines in his brow and around his eyes. “Are you all right, sweetie?”

She faced forward. “I have to be.” 


Chapter Fourteen

 

There was a freedom in sitting with Tracey curled up next to him while they chatted with friends they hadn’t seen in years, drinking, killing time, trading stories. They ate dinner, then, at some point, Jeff said good-night and returned to their room after returning Tracey’s phone to her.

Followed by more drinking. He wasn’t a big drinker, but for this weekend, he wanted to forget the real world and live here, and now, with her.

Plus, it wasn’t like they were driving anywhere. Frankly, he wanted to numb a few brain cells and stay focused on Tracey without sad memories creeping in to kill the mood.

As the group started breaking up around nine, Tracey and Eric drifted down to the beach to escape the crowds and so she could see the ocean one last time.

“I wish I didn’t have to leave tomorrow.” She stared out at the dark water. “This has been a lot of fun.”

He wrapped his arms around her. “There’s still tonight. If you want it.” If it’d been up to him, he would have stolen her to his room as soon as they’d returned from the funeral…except he knew that would have been rude.

“Damn right I want it.” She met his gaze. “I want every second of it.”

“Then maybe we should head back to my room.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

They were no sooner through the door than they were helping each other strip, falling onto his bed and hungrily devouring each other. He wanted his hands all over her, his mouth—wanted to be inside her and make love to her all night long.

He never wanted this night to end. He wanted her forever…and yet knew tomorrow they’d have to say good-bye.

For how long this time, he didn’t know.

What he did know was if she gave him a chance, he’d jump at it.

If she wanted him.

He climbed onto the bed and pulled her on top of him in a sixty-nine so he could eat her pussy. There were few sounds more addictive than her sweet moans as he licked and sucked her clit, buried his tongue deep inside her and made her moan for him. Especially when she moaned around his cock in her mouth. Every noise she made sent vibrations through his cock and straight into his balls, heightening his pleasure and making him want to keep her making those noises.

When she tried to squirm away from him, he held on tight, his fingers splayed across her ass and digging in, keeping her in place. She wasn’t the only one wanting every second of time together.

For the first time in years, he felt less dead, maybe even close to alive.

At least he finally felt that life was once again worth living.

Something he’d doubted for a damned long time, no matter how many times the counselor he’d seen early on tried to tell him that.

It was useless to caution himself not to get his hopes up, because slipping back into life with her felt…seamless. Easy.

Scary easy.

They were no longer those kids who could steal hours of time at night on the beach, or afternoons after school when they had his house or hers to themselves. They were adults who’d been through shit and who had lives and disappointments.

Dammit, he wanted a second chance to see what those kids could do all grown up.

 

* * * *

 

Damn, he was even better with his mouth than he’d been when they were kids!

Tracey rode a razor-sharp edge between wanting to grind her pussy against his mouth, and pull away because it felt too intense. All the while, she licked and sucked his cock, one hand circling the base and her other playing with his balls.

She wanted tonight, every night, the rest of her life with him, even though a twinge of common sense was stone-cold sober and warning her not to get her hopes up.

This was an emotional weekend, they were both fairly drunk last night and tonight, and neither of those were great benchmarks to use for deciding on a future together.

Still, she couldn’t help but hope.

The first orgasm rolled through her, and she deep-throated his cock to stifle her moan. She wanted him to fuck her…yet she didn’t want him to stop what he was doing. It wasn’t just a courtesy lick, either, he was eagerly devouring her.

The way he always had.

It was hard not to make the comparisons, because they’d had so many times together in the past and it was hard not to think about what it’d been like with him.

Always good.

Always sweet.

Why did I break up with him, again?

Because I’m a fucking idiot, that’s why.

He had this way with his tongue, drawing circles around her clit, alternating fucking her pussy with it and lightly sucking, driving her crazy with need and desire.

She tried to squirm away after the second orgasm. By the time he pulled the third out of her, she was desperate to feel his cock fucking her and wanted it badly.

Turning around, she straddled him, slowly impaling herself on his cock as his hands settled on her hips again. “God, I missed this,” she whispered.

He pulled her down onto him and kissed her, one hand buried in her hair and holding her in place. “I missed you, too,” he hoarsely whispered.

She couldn’t really ride him the way she wanted because of him holding on to her. “Please fuck me, Sir.”

He smiled up at her. “Gonna be my good girl?”

Her heart raced. “Yes, Sir!”

He flipped them over, drawing her legs up and over his shoulders, pressing her thighs against her chest. “Like this?”

A delicious shiver raced through her. “Please!”

No wonder Brandon had blown her socks off in bed. With Eric, she’d already been well-trained and craving the kind of sweet, loving Domination he’d given her. It’d been a natural fit.

Well, except for the fact that Brandon turned out to be gay.

 

* * * *

 

Eric caught her hands, lacing fingers with her and pinning them over her head. He slowly withdrew, the head of his cock at the entrance of her pussy. “Beg me, baby.”

Her heart raced. “Please fuck me, Sir!”

He slammed home, loving the way her lower lip caught under her teeth as she moaned. He did it over and over, a slow, teasing withdrawal before pounding her deep and hard.

When he grew close, he started a slow, sexy grind, the shaft of his cock gliding along her clit with each stroke, trying to get her over one more time. A sweet, sexy glaze had descended in her eyes, likely subspace.

He wished he had more time with her to explore that in depth and wondered how she’d look wearing his cuffs.

His collar.

His wedding ring.

Still felt good with her, every bit as good as it had when they were kids.

“Come for me, baby. Quit teasing me.”

Soft moans escaped her and he kissed her, swallowing her sweet sounds and savoring the feel of her body pressed against his.

When she started to come he felt it and picked up the pace, once again thrusting, hard, pounding, wanting to come with her.

Wanting to stay with her.

She squeezed his hands, hard, her body arching against his. Her eyes fell closed and as his balls tightened, preparing to fill her, a coil of pleasure spiraled through his body.

“Yes!” When the explosion hit, he fell still deep inside her as his balls pumped her full of his cum, kissing her, lips slanted over hers, thumbs caressing her fingers. When he caught his breath he sat up, untangling her from him so he could roll over with her draped over him.

“Wow,” she said.

He stroked her hair. “Wow.”

“Is it just me, or is it still damned good?”

“It’s still damned good.”

She splayed her hand on his chest, over his heart. “I’ve missed this.”

“I missed you, too.”

She lifted her head to meet his gaze for a long, quiet moment. “Do you think we could have another chance?”

“I’m going to need a few minutes,” he tried to joke.

“I’m serious.”

His smile faded. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I’m willing to do whatever it takes.”

“You’re in New Jersey and I’m in Florida.”

“For tonight, we’re both right here. Let’s start with that and see what happens.” He curled her hair around his finger. “I don’t want this to end. I know we can make this work. Even if it means I have to move.”

She seemed to study his face for a long moment. “You have a career.”

“I have a job and nothing keeping me there.”

“You don’t even know if you’d like me. Shouldn’t we get to know each other again?”

He wondered if there was more that she was trying not to say, trying to spare him. “We have to start somewhere. I’m not saying I’d move next week.”

She cupped his cheek in her palm. “I have a daughter. She’d have to get to know you.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

A sad smile played along her lips. “I wish I’d looked for you a lot sooner.”

He turned his face so he could kiss her palm. “Me, too.”

 

* * * *

 

The last thing Tracey wanted to do was get her hopes up, or his, just to have them crushed again.

Reality was a mean, cruel thing.

She’d learned that first-hand.

She shifted position, straddling his hips with his cock perfectly nestled between her legs. “I have a feeling life’s going to get interesting for us pretty soon.”

“I hope so,” he said. “I could use interesting.”

She settled on top of him, slowly rocking her hips against his. She wasn’t used to drinking so much and it was hitting her hard. She’d be ready to go to sleep fairly soon if they didn’t get through round two.

And she definitely wanted round two.

She hadn’t had sex in nearly a year before last night, and what a great way to break her dry spell. Things had been deteriorating between her and Pat for a while in more ways than one when she’d divorced him.

His hands settled on her ass, cupping her cheeks and squeezing. When he lifted his right hand and lightly smacked her ass, she felt his cock twitch.

She smiled and sat up. “Did someone want to give me a spanking?”

Another twitch, accompanied by a smile from him. “Is someone wanting a spanking?”

“I’m a little rusty, but as long as you warm me up, I’m sure, Sir, that I could be easily persuaded.” She rolled over sideways, ass temptingly in the air.

Well, she hoped he thought it was tempting, and not middle-aged lumpy and a turn-off.

He sat up, the boyish, evil Dom smile on his face, the one that had always turned her on.

He stroked her ass with his right hand, meeting her gaze. When his hand landed against her flesh, a light, teasing swat, a jolt of need streaked through her. Gazes locked, he slowly spanked her, back and forth across her ass cheeks, increasing the force until she was squirming and horny and his cock rigidly stood out from his body.

She pushed him onto his back and straddled him again, riding him, one of his hands playing with her clit while the other played with her nipples, back and forth.

“That’s it, baby,” he said. “Get what you need.”

At this angle, his cock hit every good place inside her pussy. Combined with his fingers still having the same magic skills they’d had back then, it didn’t take him long to drive her over the cliff.

Once she’d started coming, he grabbed her hips and thrust up into her to meet her there. Pleasure.

Nirvana.

Perfection, the way it had always been.

Past and present merged and melted, and she gave serious thought to wondering what it’d take to change her flight to send her to New Jersey with him, instead of back to Florida.

As he came, she felt his cock pulsing, filling her, once again claiming and marking her as his. His gaze met and locked with hers and her heart twisted. She was still in love with him, had never stopped loving him, and trying to deny it was a damned lie.

Wanting him wasn’t in doubt.

He pulled her down onto him for a long, sweet kiss, then pulled the sheet and blanket over them, his arms wrapped around her and her heart wrapped around his.

Whether she’d survive losing him a second time would have to remain unanswered, because right now, she needed sleep.

Beyond that, she needed time to think and process. 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Tracey was trying to figure out what the hell that annoying noise was yanking her out of a sound sleep, until she realized it was her cell phone vibrating on the bedside table.

Forcing herself to roll out of the comfort of Eric’s arms, she fumbled for it and answered. “Hello?”

“Um, hey, Trace. Not to be a buzzkill or anything, but Bran will kill me if I don’t come home with you. And we need to leave for the airport in thirty minutes. It’s 4:30.”

She sat bolt upright. “Shit! I’ll be right there!” She stabbed at the end button and started frantically trying to untangle herself from the sheets. In the process, as she climbed out of bed, she nearly face-planted on the floor.

“What’s wrong?” Eric mumbled.

“I overslept!” She pulled on clothes, hoping they were at least on the right side out, and then leaned in to kiss him. “We have to leave for the airport in less than thirty minutes, or we’re going to miss our flight.”

She started to pull away but he grabbed her wrist and drew her in for one last kiss. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. I’ll call you when I land.” She ran for the door, not needing any coffee to motivate her now as adrenaline was doing a damn fine job.

She practically flew down the stairs, and Jeff was already opening their room door for her as she ran up. “Thanks!”

He wore a playful smirk. “I let you sleep as long as I thought was safe.”

She ripped off her clothes, not even caring he was right there, and dug through her suitcase for stuff to change into. After a quick shower where she didn’t even bother washing her hair, she emerged to find Jeff had repacked her bag for her and had brewed her a cup of coffee from the room’s small coffeemaker.

They were checked out and in the rental car less than ten minutes later and her heart rate was finally settling into a normal rhythm as she drove them north. The skies were still a deep purple out over the Pacific, and dawn hadn’t yet broken over the mountains to the east. They were just north of Laguna Beach when a thought hit her and she smacked the steering wheel.

“Dammit!”

“What?”

She struggled against the tears threatening to form. “I didn’t get Eric’s cell number!”

Jeff arched an eyebrow at him. “You just spent two nights with him and didn’t get his number?”

“No, we were together, and…” She sighed.

“And you were a little too busy while you were together.”

“Yeah. That.”

“Well, he’s buddies with JJ. He’ll have his number, right?”

Relief set in. “Yeah. I’ll get it from him once we land. It’s way too early to call him right now.”

Jeff’s cell rang and he answered it. “Hello, Sir. We’re in the car now. … Yes, Sir.” She glanced at Jeff and spotted his playful smile. “Yes, Sir. It was, overall, a good weekend. … She’s driving, Sir. Legally, she’s not allowed without it on speaker. … Okay, hold on.”

He pulled the phone away from his mouth and hit the speaker mode button.

“Hey. You all right?” Brandon sounded a little sleepy himself.

“I’m okay. Just want to get us to the airport.”

“You sound stressed.”

“I…overslept.”

“Jeff didn’t wake you up?”

“It’s…” She tried to ignore Jeff’s widening smirk.

“It’s what?” Brandon finally asked.

She knew it would do no good to lie about it or hide it. Brandon would sense it and she didn’t want to drive a wedge between them as friends. “He called and woke me up. I wasn’t in our room.”

“Then where were you?”

“I spent the past two nights with…someone.”

There was a long pause. “Ah.” It sounded like he was sipping his coffee. “So you didn’t spend the weekend trying to seduce my husband away from me?”

She laughed as she heard the smile in his voice. “No, not this time.”

“I’ll quit poking at you, then, hon, and let you focus on driving. Have a safe trip. See you later today. We’ll even feed you dinner before you go home.”

“Thanks.”

Jeff ended the call, a playful smile curling his lips.

“What?” she asked.

“You know he’s going to tease you about this, right?”

“Yeah.” She didn’t even mind.

“When will you call JJ?”

“Once I get home tonight. I don’t want to deal with anything else except getting home. Besides, JJ said he’s flying out today. I don’t want to harass him while he’s trying to get through TSA checkpoints and make his flight.”

“You could text him.”

“Later, once it’s not so friggin’ early. He had to deal with enough with my parents’ bullshit on top of losing Cara. The last thing he needs is me bugging him. Besides, Eric’s flying home tonight, so he’ll be on a plane later, too.”

“Fair enough.”

 

* * * *

 

Their connecting flight in Austin was delayed due to a mechanical difficulty. By the time they landed in Tampa, it was after seven p.m., making it almost nine by the time they pulled into Brandon’s driveway. She’d started for the trunk, to get Jeff’s bags for him, when the front door opened and Brandon and Stuart emerged. They swarmed Jeff, then Stuart broke off when he realized what she was doing. He swooped in and grabbed Jeff’s things from the trunk, all while brushing a kiss along her cheek.

“Welcome home.”

“Thanks.”

“Meatloaf and macaroni and cheese awaits you.”

“I love you guys. You realize that, right?”

Stuart smiled. “Hey, you’re family. We take care of family.”

Emma and Grace sat at the table, studying. Tracey hugged Emma first, then Grace, kissing the tops of their heads. “You two are a sight for sore eyes.”

“Were they big jerks, or just sort of jerks?” Emma asked.

Tracey slumped into a chair. “Pretty big jerks.”

Jeff snorted. “That’s an understatement.”

From the way Brandon’s gaze snapped to her, sharp and piercing, she knew he’d want to hear that story sooner rather than later.

Stuart prepared them plates of food and glasses of iced tea and brought them over. “So good to have you two home. Missed you guys.”

“Missed you, too, buddy,” Jeff said, pulling Stuart in for another kiss.

It felt good to be home. No stress, no tight, painful stomach.

No watching what she said, or being afraid to talk at all for fear of judgment.

No feeling not good enough.

They talked about the weekend, what the girls had been doing, and before Tracey knew it, it was ten o’clock and she was yawning like crazy.

Plus she was due to open at work tomorrow.

“I really need to get home.” She gave everyone hugs and walked out, Brandon following her.

“You all right?”

“Tired.”

“How bad was it?”

“Jeff knows.” She picked at her fingernails. “He can tell you. They haven’t mellowed with age, that’s for sure.”

He drew her in for one last hug. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

“At least they make your family seem cuddly and sweet by comparison.”

He chuckled. “There is that.” He paused. “Feel free to tell me to go to hell, but who’d you spend the nights with if you weren’t in the room with Jeff?”

“My old high school boyfriend.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. He’s widowed and single. We…reconnected.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah.”

“Is that good?”

How to answer that? She’d had a lot of time on the plane to think about the weekend. “I don’t know. I want to say yes, because I still love him. But how do I know if what I’m feeling was because I felt it, or because of how stressed I was over the weekend and my family?”

“I can’t help you there, sweetheart. Trust your heart.”

“I can’t. That’s the problem. Maybe I never should have broken up with him. But I damn sure shouldn’t have married Pat. I can’t make another mistake.”

“Are you guys getting together again?”

Guilt filled her. She’d said she’d call him when they got back, but she hadn’t made any effort to call or text JJ for his number yet. “It’s…to be determined.”

Brandon arched an eyebrow at her.

“Seriously. I…I don’t even have his number.”

“How’d you manage that?”

“We were busy and distracted, that’s how. And I know he lives in New Jersey, but that’s not exactly an easy jaunt for me. I can’t afford to go flying up there all the time, and I won’t leave Emma.”

“No one says you have to. Try contacting him and see what he says. Can’t hurt.”

“Yeah, it can. It could ruin my relationship with Em.”

“Not if you put her first. She wants you to be happy. She doesn’t expect you to be a monk, just…responsible.”

“I wasn’t very responsible this weekend.”

He frowned.

“There might have been a little alcohol involved both nights.”

“Ah.” He slipped his hands into the pockets of his shorts. “Are you afraid you made a mistake?”

“I’m always afraid I’m making a mistake. Kind of one of the gifts bestowed upon me by my stupid family. I just don’t know what the good mistakes are.”

“Well, give it a day and see how you feel. Try not to stress over it too much. No one’s saying you have to marry him, right?”

“I guess.”

“Do you want to see him again?”

She sighed. “Yeah.”

“If it means anything, if he doesn’t want to see you, he’s an idiot.” He smiled, kindly and full of friendship. “You’re a catch.”

“Me and my high school diploma, my Mensa daughter, and my daughter’s psychopathic girlfriend, and her barbecue fork of doom.”

He laughed. “There are worse credentials.” He hugged her one last time. “Drive safely, sweetie.”

As she headed home, she debated calling JJ, except it was getting late, even in Texas, where JJ lived when he wasn’t on an oil rig.

Tomorrow. I’ll text him tomorrow.

 

* * * *

 

Tomorrow started out with Tracey forgetting to set her alarm and barely making it to work on time.

Not exactly the image she wanted to set when working toward a promotion.

Upon returning home, she checked her online classes to find that she had several assignments to work on, and she started those immediately.

By the time eleven o’clock rolled around, she realized she had, once again, forgotten to text JJ for Eric’s number.

But then again…he hadn’t asked JJ for her number, either. Had he? Wouldn’t he have texted or called her if he had?

I did tell him I was going to call him.

She sat back. Shit.

A raging storm of self-doubt blew through her soul. It’d been two nights—two wonderful nights, but…

Could anything really come of them?

She had to work on herself, on her classes, on her promotion. It sounded like Eric had things going on in his life, too, issues she wasn’t sure she could deal with right now.

Does that make me a horrible person?

She couldn’t jump in and fix him when she was busy trying to fix herself, and her relationship with Emma.

And how the hell am I supposed to afford going to see him?

It’d be even more painful knowing she couldn’t really be with him.

She decided to let it sit one more day.

What would that hurt?

If he was really a good guy, he wouldn’t hold the delay against her.

Would he?

If so…that’d be an answer, wouldn’t it? 


Chapter Sixteen

 

“We need maintenance to the ladies’ room up front immediately. One of the toilets is flooding the bathroom.”

Eric turned down his radio as he talked to Bill, the stock manager, about the pallet of merchandise loaded on the forklift. “I have to go take care of this. Find Dave and have him help you move those. Corporate said we have to change the displays up front. Sorry, it’s not my choice.”

Bill waved him off. “Yeah, go on and take care of that. We’ll figure it out.”

Eric turned toward the front of the building and broke into a run. He turned up his radio. “Someone get that bathroom roped off, please. Shut it down until we get it taken care of.”

“On it.”

Fucking degree in finance, and now I’m a goddamned plumber. Or cart wrangler, or money counter, or fuck, one day he had to do a turn in the meat department when they were short-handed and there was a big college playoff game everyone was stocking up for.

All the fun and games involved in being an assistant store manager at a discount bulk warehouse store.

Except today he was the most senior staff on site, and would be until close tonight. He was running the show.

Lucky me.

At least it was a Wednesday. That meant the store wasn’t nearly as packed as it was on a weekend, meaning minimal disruption by having a bathroom out of order. By the time he’d made it to the front, he spotted the head of maintenance hustling over from the other side of the building. One of their head cashiers stood in the doorway, trying to clear the bathroom while she waved off and redirected customers wanting to use it.

“Good news,” she said as Eric jogged up. “It’s clean water coming out.”

“Well, that’s lucky.”

Once she made sure the bathroom was empty, the maintenance manager went in and shut off the water to the toilet.

“We need to get this dried out first,” he told Eric. “Then I can find out what the heck’s going on. Looks like it was coming out of the flush handle.”

“Whatever you have to do to fix it.”

A headache threatened. Eric washed his hands and sought out the bottle of ibuprofen that perpetually lived on the top of his desk. After swallowing three of the tablets with a mouthful of cold coffee from the travel mug also sitting on his desk, he headed back out to finish his conversation about the front displays with Bill.

Just another day in fucking paradise.

Only three days since his return from California, and the interlude almost felt like a dream. The joy he’d felt while with Tracey had faded as his grey, dreary life folded around him again.

It was late in the afternoon when Carter Lawson walked through the front door.

Shit.

Just what Eric needed, their district manager showing up when he was behind the CS counter, shoulder-deep inside a workstation that’d decided to take a shit, so he could swap out the tower and get it back up and running.

“You look busy,” Carter said, smiling down at him from over the counter after he’d asked for Eric and the part-timer nervously pointed at the floor by her feet.

Eric didn’t take his eyes off his project. “Hey, Carter. What’s up?”

Carter set his laptop case on the counter. “Need a hand?”

Eric thought the guy was joking. “Sure.”

Carter rolled up his sleeves and rounded the counter. “Ouch, that looks way worse from this side.”

“Whoever installed these stations should be shot, resuscitated, and shot again. You see this bull?” Eric pointed to the rat’s nest spaghetti waterfall of cables. Swapping out the tower wouldn’t be a bad job, normally.

Except someone hadn’t bothered to properly route everything. Considering their store was over fifteen years old, no telling when the mess had happened, between equipment upgrades and repairs like he was doing now.

To Carter’s credit, he sat on the floor next to Eric, grabbed some cable ties from the bag Eric had sent one of the cashiers to buy from the auto parts store across the road, and started helping him untangle the mess.

“You know Carl’s off today, right?” Eric asked.

“I didn’t come to talk to Carl. I came to talk to you.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. I want to know if you’re interested in a promotion.”

Eric sat up. “What?”

“You heard me. Store manager.”

“What about Carl?”

“Not here. We’re building four new stores. One in Tennessee, one in Kentucky, one in Virginia, and one in Florida. I put your name in for store manager. It’d mean relocating, obviously. Only catch on the Florida one is we’d need you there in two weeks, when they start the interior set-up. There’s more breathing room for the other ones. We’d need you in about three months for the other three. I’ll understand if you’d rather take one of those, but if you can take Florida, that’d really help us out.”

