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To the brave ones, the courageous. To those who still battle against cancer. To the ones who left us after fighting. To their loved ones. You are bravever than you believe, stronger than you think and beautiful. My heart is with you.

 

To Efren, who courageously fought for two years until the end. I love you and miss your mischevious personality. He’d be thirty-eight this year, just like Anderson.




 

 

Soulmates aren’t hatched, they grow. You make a connection, build a relationship, and then, you realize: This is my soulmate. ~ Anonymous
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ASPEN

Scarlett: Where are you?

I SIGH AS I see a group text from Scarlett and Brynn appear on my screen.

Me: Heading home, you?

Brynn: We’re going to Johnny’s. Do you want to meet us there?

Me: Nope, I have a test tomorrow. Unlike you two geniuses, I have to study so I don’t flunk.

Michael: What have I told you about texting and walking?

I halt, gasping as I read Michael’s text. My lips spread into a wide smile thinking of him, how I miss his crystal blue eyes, his boyish grin and . . . I sigh. He’s so far away from me, and neither one of us has plans to visit the other until next Christmas.

Me: Many, many . . .

My heart beats faster, stopping me from typing. I narrow my gaze at the phone, then look up. I find him right in front of my apartment, sauntering toward me. He’s here. Slipping my phone inside my lab coat, I rush to meet him.

“You’re here!” I jump into his arms, my legs hugging his waist, my hands cupping his face as I make sure he’s here—with me. It’s been so long; I can’t believe he’s here. The exhaustion disappears, who needs caffeine? His touch energizes me, that spark of ours is all I need to come back to life. “Why didn’t you call me? I’d cut class for you.”

“Keys,” he demands. He kisses the corner of my mouth. “You look cute wearing that white coat, Doc.”

I hand them over, anxious to be inside my place.

“You can’t call me that yet. It’s going to take years for me to become one.” I nibble his neck. He growls while fidgeting with the lock. “Take us to my room.”

“Where’s the scaredy-cat?”

“Scarlett and Brynn went to one of the bars near campus,” I groan. He’s got to be kidding me. Asking for his sister just as we’re about to have sex. Is he for real?

“Good, we have a few hours to ourselves. I love my sister, but I hate when she interrupts.”

I can’t agree more; my bestie is wonderful until she turns into the third wheel. “Nothing like the present, then. To my quarters, my soldier.”

“I’m not a soldier, and you’re too bossy tonight. I should spank you.” He squeezes my ass with one hand, burying the other between my curly hair, bringing his mouth down to mine.

He kisses me slowly; tasting me for the first time, deeply. Our tongues dance, soothing our souls after all the time we were apart. My fingers grip the back of his neck, I release his waist, lowering myself off him. Suddenly it hits me, why he’s here. Like a sharp stab right in the center of my heart—he’s going on a mission.

“You’re leaving?” He stays quiet, pressing me harder against his body and taking my lips again. I push him away gently. “For how long?”

“You know I can’t say anything, Aspen.”

I lean my head against his chest, listening to his heart. His beat slows like mine. My arms go around his waist and we stay like that for several minutes. Remember the pact. You not only agreed to love him as a man, but to understand who he is. He’s a SEAL. He lives to serve his country, to defend our freedom. A selfish part of me hates it. The rest understands that without men like him, the world would be a scarier place. Men like my fiancé are the ones who keep this country free. Still, I miss him when he’s away. I fear something bad might happen during those missions.

After several minutes, and once I make my own peace, I straighten my spine, pushing down the fear, the panic, and everything that he doesn’t need from me. He needs a woman who will love, support, and accept him. Most of all, he needs me to wait for him while he fights for everyone. I release him. My hands slide down his chest, gliding down to the hem of his shirt, pulling it off his body, and leaving his well-defined torso bare.

Pressing my hands to his tanned skin, I’m ready to face him with a broad smile and willing to spend the next . . .”How long are you here for?”

“Less than twelve hours,” he announces, shedding my white coat and growling. “Fucking gorgeous.” He stares at my short sundress, his eyes filled with lust.

“Why didn’t you call?” I help him undo his belt and fidget with the buttons of his jeans.

“My fiancée has a small problem.” He brushes a kiss across my forehead.