Eric’s mind spun. “You’re not yanking my chain, are you?”

“No. I know we haven’t discussed advancement lately, but I know you’ve got the required experience and knowledge to handle it.”

“Nothing local, huh?”

“The earliest I might be able to get you a store of your own in this region is probably three to five years. Everything is already promised and scheduled. I’d hate to lose you to another region, but during our district manager conference bridge this morning, that came up. Especially when the situation in Florida developed. You shook out at the top of the list. Corporate let me know I could talk to you about those four stores. Especially Florida. So it’s yours, if you want it. Or you can have one of the others, and I’ll tell corporate to keep looking for someone for Florida.”

Eric stared at him. “Situation in Florida? What situation?”

“The guy who was going to take it had to back out yesterday. His wife received a promotion and makes more money than him. They’re relocating to Georgia. He’s transferring to one of our stores there, but not as a store manager.”

“Nobody else wants it? The Florida one?”

“There’s nobody else qualified, with as much seniority and experience, who can take it on such short notice, who isn’t…tied down.”

That was Carter’s way of politely saying single and no kids.

He continued. “That’s the main problem—the short notice. They can bring someone in temporarily from another store to get the store open, but they’d prefer not to do that. They’d rather start out with a permanent manager in place, someone who knows the crew and knows the facility. Plus, it’s a big store, like this one. Bigger, actually. The other people they’re looking at only have experience in the smaller ones, running smaller crews. You’ve also been through a new-store set-up before. And you know what these buildings are like, they’re practically miniature—”

“Yes.”

“To Florida?”

Eric nodded. “Sign me up.”

Carter smiled. “You don’t even want to know details like pay, moving expenses, stuff like that?”

“I’m guessing I get a raise?”

“Fifteen grand a year over what you’re currently making, to start. And bonuses we can talk about later, once you’re settled.”

“Then I’m in. What do I need to do?”

Carter pointed at the wiring mess. “Let’s get this sorted out first, then we can go talk in private. You have lunch yet?”

Eric snorted. “No.”

“I’ll buy.”

 

* * * *

 

“I know this wasn’t your dream career,” Carter said as they ate in the office Eric shared with four other assistant managers and the store manager. Right now, they were the only ones there. “But your work the past six years has been noted. Like today. I get here and I find you elbows-deep in getting stuff done. Carl’s been pushing me to try to find you a store.”

“He has?”

“Yeah.” Carter took a bite of his sandwich. “He didn’t tell you that?”

“To be honest, I hadn’t said anything about it. I just show up and do my job.”

“You do that damn well, according to Carl.”

“It’s about the only part of my life that is going well,” he muttered.

It was stupid to get his hopes up, and Eric knew that. Florida wasn’t exactly a small state, and he could be heading anywhere in the state.

Plus it didn’t mean he’d be able to reconnect with Tracey. He couldn’t even remember what she said her married name was.

He blamed his lack of attention and failure to get her contact info on the alcohol and sex and distraction that he was just so damned happy to have her back for a little while.

Also…she’d said she’d call him, and she hadn’t. She knew he was friends with JJ, so she could get his info from him.

But…she hadn’t.

The last thing he wanted to do was intrude on her life if she didn’t really want him there. And pushing the issue might be the fastest way to find out he wasn’t really wanted.

He’d prefer to live with the illusion that maybe, one day, he’d be with her again.

It was less painful.

And if nothing else, at least he was getting his ass out of New Jersey, finally.

Even if he never heard from Tracey…maybe this was the Universe trying to kick him in the ass and tell him to start moving forward again, instead of bouncing around locked inside of his own head.

“Is this a sure thing?” he asked Carter. “You’re not getting my hopes up for nothing, are you?”

“Corporate’s waiting right now to hear from me. If you don’t want it, there’s a list of others to talk to. Very short list, because of the time frame and other factors I already talked to you about, but hopefully you mean it. You rethinking you want one of the other stores?”

“No. I want Florida. Not that I care, but where is the store?”

“West coast. South of Tampa, in Bradenton. Not far north of Sarasota.”

“No more New Jersey winters, huh?”

Carter grinned. “Not unless you want to come up here to visit or something.”

Eric shook his head. “No offense, but I grew up in California. I’ve been miserable here.”

“How did you end up here?”

“College. I was working on Wall Street after graduation. Made good money, too. When the bubble burst and the recession hit, I lost my job, and I was lucky enough to get this.”

“We were lucky to get you. So let me call corporate and tell them that you’re in, then we can discuss specifics.”

 

* * * *

 

Sometime after midnight, Eric sat in his darkened living room with no other light than the nightlight in the hall and the oven hood over the stove. He sipped a beer and realized he’d been adding way too many bottles to his recycling bin as of late.

Which might be not so coincidentally contributing to his daytime headaches lately.

The apartment was quiet, the building’s other three tenants either out or asleep.

This wasn’t “home.”

It was never home.

It was simply a waystation. But after losing Paige and the baby, he couldn’t live in the house they’d bought together without his heart breaking every time he walked through the door. Some people wanted to embrace the memories and cloak themselves in everything that reminded them of the ones they lost.

He couldn’t.

Not in a house that the two of them had spent years rehabbing themselves. He couldn’t bear it. He went out of his way to never drive past it.

Especially when the bottom line was that it was his fault, even if everyone kept insisting it wasn’t.

The urn on his bookcase and their wedding picture, along with the framed sonogram picture, were simultaneously almost more than he could tolerate and things he couldn’t bear to be without.

He’d lived in the small apartment for four years now after downsizing. In the early days, it took everything he’d had to peel himself out of bed every day. The last thing he’d be able to do was take care of a large house, much less afford it on his salary.

At least he had a job, and he couldn’t stomach the thought of going to his parents with his tail between his legs and admitting that all his college education and what he’d thought were years of a great career had come to nothing.

No high-paying job.

No loving wife.

No kids.

Nothing but a fistful of dreams and a soul full of blues and grief.

He thought about Tracey, the way the haunted look in her eyes had disappeared for a little while when they were together.

Making her laugh.

Making her smile.

Making her moan and dig her nails into his back as the two of them lost their troubles together for a little while.

He could still see the beautiful girl he’d been desperately in love with and hadn’t wanted to leave behind.

What if he’d proposed to her back then, before college, the way he’d thought about doing? Begged her to come with him instead of letting her fly away into the ether?

Maybe he should find her, contact her.

His soul had finally felt less dead, while with her.

Maybe, if nothing else, they could be friends. He was still kicking himself in the ass that he hadn’t got her phone number or e-mail address, but someone would have it, right? He could get it through JJ, once his friend had time to grieve and recover from the funeral.

Right now, Eric needed to focus on his future.

He’d have to prepare to move.

Fortunately, that’d be the easiest part of the process. He could have the apartment packed and loaded in a truck in a weekend.

Halfway into the beer, it tasted bitter to him. He stood, taking it to the sink, dumping it and leaving the empty bottle there. This was his life. If he didn’t want to go insane, he needed to stick with what he had now, instead of driving himself crazy over what he’d lost or what he wished could be.

Focus on my job. That’s what I need to do. That’s the only thing I need to do.

The Universe had dropped this opportunity into his lap.

A new start.

What he really needed to do was get the fuck out of New Jersey and start over somewhere that wasn’t full of heartbreaking memories every time he turned around. Once he settled into his new life in Florida, he could find a new counselor and start going again. He’d stopped a year after losing Paige, and that had been a mistake.

But at the time, it’d felt like he wasn’t making any progress, and he really couldn’t afford it anymore.

He slowly nodded to himself. Even if Tracey never contacted him again, he needed to do this. Because his life had grown stagnant here, and it would not get better without a drastic change.

Besides, Tracey had been through enough already, it sounded like. The last thing she needed was someone like him adding to her troubles. They’d had a wonderful weekend together that had—hopefully—eased her mind as much as it had his for a while.

Maybe she took home some good memories.

He hoped.

Until he pulled his own shit together, maybe the last thing she needed was to be saddled with someone like him. She sounded like she was making things happen for herself.

Didn’t he owe it to himself, if no one else, to try to drag himself out of this emotional swamp?

If she’d wanted to contact him, she knew she could get his number from JJ. Besides, she had a daughter, a job. It sounded like she was working on classes and advancing in her company.

Leave it alone. If she really wanted to contact you, she’d have called by now. You need to start living for you, because you’re the only person you are stuck with for the rest of your life.

He took a shower, brushed his teeth, and stopped by the dresser. On the top, one of the few things he’d kept, unable to part with it.

Paige’s leather collar.

He fingered it, the buckle, the edges, the Celtic raven embossed in the black leather. She’d fallen in love with it and he’d bought it for her immediately, knowing the way her eyes lit up when she’d seen it was something he wanted to keep repeating.

He’d found two women in his life who were interested in the dark side of him. Even if Tracey never contacted him…

He’d had closure.

Finally.

It would suck if it turned out she never contacted him again. But for right now, he needed to get moved and get to Florida. Once he was there and settled, he’d take a hard look at things and then decide whether he should make one last attempt to talk to her. Enough time would have passed following Cara’s death that he wouldn’t feel like an asshole calling JJ to get Tracey’s information.

And maybe she would have contacted him by then, and Eric would have a hint one way or another if she still had any real interest in him.

But nearly twenty-five years had passed. A few more weeks was nothing.

If anything, it’d give him time to get his own poop in a group.

Tonight, fortunately, due to his exhaustion, sleep wasn’t long in coming. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Eric was too busy packing and moving over the next several days to think about Tracey or their interlude in Laguna Beach.

He’d left the urn and pictures out on the counter his last night in the apartment, unable to bear packing them away yet. Tomorrow, he’d finish loading the truck.

The urn and pictures, and Paige’s collar, would be carefully tucked into a well-padded box and ride in the cab of the moving truck with him. He’d tow his car on a hauler behind the truck. Carter had already coordinated with the guy who’d be Eric’s new boss, and the company had reserved him a room at one of those long-stay efficiency apartment hotels for four weeks. They’d pay for longer if he didn’t have a permanent place by then, plus there were other moving expenses and payments they’d give him, but for now, Eric wanted to get on the road.

His new life in Florida.

He could see why the attraction of starting over in a new state had held such a pull for Tracey back then. He’d done a little research about the new area he’d be living and working in, and it wasn’t bad. Similar in some ways to California, although more humid and with more rainfall.

Far cheaper to live there than in New Jersey, that was for damn sure. He thought he was doing something wrong at first when he priced out apartments. He could rent a damn house in Florida for what he was paying for a one-one apartment now.

Hell, he could buy a house, if he wanted.

Depending on where Tracey lived in the state—if they even hooked up—he might not be more than a six-hour drive from her.

That was doable.

Unless she didn’t want to see him again.

He hoped that wasn’t the issue. Except…

Well, she’d said she’d call, then she hadn’t.

He knew he could call JJ, but JJ was back on the oil rig and busy working, and he was busy moving.

It can wait.

He had a job awaiting him, a new life. He needed to point his entire focus at that and not let depression creep back in like it had before.

Because it would, if he let it.

Boy, would it.

Before reconnecting with Tracey, he’d known in the back of his head that he should probably start seeing a counselor about it again, but…he hadn’t had the energy. Or desire.

And, for a long time, he hadn’t had the money.

So his life had devolved into a very short, repetitive routine.

Get up, go to work, go home.

Sleep.

Repeat.

Now, he knew he needed to do more than that. Tracey had been the first person he’d really talked to about Paige in a couple of years. Hearing himself talk, he recognized there was something wrong inside him beyond normal grief.

Like maybe he’d given up.

Despite still feeling guilty, he knew Paige wouldn’t want him to spend the rest of his life moping and alone. Just like had their positions been reversed, he would have wanted her to move on and be happy.

I’ll get settled in my new job and find a new GP and counselor and start working on me again.

Hell, maybe the change of location and job would be enough to shake him out of this and medication wouldn’t even be necessary.

The drive took him two days, and his reservation awaited him when he pulled the moving truck into the hotel’s parking lot late that night, exhausted and wanting nothing more than to collapse. He spent the next day unloading the truck into the storage unit he rented at the same facility where he was returning the truck.

That night, he lay in the hotel bed and sipped a beer as he stared at the pictures and the urn sitting on the hotel dresser. The room had a small kitchenette, so he could cook and not eat out all the time.

Wasn’t a bad place. About twenty minutes from work. Hell, if he wanted to rent it permanently, the rent on the place month to month wasn’t as much as he was paying a month in New Jersey for his apartment, and he didn’t have to worry about utilities.

He could…not commit.

That’s the kind of thinking you’re trying to get yourself out of, buddy.

True.

There was that.

Tomorrow, he was scheduled to go to the store and meet with his new boss. Carter had told him the guy seemed nice enough and was looking forward to meeting him. Eric had talked to the man on the phone a couple of times, and nothing he’d heard made him doubt that assessment.

Eric was also looking forward to filling his days with exhausting work so he’d sleep like the dead every night.

 

* * * *

 

Eric opted for jeans, sneakers, and his collared, short-sleeved pullover shirt with the company logo on the left chest. He’d helped set up a new store the year before and knew that this part of the process was usually hands-on, dirty, sweaty work. They wouldn’t start stocking product until all the racks and other display cases were in place and set up. Then truck after truck would arrive, meaning setting planograms, doing truck counts, and then getting ready for a final inventory before opening.

In addition to that, he had crew to interview and hire, starting with assistant managers and other team leaders who’d requested transfers from other stores in the region. With their help, they’d interview, hire, and train the cashiers, warehouse help, and other crew needed to staff their store, along with help from experienced team members from other stores who’d come in to assist with that process.

Their goal was to be open in eight weeks, and Eric had silently set a benchmark in his mind of trying to cut at least a week off of that for their soft open.

He drove to the store and arrived a little after seven thirty, which was early, and on purpose. He wanted a chance to look over the site before his new boss arrived at eight, and he wanted to show he was punctual and get off on the right foot with the guy. The construction crew was there and pointed him to the site manager, who was happy to quickly show him around so he could orient himself. They were finishing up interior electrical and plumbing now, with a final inspection slated for two days from now.

Then set-up would begin, the construction crew handing things over to the set-up team, who’d coordinate with Eric and his district manager.

Once he’d familiarized himself with the store’s layout—and it was even larger than the huge store he’d worked at in New Jersey—he made his way to the front again. Without storage racks and product, the building felt absolutely cavernous and echoed with sounds from the workers inside.

A man in a shirt just like Eric’s walked in, a laptop bag slung over his shoulder, and Eric knew.

Eric walked over. The guy had blue eyes and brown hair, and was maybe an inch taller than his own six one. “Brandon?”

He stuck his hand out. “Eric?”

They shook. “Yeah, nice to meet you.”

“Welcome to Florida. You get settled in okay?”

“Yeah, thanks for the recommendation.”

“No problem. My husband stayed there for a few weeks when he moved down from Iowa. And if you need referrals for a real estate agent, we know a couple we trust.”

“I’ll deal with that in a few weeks. Right now, I want to get through set-up…”

 

* * * *

 

By the time Eric returned to his temporary home late that evening, he felt exhausted, but satisfied. He could already tell he’d enjoy working with Brandon, and he’d met some of the people who’d be on his core management team. Three of the assistant managers were already in place, and it was like Brandon had psychic skills or something in picking good people.

When the management could work well together, it usually trickled down into the rest of the staff and helped everyone get along better. It also made it easier to deal with employees who turned out to be problem children, because they didn’t drag the entire crew’s morale down with them in the process.

He stood in the shower and let the hot water beat on his sore muscles. Between moving and today, he had gotten more of a workout than he had in years, and every muscle in his forty-two-year-old body felt it, too.

At least this felt…right. Like it’d been the smart move. He’d probably end up getting a house, based on prices locally, but he had the freedom to breathe right now without making that decision.

Getting the store up and running was his first priority. Brandon had already assured Eric if he needed more time in the hotel he would authorize the expense.

When he emerged from the shower, he opened the fridge and started to reach for a beer before hesitating.

Do I really want it?

Maybe that was something else. Maybe he’d been drinking a little too much at night. Not to an alcoholic amount, but maybe it’d be better to stop for a while.

It’d be too easy to drink one or two and let the buzz waft through his brain while he stared at the urn.

To mentally flagellate himself.

Now he had no excuses, no distractions. He wasn’t a husband.

Wasn’t a father.

All he had was his career, and if he wanted to be able to provide for himself come retirement age, maybe he’d damn well better get off his ass and work toward that goal.

Especially considering that, unless he connected with Tracey again, it was the only goal he currently had.

 

* * * *

 

“That is a beautiful sight,” Brandon said.

“A-freaking-men,” Eric echoed.

They were staring at the meat department’s display counters and coolers, which had just been installed. Tomorrow, the new meat department manager would come in and go through all the equipment that had been delivered, work with his team to start setting up equipment, and then by the end of next week they’d start sanitizing and cleaning everything in preparation for the first meat delivery.

Four weeks since Eric’s arrival in Florida, and the store’s set-up was already ahead of schedule. Half of the massive racks were installed, and later this week their check-out stands were scheduled to be delivered and installed, along with their CS desk and office systems.

It was coming together.

“So what are you doing tonight?” Brandon asked.

“Home and dinner. Oh, sorry, I haven’t had time to find a place yet. I need to stay at the hotel a while longer.” He’d been working seven-day weeks, despite Brandon trying to talk him into taking a day off here and there.

“I already put in the paperwork to pay another four weeks, don’t worry.”

“Thanks.” Eric couldn’t deny feeling more than a twinge of pride that this new store was his. A shiny, new toy that no one else had played with before him.

It felt…well, it felt good, he wouldn’t deny it. He took it all in, not necessarily feeling happy, exactly, but feeling…satisfied.

It was a good feeling.

It helped keep some of the mental cobwebs cleared out of his soul.

For now, at least.

He knew once life settled down that they’d return.

They always returned.

When they did, he’d finally deal with them.

This time, he’d make sure he dealt with them in a healthy way. One thing this whole experience had shown him—he couldn’t go back to what he’d been doing.

“You’re welcome to come over to our place,” Brandon said. “My husbands are attempting barbecue with a little coaching from our bonus daughter.”

Honestly? Eric wasn’t paying much attention to Brandon. He was too busy staring at his new meat department. “Sorry, I need to do laundry. I’ve been putting it off. But thanks for the invite. Maybe next week.”

“No worries. You all right?”

“Yeah.” He grinned and finally turned to face Brandon. “Sorry. It’s just I never thought I’d have a store of my own like this.”

“It never gets old. I never had a new-new store when I was a store manager, but I’ve helped set up a few.”

Satisfaction filled Eric. “I’m glad I chose this one.”

Brandon patted him on the shoulder. “Me, too. Carter spoke very highly of you. I’m glad it’s worked out for all of us.”

As they finished up for the night and got the building secured and locked, Eric was almost all the way back to the hotel when he realized he hadn’t spent much time thinking about Tracey today.

Which was a first.

Maybe I’m healing. Again.

JJ was busy with work and barely had time to text with him. A storm in the Gulf had knocked one of their oil platforms off-line, and he’d been busy trying to supervise repairs to that and had been mostly unavailable to chat.

Eric chose to think maybe Tracey had as much trouble connecting with JJ as he had. For now, that was the easier alternative to believe in, until he had time and energy to focus on that situation.

Once life settled down, he’d suck up enough bravery to ask JJ for Tracey’s number and shoot her a text, at least, asking if she wanted to talk or wanted him to go away.

And he’d gracefully accept her answer if it was go away.

He refused to force himself on her. Not just because consent, to him, was vital in a relationship, but because he also refused to be an asshole.

One other good thing about his new hometown—he’d discovered there was a BDSM club in Sarasota. Another item cluttering his mental to-do list was to investigate joining it.

If only to make new friends and get him out of the house and into a social setting every once in a while.

Because if nothing else, Cara’s death had reminded him that he was alive, and he should try to figure out how to make the best of it. 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Four weeks after returning from California, and Tracey was buried up to her eyeballs with classes and work. At least she was too busy to mope and feel self-pity about missing Eric. She had tried to get hold of JJ a couple of weeks earlier, but he’d apparently been out in the Gulf and out of contact, and she’d…gotten busy with her job and school and Em.

She’d debated trying again to contact JJ to get Eric’s information, but the more she thought about it, the more she realized maybe that wasn’t the wisest idea.

Especially since she’d let so much time pass. Now she’d look like an asshole.

Wouldn’t she? Besides, phones worked both ways. If Eric was a Dom and really wanted to be with her, wouldn’t he have tried to contact JJ, who he was good friends with?

Right now, her focus needed to be on work and school. She’d spent too many damn years focused on everyone and everything but herself.

And Eric was still grieving, that much was obvious. Maybe alcohol had played too much of a role in their weekend for both of them. Maybe he hadn’t enjoyed himself. If so, she’d rather have the memories of two really hot nights than some ego-scorching truth, or putting him in an uncomfortable spot of having to admit to her that there wasn’t anything else for them in the future.

When she awoke Wednesday morning, she sat up in bed, then bolted for the bathroom, where she promptly puked her guts up.

Dammit.

She knelt there for a moment, waiting for her stomach to settle. Last night she’d tried a new-to-her sushi place on the way home from work, a little treat for working so hard and getting two As in a row on tests in her classes.

Won’t be eating there again.

She had to open this morning. As she dragged herself into the shower, she realized she felt tired, achy, even her breasts felt tender.

Fucking hell, PMS. Terrific.

She made a mental note to toss a few tampons and a bottle of Motrin into her purse. She wasn’t cramping yet, but the way she felt, it wouldn’t surprise her if she started by the end of her shift. Menopause couldn’t hit her soon enough. For the past six months, her periods had been irregular, sometimes late, sometimes early. Back to late again this month, apparently.

Except by the time she finished work she felt exhausted and opted to head home instead of to Brandon’s. She called Emma on her way home and let her know, apologizing. Maybe this wasn’t food poisoning, maybe it was a stomach virus. They’d had two people call in sick that morning, and another had left early while she was working after puking his guts up in the parking lot while retrieving carts. And she damn sure didn’t want to spread it to everyone in Brandon’s house.

Especially not to Jeff, because he had enough health problems as it was. He’d just gotten the latest PICC line removed and was feeling better than he had in a while.

She’d pulled into the driveway when Brandon called her. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I really don’t want to get Jeff sick. I threw up this morning and thought maybe it was food poisoning, except I’ve got people dropping like flies at work today with a stomach bug. If I’m coming down with something, I don’t want to spread the love.”

“Ah, okay. Gotcha. That’s appreciated. Can we bring you some dinner? We can set it on the porch and ding-dong ditch you.”

She started to say no, but he was offering. One thing she’d learned since she’d rebuilt her relationship with Brandon was that he didn’t make offers he didn’t mean.

“Okay. But, no joking, please set it on the porch and text me. Don’t even touch the doorknob.”

“I’ll send Stuart with a container of food after we eat. Is Ruth home tonight? Should I send enough for two?”

“No, she’s closing tonight. I’m going to grab a shower.”

“Hope you feel better.”

“Thanks.”

She went inside and the shower helped her feel a little better. But she didn’t set up in the living room, because lord knew Ruth would have to dodge the demon germs at work, she didn’t need the contagion spread around the house more than necessary.

Tracey had just heard the sound of a car in the driveway when her phone chirped with a text alert. From Stuart.

 

Bring outcher dead! ;)

 

She smiled and headed for the front door.

 

Thank you. I really appreciate it.

 

She opened the front door, and there sat not just a container of roast beef and veggies, but another one with salad, and a third with two cupcakes. Stuart tapped his horn, and she smiled and waved at him, blowing him a kiss, which he returned.

After getting a glass of water, silverware, and paper towels, she took everything into her room and shut the door, putting her laptop aside in lieu of the TV. Honestly? She felt so dead she wouldn’t be able to study anyway. And right now, she was caught up, so taking one night off wouldn’t kill her.

Once she finished eating, she dumped the containers in the dishwasher and started it. Then she took antibacterial wipes and wiped down the counters, the faucet, and the fridge handle. Next came the front door handles, inside and out, the TV and cable box remote controls in the living room, and the bathroom she used across the hall from her bedroom.

Maybe that’ll help prevent the spread of the plague.

Then she settled into bed with the TV timer set and hoped she felt better in the morning.

 

* * * *

 

Nope.

Ruth stopped in Tracey’s open bathroom doorway the next morning. “Are you okay, honey?”

She spit into the toilet. “No. I think I’ve picked up that bug everyone else has at work.”

“Oh, yeah. Three girls left last night during their shifts. It was crazy.”

“Maybe I should call in.” Except, even as she spit again, now her stomach felt better despite the aching in her body. “I don’t want to spread this. How do you feel?”

“I never get that. Hay fever and allergies, yes, but I haven’t had a stomach bug in years.”

With her stomach finally settling, Tracey stood and rinsed her mouth. The thought of coffee rolled her stomach, though.

Dammit.

Hot tea it’d be. She thought she had some mint tea. Maybe she could drink some and go back to bed—

Except…this morning, she was supposed to open. They were letting her run the morning as she would as an assistant manager.

Shit.

She’d go and tough it out and keep a small bottle of hand sanitizer in her pocket and use it a lot. Hopefully, she wouldn’t spread this.

“No coffee?” Ruth asked.

“I honestly don’t think I can handle it this morning.”

She smiled. “Well, at least whatever it is, it’s nothing serious. Not like you’re pregnant or anything.”

Tracey started to agree when an icy wave of horror washed over her.

It must have translated to her expression, because Ruth’s eyebrows shot up. “Trace?”

“Holy shit,” she whispered.

“What?”

It was…it was one fucking weekend. And she was on the pill!

No, it couldn’t be that.

Could it?

Except when she was pregnant with Em, she couldn’t even buy bags of coffee without gagging, where before—and after—she pretty much needed coffee to be reasonably human.

“Tracey, you’re scaring me.”

“I’m scaring myself.”

“But—” Ruth clapped a hand over her mouth. “California!” she muttered. “Shit!”

With Emma, it’d been exactly four weeks, when figured back, that she’d started puking and her other symptoms had shown up.

But I’m forty-one damn years old!

Tracey took a deep breath and held up her hands. “Look, the most logical answer is stomach bug.”

Ruth finally dropped her hand. “You should buy a pregnancy test kit.”

“I’m not buying one at work and have some cashier spread rumors about me when I’m just sick. I’ll get one at a drugstore on the way home and check it in the morning if I don’t feel better.”

In reality, her brain had slammed shut and locked down against the possibility that she was preggers.

Haha, good one, nope.

Nopity nope nope nope.

Because that would be a massive shit-storm of a problem. No way would she give a baby up, or get rid of it—

Wait, stop it! You’re sick with stomach flu, idiot! You are not pregnant!

But somehow, that didn’t feel right.

Still, as her mug of water for her hot tea rode the carousel inside the microwave, she watched it turn and tried to quiet her mind and convince herself of that.

 

* * * *

 

Throughout the day, Tracey lost herself in a barrage of chaos at work, including a truck delivery that was late and then had problems with their lift gate not working, meaning a repair crew had to be dispatched. That put them behind unloading the truck. Two more cashiers were forced to leave early due to the tenacious stomach bug, so at one point, Tracey and one of the office clerks ended up grabbing tills from the safe and manning registers when the lines grew too crazy.

By the time she was ready to clock out at two, the store manager looked at her with an arched eyebrow. “Are you feeling okay?”

“Not really, no.” Still no period, but no return of that morning’s nausea, either.

“If you need to call in tomorrow, don’t be a hero. We’ve got enough people sick.”

“I’ll see how I feel.”

As she headed away from work, she stopped at the first drugstore she passed and bought a test kit. Then she pulled into a McDonald’s and took the tester inside with her to their bathroom. She couldn’t wait until she got home.

She locked herself into the wheelchair accessible stall and did the test. With horror, she watched as it developed.

Positive.

No…nononononono!

In a panic, she drove to her doctor’s office and after tearfully explaining to the receptionist, they were able to work her in, starting with a urine test.

That one was harder, because she’d just peed, but she managed to squeeze more out.

Fifteen minutes later, a nurse was handing her tissues as Tracey sobbed while the doctor confirmed she was pregnant.

“But I was on the pill!”

“Accidents happen. You said your period has been fluctuating lately. It’s not unheard of for there to be a problem.”

That didn’t help her feel better.

The doctor looked grave. “Do you want information on local abortion providers?”

“No! I just…” She drew in a shaky breath. “It’s complicated. Very, very complicated.”

“Well, due to your age, I’m going to want to see you more frequently than your first pregnancy. You’re now in the high-risk category. We’ll get you set up on a schedule and get you some information.”

Thirty minutes later, she sat in her car, trembling. She now had several appointments scheduled, and did it make her a horrible person to pray this didn’t fuck up her promotion?

And…

Holy hell, now she had to track down Eric, if nothing else because she owed it to him to tell him he was going to be a father. But…

Shit.

She’d let so much time elapse she wouldn’t blame Eric if he never wanted to hear from her again. And what if he thought she’d done this on purpose?

She couldn’t think, could barely breathe, and didn’t know what to do next.

I need to talk to Bran.

If anything, he’d at least be able to calm her down and help her think. He’d be level-headed and help her process…this. She knew Brandon wasn’t due home until late that evening because he was at the new store, supervising things there.

And…she couldn’t face Emma and Grace right now.

Using Google, she found out where the new store was and headed north to Bradenton. Fortunately, she spotted Brandon’s car parked in the shade under a tree in the store’s lot and parked next to it. Then she sent him a text.

 

Can you please come outside? I need to talk to you right now. It’s an emergency. I’m parked by your car.

 

She was leaning against the side of her car, arms hugging herself, when he literally ran out of the building about two minutes later. She was already crying as he ran up to her and engulfed her in a hug.

“Honey, what’s wrong? Is Emma okay?”

“It’s not…it’s about me.”

He turned them so he was leaning against the car, cradling her against him as she sobbed. “Sweetheart, talk to me. You’re scaring me.”

“I…I’m pregnant.”

He didn’t respond at first. “Say whut?”

“Apparently one fucking weekend in California did it.”

He made her look up at him. “Your old boyfriend?”

She nodded. “I was even on the pill.”

“Wait, he didn’t use a condom?”

“No.”

“Are you fucking serious?”

“It was my choice. We talked about it and I took the chance.”

“That doesn’t fucking matter, Trace. He could have put you at risk!”

“No, I put myself at risk.” She sniffled. “Plus we were both pretty drunk both nights. I’m not proud of that, but it’s a two-way street.”

“Have you told him yet?”

“I don’t even know how to get hold of him. Jeff and I had to check out so early Sunday morning to make it to LAX, and I overslept as it was. I forgot to get his cell number. I had told him I’d call him, then I didn’t…then I didn’t know how since I’d let so long go by, and I’d had trouble getting in touch with JJ. I don’t even know if he’ll want to talk to me now, it’s been so long. I wouldn’t blame him, either.”

Brandon looked murderous, and she couldn’t help loving him for it. “You said he’s a friend of JJ’s, right? I want JJ’s number. I’ll call him and get this guy’s info from him and deal with him myself. He’s going to have to pay for this. He needs to support his baby.”

“What am I going to do?” She knew part of it was the emotional shock, but fuck trying to do this on her own. If she was going to have a baby, she couldn’t do it on her own, and she was damn well kidding herself if she thought she could.

She needed her family.

Her true family.

Especially if Eric decided he didn’t want anything to do with her now.

“You can move in with us, for starters. That way we can help you take care of the baby and you won’t have to quit working.”

The shakes had finally hit her. He dug into his pocket and grabbed his car keys. “Get your stuff, lock your car, and get in my car and start the engine so it’s cooling off. I’ll drive you home. You can’t drive like this. Stuart and I will come get your car for you tonight.”

“Bran—”

“Tracey.” He rested his hands on her shoulders and stared down into her eyes. “I know you’re scared right now, honey, but we’ll take care of you. You’re the mother of my child, and you’re going to be a mom again. I’m going to find this sonofabitch and make him take care of his responsibilities.”

She felt torn between wanting to dive into the familiar safety of Brandon’s protective rage and trying to defend Eric. “Please don’t attack him. He doesn’t even know.”

“He didn’t try to contact you after that weekend, did he?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t try to find him, either. So it’s really a two-way street. I’d told him I’d call him…and I never did. I wouldn’t blame him for hating me.”

When Brandon dropped into Dom mode, she was helpless against him. “Get your things, and get in my car,” he quietly said. He closed her hand around his keys. “Now.”

“Yes, Sir.” She couldn’t help it—it popped out.

He smiled and kissed her forehead. “It’s okay, sweetheart. You have me and Jeff and Stuart. And Em and Grace, too. This’ll be okay, I promise. And maybe he will want to be involved, you don’t know. Let’s get you home and calmed down, for starters. I need to go in and grab my stuff and tell everyone I’m leaving. I’ll be right back.”

 

* * * *

 

When Brandon appeared around the back side of the customer service counter where Eric was supervising the install of the workstations there, it looked like the man radiated white-hot rage.

Holy shit. “You okay?”

“Walk with me.” Brandon set off at a jog toward the office.

Eric followed. “What’s going on?”

“I have a family emergency I have to take care of.” Brandon grabbed his laptop, shut it without bothering to turn it off, and started packing his stuff. “Look, here are the things I need to make sure get taken care of today…”

Eric took notes on his phone as Brandon talked, keeping up with him as they headed toward the front of the building and out into the parking lot.

“Anything else?” Eric asked.

Brandon snorted. “Yeah,” he muttered. “You can help me beat the shit out of a careless fucker when I track his ass down.”

“Huh?” They were heading toward Brandon’s car.

Brandon took a deep breath and blew it out again. “My ex-wife, the mother of my daughter? Just found out she’s pregnant from spending a weekend out of town with her ex.”

“Oh…wow. Sorry.”

“Not as sorry as the sonofabitch will be when I track him down and inform him he’s going to be paying child support. Guy never even contacted her after the fact.”

Guilt flashed through him. “That sucks,” Eric muttered, now promising himself he’d call JJ tonight and ask for Tracey’s contact info. Time had gotten away from him. He’d been so busy ever since he’d arrived he hadn’t even had time to look for an apartment yet. He was still living out of three boxes and suitcases, all his stuff in storage except for clothes.

And the urn and two pictures.

They stopped before Brandon’s car and the man turned to him. “And, obviously, not a word of this to anyone. I shouldn’t have said this much, but…I’m stunned right now.”

“Well, obviously.”

“Please tell everyone I had a family emergency, if they ask where I went.”

“Will do.”

They’d turned away from each other, Eric sticking his phone in his back pocket and about to return to the building, when he heard a car door open and the sound of a woman’s voice.

A very familiar woman’s voice.

“Eric?” 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Stunned, Tracey stood there, staring, unable to believe it.

Eric.

Here. Right here.

Brandon stopped in mid-stride, his head snapping around at an impossible speed. “What?”

Oh, shit. She started to step away from the car when Brandon looked from her to Eric, spotted the look of shock on Eric’s face, and then dropped everything he was carrying and stalked toward Eric.

“You fucking sonofabitch!”

“No, Brandon!” She dove between them, desperate to shove Brandon back. “Please!”

“You goddamned sonofabitch! You didn’t use a fucking condom and didn’t even bother to call her?”

She glanced back at Eric, who stood there with a slack-jawed, wide-eyed expression of shock plastered to his face.

“Brandon, please! Stop! I didn’t track him down, either, okay? This isn’t his fault!”

“Let me go, Trace. I’m going to—”

“Brandon, please! I’m begging you!”

“You’re…pregnant?”

She almost didn’t realize Eric had spoken. When she finally processed his words, she turned and spotted his tears, fat, heavy ones, rolling down his cheeks.

Brandon must have, too, because he stopped trying to peel her off him.

“Is it true?” Eric asked. “Really?”

She still didn’t dare let go of Brandon for fear of him going after Eric. None of this felt real. The only response to Eric she could muster was a nod.

Apparently Eric wasn’t big in the self-preservation department, because he closed the distance between them, his green gaze fixed on hers. “Pregnant?”

She nodded again and finally took a risk of turning her back to Brandon, still keeping her arms spread, trying to separate him from Eric.

“And…you know it’s mine?”

“You’re the only guy I’ve been with since months before I divorced Pat, so…yeah. I’m sure it’s yours.” Maybe another woman would have been pissed off by that question, but it was Eric’s tone—full of blatant hope—that told her no, she shouldn’t be mad.

Not at him.

Never at him.

His gaze dropped to her stomach, his hands reaching out, laying flat against her tummy, over her shirt. “We’re going to have a baby?” Now he sounded…reverent.

Awestruck.

Her tears started as she nodded, and she wasn’t prepared for it when he pulled her into his arms and kissed her, hard and desperately and holding her so tightly it bordered on the good kind of pain.

Like he’d kill anyone who dared try to pull her from his arms.

Like he’d die before he let her go before he was ready to.

She didn’t know how long they stood there, kissing, before he finally ended their kiss and pressed his forehead against hers.

“I love you. I love you so damn much. I’m so sorry I didn’t call you. I was going to, then I thought maybe you didn’t want any contact with me when you didn’t call me when you said you would. Then with the move and my new job, I didn’t want to intrude or bother you if you didn’t want me and—”

She kissed him, shutting him up as his backstory returned to her mind, his loss, his tragedy.

The pain in his eyes and voice during their discussions as he recalled losing Paige and the baby.

The fact that he’d said we’re going to have a baby.

The fact that he’d told her he loved her.

“I love you, too,” she said when she finally let him break their kiss again. “I did want to talk to you, but I was busy with work, and then…” She sighed. “I thought if you really wanted to talk to me, you would have looked for me. I didn’t want a hit to my ego.”

He let go of her and cupped her face with his hands, his smile finally breaking through as his thumbs brushed away her tears even while he cried harder. “We’re having a baby!”

She nodded. “Yeah.” She managed a teary laugh. “We’re having a baby.”

“We’re having a baby!” He picked her up and spun her around, letting out an ear-splitting whoop that startled her and made her laugh again.

“We’re having a baby.”

“I’m going to be a dad!” he screamed, grinning.

“Yeah. You’re going to be a dad.”

He kissed her again. It was like one second his beaming face was in front of her, and in the next breath, they were kissing like they needed to for survival.

Maybe they did.

He crushed her against him again in another hug, joy washing off him in palpable, sweet waves. “Oh, my god, I’m going to be a dad!”

Brandon cleared his throat. When Tracey looked, most of his murderous rage seemed to have faded. “Please don’t kill him, Dad,” Tracey said, trying to keep her tone light. “I lubs him.”

Brandon finally burst into laughter, scrubbing at his face with his hands before taking a deep breath and letting it out again. “Okay. Well, at least I have his cell number and know where he’s living, so there is that. Change of plans. Trace, get your stuff out of my car, put it back in your car, and he can drive you home in your car and the two of you can do some talking. I’ll stay here and come by after work to pick him up and drive him back here to get his car. I’ll text you when I’m on the way. You can both come over for dinner tonight so we can tell Emma. I don’t want to put this off.”

“You can’t beat him up,” she said.

“No, I won’t beat him up.” Brandon pointed a finger at Eric. “Make this right. Do not make me regret not pounding you into the pavement.”

“I swear I will. Do this right, I mean.” Eric stared down into her eyes. “Please tell me we’re keeping it.”

She nodded. “We are.”

He hugged her again, tightly, desperately, like he was afraid to let her go. “Thank you. I swear to god, I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you, but I’ll do whatever it takes to convince you I love you. I’ve never stopped loving you. I want to be with you. I’m going to marry you, I swear.”

She knew from the past several years she’d spent caught in her nightmare with Pat that it wasn’t as simple as that. She handed him her car keys. “Let’s go talk.”

 

* * * *

 

Eric felt…in shock. He was still trying to absorb not only that Brandon was Tracey’s ex, and that he’d been a total idiot not to put two and two together before now when he’d heard Brandon mention his husbands, plural, but that—

I’m going to be a dad!

The temporary brilliance that had departed after his weekend in Laguna Beach and left much of his usual fog to return had blasted back with the force of a supernova, vaporizing every shadow in his soul, disintegrating all the remaining cobwebs of grief.

It took every last ounce of will he had not to keep staring at Tracey where she sat in the passenger seat, and he knew he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. “I’m really sorry I didn’t get in touch with you. I thought maybe you’d talk to JJ, but then I didn’t hear anything, and I didn’t want to intrude. Then they told me about this job a couple of days after I got back from California, and I was literally too busy packing and moving and getting down here and before I knew it, a month had passed. I’m so sorry.”

Her hand settled on his thigh and he covered it with his.

“It’s as much my fault. I’ve been busy at work and studying. Time got away from me to contact you, then I was scared to. And I didn’t think you wanted contact with me when I didn’t hear from you. I didn’t want to take a risk of contacting you and finding out I was wrong.”

“I’ve always wanted you, baby. Like I told you, I’ve never stopped thinking about you. I hardly even dated before I met Paige. The only reason I met her was when I went to our ten-year reunion, someone told me you’d gotten married and had a baby, so I knew there was no hope. I finally started dating then.”

“I was an idiot when I broke up with you,” she softly said. “I was a young, scared idiot. I don’t regret marrying Brandon, because I wouldn’t have Emma. But I wish I could have all those years back with you.”

He couldn’t even say that much, because Paige and their baby were dead, and his grief was compounded.

But now…

Now.

Now!

“If your place is closer,” she said, “we can go there to talk, if you prefer.”

“I’m living in a hotel. I haven’t had time to get a place yet. I’d rather go back to your place, if you don’t mind.”

“Okay. But I’m living with a friend. It’s nothing much.”

“I don’t care.”

His mind raced, a million things to talk about with her and unable to think of a single one. When she unlocked the front door and led him inside, she turned, and she was in his arms again, kissing him.

He devoured her as they stood there, never wanting to let her go again.

Not ever.

“I know we need to talk,” Tracey said when they came up for air, “but in all honesty? I want some completely sober nookie with you. Right now. Please?”

She laughed as he scooped her into his arms, and, to him, it was the best sound in the world. “Where to, m’lady?”

“First door on the right, kind sir.”

He couldn’t help staring into her eyes as he made his way to her bedroom. “I should have fought harder. I should have tried to convince you back then that I wanted you and loved you and asked you to come with me to college.”

She ran a hand through his hair. “I was pretty damn stubborn. I wouldn’t have listened, most likely.”

“I—” He swallowed hard. “I mean it when I say I’m kinky, Trace. I’m—”

She kissed him again, shutting him up. “I know. I want that. So take me to bed and fuck my brains out…Sir.”

His cock hardened, and suddenly, it was the only thing in the world he’d be able to do until he did it.

Definitely wasn’t going to argue with the woman.

He kicked the bedroom door shut behind them, dropping her onto the bed and quickly stripping. He pounced on her, kissing her, down her chin, unbuttoning her shirt as he went. He feathered his lips along the valley between her breasts as he parted her shirt, not moving her bra out of the way yet.

Her hands plunged into his hair, fingers tangling, trying to shove him lower.

He refused to be rushed.

Percolating through his brain was the fact that he was going to be…a dad.

This was a moment he wanted to savor, so he could always look back on it later and smile.

He slid one hand down her stomach, laying flat over her belly.

Their baby.

He leaned in and kissed her, lingering, tracing the outline of her navel.

That’s why it shocked him when he started to cry.

She sat up and folded herself around him, even as he wrapped his arms around her waist, his lips pressed to her flesh.

His baby!

“I love you so much,” he whispered. “Both of you. I…we’re having a baby. Oh, my god, we’re having a baby!”

She buried her face in his hair. “I love you, too, Sir.”

He finally looked up, sat up, kissed her lips, her eyelids, her forehead. “You don’t have to be my submissive if you don’t want to be.”

“What if I want to be?”

“Then we really need to talk about it.”

She reached down, her fingers wrapping around his cock. It had softened a little, but at her touch perked right up again. “Right now, Sir? Because…there’s something else I’d rather do first.”

He kissed her. “No, not right now, dammit. I need you.”

Her happy sigh filled the room. “I need you, too.”

It took him seconds to strip her and plunge his cock inside her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around him and held on as he took off for the ride.

And this was a ride. He wanted to mark her as his, reclaim her.

Show her how much he wanted her.

Foreheads pressed together, he knew maybe she wouldn’t get over this time, but he’d make it up to her if she didn’t.

He’d more than make it up to her later.

Grinding against him, she felt close, ready. He nibbled her lower lip as he slowed his pace to wait for her. “Mine,” he whispered. “And you’re never getting away from me again.”

Her fingers digging into the back of his shoulders was a sweet, burning ache he felt at the depths of his soul. The slick walls of her pussy fisted his cock as if made for him. Perfection. Every ripple of pleasure flowing through her transmitted sweet waves straight to his cock. Her familiar cries as she tipped over the edge spurred him to fuck her harder, faster, and he took several last, deep thrusts before falling still with her lips nibbling at his.

“I don’t want to get away from you, Sir,” she whispered. “Never.” 


Chapter Twenty

 

Tracey snuggled tightly against Eric’s side and wished she never had to move. “I think we were supposed to be talking.”

It wasn’t the same as when they were kids.

It was better.

Especially now that she had a name for what it was they were and did.

It felt right.

Even sober, it still felt right.

Another fear she’d had—that maybe it’d been more the booze than the BDSM that had made their sex feel so good out in California.

His fingers trailed up and down her arm. “Yeah, after you talked Brandon out of kicking my ass, I do believe something was mentioned about us doing that.” He nuzzled his face in her hair. “Say it again.” His voice sounded soft, contented in a way he hadn’t sounded in California. “Please?” His hand settled over her belly, flat, caressing.

She shifted position so she could look up at him. “We’re having a baby,” she whispered.

His sharp intake of breath twisted her insides in a good way. Yes, she knew he still grieved Paige and their baby, and always would, but there seemed to be a new life in his soul.

Or maybe she was being ridiculously optimistic and throwing all her attempts at a cautious new life out the window just to make another mistake.

“I love you so much, Trace. I swear I won’t fuck this up. I’m here for you. I’m not going anywhere. We’ll get married, and I’ll get us a place, and—”

She laid a hand on his chest. “Whoa, sweetie. Not saying I’m against that. But…let’s do this the right way, okay?”