“She does?” A grin tugs at my lips. “What is this problem you’re talking about?”

“You worry as soon as I tell you I have a mission.” He caresses my wrinkled forehead, kissing my nose and cheeks.

“Why do you look so gorgeous tonight?” he whispers nibbling my ear. “Hot date?”

“I had a presentation earlier, I could only change my shoes after the class.” Lifting my leg, I show him my light blue converse. The heels are in the trunk of my car. “My hot dates are only with this hot Navy SEAL who’s leaving soon. And only when he’s not saving the world.” I slowly slide his pants and boxers off; his thick cock springs up as it’s released from the plaid fabric. Pressing my lips against his naked chest I trace a line down to his dick, lifting my gaze I lick my lips enthusiastically.

“I want to taste you,” I beg, kissing the tip and holding it with both hands first. Opening my mouth, I take him in deep, bobbing twice before I suck the head. His legs tremble. He grasps my hair, pushing himself in deeper. My tongue swirls around his length as I release him, and give him a knowing smile. He’s at my mercy. “Why are you quiet?”

“Worried about leaving you with graduation approaching and all the wedding preparations. I’m also praying that we grow old together.” He breathes. “These have been the best four years of my life.”

The air in the room disappears, my lungs have trouble working. No, I can’t let him start his ‘if I don’t come back’ talk. I hate when he does this. I take him again, he has to forget about tomorrow and stay with me for the next twelve hours. It’s only us for the night.

“Fuck, we can’t.” He stops me, his lids heavy and his breathing shallow. He takes his boots, socks, and everything off. “I need to be inside of you before we do other things, baby. I haven’t had you in a long time.”

He bunches the skirt of my dress up, running a hand over my soaking underwear and rubbing my needy heat. “Promise to make it up to you later.”

His hand moves away. I gasp, thrusting my hips desperately for release. Those blue eyes are promising me that I’ll have the time of my life. I take a step back, waiting for his next move. He shoots me a heated glance, his hands propped on his hips and his expression loving. He reaches for me, trying to pull me into his grasp.

I open my mouth but snap it as I hear Papa Don’t Preach. Squeezing my eyes for a few seconds, I wait until the call goes to voicemail. It only takes a second for it to start ringing again. “Dad,” I exhale, searching for my lab coat, and fishing for my phone. “Hey, Dad.”

“You haven’t called me, where are you?” I stare at the ceiling, praying for strength. I adore my father, but his constant need to control me drives me insane. “You have only two jobs to do, well no, three. Go to school, get good grades and call me, so I know you’re safe.”

I take two deep breaths, winking at Michael. “Sorry, I was famished when I got home and forgot to call.”

“It doesn’t take much to dial my number and let me know you’re safe, Aspen,” he chides me. “Your mother and I are disappointed in you. Where are you?”

My eyes shift to the floor; he’s not going to be happy. “I’m safe, in my apartment with Michael.”

“Why is he with you? This relationship is too codependent!”

There he goes, insisting that we’re codependent and should see other people. My father hates the idea of me marrying so young. He doesn’t understand that Michael and I are meant for each other. We don’t need to date other people. “Well, Dad. He’s here because sometimes he has a day off and travels to Houston to spend it with me.”

“That’s not healthy.”

“It’s normal when two people are engaged but live in different cities.”

“Don’t you get sassy with me, young lady.”

“Yes, Dad.” I roll my eyes.

“Are you planning on coming home for Christmas?”

I meet Michael’s eyes.

When is he coming back?

Are we still planning on having a few days together in San Diego?

That’s a discussion for another day. “We’ll talk about winter break later.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Going to visit my fiancé matters.”

“We’ll see, Aspen.”

I sigh, my eyes close for a few beats. Why is he so difficult? “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Please, do. I love you, sweetheart.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

“It’s as if he knows I’m close to you.” He sighs, biting the words. I bet he’s as frustrated as I am. “He hates me.”

You’re screwing his daughter, of course, he’s not a fan. I keep that part to myself. “No. He worries about me and asks that I call him when I have a late class. Dad doesn’t hate you.” I want to beg him to stop. I’ve had enough of my father’s words. “Can we forget about him? We don’t have much time together, Michael.”