He sat up, cupping her hand in his. “I want to be with you. I was an idiot not to try to contact you. I admit that. When I got home, work took over, and I thought you didn’t want to talk to me, and—”

“And I have Emma. I almost lost her because of my marriage to Pat. I promised her she’d get to sign off on any guys in the future. I won’t alienate her again, even if that means taking things slow, at first.”

He laid his hand on her tummy again. “But I don’t want to miss a second of this, of us. I want to be a dad and a husband.”

She covered his hand with her free one, because he was still holding her other. “You won’t miss any it. But we’re going to do this slowly, and we’re going to let Brandon and the guys help us as much as possible with her. And Grace. Because if you can’t win Grace over, you’ll never win over Emma.”

“What do I have to do? I’ll do anything.”

“We’re going to start with going over there tonight for dinner, and sitting down not just with the girls, but Jeff and Stuart, and talking to all of them. Emma and Grace are seventeen. They’ll be seniors next year. They might be kids, but they’re both wicked smart, and I’m not even going to try to play this cool or try to manipulate them. That won’t work with them. All our cards on the table, right up front. That’s the only way this can work.”

“I’m going to marry you.” The quiet certainty in his words threatened to make her cry again. Or maybe that was the pregnancy hormones kicking in already. “Like I should have done the first time around. I never should have walked away from you.”

“You didn’t walk away from me. I ran from you. I was afraid to get my heart broken and decided to do it before you did.” She kissed him. “Let’s grab a quick shower right now. Brandon will be texting us pretty soon that he’s coming to get you.”

“Then what?”

She sighed. “Then you get to meet Harley and Ivy.”

“Who?”

“Our two junior supervillains in training.”

 

* * * *

 

Eric couldn’t keep his hands off her, even in the shower. He pinned her against the wall and used his fingers and mouth to draw another orgasm out of her before turning her around and fucking her.

Her laughter lightened his soul.

“What’s so funny, baby?” He nipped the back of her neck, making her squeal.

“I guess we don’t need to worry about condoms.”

He snorted. “No, I think that’s a moot point.”

“One way to save money. And I’m officially off the pill as of today.”

He pulled her into his arms. “When did you find out?”

“Literally today.” She told him about her symptoms, getting the test kit, then the frantic visit to the doctor.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

“Stop.” She rested her hands on his shoulders. “No apologies. None needed. Not by you. I was going to call you, and like you said, time got away from me. Our flight home was delayed during a layover, it was late that night, then…things just happened. I admit I defaulted to avoidance because I thought maybe you didn’t want me.”

“I do want you, baby. I swear.”

She smiled up at him. “You haven’t met Harley and Ivy yet.” Her smile faded. “You might rethink things after you do.”

“Your daughter is my daughter.” He tried not to think about how her daughter would be his daughter, if he hadn’t let Tracey walk away from him all those years ago.

“It’s not that easy. Like I said, my ex was an asshole to her. And I promised her she would get to sign off on anyone.”

“Whatever I have to do, I’ll do it. Whatever it takes.”

“Let’s start by spending the night together. How far is your hotel from here? I’ll pack a bag and we can go to your place so you can change. I’ll leave my car there and ride with you and Brandon, and you and I can ride together to his place for dinner from there. I’ll spend the night with you and leave for work from there in the morning.”

He eagerly nodded. “When’s your next doctor appointment? I don’t want to miss any of them.”

He wasn’t acting very Domly, but he was absolutely adorable. Already she knew he’d be a great father, because this was similar to how Brandon had acted when they’d found out she was pregnant.

Now they had to convince Emma of that.

 

* * * *

 

They were just finishing their showers when Tracey heard Ruth come home. They both had towels wrapped around them when Tracey opened the bathroom door, and Ruth stopped in her tracks, eyes wide when she spotted Eric.

“Um, hello?”

“Yeah, this has been an eventful day,” Tracey said.

“What happened?”

“Well, for starters…I’m pregnant.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, holy fuck!”

“And this is Eric.”

She blinked. “Wait…what? Eric hot weekend in California with your ex-boyfriend, Eric?”

“Yeah. The baby’s father, Eric.”

Ruth’s gaze narrowed. “Um, ooookaaay, did you master teleportation or something since this morning?”

“No. Turns out he’s now the manager of Brandon’s newest store, the one they’re building in Bradenton.”

Her gaze went wide again. “Your ex-husband, Brandon? He works for him?”

Eric chuckled from behind her. “Yeah. Surprise! Small world, huh?”

Ruth crossed her arms over her chest. “So…do I need to kick his ass for you?”

“No. I already told Brandon he couldn’t, either.” Tracey looked up at him. “I got a test kit after work, it was positive, then went to my doctor to confirm it. From there, I went straight to Brandon, crying, because I didn’t know what to do next, and…” She held out a hand, indicating Eric.

“Let me guess, Brandon was really ready to kick his ass.”

“For a few seconds, yeah.” She hooked her arm through his. “But we’re good. Now we have to tell Em.”

“Ooooh, boy. I do not envy you.”

 

* * * *

 

It seemed there was some context Eric was missing. Even Jeff had hinted in California that Emma was a handful, in some ways, but how could she not be happy for her mom? He’d prove to her he wasn’t a jerk like Tracey’s ex, and they could be an extended family. If she accepted her dad’s two husbands, surely she’d accept him once she got to know him.

Right?

“Is it okay if he starts living here with me? We’ll pay more in rent for his share. Until we figure out the next step. I mean, it won’t be immediately, because I need to convince Emma. I’ll stay with him a lot until then. But once I get her okay.”

She smiled. “Sure. Guess I’ll be looking for a new roommate pretty soon, huh?”

“Yeah, sorry. Unless you want a cranky baby underfoot.”

“No, sweetie. I don’t mind babysitting for you if you need me, but I had my baby and paid my dues.” She hugged Tracey. “Congratulations.” She shook with Eric. “Watch out for Grace’s barbecue fork. And yes, I’ll keep this a secret from everyone at work. That’s your news to tell, in your own time.”

“Thanks.”

As Ruth headed down the hall to what Eric presumed was her bedroom, he had to ask. “Why are you all making it sound like they’re evil kids or something?”

Tracey started for her bedroom. “Oh, they absolutely are evil, but they’re the good kind of evil.”

After they dressed, Tracey packed, and then she texted Brandon that they were on their way to Eric’s. While he was changing into clean clothes—and he decided to dress up in khaki slacks and a button-up shirt to put on a good first impression—Tracey walked over to the dresser and studied the pictures and the urn.

“I’m really sorry,” she softly said. “About them.”

He blinked back tears. Now his emotions bounced all over the fricking map. “Thanks. I guess I’m the master of oopsie babies. We were going to wait another year before trying, let our financial situation stabilize after I’d lost my job then started my new one. She was on the pill, too.”

A playful smirk crossed her face. “Now you tell me.”

“But we’d wanted kids. At least two. We’d bought the house and did the renovations ourselves. We knew finances might be a little tight, but we were going to make it work. I wanted to work my way up as fast as possible to store manager, so I was putting in a lot of hours.” He finished buttoning his shirt as he walked over to stand next to her. “That’s why I was late getting out of there to her appointment. I was trying to finish up some reports that could have waited until the next day.”

She grabbed his hands. “Still not your fault.”

He knew she’d always see it like that and he loved her for it, even if he didn’t agree with her. “After that…I sort of gave up trying. I settled for what I had and did. I had to sell the house because I couldn’t bear to live there. I received insurance settlements, both from the accident and her life insurance, and I just stopped living. And that’s the way I lived my life—existing.”

He sat on the bed, pulling Tracey into his lap. He couldn’t keep his hands off her, especially her tummy, even though it was far too soon to feel a baby bump.

He couldn’t wait to spend nights with his cheek pressed against her, waiting to feel for a kick or a tiny hand thumping against him.

Able to listen for his or her heartbeat.

Her phone chirped with a text alert, and she dug it out of her back pocket. “Brandon’s on his way here now.” She texted him back and returned the phone to her pocket. Then she draped her arms around his neck. “Let me and the guys take the lead tonight with Em and Grace, please?”

He nodded. “Okay.”

She kissed him. “This will be okay. I hope. I’m…I’m still in shock. Double shock.”

Once again, his hand settled on her tummy. “For once, it’s a shock I’m happy to have in my life.”

She smiled. “Me, too.” Her smile faded. “I hope it doesn’t mess up my promotion.”

“Even if it does, it’s okay. I’ll take care of us.”

“But I want the promotion.” She stared into his eyes. “Ask Bran, he can tell you. I spent a lot of years terrified to try harder, thinking I wasn’t good enough. It was only after I was away from Pat I was able to straighten my head out and go for it. I really want to get a degree and a promotion.”

“We’ll handle that. Maybe they’ll be okay. We’ll figure it out as it happens, and I’ll be there for you every step of the way. I swear.”

A smile finally broke through. “Don’t wake me up if I’m dreaming…Sir.”

He sighed, happy. “We really need to have a talk about that. But not tonight.”

“Does it bother you if I call you Sir?”

He nuzzled her nose with his. “No. I love it, baby girl. Just like I love you.” 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

They were ready to go when Brandon knocked. Tracey insisted on sitting in the back seat, needing a little time to herself to breathe and…process.

A couple of times, she’d pinched the inside of her arm, wondering if she was dreaming or hallucinating.

This couldn’t be real…could it?

“Did you two exchange phone numbers yet?” Brandon teased.

Tracey silently swore and pulled out her cell. “Sorry. Give me your number.”

Eric recited it and she punched it in, saving it as a contact in her phone and sending him a text.

“Seriously? What would you two do without me?” Brandon sounded amused. More than amused.

“We got…distracted,” Tracey mumbled.

“I’m sure.”

“Does this mean you aren’t going to kill him?”

“No, I’m on your side, hon. The problem will be convincing Em.”

“I don’t get it,” Eric said. “Why is everyone convinced she’ll hate me?”

“Pat,” Tracey and Brandon said together.

Brandon continued. “Don’t know how much Trace told you, but he was a class-A asshole to Em, no matter how hard she tried to get along with him. My assessment—and Trace, correct me if I’m wrong—is he felt threatened by her for a number of reasons, including the fact that she was way smarter than him.”

“That’s accurate,” she said.

Brandon then proceeded to give Eric a quick run-down of the most heinous examples of Pat’s egregious behavior, including the infamous cruise they’d tricked Emma onto, where Emma deliberately puked two servings of red Jell-O all over Pat’s mother, the time Pat tried to forcibly keep Emma at their house by parking her car in, the pool incident, Corey trying to film Emma with the cell phone, Pat giving Corey preferential treatment and letting him slide on rules while holding Emma to a different standard—and others.

To Brandon’s credit, he didn’t try to make Tracey look bad, even though she felt like shit over the recitation.

When he finished, she spoke up. “Like I told you, I wasn’t the best mother. I was too afraid of not being able to make it on my own and I gave Pat too much control when I shouldn’t have. That’s why it’s important to me to make sure Emma likes you and signs off on this. Because I promised her. I’m damned lucky she even wants to have anything to do with me, much less forgives me for what I allowed to take place. I won’t jeopardize my relationship with her again.”

Eric turned as much as his seat belt would allow and met her gaze. “Then it’s a good thing I’m a very patient man and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to work my way into her good graces.”

“And there’s Grace,” Brandon said. “The good news is, if you win over Grace, you’ll win over Emma. If not…” He shrugged.

 

* * * *

 

Brandon dropped them off and waited until Eric had his car started and they were following him. Was Eric nervous?

Fuck, yeah.

But it was the good kind of nerves.

After years of pain and grief, this was easy, and he knew they were all worried not about nothing, because it sounded like Emma had legitimate concerns, but they were likely blowing it out of proportion.

He would take his time, not force himself on her, let her get to know him.

This will be okay.

He held Tracey’s hand for the drive and when they pulled into Brandon’s driveway and parked behind his car, he gave her a final squeeze before releasing her.

Brandon slung his laptop case over his shoulder and waited for them to join him. “I texted Jeff we had an extra for dinner but didn’t elaborate.”

“How do you want me to approach this?”

“Head-on.”

“Any tips you can give me? Because I’m all ears?”

“Be honest. That’s the best I can tell you. They’ll sense bullshit a mile away and not trust you.”

“I swear, Brandon, I’ll treat her like she was my own daughter, and I’m not going anywhere. I want this baby, and I want Tracey, and I’m not too proud to take any advice I can get.”

Brandon nodded and patted him on the shoulder. “Hopefully we’re all overreacting. But if you’d met Pat, you’d understand.”

“Sounds like a guy I’d like to punch.”

Brandon smiled. “You’d have to get in line, but yeah, you’re not alone.” Brandon looked to Tracey. “Let me do the introducing before I turn it over to you guys, all right?”

She nodded and reached for Eric’s hand.

They followed Brandon up the drive and into the house. Whatever they were having for dinner filled the air with a mouth-watering aroma. It hit Eric for the first time that he hadn’t really cooked since losing Paige. Just enough to get by and survive.

Not a family meal.

He’d spent most holidays either working, if they were open, or home alone, not even wanting to go to a restaurant and watch other happy families together.

It’d been too painful.

Before Brandon introduced them, he could tell which girl was Emma. She had Brandon’s intense blue gaze but looked almost like Tracey had at that age.

Jeff turned, did a double-take, and laughed. “Eric?”

Eric heard Brandon softly swear as both Emma and Grace turned, now realizing the extra person was in the house.

And Eric spotted how Emma saw him holding Tracey’s hand, her expression immediately going blank, her lips pressed into a tight, thin line.

Shit.

Brandon set his laptop case down and walked into the dining room area, where the girls were finishing setting the table. “Jeff’s already met him, but I’d like you to meet Eric Martin, the new store manager for my Bradenton store.”

Emma’s gaze narrowed, her brow furrowing. “Why are you holding my mom’s hand? And how did Jeff already know who you are?”

Oh, shit.

Tracey didn’t pull her hand free, Eric was happy to see. Brandon plunged forward. “Well, it’s kind of a funny story, sweetheart. You see, Eric was your mom’s boyfriend back in high school, and—”

Grace gasped and pointed at him. “You’re the one she broke up with!”

Emma’s head swiveled to her, then back to Eric. “Is that true?”

“Yes,” Brandon said. “It’s a funny coincidence, and—”

“You said you didn’t want to talk about him.” Emma’s gaze was focused on Tracey and she folded her arms over her chest.

“Emma,” Brandon said. “Please let me talk.”

Her jaw set into a hard line, but she remained quiet.

“They reconnected at Cara’s funeral. Eric was in her graduating class and a friend of Cara’s, too, plus a friend of Cara’s brother, JJ. Your mom didn’t know he worked for my company. When he returned home, he was offered the store manager position at my Bradenton store.”

“So why is Mom here with him now?”

Brandon glanced in Tracey’s direction before returning his focus to Emma. “This is where the story gets…interesting. You know how your mom was sick the past couple of days?”

“Yeah?”

“She’s not sick. She’s pregnant. She just found out today. She came to the store to talk to me, and that’s when she saw Eric, and all the puzzle pieces snapped into place. It’s definitely Eric’s baby.”

Grace’s jaw dropped.

Jeff and another man Eric assumed was Stuart had frozen in place, also looking shocked.

Emma’s face contorted into rage. “You’re…pregnant?” Her voice barely rose above a whisper, but she might as well have screamed it.

Tracey’s grip tightened on Eric’s hand. “We spent the weekend in California together, and—”

“You’re pregnant?” That time, Emma did scream it.

Tracey practically shrank against Eric’s side, and it took every ounce of will he had not to step in front of her, between mother and daughter.

“Yes,” Tracey said. “I was on the pill, but we didn’t use a condom, and apparently—”

“You are pregnant? What the hell is going to happen now with your job and your classes, huh?”

“Emma,” Brandon cautioned.

She whirled on her father. “No, Dad. You all lectured me and Grace about sneaking around behind your backs, so she does not get a pass on this.”

“Totally different set of circumstances, sweetheart.”

“No, it’s not!” Emma addressed her father while pointing and waving her arm at Tracey and Eric. “He got her pregnant? Just when she’s on the right track and getting her life together? What the hell?”

“Emma. Calm down.”

Grace covered her face with her hands. “Oh, boy,” she muttered.

“Calm down? Did you just tell me to calm down when my mother shows up here pregnant by a guy she, what, had a weekend fling with?”

“I need you to listen to us.”

Eric kept his mouth shut despite knowing that never in the history of the world had anyone ever calmed down by being told to calm down.

And Emma was obviously not an exception to that rule as she continued to rant.

Sometimes, being a good Dom meant knowing when not to talk.

“No, Dad, she does not get to claim the moral high ground here!”

“No one’s claiming she does, either. But your mother is an adult, and—”

“So you didn’t use a condom, huh?”

Now Eric was starting to understand why everyone had been worried about Emma and how she’d accept the news.

“Do you not understand how many STIs there are out there? You guys lectured me and Grace about this stuff, but you turn around and have unprotected sex with a guy you haven’t even seen, what, in over twenty years?”

She had a valid point—another reason Eric kept his mouth shut.

Brandon was doing a remarkable job of staying calm. “No one’s denying mistakes were made and judgment was…fuzzy. However. The bottom line is, they’re together, they’re going to have a baby together, and he wants to be a part of our lives and a member of this family.”

Her glare pivoted, focused on him, but her words were for her father. “You expect me to believe she just happened to realize today he was working for you?”

“That’s exactly how it happened,” Brandon said. “He received the job offer a few days after returning from California.”

Now she addressed Tracey. “How come you never said anything about him?”

Tracey’s grip on his hand tightened even more. “Because I didn’t contact him after I got home. It’s…complicated. I was worried about making a mistake.”

Emma’s jaw dropped. “So you think getting pregnant isn’t a mistake?”

“Emma,” Brandon said, “we know this is a shock, and it’ll be an adjustment. All we’re asking is for you to keep an open mind and—”

“Open mind? Are you kidding me?”

“Emma.” Eric knew Dom tone when he heard it. “He’s been working for me for a month. He’s a good guy. Even before all this came out, I liked him. Jeff met him that weekend, and—”

“What the hell?” Now Emma aimed for Jeff. “You were supposed to take care of her and protect her that weekend!”

Jeff held up his hands in supplication. “Honey, he’s a nice guy. Give him a chance.”

“He got her pregnant!”

Brandon tried to rein her in. “Em, we’re going to sit down and have dinner, all of us, and I want you to keep an open mind.”

“Last time I kept an open mind, the jerk tried to frame me for theft and excused his son trying to perv on me. Or is everyone conveniently forgetting that little factoid?”

“No one’s saying you don’t have a right to be suspicious or cautious. We’re not asking you to do anything other than get to know him.”

She glared at Tracey. “You told me I’d have right of refusal on anyone you date.”

“I did.”

“That still stand, or was that a lie?”

“It stands,” Eric said, drawing everyone’s attention. “Your mom told me some of what that guy did, and he sounds like a massive jerk. I don’t expect you to trust or even like me right now. I’m sorry we made a mistake, but I love your mom and I always have.”

“How can you even say that? You hadn’t seen her in, what, over twenty freaking years? Or were there more lies I don’t know about and you’ve been seeing each other?” Emma’s pain radiated off her in nearly visible waves.

“I’m widowed. I’ve been widowed for five years. When I ran into your mom that weekend, I’m not going to lie, it was like a dream come true. I’ve always regretted that I let your mom break up with me. I’d always loved her, never stopped loving her. And I didn’t expect to be having a baby, but I’ve always wanted to be a dad. I’m here, for her and for you, and I’m going to do whatever you need me to do to earn your trust.”

“You want to earn my trust, then go away and get out of her life and take it back so she’s not pregnant!” She stormed out of the kitchen, slamming a door behind her somewhere down the hallway.

Grace winced, then stepped forward, smiling, hand extended. Reflexively, he shook with her. “Hi. Grace Moller, nice to meet you. I’m going to go try to talk to her. She’s a little upset.” She headed out of the kitchen.

Brandon scrubbed his face with his hands. “Well, that wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be.”

Eric’s eyes widened. “Wasn’t as bad? Are you serious?”

Stuart stepped forward, hand extended. “She took down my older brother with a dip net to the back of his knees so Grace could stab him with a barbecue fork. I’d say this was pretty good. Stuart Ziegler, welcome to the family.”

Eric shook with him. “I think Emma gets the final say on that.”

“She’ll come around,” Brandon said.

“I should go talk to her,” Tracey said.

Brandon arched an eyebrow at her. “You sure you want to do that right now?”

“No, but I need to do it.”

 

* * * *

 

Tracey made her way down to Emma’s bedroom and tapped on the door. “Honey, please let me talk to you.”

When the door opened, it was Grace standing there, waving her in.

Emma sat on the far side of her bed, staring at the window, where the blinds were drawn.

Grace closed the door behind her and hovered there.

Pulling together strength she didn’t know she had, she walked over to sit next to Emma. “I’m sorry, honey. I know this is disappointing.”

“You let him get you pregnant.” Her words were filled with shards of ice. “That’s not ‘disappointing,’ Mom. That’s stupid.”

“It was an accident. The pill isn’t perfect.”

“Obviously.”

“I do love him, and he loves me. We want to be together and raise this baby.”

“Then do it. I don’t care what you do.”

The words stung her deep, but Tracey knew she couldn’t retreat. “Please give him a chance. Get to know him.”

“You said those exact words to me about Pat and look what happened.”

“I know.”

“So that was more bull, about me getting to sign off on a guy?”

She took a deep breath. “No, it wasn’t bull.”

Emma finally looked at her. “So if I tell him to go away, he will?”

“Honey, we’re going to have a baby.”

“So it is bull.”

“I can’t—won’t tell him he can’t be my baby’s father.”

“We don’t need him! We have Dad, and Jeff, and Stu. The baby will have three fathers.”

Okay, this was going to be harder than she thought. “Em, honey, I will not keep him away from his baby. Would you please at least come out and talk to him?”

“He got you pregnant. Fuck all your plans now, huh? Good luck trying to raise a baby alone and on an office manager salary, much less going to school.”

“How can I convince you this is different?”

“Mean what you said about me signing off on someone.”

“I think the deal was all of you guys signing off on him.”

“I’m still withholding judgment,” Grace said. “But he’s here. I hated Pat on sight. This guy I don’t feel like that about.”

Emma glared at her. “You don’t even know the guy!”

“I’m not saying I’m signing off on him tonight. But he’s widowed. It’s romantic that high school sweethearts got back together. Bad life choices or not, I vote for an open mind unless he gives us a reason to hate his guts.”

It looked like Emma wanted to start screaming, but she swallowed it back. “Fine,” she whispered. “I’ll give him a chance, even though I can already see that was all bullshit about me getting to sign off on someone.”

Tracey tried to stroke Emma’s hand, but she jerked it away. “Honey, your dad and I told him what an ass Pat was. He knows he needs to earn your trust, and he’s willing to do anything to do that.”

“Then he should go away if he means it. We don’t need him! You don’t need him!”

Emma was contradicting herself and her excuses, but Tracey finally glimpsed the true depths of her daughter’s pain.

And she hated herself knowing she was, ultimately, the cause of it, for her bad decision to marry Pat.

“But I want him, sweetheart. If you really decide you don’t want me to be with him…then I guess I won’t be. Please, get to know him first.”

She snorted but didn’t reply.

Tracey stood. “Come eat with us. Please?”

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. I’ll be out in a minute.”

Grace sent her a look that read I’ll keep working on her for you. All Tracey could do was hope that Grace could help her see reason.

Tracey stood and returned to the dining room, where the men were quietly talking. She headed for Eric, letting him envelop her in his arms.

Peace settled over her.

This was right in a way Pat had never been right.

In the way Brandon had been right.

In the way the two of them had been right in high school.

How to make Emma see that was the question.

“We’ll all work on her,” Jeff said. “Don’t worry. Once the shock wears off and she calms down, she’ll see reason.”

“I hope so,” she whispered, struggling not to cry. 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Grace finally coaxed Emma out of her bedroom, but Eric was almost wishing she hadn’t. Emma didn’t talk. She sat there the entire dinner and glared at Eric.

He suspected if she could use Darth Vader’s Force choke on him, he’d be dead several times over already.

I find your lack of contraception disturbing.

Brandon, Jeff, and Stuart did their best to draw Eric out, get him talking about himself. He could tell Tracey felt like she’d let Emma down, and he hated that he was the cause of that.

If one thing had come through crystal clear that weekend in California, it was how much Tracey loved Emma and how lucky she felt to have a second chance with her.

He refused to come between them.

He wasn’t sure what the alternative would be if Emma couldn’t come to accept him, and he didn’t want to contemplate that yet, either.

They didn’t hang around long once dinner ended. Tracey obviously wanted to leave, and as uncomfortable as Eric felt due to Emma’s arctic-shoulder act, he wasn’t going to argue. Tonight was not the night to try to force himself on Emma in terms of making her like him. She needed time to wrap her head around this, work it out, get to know him.

As they rode back to his hotel, they held hands and he had to say it. “You were right.” The words tasted as bitter as they felt.

Tracey sighed. “It’s my fault, too. I don’t have anyone to blame but myself.”

“No, it sounds like Pat’s to blame.”

“I brought Pat into her life. I guess I’m lucky he didn’t abuse her physically or sexually. I was scared and stupid and once I saw what he was like with her, I should have kicked him out.”

“We’ll have to take it slow around her. Maybe I shouldn’t move into Ruth’s yet.”

“Why not?”

“Because if we do it before Emma’s ready, it could make her permanently hate me.”

“I don’t want to spend nights away from you. I just got you back. Especially now.”

“You can come here. Once I get my own place, you can spend time there.”

“Aren’t we going to get a place together?”

He was screwing this up badly. “Eventually, yeah. But…I don’t want to make you break your promise to Emma. I won’t come between you.”

“Which is exactly why I know you’re nothing like Pat. I know she’ll see that once she has time to work through it. Grace liked you. I could tell from the way she was talking to you.”

He had to admit he really liked Grace. He wanted to like Emma, too, except he felt guilty about adding to her emotional pain, rightly or not.

Then there were the discussions that had to happen about collaring and marrying Tracey, which couldn’t happen until he knew Emma was on board.

They undressed and climbed into bed. He wasn’t sure she’d want to make love, but before he could stop her she’d shimmied down the bed and engulfed his cock with her mouth.

Okay, then.

He was beyond being able to resist her, because he needed her too much. Especially after today’s emotional rollercoaster.

She was so good, too, eagerly sucking him, tracing the ridge around his head with her tongue, playing with his balls and taking her time driving him crazy with need.

Smiling up at him, she lifted her head from his cock. “There is something Sir’s never done with me that he should do.”

His heart twisted even more tightly around her. He couldn’t help it—it just felt natural with her.

Completely right.

“What’s that, sweetheart?”

“Sir’s never fucked my ass.”

He nearly came all over her face from that thought. “I guess that’s something we can save for our wedding night then, can’t we?”

She grinned. “Promise?”

He couldn’t help but laugh. “Absolutely, sweetheart.” He sat up and pulled her into his lap. “I think someone wants a spanking, though.”

She squirmed against him. “Yes, Sir, please!”

He was still having a difficult time believing this was his new life. That he wasn’t dreaming and it’d all be cruelly ripped from him upon awakening in his New Jersey apartment.

But as she stretched out over his thighs and his hand smacked her ass…it was hard to deny how real this was.

And how perfect it felt.

He spanked her until her ass was hot and red, his hand stung, and she was begging him to fuck her. He put her on her hands and knees and his aching cock felt damn good sinking into her wet pussy.

So fucking good.

He reached around her and found her clit. “Better come fast, sweetheart.”

A low, guttural moan escaped her as she came almost instantly, practically milking his cock the way his pussy squeezed him.

“That’s my good girl.” He waited until he knew she was done to start fucking her, driving his cock deep into her, never wanting to lose her and trying to wipe the doubts from his mind about Emma accepting him.

His balls ached to come as they slapped against her ass at the bottom of every thrust. Finally, he let loose, moaning as he came and trying to remember the last time he’d felt this good.

He couldn’t.

They collapsed onto the bed and he curled around her, nibbling kisses along the top of her shoulder. “I love you so much, baby,” he whispered. “Never letting you go again.”

She snuggled more tightly against him. “Thank god, because I don’t want to lose you.”

 

* * * *

 

Eric startled when Tracey bolted for the bathroom the next morning. He followed a step behind her, kneeling next to her and holding her hair out of her face as she puked.

She shakily laughed. “Welcome to fatherhood.”

“I held Paige’s hair for her when I was home. I’m here, as much as you’ll let me be. Good and bad.”

He left off the statement about he’d be there as much as Emma would let him be.

They took a shower together before heading off in separate directions for work. They’d meet up there after work—he’d given her his room key and stopped by the front desk to get another one before leaving—and decide what to do next. It would depend on what Brandon reported about Emma that morning.

At the very least, they’d spend the night together at Eric’s.

Brandon arrived a few minutes after Eric did, and he didn’t look…happy.

“Everything okay?” Eric asked.

Brandon sighed. “It’s not you. Keep remembering that. Emma will come around, I’m sure of it. Just a matter of time.”

“That bad?”

“Yeah. Are you guys coming over for dinner tonight?”

“Are you sure that’s wise?”

“Yeah. The more you’re around, the more she can get to know you.”

“Then we’ll be there after work. Any advice?”

“I guess winning Grace over needs to top the list. She’ll help with Emma.” He scrubbed at his face. “Emma’s being unreasonable, I know, but I cannot emphasize how much emotional pain she went through with Pat. Please, try to be patient with her.”

“I will. I swear.”

“Thanks. She’s a good kid, really, and I’m not just saying that as her father. But as smart as she is—”

“She’s still a kid.”

“Exactly. It’s honorable you want to abide by Tracey’s promise to her, but we might hit a point where you two need to move forward even without her blessings.”

“I really don’t want to do that. I don’t want to drive a wedge between them.”

“I don’t mean tomorrow. And if Emma refuses to see reason, she’s the one doing the wedging, not you. I’m hoping a couple of days will help her calm down. And that Grace will help her calm down. Try not to stress. Just be yourself around her.”

Eric spent the rest of the day immersed in his work, unable to think about anything but that.

Except…

Every so often, the sound of Tracey saying, “We’re going to have a baby,” floated through his head, and then he couldn’t stop grinning.

Whatever had to happen to smooth things over with Emma, Eric would fully commit to it.

Anything.

That’s why when they arrived at Brandon’s that evening for dinner, Eric was full of optimism.

Until he got a look at Jeff’s tight smile when he greeted them at the door.

“She’s a hurricane,” he whispered to them before retreating to the kitchen.

It didn’t help that now Tracey looked nervous as hell.

Emma didn’t come out at first, even though Grace did. To Grace’s credit, she seemed to be making a concerted effort to get to know him, asking him questions, even apologizing when she realized how much talking about Paige hurt him.

She was a good kid.

Emma didn’t make an appearance until Brandon called for her once Stuart had dinner ready.

It was like an ice storm descended upon them, chilling the air to sub-arctic temps.

An uncomfortable silence settled over the table until Brandon finally broke it. “So how was school today, honey?” he asked Emma.

“Fine.” She didn’t look up from where she was quickly shoveling food off her plate and into her mouth so quickly Eric wasn’t even sure she was tasting it.

By the time they left that night, Eric knew with grim certainty that Emma wasn’t going to make this easy on him. She’d set her mind on the fact that he was a non-entity in her life, and would do whatever she had to do to ignore him if she couldn’t drive him away.

He asked Brandon the next morning if he should skip dinner that night, but Brandon made it clear that wasn’t the right choice.

“What if I took her out to dinner one night?”

Brandon considered it and started nodding. “That might not be a bad idea.”

“What’s her favorite?”

“She loves sushi.”

“Okay. I’ll ask her tonight if she’ll let me take her out to dinner, alone, so we can talk.”

“Tell you what, I’ll set the ball up for you to spike over the net. Maybe she won’t say no if I lead in to it.” Brandon patted Eric’s shoulder. “If it means anything, me, Jeff, and Stu sign off on this. And I appreciate you being so patient with Em. But none of us will hold it against you two if you move forward if Em resists.”

“I’m not ready to give up yet.”

“And that’s how I know you’re a good guy.”

That night, Eric drove them to Brandon’s and tried to keep his hopes up. Emma could only hold on to her righteous indignation for so long, right?

Right.

His one bright spot in this whole mess, that Tracey was back in his life and they were having a baby.

Emma acted even chillier, if that was possible. But halfway through dinner, Brandon spoke up. “Eric, do you like sushi?”

He nodded. “I love it.”

“See, Em?” Brandon said. “You guys already have something in common.”

Emma had paused her chewing, staring at her dad. “What?”

“Oh, I haven’t had sushi in a while,” Eric said. “How about I take you out for sushi tomorrow night?”

Emma’s eyes widened as she focused on Eric. “What?”

Grace winced.

“Tomorrow night,” Brandon said. “Sushi. You and Eric. Alone. To give you two a chance to talk and get to know each other.”

It wasn’t a suggestion, and it was delivered with more than a little Dom tone.

Emma apparently recognized that, too. “Fine.”

Brandon smiled at her. “Great. Seven o’clock.” Again, not a suggestion.

“Do you want me to come pick you up?” Eric asked.

“I’ll drive myself.”

Brandon gave Eric a well, it’s sort of a win kind of look.

When it was time to leave, Brandon walked Eric and Tracey out. “Maybe tomorrow will help,” he said. “I think she’s scared that we’re all wrong. She loves sushi. Maybe that will give her a chance to drop her defenses a little.”

“I’m willing to try anything.”

“Thanks again for being patient,” Brandon told him. “That right there proves to me you’re nothing like Pat.” He looked at Tracey. “No offense, hon.”

She sadly smiled. “None taken. This is my fault anyway.”

Brandon pulled them in for a group hug. “We’ll wait the stubborn girl out. She can’t hold out forever. We’ll wear her down.”

But as Eric and Tracey snuggled in his bed that night, he lay awake and wondered if he really did have a chance to win Emma over, or if she was determined to keep fighting them, refusing to accept him in her and Tracey’s lives.

And he refused to make Tracey once again choose someone else over her daughter. He knew if he did, and it hurt her relationship with Emma, she’d never forgive herself.

That was guilt he wasn’t sure he could handle. 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Eric nervously drummed his fingers on the table as he awaited Emma’s arrival.

He was under no illusions that how this dinner went would decide Tracey’s future plan of action.

If I hadn’t been an idiot, she’d be my daughter.

As soon as he thought that, he chided himself for it. No, Emma was a unique mix of Tracey and Brandon and how she’d been raised.

It also would poison the well and his relationships with all of them if he didn’t get a handle on his slowly simmering jealousy, that Brandon had the daughter he wished he could have had.

The one thing he’d always wanted to be—a dad—and Brandon got to do that. Even Stuart and Jeff had more of a relationship with Emma than he had, because they’d known her longer, lived with her. And soon she’d be leaving for college, further lessening the time he had to try to forge a bond with her, and with Grace.

All he had that he could definitively lay claim to were shattered hopes, sad memories, two pictures, and an urn.

He wanted Tracey. He wanted to be there, in their baby’s life, raising him or her with Tracey. Midnight feedings and diaper changes and everything. All of it.

Emma arrived fifteen minutes late, and he suspected that was on purpose on her part. Still, he stood when she walked in and he smiled. “Hey, thanks for coming.” He leaned in for a hug, but she awkwardly didn’t hug him back, and he knew that was on purpose, too.

The scowl seemed permanently etched on her face. “Yeah.” She slid into the other side of the booth, grabbed an order sheet and a pencil, and stared down at it.

He sat and caught their server’s attention to come take her drink order. Once she’d left them alone again, he stumbled forward, all of the other adults’ advice ringing in his ears.

“I’m looking forward to coming to your swim meet Saturday. I’ve never been to one before.”

She didn’t tip her head up, but he knew from the way her brow slightly furrowed that she rolled her eyes up far enough to stare at him. “Sure.”

Nervous, he blundered on. “Your mom showed me some videos from the last few. She said you’re really goo—”

“You don’t have to make small talk, okay?” The tip of the pencil hovered over a line. “I’m here, you’re here, we can tell them we had a polite dinner. All right?”

He swallowed, struggling to find a way past her prickly defenses. He got it, and he desperately wanted to prove to her he wasn’t like Pat.

Jeff better than anyone had been able to offer him insight in this way, especially from the way Emma had opened up to him following his Lyme diagnosis.

“I know you don’t want to trust me, and I don’t blame you. I’m not going to waste your time telling you I’m not like Pat, because that’s not how life works. All I’m asking for is a chance to show you I’m not like him.”

She laid the pencil down and raised her head enough to meet his gaze. She looked just like Brandon in that way, same eye color and intensity.

“You’re going to move in together and get married no matter what I say. I’m literally not freaking stupid, so don’t insult my intelligence, okay? I see the way she looks at you. I’ll be out of your hair in a year, and you don’t even have to come over to Dad’s for dinners and stuff if you don’t want to. Happy?”

He forced himself to keep his speech slow, so his voice didn’t tremble and he didn’t trip all over himself and sound like an idiot. He’d never felt less “Domly” in his life. “No, that’s not how this works. I won’t move in with your mom or marry her unless we have your blessings.”

She snorted and looked down at her order sheet again, waving her hand at him. “Whatever.”

He clasped his hands on the table in front of him and stared at them, because it was easier that way, even if he knew it kind of made him a coward. “I’ve always loved your mom. I never stopped loving her. When I met Paige and finally let myself move on, I still loved and missed Tracey, but I knew I’d probably never see her again.

“I’m not going to say I know what you went through with Pat, because that’d be bullshit and we both know that. If it means anything, I did tell your dad that I promise to help him kick Pat’s ass if he ever came near your mom again.”

Another snort. “Don’t need you for that. We have Grace.”

But he didn’t look up. He knew he needed to say all of this, because he doubted he could muster the strength to say it again, or even approach this part of the subject more than this one time with her because it hurt too damn bad to even think about it, much less talk about it.

“The night I lost Paige and the baby, I almost killed myself. I wanted to die. I wanted to be cremated with them, and I was going to do it. But her father, thank god, was a doctor and realized how bad of shape I was in and forced me to admit myself to the hospital so they could medicate me and watch me. And I stayed there for three days before he and his wife were able to convince me that the last thing Paige would have wanted me to do was that.”

Tears fell on his hands and he didn’t bother trying to wipe at his eyes. “Up until that day, I’d always thought that the worst day of my life was the night I let your mother convince me we needed to break up and she walked out of my life. That was the benchmark by which I’d set all others. Even losing my job as a broker wasn’t nearly as bad, if that says anything. I felt it was my fault they died. I was supposed to pick her up from work and drive her to the doctor appointment, but I got hung up at work. Maybe if I’d driven her she wouldn’t have been in the accident and they’d both still be alive.

“I know your mom and I screwed up by not being completely responsible adults that weekend, but I won’t take it back, because it means I have a chance to finally be happy again. And if it means it has to happen by your timetable, then I will do that. Because no matter how hard it is to wait, it cannot compare to the eternity of those three days I spent in the hospital praying to die.”

Only when the server started toward them did he sit back and quickly wiped at his face with his napkin, forcing a smile for the woman and sliding his order slip over to her.

He hadn’t looked at Emma yet, but when she handed her order slip to the waitress, he said, “And this is all on one check. I’m paying.”

Alone again, he took a deep breath and risked looking across the table.

The full force of Emma’s gaze lay heavy on him. She looked so much like Tracey in her face.

Would she have had my green eyes?

It took her a minute to speak. “Can I ask you questions?”

“Sure.”

“Why’d you leave Mom in the first place back then? If you loved her so much, why’d you let her break up with you?”

“Because I was a stupid kid. I was nineteen. And I thought I’d see her again. I thought when I came back for the holidays that I’d be able to talk to her. I didn’t know what I was getting into at school. My plan was to scope things out, jobs, a place to live off-campus, all of that, and talk to her when I came back. But when she moved to Florida, I knew that wouldn’t happen.”

“So why didn’t you go to Florida and look for her? Or call her?”

“She didn’t have a phone, at first. Back then, remember, we didn’t all have cell phones, and land lines were luxuries. We didn’t have Internet all over the place, didn’t all have tablets and laptops. Tablets weren’t even a thing then. No Facebook or Twitter. It was ridiculously easy to lose contact with someone. And I was a broke student. My parents weren’t going to pay for me to come down here looking for her. Her parents damn sure weren’t going to pay for it.”

Emma’s gaze didn’t leave his, but she seemed to hunker down a little in her seat, her posture not as rigid. “So if I tell you that I don’t want you and Mom moving in together until after I leave for college?”

In his lap, his nails painfully dug into his palms, but he nodded. “Then that’s it,” he quietly said. “But I won’t let you interfere with me trying to help your mom raise our baby. If you don’t want a relationship with me, I’ll respect that and do my best to stay out of your way. But I won’t do that to the exclusion of our baby.”

“You live in a hotel. How are you supposed to take care of a baby?”

“I didn’t have time to find a place before all this happened. We’ve been too busy trying to get the store ready to open. And now…I know I need to wait to find a place until you make your decision.”

She scowled. “Why?”

“Because I want you to have input on that, you and Grace, so you guys can help us and be able to find a place you guys like, too. But if that’s your final decision, that we can’t move in together until you go to college, then I’ll start looking for the cheapest place I can find so I can afford to pay for your mom’s expenses when she takes time off when the baby comes. And to hopefully get her a place of her own.”

“Oh, she’s going to move in with me and my dads.”

That knifed through his gut—dads.

Plural.

Two men who hadn’t even raised her earned dad status, and because of the fucker Tracey had been married to, Emma wouldn’t even give him a chance.

Plus, that was news to him.

“Jeff will take care of the baby during the day so she can go back to work,” she added. “Don’t worry, we won’t need your help. You can play superdad on the weekends and pretend to be a good guy.”

He slowly nodded, but didn’t reply.

Wasn’t sure how to reply, quite honestly. Tracey hadn’t said anything about that to him. Neither had Brandon.

Maybe he was more of an outsider to this family than he thought he was.

He was always going to be an outsider to Emma. He could clearly see it now, in stark reality.

“I’m sorry,” he found himself saying.

“What?”

He hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but now that he had, he finished it. “I’m sorry she was married to that jerk and he ruined your ability to trust. From the stuff everyone’s told me about him, he sounds like he was a real asshole to you.”

She stared at him. “He was.”

He forced himself to sit back and take a deep breath. Unable to stand the weight of her gaze out of fear he’d start crying again, he stared down at his hands in his lap.

Jeez, what the hell’s wrong with me tonight?

Every instinct told him he should fight, that he should be pushing back, and hard. That this was a kid who had no fucking right to dictate his happiness to him.

Yet he knew if he did that, no way in hell would he ever be with Tracey.

Ever.

Not even after Emma went to college.

“You know, a real man would tell me to go fuck myself.”

He forced his tone to stay low and even. “Sorry to disappoint you, then. I’m not that kind of guy.”

He wasn’t sure if he’d blown this, or if Emma had come into the meeting determined not to give him a chance, but he wasn’t going to compound things by fighting with her. Especially since it seemed she was looking to pick a fight with him.

No telling what she might report back to Brandon and Tracey at that point. At the very least, he would end the evening knowing he’d been the adult and didn’t take the low road.

She pulled out her phone and started texting someone. He didn’t ask who, didn’t interrupt her. It was, in some ways, less stressful than her verbal assaults, a needed break from that.

Right now, he wasn’t even sure he could eat.

So he sat there and focused on breathing.

On not figuring out how to track that motherfucking Pat down and pound him into the dirt, and then drag his bloodied carcass to Emma and show her he wasn’t like him.

Some Dom I am.

She tucked her phone away after a moment and refocused on him. “Grace and I are gay, you know.”

He nodded. “I know. Your mom and dad told me.”

“Dads.”

Another cold knife through his heart. “Sorry. Dads.”

She cocked her head at him. “You seriously expect me to believe you were going to let me and Grace have a say in where you and Mom live?”

He started to answer, stopped, then rethought how to phrase it, second-guessing himself now. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Emma.” He choked back sudden, renegade tears he’d thought he had a handle on. “I know I’m not any of your dads, and you’ll never see me like that. I wanted to do everything I could to make you feel like you were a part of our lives. I mean, obviously I can’t afford a damn mansion, and Brandon knows what I make for a living. I wanted to try to spend as much time with you as you’d let me.”

She started texting again, focused on the phone. When she looked up a few minutes later, she pinned him with her blue gaze. “What if I tell Mom you two can move in together? I get to pick where?”

“We’d include you in the process, yes.”

“So it doesn’t bother you me and Grace are together?”

He was going to get whiplash at this rate, but he couldn’t do any worse than he already was, he supposed, as long as he didn’t lose his temper. “It doesn’t bother me, no. Just like your dads being gay and poly doesn’t bother me. Why would it bother me?”

“Because it bothers some people.”

“Then they’re idiots.”

“What about church?”

“I don’t go to church. I haven’t since I was a kid.”

“You know I’m a literal genius, right?”

A wave of exhaustion washed over him. “Your mom told me. She’s very proud of you.”

“What do you think about that?”

“About your mother being proud of you?”

“About me being smart.” The duh was implied.

“I think it’s great.”

More texting.

He wondered if she was texting Grace, but he’d be damned if he’d ask. He knew if he did, or if he demanded she put the phone away, it’d only be tossing napalm on a lit match.

He wasn’t an idiot.

And at this point, her being distracted by her phone was a relief.

She didn’t speak again until after their food was served. As she tore into hers like a predator relishing her fresh kill, he finally picked up a bottle of soy sauce and drizzled some in the small dish so he could add wasabi to it. It looked like he’d be taking most of it home, though, because he had no appetite left.

Emma paused and stared at him. “So you’re going to just sit there and let me push you around and insult you and basically control your life? What is wrong with you?”

He started to reply but stopped himself, choking the words off as he settled back in his seat. He had finally recognized the feeling filling him, like being awash in an overcoat five sizes too big for him, a wet, cold one he couldn’t take off.

A far too familiar one.

The feeling he’d struggled through for years after losing Paige, and which had only in the past year started to fade a little.

The long-term depression.

A feeling that had completely disappeared after reuniting with Tracey a few days ago.

And now…

Back with a vengeance.

He wasn’t going to get to raise his baby. Not really. Snippets of spare time here and there, unable to do more than spend his days off with him or her.

It’d be Brandon, Stuart, and Jeff his baby saw as its dads. Emma would make sure of that.

Clear as anything, he saw it all.

And they’d be great dads, better than he obviously could be. If he’d been a good dad to start with, Paige and the baby would still be alive.

He didn’t have the strength to do this. He was kidding himself if he thought he had. “I don’t kn—”

“Stop it, Em.”

He realized Grace now stood by his right shoulder, and had apparently been sitting in the booth behind him, but with the high backs, he hadn’t seen her.

But she would have been able to hear every word.

A look of rage flashed across Emma’s face. “You’re supposed to be on my side!”

Grace slipped into the booth, next to Eric. “Not when you’re acting like a total bitch for no reason, no, I can’t be. True love isn’t a rubber stamp for bad behavior.”

He kept his mouth shut. Besides, now he was trapped in the booth by Grace and couldn’t even save his pride and leave, find the server to pay the bill, and just…retreat to lick his wounds.

“He’s not Pat,” Grace said. “Give him a chance.”

“What’d he do, bribe you to say that?”

“He didn’t have to. I’ve watched him. I’ve listened to him. Hell, you chopped him off at the kneecaps when he tried to talk to you about swimming. Pat never gave a shit about your swimming except to bitch it was a pain in his ass to pay for it, and he wasn’t even paying for it because Pop was.”

“You were supposed to help me figure out what his angle is, not betray me!”

“His angle is he loves Mama, and he wants to raise their baby with her. And you need to let them be together.”

Emma sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. “I already told him he could do whatever he wants.”

Grace leaned forward, dropping her voice. “No, you told him he couldn’t be a part of his baby’s life.”

“I didn’t say that!”

“You pretty much did, yeah. I was listening to you. Let me tell you something. I love you, but I cannot in good conscience let you do that to them. You are hurting and scared and mad that just when Mama is getting her life together she did something stupid. Okay, fine. We did something just as stupid by lying to them for over a year, or did you conveniently forget that?”

Emma’s face reddened. “We didn’t get pregnant,” she muttered.

“I don’t know about you, but I still feel pretty shitty about how badly it especially hurt Stuart’s feelings because of his issues over his family. We lied to them for over a year. Transpose that onto this. He’s not Pat. You’re determined to not give him a chance. Fair enough, but if you can’t trust Mama, Pop, Stu, Jeff, and me when we’ve unanimously signed off on him, then whose opinion will you give weight to?”

Emma dropped her voice, nearly a hiss. “You have no idea what it was like living with him!”

“Uh, yeah, I do, because how many times did I hold you while you cried over something that jackass said or did? I more than anyone know what he did to you, and hate him as much as you do.”

“That’s not living it.”

“So you punish Eric for it?”

He couldn’t take it anymore. He needed air, needed to regroup. Needed time alone to think, and needed to talk to Brandon.

But he needed to get away from Emma, because right now, he was only enraging her, and he knew it had nothing to do with him. “Look, I’m sorry, Emma. Really. I’m going to pay the bill. You two can stay, please, finish it, take it home, whatever.” Grace finally moved so he could slide out. “I’m a man of my word. I won’t move in with your mom. I’m sorry Pat was a jerk to you. He’s obviously an idiot if he couldn’t see what a great kid you are. That’s his loss.”

Despite Grace trying to grab his hand, he turned and walked up to the front, to the hostess station, to pay the server. Fortunately, he couldn’t see the booth from there, and now he knew why Emma was both late to dinner and had been texting. She’d planned her ambush, determined to find fault with him somewhere and using Grace as her accomplice and witness.

Nothing he did would ever be good enough.

Once he’d signed the check and got his credit card back, he headed out to his car and was opening it when Grace burst out the restaurant’s front door, calling for him. She ran up to him.

“Come back in, please?”

“Is that her asking, or you?”

Grace shook her head. “She’s scared. She’ll come around, I promise.”

“Not tonight, she won’t. I’m sorry, Grace. I don’t think anything we say can convince her I’m not like Pat, and she doesn’t want to give me a chance to show her.”

“Please don’t give up. You and Mama deserve a chance together.”

His fingers tightly curled around the top of his door and he stared up at the sky for a long moment. “I don’t have the energy to fight this battle tonight,” he quietly said. “I’m sorry. I thought I did, but…tonight was a loss. I’m not going to be an asshole and sit there and try to force her to like me tonight when she’s not ready to. If that makes me a horrible person, then it does.” Then he slid behind the wheel and cranked the engine.

Grace stood there, a pale shadow in his rearview mirror under the parking lot lights as he pulled away. 


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Eric couldn’t bear to go home and needed time alone to…think. To go over his words and make sure, despite Grace’s reassurances, that he hadn’t said or done something wrong.

He headed west, over the Ringling and to the beach, and he left his phone and shoes in the car. Moonlight lit the waves in deep blues with streaks of faintly glowing bioluminescence along the shore. He had the place to himself, it looked like.

This beach and this ocean felt so different than California. He’d thought it’d be a new start, then Tracey and their baby entered the picture.

I could step into the water, keep swimming until I can’t swim any more.

He cut that thought off. That was the depression talking, and he damn well knew it. But, no, there was wishful thinking and reality.

He’d have to work to support Tracey and the baby, and he wouldn’t have time to raise the baby while doing that. Emma would do everything in her power to cut him out of Tracey’s life, no matter his feelings on the matter.

It was one thing to claim he was going to keep fighting.

But the mental exhaustion…

Depression smiled at him from the shadows, sharp daggers for teeth.

You thought you could escape me? You thought you were going to be happy? I just gave you a taste of the good life because I wanted to drag you down even deeper than you were because you thought you could get away from me in the first place. You’re not going anywhere. You don’t deserve happiness after what you did.

Hell, Brandon had already raised a baby. He was obviously a good father, devoted. Even Tracey said that. He and Jeff and Stuart could be there for a baby in ways he couldn’t. Tracey would be too busy with the baby, and school, and work, to have time for him when they couldn’t even share the same house.

He lay back in the sand and stared up at the sky. Icy cold pinpoints of light stared back at him, the unblinking void.

And in the grand scheme of things, he meant less than one grain of the white sugar sand he was currently lying on.

He drew in a deep, shuddering breath. He knew he should say fuck it all, sweep Tracey off her feet, and raise their child. That’s what the Dom part of him wanted to do.

The exhausted man who had dwelt uncomfortably close to depression and grief for too many years knew that was a fucking joke.

He wouldn’t violate Emma’s consent. That wasn’t who he was. It would taint every bit of his relationship with Tracey if he pushed forward without Emma’s earnest blessings. Sure, he knew he could lay down the law and tell Tracey they were moving in together and getting married no matter what, and she’d do it. But Tracey would always feel uneasy if he did that, and it would force her to choose between him and Emma, and he refused to do that to her.

He wouldn’t be that guy.

Not even at the risk of it making him a stranger to his own baby.

He didn’t even know what time it was when he finally trudged back to his car and headed to the hotel. He didn’t bother looking at his phone, either. He couldn’t pull himself together enough to talk to Tracey or anyone else tonight.

Tomorrow, he’d resurrect the old mask, the one he’d worn so long and so well, that of a reasonably functional human being. When asked how he was, he’d smile and say fine.

He wouldn’t cry in front of anyone.

Brandon’s car sat parked in front of his room, and it wasn’t until both doors opened Eric realized that Grace was with him. When he glanced at his phone, he saw he had ten missed calls and it was nearly one in the morning.

Shoulders slumped, Eric didn’t speak to them, just opened the door to his room and let them walk in ahead of him before he followed.

“I didn’t know they’d planned this,” Brandon said when Eric didn’t speak. “Grace told me everything.”

Eric sat on the end of the bed. “It’s over, isn’t it?”

Brandon settled into one of the chairs at the table. “What?”

“I told Emma I won’t go back on my word. She won’t sign off on a relationship with me and Tracey. I get it. I’m the odd man out because of what that fucker did to her and Tracey, and I’m the one who pays.”

Grace sat on the end of the bed, next to him. “She’ll come around.”

“Please, it’s…” Saying it was fine was a lie. It wasn’t fine, and it never would be fine. “It is what it is.”

“Well, when I find her,” Brandon said, “she’s getting grounded, for starters.”

That finally made him look up. “What? What do you mean when you find her?”

“She ditched me after you left,” Grace said. “Stormed out of there in tears. Won’t answer her phone or respond to texts. She shut off her phone so Pop can’t even track her through it. She’s pissed at me—at all of us—for not siding with her. She’s wrong. Look, I get it, but she’s still wrong.”

“And we were starting to worry about you,” Brandon said. “Trace and I have been trying to call you.”

“Sorry. I went over to the beach to think. Left my phone in the car.”

“Nobody expects you not to be a part of the baby’s life,” Brandon said. “That’s—”

“Exactly what Emma wants. You didn’t hear her.”

“You and Tracey belong together. She loves you, and you love her. You can’t walk away from Tracey because of a hormonal seventeen-year-old girl who’s got a ton of valid fears that have not a damn thing to do with you.”

“What Pop said,” Grace added. “Hey, I sign off on you. I’ll talk her into coming around. I just need time.”

“And then she isolates herself from her whole family because of me?”

“I sign off on you, too,” Brandon said. “Like hell I’d let Tracey get mixed up with someone like Pat a second time. I talked to Carter, and to Carl. They both spoke very highly of you. Said you never brought drama into the store, they didn’t even have much of a clue about your personal life except they knew you were widowed. I’m pretty good at sniffing out bullshit, and bullshit artists, and you are nothing like Pat. I hated that sonofabitch on sight.”

“So what am I supposed to do? Prove to Emma that I’m a liar right off the bat and do exactly the thing I said I wouldn’t do?”

“That was a promise you shouldn’t have made, and I’ll call her out on it. As soon as we find her.”

Brandon hadn’t heard Emma, though. Eric knew, to the depths of his soul, that if he did the logical thing, the thing no one else would blame him for, that Emma would declare she’d been right and completely lock down.

And he wouldn’t do that to Tracey when she’d worked so hard to rebuild her relationship with Emma and Emma’s trust in her.

Brandon dug his keys out and leaned in to hand them to Grace. “Sweetie, please go wait out in the car.”

She reluctantly took them and gave Eric a hug before she left the room.

Despite hating himself, his tears returned. He didn’t move, stared at his feet, and cried.

Rock, meet bottom.

Brandon stood and walked into the bathroom, returning with the box of tissues from there, and sat next to him. He handed him a couple and didn’t break the silence for several long minutes.

“Did you really love Trace?” Eric hoarsely asked. “When you married her? Did you love her?”

“I did. I thought I was in love with her. My family loved her. I thought…I thought it would be enough. I tried to deny who I was in more than one way. But she loved the Dominant in me, and I struggled to not break her heart. It was after Emma was born when I couldn’t deny who I was any longer, and I realized I didn’t want to raise her in the same kind of inauthentic environment I was raised in. In the process, I still managed to break Tracey’s heart, and I’ll always regret that. I still love her, because she’s the mother of my child, and I consider her a friend.”

“I appreciate you trying to help, but Emma’s never going to accept me. You didn’t hear the way she sounded. She made it clear I’m not welcome in her life.”

“She’d be doing this whoever you were. You could be a perfect, rich movie star and she’d still be acting like this.”

“I’m sorry if this makes me sound horrible, but I won’t put Tracey through a battle.”

“You’re not putting her through a battle. My daughter is pretty damn stubborn. I’ll be the first to admit that.” Eric didn’t respond. “Tracey and the baby need you. That’s your baby.”

He took a breath and went there. “Emma reminded me that Tracey has you and Jeff and Stuart. I won’t be needed. And she told me all about the plan, that Tracey’s moving in with you, and Jeff will take care of the baby once she goes back to work.”

“What? Okay, for starters, that hasn’t even been discussed. That is not ‘the plan.’ There is no plan right now. I mean, yeah, I literally said that to Tracey minutes after she told me she was pregnant, right before I found out you were the father, but we haven’t discussed that since then. There is no plan, Eric. Maybe Emma has a plan, but she didn’t clear it with any of us. And I have news for you—our daughter does not set policy in our house, and she does not decide things for Tracey, or for me. Especially something like this.”

“Tracey told me she gave Emma veto rights.”

Brandon sighed heavily. “Look, Pat was a massive asshole with ego issues, not to mention he’s a legit idiot. Totally different situation here. You can’t give up.”

“Nothing I say will change her mind.”

“Eric, it’s late, you’re upset, and you’re stressed. Don’t decide anything tonight, okay?”

Eric nodded, even though the certainty had already settled deep in his gut like a hard, cold rock embedding itself in his soul.

Brandon stood, patted him on the shoulder, and left the box of tissues sitting on the end of the bed before letting himself out.

Eric flopped back on the bed and let defeat wash over him.

At least in this one thing he was an expert.

Unfortunately.

What is wrong with me? Why am I giving in like this?

Except…that familiar dark, tempting shadow in his soul kept whispering to him, encouraging him to give in. That it would fit the narrative of his life as a failure, and that he didn’t deserve any better.

That he’d only be ruining Tracey’s life the way he’d contributed to Paige’s death.

That she’d be better off without him and had people in her life who could take far better care of her than he could.

He couldn’t handle having anything else on his conscience. His soul felt close enough to the breaking point as it was.

Except giving up on Tracey and his baby…

No. There had to be something. Some way to reach Emma.

He stared at the dark ceiling, Brandon’s words ringing in his ears as Eric struggled to find his center, to find a shred of reason or logic inside all his pain.

I’m stressed, it’s late, and I’m tired.

And the girl who could’ve been his daughter but wasn’t hated his guts. Plus she was now missing, and for that he felt guilty, too. Hopefully she’d come home.

I need to regroup.

But that wasn’t going to happen tonight.

The only thing he knew was going to happen tonight was that he likely wouldn’t get any damned sleep. 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Tracey stared at her phone in her hand from where she lay on the couch, her head in Jeff’s lap and her feet in Stuart’s.

“You guys can go to bed, if you want. It’s almost two in the morning.”

“You’re up, we’re up,” Jeff said.

Nothing from Emma, nothing from Eric. It was pointless for them to be out looking for her, because they knew she didn’t want to be found right now. They’d already called around to friends of hers and no one had seen her or heard from her.

When headlights swept the front of the house, Tracey sat up, pulse pounding, but Brandon walked in alone.

“He finally came back to the hotel. Grace and I talked to him, then I took Grace home. No word from Emma yet, I take it?”

“No,” Tracey said. “What’d he say?”

“He went over to the beach to think for a while.” He walked over and sat on the coffee table and took her hands in his. “He’s…I’m worried about him, hon. Emma really tore into him, based on what Grace said. And he told Emma he wouldn’t move in with you if she didn’t approve it, and…” He sighed. “I’m going to be honest, Trace, I think he’s legitimately depressed. And I think maybe he might need to see a doctor. Did you know he was hospitalized after his wife’s death?”

She nodded. “He told me that, that he blamed himself.”

“I think he’s a great guy, but I also think he’s got a lot of issues to work through. And if we can’t make Emma see reason, I think he really means it when he says he’ll back off.”

She stood. “I need to go talk to him.”

Brandon caught her hand. “Honey, it’s after two in the morning.”

“I don’t care. I love him, and I’m not letting him get away a second time. Maybe the guilty person in all of this is me, okay? If I hadn’t broken up with him, Paige wouldn’t be dead.”

“Don’t go there,” Stuart gently warned. “Because Emma will extrapolate that to mean you don’t want her.”

Brandon pointed at him. “Exactly that. Everyone needs to just chill the fuck out right now. Tensions are high, and Emma’s not thinking straight. Maybe there’s more going on in her mind than worrying about a repeat of Pat. She was an only child. Maybe she’s worried that with a baby you won’t have time for her.”

“That’s silly! She’s my daughter.”

“And she played second fiddle to Pat and Corey for a lot of years, hon.”

Her heart deflated. “How do I make this right and convince her he’s not like Pat?”

Brandon finally released her arm. “I don’t know, but first we need to find her. I don’t want to call the police and file a report, but if she’s not back by morning, I’m going to.”

“I agree.”

He stood and hugged her. “Keep your phone turned on. I’ll call you if she comes home.”

Tracey didn’t even bother calling Eric. She got in her car and headed there, parking next to his car and walking up to his room. When her key card didn’t work, she suspected he’d thrown the deadbolt.

She knocked…waited.

Knocked again.

Then she pressed her forehead against the door. “Eric, please let me in. I’m not leaving until you do.”

Maybe it was her imagination, but she sensed him standing on the other side, looking through the viewfinder, maybe wishing she’d go away so he could wallow in his misery.

She wouldn’t let him do that.

Emma wasn’t the kind of kid who’d do something like hurt herself. She was most likely parked somewhere safe and stewing and hoping they were scared and worried about her. She wasn’t a baby—she was a genius teenager with a driver’s license, and she wasn’t listening to reason.

No matter how smart she was, she was still a hormonal teenager with some legitimate emotional issues to deal with. But she’d never been stupid in terms of her safety.

Tracey tried again, not wanting to get too loud and disturb other rooms. “Eric, I’m not going away. If I have to sit out here all night, I’ll wait for you to let me in.”

Finally, she heard the sound of the safety bar being unfastened, the deadbolt turning. He opened the door and when she spotted the obvious evidence that he’d been crying, she shoved everything else out of her mind and wrapped her arms around him after he locked the door behind her.

“I don’t care what Emma says,” she mumbled against his chest. “I love you, and you’re the father of our baby, and I want to be with you.”

“I won’t go back on my word. If I do, I’m no better than Pat. Maybe she’ll come around before the baby’s born.”

 

* * * *

 

Eric didn’t honestly think that, but he didn’t want to admit it to Tracey.

Not yet.

“This is silly. You’re going to come move in with me until we can find a place together. Emma is going to have to accept it.”

He gently caught her hands and made her look up at him. “No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

“I mean what I mean. She will never trust me if I do that.”

“She’s a damn teenager. I love her, and yes, I fucked up big time with Pat, I’ll be the first to admit it. But trust me as the person who lived through it when I say you are nothing like Pat, and this situation is nothing like that.”

“But it is to her. That’s what’s important. You didn’t hear her tonight. As someone who’s got an intimate first-hand knowledge of deep emotional pain, I can unfortunately recognize it in someone else.”

“Now you’re being as stubborn as she is.”

“I’m the adult. I need to set the example.”

“I need you! I can’t do this by myself! And I don’t want to be away from you.”

“You won’t be by yourself. I’ll help out as much as I can—as much as Emma will tolerate me helping—and you’ll have the guys. Emma made it perfectly clear she doesn’t want me around.”

“I’m not walking away from you again. Especially not now.”

He folded her in his arms as she started crying, his heart shattered.

No matter what he did, he’d end up wrecking someone.

“I can’t drive a wedge between you and Emma when you’ve worked so hard to rebuild that bridge. I won’t be that guy.”

“This is different!”

“It’s not. Not really. We all can see why she’s feeling like this, but feelings are. Based on what everyone’s told me about the asshole, her feelings regarding Pat are pretty intense and spot-on. It sucks, and it’s not fair, but it is what it is.”

“She’ll come around. Grace loves you.”

“She’s not happy with Grace right now. That’s yet another wedge my presence has caused.”

“Emma is acting like a brat.” She stared up at him. “I love her, but in this case, she’s wrong, and Grace is the one who said it first, with total agreement from the guys. So it’s not only me thinking like that.”

“Even more reason for me to back off. We’ll work things out around her.”

“I’m not going to sneak around with you. I shouldn’t have to.”

He cupped her face in his hands and tried to summon strength he damn sure didn’t feel. “Did you mean it when you said you wanted to be my submissive?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Then you need to listen to me and do what I say, baby.”

“But—”

He gently placed his thumbs on her lips. “Shh. We’re done talking tonight, and I’m exhausted. You must be, too. Let’s go to sleep. I have to be up early for work.”

He knew that wasn’t the answer she wanted, but she finally nodded. They undressed and curled up together in bed, wrapped in each other’s arms.

If only this didn’t feel so damn perfect.

It would hurt that much more when Emma eventually gave Tracey the ultimatum for her to pick between them. She’d been placed second for years, and no doubt would demand that.

When Emma did that, he wouldn’t make Tracey choose.

He’d make the choice for her.

 

* * * *

 

Brandon lay awake, tossing and turning, worried about Em, yes, but also worried about Tracey and Eric.

The man was in deep emotional pain, that much was obvious.

People in pain sometimes made really bad decisions based on really faulty thought processes.

Case in point—Emma.

Brandon was rooting for Tracey and Eric. He genuinely liked the guy, and it was damn sure time Tracey got a happily ever after of her own. Yes, the baby threw a massive curveball into the works, but it was the situation.

Play it as it lie. Lay? Laid?

What-fucking-ever.

This is why he didn’t play golf.

Now even my thoughts are rambling.

It was almost five in the morning. He hovered in that twilight zone between sound asleep and wide awake when he heard a noise, the sound of water running through the pipes, a toilet flushing. He almost went back to sleep when he realized Jeff and Stuart were both sound asleep in bed, Jeff in the middle.

Brandon jumped out of bed, pulled on shorts, and quietly opened their bedroom door.

The hall bathroom Emma usually used was closed, and her bedroom door stood open where it hadn’t been when they went to bed.

Moving silently, he walked into her bedroom and stood just inside the doorway, next to the wall, where she wouldn’t see him, at first.

A moment later, he heard the bathroom door quietly open, a long pause, then the soft sound of bare feet padding across the floor.

She turned to close the door when he reached out and snapped the overhead light on, making her scream as she wheeled around.

The first thing he did was spot her keys sitting on the dresser. He grabbed them and pocketed them. “Where have you been?”

Straight to Dom tone, knowing even Dad voice wouldn’t gain any traction this time.

He heard Jeff and Stuart now up and moving, drawn by her scream.

“I-I was here most of the night. I snuck in the window.”

“Where’s your car?”

“In the Kendalls’ driveway. They’re out of town.”

That was four houses down, in the opposite direction from the way all of them nearly always entered and left their neighborhood.

He held up a finger to silence her as Jeff and Stuart crowded in the doorway. “Grounded. Totally. One month. No car, no nothing but school, swimming, and home. You’d better figure out the school bus schedule or the county busses, or beg rides from parents of your friends, because you just lost your wheels, and I’m not making Jeff or Stuart get up early in the mornings to drive you. No overnights with Grace, no trips to the movies, no concerts, no nothing.”

“But Dad—”

“Two months,” he said, ticking up another finger, “Another month grounded for leaving Grace at the restaurant. That was not just rude, but dangerous. And for leaving your bedroom window unlocked. Three, a third month for turning off your phone and disappearing.”

Her face twisted in anger. “Fine, so everyone’s against me, huh?”

“Did you stop to think we’re not against you?”

“You all like him regardless of what I think!”

“Because you’re not thinking, sweetheart,” Stu softly said. “We get it. We’re not ignoring you. We know you’re hurting, but Eric’s a nice guy. You need to accept they’re having a baby, and they should be able to be together.”

“He’s going to move in with her anyway! Like I really believe that fucking bullshit—”

“Add an extra week for the swearing,” Brandon said.

“Fine! Fucking. Bullshit!” She crossed her arms over her chest, full-on defiant, and for the first time in her life, Brandon truly didn’t recognize his daughter. “Give me an extra week for that!”

“Two more.”

“Even better!” she screamed.

Jeff stepped forward. “Stop, Em. No one’s saying you don’t have the right to have feelings, but you barely know the guy and haven’t given him a chance.”

“And you all barely know him and are ready to accept him with open fucking arms and give me six months more for saying that, I don’t give a shit!”

She screamed the last part of that, making Stu flinch.

Brandon took a deep breath and let it out. She’d never thrown a tantrum like this before.

Ever.

“Your mom loves him,” Brandon gently said. “And he loves her. They’ve loved each other a long time. He’s in a lot of emotional pain, and so is she. They can heal together.”

“And once again, I get tossed aside for her needs, huh?”

“Is that what this is about?”

“It’s what she does, Dad. Who fucking has a weekend fling and gets pregnant? You lectured me about irresponsibility and she fucked a guy without a condom?”

“She’s an adult, and she was on the pill, and that’s irrelevant.”

“Uh, yeah, it is relevant. It totally is, because once again, I’m going to get fucked over because she fucked up.”

“So you automatically assume the worst now?”

“I lived it once. I know how this story ends. All that bullshit she told me about wanting to work on herself. She was going to get her degree and a promotion, and now what, she’ll be changing diapers and stuck as a damn office manager because you know they won’t fucking promote her when she tells them she’s pregnant.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, stared at the floor for a moment, and drew in a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he struggled to maintain control. “You aren’t a psychic. You don’t know that’s what’ll happen.”

“Corporate America, Dad. Women get fucked over all the time like that. Don’t tell me you haven’t seen it as a district manager, because I know you have. They’ll say it’s a favor to her to give her time to adjust and come back from maternity leave, but then she’ll start getting passed over for promotions.”

“So you’re mad at Eric for getting her pregnant and ruining her job chances, not about you?”

“No! Yes! I mean…” The tears finally erupted as she slumped onto her bed. “It’s Pat all over again. She won’t have time for me, because of the baby, because of work.”

“What’ll it take to convince you he’s not like that? What does he have to do to earn your trust?”

Her face twisted again, rage breaking through. “Fine,” she said. “If he’s really fucking serious, if you’re all so fucking serious about him, he moves in here, with Mom.” She tipped her head back a little, chin up, defiant.

“Okay,” Brandon said.

She faltered, her bluff called. “What?”

“Okay. I’ll call them right now and tell them. I’ll help him move in tonight, after work.”

“He can have my old room,” Jeff said. “We’ll move my stuff to the small guest room Grace uses for now.”

“Ruth might need a couple month’s notice,” Stu said. “I’m okay chipping in to help Trace pay her rent.”

Brandon couldn’t have loved his two guys more if he tried.

He turned back to Em. “So what’s it going to be?”

She stared at him in disbelief. “Are you serious?”

“I am. I honestly believe in him that much, that I’m willing to put my money where my mouth is and move him into my home. But here’s my part of the deal—after three months, they need to be free to move out and live where they want to with your legitimate blessing. It’s not fair to ask them to be crammed into this house with us when they have a baby coming. And it’s not fair to ask us to give up that much privacy for that long. If you can’t give him a chance in that amount of time and see he’s a good guy, you’re just being spiteful.”

She totally closed off, a wall going up. “Deal. It’ll prove I’m right about him and you’re wrong.”

He started to turn. “Oh, since you’re grounded for four months, that means you’ll be around here plenty to get to know him. Grace can come and visit two afternoons a week after school, for two hours, if her parents can bring her and pick her up. We’re not doing your driving chores for you. No weekend visits. I’ll make sure when I talk to Grace to tell her why you’re grounded. Which means your actions inconvenience her, because now her parents will have to take her to swim practices and school and pick her up.

“By the way, you owe her a massive apology.” He met her gaze and waited until she finally blinked first. “If you want to trade off time and work your sentence down to one month instead of four, including the extra weeks for the swearing, and you want to earn your car keys back, then you need to make an honest effort to get to know Eric and give him a chance. Plus you need to apologize to him in front of us all, including Grace, and apologize to Grace in front of us for leaving her.”

Her jaw dropped. “Apologize? To him? Why?”

“Because there comes a point where a pain reaction turns into sheer petty bitchiness, and you crossed that line a few miles back. I love you, but you’re acting like Pat now.”

On that note he left her sitting there, jaw agape, and herded Stu and Jeff out of the bedroom, closing her door behind them.

He waited until they were safely locked in their bedroom to let out the shaky breath he’d been holding.

“Holy fuck, Bran,” Jeff muttered. “You went off.”

“Too much?”

“Not enough,” Stu said, his expression dark. “You’re absolutely right—she’s acting like Pat now.”

Knowing there was no way he’d get to sleep at this point, he first called Tracey to tell her that Emma was home safe.

“I need you two to wait for me there,” he said. “I want to come talk to both of you.”

“Why?”

“Just…” He sighed. “I made an executive decision, and we need to talk about it. I’ll be there in an hour. Please tell Eric I’ll cover for him being late to work.”

“Okay.”

He ended the call and dug Emma’s keys out of his pocket. “One of you please go get her car for me. It’s at the Kendalls’. Then take her car keys off her keyring, and make sure you grab the spares out of the kitchen drawer. Hide them somewhere. Once everyone’s left for the morning, Jeff, please move her car so your truck’s parking her in.”

“I’ll take her to swimming,” Jeff said.

“No. I meant that. You are not to drive her in the mornings, or to pick her up from school. You either, Stuart. That’s an order as your Master, not as your husband. She owns this. She needs to remember empathy and rein in that temper of hers. She wants to be treated like an adult? Fine, she needs to start adulting and figuring out how to get around on her own if she thinks she can control other people’s lives. I’m not going to reinforce her manipulating people. She scared us on purpose by turning off her phone and hiding in her room. That’s the epitome of immaturity. She could have put Grace at risk by leaving her alone at the restaurant like that.”

“She ruined a good sushi dinner, too,” Stu muttered. “That’s worth at least a bad kind of spanking.” He mustered a smile, which finally drew a ragged laugh from Brandon.

“Yeah. Someone please start the coffee. I need to get moving and go talk to them.”

He only hoped Eric and Tracey would agree with his plan. Hopefully it wouldn’t take Emma long to realize she was wrong about Eric.

Brandon also had a suspicion that maybe Eric would volunteer to drive Emma to swimming. If so, it would force her to spend time with him, rightly or wrongly.

He knew he had to coax this festering emotional boil to come to a head so Emma could lance it and clean it out, or else she would leave for college a bitter, angry young woman unable to discern her legitimate fears and pain from perceived threats that didn’t exist.

All he could do was try. 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

They started the morning off with Tracey bent over the toilet and puking, Eric holding her hair for her while she did.

“Sorry,” she hoarsely said.

“Hey, please stop apologizing.” He kissed the back of her shoulder. “I feel guilty you’re puking because of me.”

Once her stomach settled, Eric and Tracey showered together and Eric dressed for work. She didn’t have to open today, fortunately, so she’d have time to go home and get ready.

Getting some sleep had helped. Having Tracey in his arms had helped. He still felt a dark cloud in his brain about this whole situation, but it didn’t feel as hopeless as it had last night. And, at least now he knew Brandon and Tracey were on his side and hadn’t made plans behind his back the way Emma had portrayed it.

Brandon arrived carrying three cups in a drink carrier, two of them coffee and one mint hot tea for her, and a bag of bagels. They settled at the small table together while he detailed that morning’s confrontation.

“So I guess the next question is, if you really mean you’ll do anything to earn Emma’s trust, will you go along with this?” Brandon looked at him.

Eric wasn’t sure it would work, but he was willing to try it. Especially when he saw how hopeful Tracey looked. “Yeah. But how’s she going to get herself and Grace to swimming and school if we can’t take her?”

Brandon smiled. “Oh, I said Jeff and Stuart are under orders not to take her. I can’t speak for Tracey, although I hope she’ll follow my lead.”

“That leaves me,” Eric said. “You want me to volunteer to take her every morning.”

Brandon’s smile widened. “Bingo. I was hoping you’d volunteer.”

“Are you sure forcing her to spend time with me is the best course of action?”

“It’ll be the fastest way to get her to see she’s being stubborn.”

“Or it could permanently turn her against me.”

“I don’t think it will. She backed herself into a corner with this deal, and I laid it out to her. If she goes the full three months still refusing to see reason, then even she’ll understand she’s just being punitive.”

Eric forced himself to take a bite of his bagel. “I guess we don’t have any other choice.” He reached over and squeezed Tracey’s hand. “I won’t lose you a second time.”

Brandon handed him two house keys. “Do you need help packing your stuff? Might as well get you checked out today.”

“I’ll help him,” Tracey said.

“Fair enough.” Brandon finished his bagel. “Take as much time as you need. Come in when you’re ready. If you want to run a load home, Jeff’s there. He’ll help you and show you which room is yours.”

Eric stared at the two keys. “Thanks.”

Brandon stood and gathered his garbage to toss. “For what it’s worth, I think you two need to be together. Not that you need my permission, but maybe Emma will see reason sooner if she understands that I’m okay with this and sees you two together.”

“Thanks.”

Once they were alone again, Eric struggled to finish his bagel. He felt like he was pinballing all over the emotional spectrum, and it exhausted him.

It also reminded him too much of his bleak, grief-consumed days early on after losing Paige.

Tracey smiled. “Let’s get you packed, Sir.”

He focused on her. “It doesn’t bother you I’m not acting more Domly right now?”

She leaned in and kissed him. “Frankly? It’d bother me more if you were a pushy asshole. I think we both have issues to work through, but we can work through them together. That’s kind of the point of being in a healthy family, they’re there to support each other. Bran’s right—Em will come around with us living there. She has no choice. Keep being yourself, and trust Brandon.”

 

* * * *

 

She helped him pack and go through his room to make sure they weren’t forgetting anything. It filled his car and part of hers. Then they stopped by her place so she could grab enough things to get ready and leave for work from Brandon’s, plus not have to go back there later, after work.

Jeff opened the front door and walked down to help them when they arrived at Brandon’s. He gave them both hugs. “Welcome home, buddy,” he said. “Perfect timing. You can help me finish moving the heavy stuff. I already broke down the daybed. You can use my bed for tonight, and we can go get either your bed out of storage or Tracey’s bed tomorrow.”

“Tracey’s,” he said. “Hers is bigger.”

“Excellent.”

“I need to talk to Ruth and tell her,” Tracey said. “I’ll see her at work.”

“Seriously,” Jeff said, “we’ll help you pay a couple of months’ rent if she needs it.”

“I appreciate that.”

“I’ll pay it,” Eric said. “I have it.” He’d have to dip into savings, but if this was going to work, he’d take care of his responsibilities.

Tracey was his responsibility.

“Okay,” Jeff said, “but the offer stands if you need it.”

“How did Emma get to swimming and school today?” Tracey asked.

“She called a friend who doesn’t live far from here and her mom picked her up. Grace’s mom had to take her to the pool, and they’ll ride to school together, but Grace will have to take the school bus home.”

He snorted. “Grace is not happy with Emma right now. Brandon called her after he talked to you guys, and she is pissed off at Emma for leaving her last night. She’s even more pissed at Emma for getting herself grounded.”

“I’m sorry,” Eric said.

Tracey and Jeff both stared at him. “It’s not your fault!” they said together.

“This is all Em,” Jeff said. “She was totally out of line with Brandon this morning. Frankly, I’m shocked he didn’t ground her for longer. I think the only reason he said Grace could come over two afternoons a week was because he knew we’d all miss Grace and he didn’t want to punish her for Emma’s wrongdoings more than she already would be by the whole driving thing.”

When Eric got to work, Brandon led him to the office and shut the door. “We okay?”

“Yeah. I’m checked out and we took everything to your place. We’ll use Jeff’s truck and move Tracey’s bed tomorrow.”

“Good. Tonight, don’t outright volunteer to drive Emma to swimming.”

“Okay, now I’m confused. I thought that was the plan?”

“It is, but I want her to ask you. She might be super-stubborn and fight it for a couple of days. Let the subject come up first. If she doesn’t bring it up, I’ll make sure to ask how she’s getting around. That can be your opening.”

“What if she refuses?”

“Why make life harder on herself? I apologize in advance that it means early mornings for you, but I really think this’ll help.”

“Then I’ll do it.”

“Good man.”

“But what if she finds alternate ways to get to swimming and school?”

Brandon grinned. “If it’s a parent, I’ll simply call them, tell them what’s going on, and ask that they have complications that make it impossible for them to come get Emma. I’ll handle that, don’t worry.”

“I don’t want to play her.”

“This isn’t playing her. This is setting up the chess board to ensure she finally opens her mind. Look, if I wasn’t sure about you, trust me, I wouldn’t be doing this. I get why she’s upset, but she’s dug her feet in for no good reason. Even Grace said that. We have to teach her how to discern legitimate fear from stubbornness now, before it’s too late.”

“All right. I’ll follow your lead.”

 

* * * *

 

Tracey found Ruth at work and updated her. Then she spent the rest of the day fighting her nervous stomach, which today had nothing to do with morning sickness.

It was all due to Emma and her dogged determination to hate Eric no matter what.

She knew when she returned to Brandon’s later that evening that it’d be after dinner time. Eric met her at the door with a kiss. “I made you a plate.”

“Thank you. How was she?”

“She glared at me and Brandon and then as soon as she finished the dishes, she stormed to her room.”

“Yikes.”

“She didn’t yell at us, so that’s an improvement.”

She ate at the table, Eric and the other men joining her. They talked and planned how to arrange the moving of Tracey’s bed tomorrow while she focused on her food.

This had all happened so…fast.

Yet, on the other hand, it felt…right.

Righter than anything ever had.

When she finished eating, Stuart took her dishes for her. “You go on. We got this.”

Tracey wanted to try to talk to Em, so she sent Eric on to their bedroom. She stopped in front of her door and knocked. “Honey, can I come in?”

“Why not.”

Tracey slowly opened the door. Emma lay on her bed, a textbook open in front of her. She didn’t look up at Tracey’s entrance.

Tracey realized she had no clue what to say to her daughter. “I love you.”

“Love you, too.” Still didn’t look up from her book.

“I know you’re upset, but—”

“You have no clue what I’m feeling,” she coolly said. “You never did with Pat, either, or you wouldn’t have put me through that, and you wouldn’t be putting me through this.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Whatever.” She finally glanced at Tracey. “Because of your screw-up, I get grounded. Great.”

“That’s not what happened and you know it,” Brandon said from the doorway.

Tracey startled, not even realizing he’d been standing there. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “No one’s saying you don’t have a right to be hurt or angry over what Pat did to you, but Eric isn’t Pat.”

“Sure he’s not. You all say he’s a good guy so he must be good and I’m the bitch.” She turned back to her book.

He sat on the end of the bed. “You are being a bitch, honey.” He laid a hand in the middle of her book and she looked up at him. “I love you, but you’re being a bitch.”

Tracey stepped forward. “Hate Pat, that’s fine. Be angry with me for having unprotected sex—okay, but that can happen to committed couples, too. The pill’s not foolproof. But Eric is guilty of nothing more than not using a condom when we should have. He didn’t force me to have sex with him, and it was as much my decision as it was his. He asked me and I said yes.”

“I told you to do what you want. What more do you want from me?”

“I want you to trust me,” Brandon said. “If you can’t trust anyone else, trust me. Have I ever done anything to breach your trust?”

She stared at him for a long moment. “No, sir.”

“I hated Pat. Do you honestly think I’d let a guy I didn’t trust live here?”

Her voice dropped to a mumble. “No, sir.”

“Do you think I’d be working this hard if I thought he wasn’t worth it?”

Her gaze fell. “No, sir.”

“Work with us, honey. We’re all trying. Most parents would have said screw this, we’re the adults, suck it up. Your mom isn’t doing that. She’s trying, Eric’s trying, we’re all trying. Try with us.”

He stood and gently herded Tracey out ahead of him, closing the door behind them. As he walked her down to what was now Tracey and Eric’s room, he leaned in and whispered, “Patience.”

“Have I lost her?”

He stopped and took her hands, making her look at him. “Do you trust me?”

She nodded.

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “This will work out.”

 

* * * *

 

A week into living at Brandon’s, and other than Emma’s chilly, glaring presence, Eric thought it was…fine. It was nice having people around, and even nicer having Tracey in his bed every night.

That morning, Emma stopped in the bathroom doorway while Eric knelt beside Tracey and held her hair back as she puked. He didn’t ignore Emma, but he didn’t spend an inordinate amount of energy on her.

His focus was on Tracey.

He waited until she was done and got her a cup of water and wet washcloth, all while aware Emma watched. Finally, when he couldn’t take it anymore, he turned, forcing himself to keep his voice calm. “Is everything okay?”

She looked…he couldn’t label it. Confused? Angry? He wasn’t sure.

“My friend just called. They can’t come get me this morning. Her mom’s car won’t start.”

Tracey started to say something, but Eric spoke over her, his heart pounding. “When do we need to leave?”

Emma glared at him. “Twenty minutes.”

He nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

She nodded and disappeared, the sound of her bedroom door closing coming to him.

Tracey looked up. “I’ll take her.”

“No.” He smiled. “This is the opening. I’ll take it.”

When he saw Brandon a few minutes later, the man wore a smile and arched an eyebrow at him.

Eric gave him a silent fist bump.

Brandon had already given Eric the address, so he didn’t even need to ask Emma where they were going. She silently stared out the window as they drove and he didn’t try to force conversation with her.

When they arrived, he parked, and she turned when he started to get out. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to wait until practice is over so I can drive you to school.”

She stared at him for a long time, finally turning and heading inside.

He followed, texting Brandon that they were there.

Grace soon arrived, and she made a point of walking over to him, where he sat on the lowest tier of the bleachers, and gave him a hug before she joined the other coaches.

After practice, while Emma was changing, Grace walked over and the two of them planned.

Once they were on the way to school, he broke the chilly silence in the car. Grace had sat in the front seat instead of in back with Emma, giving her a bit of her own cold shoulder.

“Emma, what time do I need to come get you today?” Eric asked, looking in the rearview mirror.

That made Emma look up from her phone. “What?”

“Pick you up from school. What time?”

“Don’t you have to work?”

“I’ll just work later.”

“I can take the bus.”

He let that sit until he was making the last turn into school. “Your dad said Grace can come over this afternoon. I can pick you both up and take you to the house.”

She glared at him. “Two thirty.”

“I’ll see you guys at two thirty then.”

He thought she muttered thanks as she climbed out and headed inside.

He’d take the win.

Grace waited until Em had headed for the building to lean in and give him a peck on the cheek and a broad smile. “Good job,” she whispered before heading inside.

 

* * * *

 

Over the next two weeks, Eric drove Emma to swimming and school and picked her up to take her home. She actually started talking to him in more than monosyllabic sentences. Meanwhile, Brandon and Stuart went out on Saturday nights with Eric and Tracey, taking them to Venture and introducing them to friends in the Suncoast Society.

If it hadn’t been for Emma’s prickly resistance to getting to know Eric, it would have been nearly perfect. New friends, feeling like he belonged—the ability to play with Tracey, once he’d had a talk with her obstetrician and found out what kinds of impact and other play were safe to engage in.

It was like a dream come true, in most ways.

The true shocker came on a Wednesday night when Grace was over for dinner, and they were all sitting at the table. Emma had acted fidgety all evening, her face frequently turning red, as if having thoughts that embarrassed her but she couldn’t give voice to.

Finally, halfway through dinner, she spoke up. “I need to say something.” Her gaze was fixed on her plate as she took a deep, shuddering breath. “Grace, I’m sorry I blew and left you at the restaurant that night. I shouldn’t have done that. I was upset and it was wrong.”

Grace, who’d been acting cool toward Emma ever since then, nodded. “Thank you. Apology accepted.” She leaned in and hugged her.

When Emma finally sat up again, she looked at Eric and there were tears in her eyes. “I’m…sorry. Thank you for driving me to swimming the past couple of weeks, and for picking us up from school. I appreciate it.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome. I’m happy I can do it for you.”

“I’m also sorry I gave you both a hard time.” She took a deep breath, her gaze once again dropping. “I can see you’re not like Pat,” she softly said. “Dad’s right. I’m scared, and I shouldn’t take it out on you. If you guys want to live somewhere else, you should.”

“Thank you, sweetheart,” Tracey said. She got up to hug her.

Eric didn’t move, not wanting to force this and feeling Emma still wasn’t completely on board, but that she was trying. “I appreciate that, Emma. Thank you.”

She let out a long, shaky breath. “It’s been good having you both here. This is about me, not you, and I get it now.” She finally met his gaze again. “Thanks for being patient with me. I’ll keep trying to get past this. But I mean it—you guys deserve a place of your own. Hopefully close by. I want Mom to be happy, and I can see how happy you make her. You’re a good guy. I’ll keep working on this. I’m sorry for how I acted and I’ll try to do better.”

Brandon got up and hugged her. “That was very mature, sweetheart. I’ll be right back.” He left the room, and at least Eric didn’t feel left out when he noticed the confused expressions Jeff and Stuart wore.

Brandon returned only a minute or so later. He opened his palm to Emma. In his hand, her car keys.

She didn’t grab at them. She stared at them. “I didn’t apologize to get them back,” she said. “I apologized because you’re right. I was acting like Pat. I wasn’t mad because of anything Eric did.”

“That’s why I’m giving them back to you. And dropping you being grounded. Let’s get this house back to normal. It’s not the same without Grace around all the time.”

Grace stood and nearly tackled him in a hug. “Oh, thank god, Pop. I missed being around everyone.”

Then she smacked Emma’s shoulder. “You bitch.” But she smiled.

“Language,” Brandon warned, but he was also smiling.

Grace rounded the table and hugged Eric, then Tracey. “I’m baaaaaack.”

He couldn’t help it—he really liked Grace. “Good to have you back.”

Emma finally took the car keys, brushing the tears from her eyes as she did. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Whenever you’re ready to move,” Brandon said to Eric, “we’ll help. Not trying to rush you, because it’s been fine having you here, and you’re welcome to stay as long as you want, whether that’s weeks or months.”

Eric stared into Tracey’s eyes. “Something needs to happen first. I’ll be right back.” He walked down to their bedroom to get what he’d been hiding there. Then he returned to the kitchen and dropped down on one knee next to her, holding up the ring. “I told you when you came back into my life that I was going to marry you. Will you please marry me?”

She looked at Emma.

So did he.

Emma smiled, nodding. “Might as well. Better before the baby comes.”

Tracey laughed and returned her focus to him. “Yes.”

He slipped the ring on her finger and stood with her, kissing her.

Emma finally got up and walked over, hugging her, then turning to him and giving him a very brief hug. “Thanks for giving me another chance,” she softly said.

“I’ll give you as many as you need.” 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Grace and Emma took over the wedding plans, with help from Jeff. Loren agreed to perform the ceremony for them. Saturday afternoon two weeks later, they had a small ceremony at Brandon’s house, even fewer people than they’d had there for Brandon’s wedding.

Grace’s dad cooked barbecue, of course.

Eric’s parents and even JJ flew in for it.

Tracey didn’t bother telling her family about it. She’d post pictures on Facebook later and let them see it there.

Not only was it a celebration of their wedding, but of the fact that the amniocentesis results from Tracey’s appointment the previous week had revealed they were having a girl, and so far, no detectable health issues with her.

That Eric suggested they name her Cara had only cemented Tracey’s love for him.

And Eric had found a counselor. He knew he couldn’t let himself go back to that dark mental place, even though having Tracey in his life was a miracle. He still had to work on him.

As they stood in Brandon’s backyard with everyone looking on, Tracey stared into Eric’s eyes and once and for all tried to stop making comparisons. She’d married Pat at the county courthouse on their lunch break, not exactly what she’d wanted to do, but it’d been what he’d wanted to do.

Eric had named Brandon his best man, and Tracey had asked Emma to be her maid of honor.

She hadn’t felt this nervous when she’d married Brandon. That had also been a small ceremony, over at the beach, her parents, sister, and two of her brothers there for it, along with Brandon’s family.

The whole time, she’d felt judged and less-than, except Brandon had stood beside her and stood up for her, so he’d kept the worst of their comments at bay.

Today felt…right.

Good.

Perfect.

Eric smiled down at her and she knew there was no place she’d rather be than right there.

When Loren reached the part of the ceremony where she had them recite their vows, Eric went first.

“I know we spent a lot of years apart, but being with you now feels even better than it did when we were kids. And you’ve made my dream of being a dad come true. I have you, and Emma, and our baby on the way. I know we’ve had some rocky bumps, but I’d go through them again, and more, if it means I get to be with you in the end.

“You are the love of my life, my friend, my partner, my perfection. I will spend the rest of our lives together loving you, loving our children, and doing everything I can to show you every day how much you mean to me. I never thought I’d ever be truly happy until you walked back into my life. Now I know I can’t live without you, and wouldn’t want to try.”

She had to sniffle back happy tears and was glad she’d opted not to wear any makeup today. Between her emotions and pregnancy hormones, she was one big snot ball.

Then it was her turn, and she had to struggle to remember what she’d wanted to say.

“Things happen for a reason. I don’t regret marrying Brandon or having Emma. I do regret that we didn’t find each other again sooner. That there were years we both suffered in between what we had, alone, or nearly alone. I regret that my daughter didn’t have you in her life sooner, and that it took the death of Cara to bring us together again.

“But now that I have you back, I know who I am now had to happen the way it did, so I could be the woman you need, and the wife you deserve.”

She managed a teary laugh. “Didn’t expect you to have superpowers to give me the surprise of a lifetime”—which made everyone laugh—”but I’m looking forward to the next part of our lives together, to being married to you, to loving you. Thank you for loving both me and Emma, for making us part of your lives, and for your patience and kindness.” She looked to Brandon, Jeff, and Stuart. “And thank you guys for being patient with me and forgiving me and giving me a second chance, too.”

She returned her focus to Eric. “Forever, I promise.”

Loren called for them to exchange rings, and then smiled. “By the power vested in me by the State of Florida, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

Everyone cheered as Eric took her into his arms and kissed her, long and hard.

What the girls didn’t know was that Brandon had helped Eric arrange something else, another ceremony to happen later that night at Venture, with all their friends in attendance. Emma and Grace thought Tracey and Eric were going to a hotel after leaving Brandon’s.

They were…although they weren’t going to be there all evening. Just long enough to drop their things off, change clothes, and then head out to Venture.

Eric had gone through his storage unit and found his implement bag, something he’d almost gotten rid of after Paige’s death but hadn’t had the heart to.

Tracey also knew he’d received an order via UPS the other day, but he wouldn’t let her see what it was. His sneaky smile gave her a hint, but that was all.

As everyone gathered around them at the club, including Brandon, Stuart, and Jeff, Loren called for order.

“We have part two of a ceremony that happened earlier today,” she said. “Eric?”

Eric arched an eyebrow at Tracey and pointed at the floor.

She was glad she didn’t have a huge baby belly yet. It wouldn’t be long before she’d likely have to beg him to play with her because he would be hesitant to do too much, but she’d enjoy as much play as she could talk him into now.

Eric held a padded mailer envelope in his hand. “Earlier today, you consented to become my wife. But even before then, you’d asked me for more, and I told you it was a conversation we’d have to wait on for a variety of reasons I won’t go into now.

“To me, being a Dominant or Master is a matter of trust, and of protection. Sure, I’m a sadist, but there has to be a willing power exchange for me to want to engage in it.”

 

* * * *

 

Eric stared down at her and fought the urge to pinch himself that this was really happening, that she was really wearing his wedding ring.

That there was a matching wedding band on his left ring finger.

“To be my slave, I need to know it’s what you want. It means you want to obey me, you want to belong to me. It means I put you above everything else in my life…” His voice choked up. “And it means I don’t repeat past mistakes. It means if you need me, I’m there. If you reach for me, I hold you. And it means if you fail, that I’ve failed you.

“I don’t require you to be my slave. You’re my wife, and that’s more than I ever could have dreamed. But if you wish to be my slave, it means my word is law, and your obedience is complete. If you wish to be my submissive instead, you can ask for that. I know it takes a level of trust to be a slave, a level of trust that not every Master can earn.

“So I stand here tonight, in front of our friends and extended family and ask you to tell me what it is you wish to be to me.”

She serenely smiled. Tonight she looked more at peace than she had since returning to his life. “I want to be your slave, Master.”

His cock twitched. “This means serving me, and obeying me, so I can protect you.”

“Yes, Master.”

“You completely give yourself to me?”

Her smile widened. “Completely, Master.”

“Hands.”

She held her hands up and he withdrew the brand new leather cuffs he’d ordered for her. Wrists and ankles, and a matching collar. He buckled them around her wrists, then the collar. Before he had her stand so he could buckle the ankle cuffs around her, he withdrew a small, satin pouch from his pocket. From it, he took a silver chain with a small, heart-shaped locket on it. This he carefully fastened around her neck, below her collar so it wouldn’t get tangled in it.

“This is your day collar. A reminder who you belong to. In addition to your wedding ring. I expect it to be on you unless I’ve told you otherwise, because you can’t always wear your cuffs and collar.”

“Yes, Master.”

He helped her stand and fastened the ankle cuffs, then pulled her in for a deep kiss as the room burst into applause.

“I pronounce you Master and slave,” Loren said with a smile. “May you have many happy years between you.”

“We will,” he said, staring into her eyes. “We will.”

He led Tracey over to the other side of the dungeon and staked out a bench. After lifting the sundress off her, he kissed her, smiling. “How’s the butt?”

She grinned. “Full, Master.”

The other little secret that no one but them knew—she’d been wearing a butt plug all day in preparation for later.

With Brandon, she hadn’t had a formal dynamic. Over the past couple of weeks, Eric had talked to her and told her what he expected from her if she really wanted to do this with him.

Rituals and protocols. Things they could do around Emma and Grace.

Rules.

And he’d given her the chance to refuse, or to ask for modifications.

She’d eagerly agreed to everything without hesitation, and it was with a little sadness he realized how lacking in structure parts of her life had been for so many years. She’d had it with Brandon, enough to keep her happy, and losing that had set her adrift and allowed her to fall for Pat’s predation.

That’s all it amounted to, in his mind—a predator. Especially the more Emma opened up to him and told him what happened.

Never again would his girls—including Grace—have to deal with something like that. He’d make sure of it, and knew he’d have Brandon, Jeff, and Stuart to back him up without hesitation.

Tonight, he’d start out easy with her, but Tracey would have marks on her tomorrow.

His marks.

He clipped her wrist and ankle cuffs to the bench before he started massaging her back and ass with his hands. She undulated under his touch, moisture slicking her inner thighs as she responded to him.

When he started spanking her with his bare hands, she arched her back to stick her ass out more, making a better target. After a few minutes of that, he started working on her with a pair of mop floggers, more sensation than anything but not going easy on her, either.

By the time he switched to a leather strap, she was moaning and squirming, and every time he brushed his fingers between her legs she was begging for an orgasm.

Not. Yet.

That would have to wait until they were back at the hotel.

He used several paddles on her, turning her ass and thighs a gorgeous shade of red before finishing up with ten hard strokes from the cane. Those made her cry out, but with his other hand playing with her clit to distract her, she begged for each of the ten, counting them out, his very good girl.

He quickly freed her, packed his stuff, and cleaned the bench. With a fleece throw wrapped around her, he led her over to one of the aftercare couches where he held her tightly snuggled in his arms.

 

* * * *

 

Tracey felt subspace swirling through her brain as she relaxed in Eric’s arms. This was definitely a different man than she’d known way back then.

This was a Master.

She’d willingly give herself to him, loving him, just to keep feeling this.

Now she got why Jeff and Stuart watched Brandon with puppy dog eyes when he got in one of “those” moods. Brandon had gone easy on her, too.

In a way, maybe that was better. It would have made their divorce that much more painful on her if they’d had this.

For the past couple of weeks, she’d been doing several rituals with Eric, morning and night, and during the day. Things to text him.

Kneeling in front of him first thing in the morning and last thing at night.

There’d been tears from him the first night they’d done that as he remembered Paige and their rituals. Cleansing tears that she didn’t begrudge, because she knew Paige had loved him as much as she did.

She wanted to be as deeply embedded in his soul as he was in hers.

When they finally returned to the hotel later that evening, he stripped her as soon as they walked into the room, put her collar and cuffs on her, and sent her into the bathroom to take out the butt plug and get ready.

When she returned to the room, he was naked and sat on the end of the bed.

She knew what he wanted and knelt in front of him without being told, kissing the tops of his feet.

“My very good girl,” he whispered. “Someone asked me to do something tonight.”

A nervous thrill raced through her. “Yes, Master.”

“On the bed.”

She slowly rose, enjoying the way his rigid cock twitched as she watched him watching her. On her hands and knees she awaited him.

He picked up another item he’d purchased for her, an insertable vibrator. He slid it into her pussy, leaving it there and not turning it on. Then he knelt between her legs and she heard the snick of the lube being opened. “Normally, I’d say we use condoms for anal, but not tonight. I want to be the only one who’s ever put a load in you there, and what better night than tonight?”

She swallowed back her needy moan as his fingers lubed her ass. “Thank you, Master.”

“Tell me what you want, baby.”

“I want Master to fuck my ass and come in it, please.”

“Such a good girl.” She felt him press the head of his cock against her rim, which was well stretched from the butt plug. His fingers traced the cane marks along her flesh. “I love seeing you wear my marks, baby.”

“Thank you, Master. I love wearing them.”

His hands caressed her ass, settling on her hips. She thought he was going to say something else when he thrust, hard, making her cry out as he filled her and a jolt of pleasure shot through her.

Then he reached under her and turned on the vibrator.

She…exploded was the only word for it. He didn’t have to fuck her, because the vibrator took care of slamming her over the cliff, one long, rolling orgasm that seemed to have no end. Eventually, he chuckled and started moving, his fingers gripping and holding her in place as he fucked her.

And he fucked her.

The butt plug meant she enjoyed every hard, deep thrust as he plowed her and took her.

The thought that he was the first and only one there started another round of pleasure rippling through her, until she could barely hold herself up any longer.

“Is my baby almost worn out?”

“Yes, Master,” she gasped.

He let out a grunt as he took several hard, deep strokes before finally burying his cock inside her ass with a loud, satisfied grunt.

He left the vibrator running though, reaching around her to find her nipples and play with them, once more tripping her into an orgasm. She finally begged to stop coming, making him chuckle as he found the switch and shut it off. Then he pulled her up against him, only his arms supporting her.

“Mine, baby,” he whispered.

She smiled, sated and sore in all the perfect ways. “Master’s.”

After a shower, they curled up in bed with her head tucked under his chin, fingers laced together. Her thumb kept finding his wedding band, tracing it.

Happy.

Perfection—finally.

Not a hint of blues anywhere in her soul. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

They stood in the living room, Eric behind Tracey, his arms around her and his hands on her belly. Anytime she stood still long enough around him, his hands were on her, as if he couldn’t believe she was real.

Stroking her belly, which wasn’t even showing much yet.

“Do you think she likes it?” he whispered into her right ear, his chin resting on her shoulder.

Her hands covered his and she gently squeezed.

Their voices drifted to them from the other end of the house, where Emma and Grace talked to Lara Jarred, their real estate agent.

She was also a kinky friend from the Suncoast Society.

This was their favorite of the five houses they’d looked at. They’d set it up so Lara showed it to the girls last, hoping Emma would like it as much as they did.

Even though Emma had told Eric she wouldn’t hold him to his promise to let her sign off on where they lived, he still wanted to do it.

To keep showing her he wasn’t like Pat.

To show her he wanted to hopefully, one day, earn “dad” status in her eyes.

Tracey desperately loved him for it and knew this had absolutely been the right decision, even if it happened for crazy, stupid, careless reasons.

The result was perfection.

Their voices grew louder, echoing off the bare walls and floors as they returned to the living room. The house even had a large pool. It was older, the same age of Brandon’s house, but had been fully renovated in the not-too-distant past. All they’d have to do was paint the walls the colors they wanted, to brighten it from the blah white, and move in.

Emma crossed her arms over her chest and cocked her head at them, her gaze pointedly fixed on Eric. “So which bedroom’s mine? I’m guessing you want the master bedroom?”

He straightened, releasing Tracey and stepping around her, to her side. “Your pick of the others. But I think you need to ask Grace her input.”

Tracey let her Master handle her headstrong daughter. Obviously Brandon and Eric both had a better way of dealing with her sometimes.

Emma looked confused. “Huh?”

“We’ve already discussed it with your dads and Grace’s parents. I know you live with your dads. Not trying to make you pick a place. But when you two stay here, I want the two of you to feel like it’s your room. Together. And when you’re not at college, you’re both welcomed to live here between semesters, if you want.”

Emma looked at Grace, who wore a beaming grin and nodded.

Tracey held her breath as she watched Emma. Her daughter turned, studying the living room. It opened into the dining room and kitchen, a clear view through.

Almost identical to Brandon’s house, except a reversed floor plan, where everyone who was out in the main area could see each other and talk.

It’d be a fun house, full of life.

It literally backed up against Brandon’s house, which was another reason it was their favorite. They’d already shown it to Brandon, and he’d suggested they could put a gate in the fence between them. The same builder had built both houses, as well as houses on either side of them.

If Emma said she hated it, she was just being pissy for no good reason.

Emma hugged herself and turned away from them, walking out to the kitchen, her gaze fixed on the floor. Grace drifted over to stand next to Tracey, holding hands with her as Eric followed Emma into the kitchen.

Lara, already clued in on the situation by Tracey and Eric, quietly watched and didn’t say anything.

 

* * * *

 

The relocation expenses that the company had paid Eric would help with their down payment so they could easily afford the monthly mortgage. And no major outlay on their part, except paint, to make it move-in ready. He really didn’t want to touch what he had in savings if he didn’t have to, preferring to save it back for their retirement.

Or for college expenses for their baby.

They were poised to put in an offer on the house that Lara assured them would likely be accepted. The only thing Lara had to do was hit send on the e-mail draft once Em said yes.

Treading lightly, he leaned back against the counter and rested his hands on the edges. “I’m really trying, Em,” he quietly said. “I swear I’m not going anywhere, and I’m going to do everything in my power to keep proving to you that I’m not like him. No matter how long it takes. I’m a very patient man.”

The kitchen was laid out slightly different, different cabinets and countertop, the island a different size and the appliances configured differently, but not drastically so. He’d even have Jeff help them arrange the stuff in the kitchen so everything would be easy for her to find.

He’d never imagined he’d be trying to convince a girl to be his daughter, but…here he was, practically groveling.

And not too ashamed to admit it, either.

Brandon had even offered to come over with them to walk through it with Em and try to talk her into saying yes, but that wouldn’t work.

Eric wanted her to say yes on her terms, not because she felt browbeat into it.

He really did love the house, loved that they’d have the men living right there behind them.

A ready-made family he was happy to be a part of, if Emma would only, finally, let him in.

When she looked up, there were tears in her eyes. She finally stepped over to him and tightly hugged him.

He wrapped his arms around her and held her, not speaking, knowing when she was ready, she’d talk.

“I hated him,” she choked through her tears. “I tried to like him in the beginning and no matter what I did, it was never good enough.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

“I mean I’m sorry it wasn’t me back then.”

“Can I have the same room as I have over there?”

“Sure. Your pick.”

“Grace and I really like that one.”

“Then that one’s yours. We need to go paint shopping for you.”

“Dad already knows, doesn’t he?”

He chuckled. “He really likes the idea of us living here. And I like the idea of being here. Jeff’s already volunteered to be our full-time nanny.”

“We’re gonna have to teach her how to swim, with two pools. She needs a baby swimming class.”

“I’ll leave that up to you to coordinate. You’re the expert.”

She finally looked up into his eyes. “You know Grace wields a crazy mean barbecue fork, right? You screw this up, I’ll sic her on you.”

“I’m not sure your dads would leave anything for her to stab, but yeah, I’m aware of that.”

She nodded but made no move to end their hug, laying her head against his chest again.

Eric would stand there as long as she’d let him.

 

* * * *

 

“Thanks for letting me help. I hate feeling useless.” Jeff broke down the latest box he’d emptied and dropped it onto the pile of them they’d been accumulating from unpacking kitchen items.

Tracey studied the pile of boxes remaining to unpack. “You’re far from useless, and I appreciate the help, believe me. I owe Brandon for letting you help me.”

Most of the stuff was hers, because Eric had downsized dramatically when he’d moved into the apartment after losing Paige. They had bought a few things, like a large sectional sofa, comfy and with plenty of room for them and the girls for movie nights.

Tracey had asked him to put the urn and pictures on a shelf in the living room, where they could easily see them every day, even though he’d offered to tuck them in the back bedroom, if she wanted him to.

Paige and the baby were no threat to Tracey or Eric’s love for her, and she knew it. She wanted to honor them, to honor the suffering and grief he’d endured, not try to erase them from his life. That wouldn’t be fair to him, much less very charitable.

And once they reached the point they were hanging pictures, she’d already found his and Paige’s wedding picture, along with a few others, that she wanted to hang on the wall alongside her wedding picture with Brandon and other family photos.

Paige deserved a place of honor in their home the way Brandon did, and it was the only way Tracey could honor her.

They’d officially moved in two weeks ago, after painting the master bedroom and bath and moving in their bedroom furniture. It’d been the only furniture in the house at the time, and they’d been eating over at Brandon’s by slipping through the gap they’d made in the fence by removing one of the panels. They’d been emptying Tracey’s storage unit a little every night as they got each room painted and ready for furniture. Jeff had loaned them his truck and borrowed Eric’s car so he wouldn’t be without transportation.

Eric came through the front door and Tracey loved the little thump her heart made at the sight and sound of him. The same thump her heart had always made for Brandon—and used to make for Eric the first time around.

One she’d never felt with Pat.

And that should’ve told me something right from the start.

Eric set his stuff down on the counter. “Hi, sweetheart,” he called out.

“Hi, baby,” Jeff said back with a grin.

“I don’t have permission to kiss you, and, no offense, you’re not my type.” Eric walked over to Tracey and slipped his arms around her waist. He kissed her as one hand settled over her tummy. “How’s my girls?”

“No puking this morning, so that’s an improvement.”

“Yay.”

“You coming over for dinner?” Jeff asked. “Stuart’s making pot roast.”

“That sounds good. I want to grab a shower first.”

Jeff grabbed another box and started unpacking it. “Don’t forget about the swim meet this Saturday.”

“I have the morning off,” Eric said. “I’ll go to work after.” He released her and headed down the hall to their bedroom.

Jeff wore a playful smile. “What?” she asked.

“Nothing. You guys are adorable together.”

“Do you really think Emma likes him now?” She’d warmed her approach to Eric, but other than that hug the day they looked at the house, she’d still kept her distance somewhat.

Grace, on the other hand, had named herself the bonus daughter and acted with Eric just like she did with Jeff and Stuart and Brandon.

He nodded. “She’s just stubborn, that’s all. She fought so hard and so long, that capitulation took a lot out of her. She knows there isn’t another shoe to fall, but it’ll take her a while to work that out on her own. Give her time. She does admit Eric’s not like Pat, so that’s a massive win.”

“I want them to get along.”

“I think they do. She’ll come around.” He finished unpacking that box and flattened it, adding it to the pile before grabbing another one.

The back sliders opened, and Grace, Emma, and two girls walked in and headed down the hall to Emma’s room.

“Well, hello to you, too,” Tracey softly snarked, making Jeff laugh.

“Yeah, that’s Libby and Shona. They’re freshmen on the swim team. Grace has been working with them on their butterfly stroke.”

A few minutes later, they had almost emptied the last kitchen box when Eric emerged, showered and dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. “Did I hear the girls?”

Tracey held up four fingers. “They have friends.”

“Ah. Anything I can do in here?”

“Nope, we got it.”

Emma’s bedroom door opened, and the girls emerged. Emma, in the lead, stopped when she saw Eric was home. “Oh, you met Jeff. And that’s my other dad, Eric, and my mom, Tracey.” Emma started walking again, talking about something swim-related, leaving a grinning Grace bringing up the rear and waggling her fingers at them in a pleased wave before they headed out and back to Brandon’s.

Tracey turned and caught the stunned look on Eric’s face. “Are you all right?”

A slow grin split his face from ear to ear. “Did you hear that?”

Jeff high-fived him. “See? Told you she’d come around. Just have to be chill about it.”

Eric picked Tracey up and spun her around. “She called me one of her dads!”

Dust…must be dust in my eyes. Or pregnancy hormones…

“Yes, I heard.”

“She called me one of her dads!”

“Guess I’m going to have a hard time topping that, huh?”

He kissed her. “No, because you’re making me a dad, baby.” He laid his hand over her tummy, leaning in to nibble on her ear. “But it does mean I’m going to be in the mood to play with someone later tonight.”

She closed her eyes as the shiver raced through her. “Yes, Sir.”

Jeff laughed. “Ah, I see someone’s in a Dommy mood. I’ll get out of your way.”

“We’ll be right over,” Eric said, his gaze never leaving hers.

Once they were alone, he turned her to face him. “You know you’re going to have to work hard to convince me why we shouldn’t have another baby after this one, right?”

She draped her arms around his neck, knowing he was teasing, loving this game. “Yes, Sir.”

And part of her really into it, too. She’d always wanted more kids, but Brandon coming out had kind of put the kibosh on that.

And, luckily for her, Pat hadn’t wanted any more kids.

She hadn’t wanted any with him, either.

His hands slid down to cup her ass through her shorts. “Do you have any idea how happy I am right now?”

She could feel his cock pressing against her through his shorts and hers. “I have a clue, Sir.”

He rocked his hips against hers. “Love you, baby.”

“Love you, too, Sir. No more blues?”

He grinned. “Nope. Not anymore.”

 

 

THE END
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