“Marry me?” He takes my left hand pressing it against his chest.

I pull it out of his grasp, showing him the solitare ring he gave me almost a year ago. “I believe we already went through this ritual. But we could reenact what happened after I said yes.”

I slip off my dress, his mouth parts as his chest heaves—subject forgotten. To assure he won’t mention Dad again, I snap open the pink bra letting my boobs spill out. I grin as his eyes widen, almost falling at the sight.

“Bed,” I order. “We’ll loosen you up in bed and then . . . you’ll see. Tonight is ours. I bet it’ll be a few months before we can be together again.” My heart slows with those words, why did I have to remind us that we’re going to be apart for a long time?

“I love you, future Mrs. Reynolds.” He lifts me, gently settling me in the middle of the bed, pushing my legs open. “Still on the pill?”

“Of course!” My father would kill me if my boyfriend knocks me up before the wedding. “I’m not ready to have your babies, yet.”

“Wrap your legs around me.” He positions himself right at my entrance, searching for my gaze. Love is all I see, my heart swells at the sight of his loving stare.

“I love you,” he mutters as he sinks into me. “You okay?”

No, I don’t want you to go.

“Perfect,” I lie, smiling at him. “Please, don’t be gentle. Not this round.”

He pulls out and thrusts in hard. My hips match the rhythm as he plunges inside me faster, harder. He cups my left breast, flicking the nipple with his playful tongue. He continues with his ministration. Faster. Harder. Deeper. The energy between us increases, the build up inside me is too much. My body quivers as I explode from the inside out. His speed increases, thrusting three more times before he stops, his limbs shivering and his mouth yelling my name.

“I love you with all my heart, Mike. Promise you’ll come back to me, baby.”

He presses together his lips, closing his eyes.

My heart speeds up, the fear etched in his features sends goosebumps all over my skin. He needs to be okay, he’ll come back.

He lowers his head and kisses my neck. “Always. I’ll always be by your side,” he murmurs, kissing the tear that slides from the corner of my eye. “Be brave, and wait for me.”

“Always.”
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Four months later

What would you say if you had one last chance to say goodbye?

Do you regret the last words you said to the love of your life?

How do you survive after the ultimate loss?

Staring at the maple color coffin in front of me, I wish for a do-over—a few more minutes, one last kiss. One final touch. Placing my hand on top of it, I remember our last time together, our last kiss, and our last dance. The overcast sky moves enough, letting a ray of sun come through the window to hit the solitaire diamond I wear on my middle finger. It was only a couple of months ago when he promised to return. We had plans, a wedding, a forever.

I take the black velvet box from my black jacket, open it and grab the gold band I picked from the jewelry store a couple of weeks back. I read the inscription one last time. You own my heart. His wedding ring, the one I was supposed to slip on his finger while we stood in front of the priest and our family, exchanging vows and promising to spend our lives together. Opening the coffin, I place it next to the urn where his mother placed his ashes.

“How do I continue?” I clutch my hand to my mouth holding the tears at bay. “We had plans. So many of them . . . you left me.”

God brought him back from his mission. A fucking drunk driver and a bunch of inept doctors killed him soon after. At that moment, my entire world collapsed. The light disappeared and the pain grasped into my heart.

“Why Michael and not the other guy?” I hug the coffin, resting my head on top of it. Fat, big tears sear my skin as they roll down my cheeks. “Please, don’t leave me, baby. We have plans. I should’ve told you how much I love you. How proud I am of you, begged you to stay. I wanted to be selfish, ask you to choose me over your career. No matter how it happened, you died a hero.”

I repeat our last words. I was so annoyed at him. “Mike, call me later I have a class in five minutes.”

“I’m on my way to you, I only wanted to hear your voice one more time. I love it.” His husky voice made my body vibrate. “I love you, Aspen.”

“You’re a silly man, Michael Reynolds. Record my voice so you can hear it when I’m not available. I love you too.” I hung up, he called, and I sent him to voicemail.

The next day his mother called Scarlett. Michael died. My last words were selfish and stupid . . . If I could reach him, I would talk for hours about our love and our future. I would send him a chain of emails each one with the same sentiment. Letters with . . .”I would tell you that you’re the best thing that’s happened to me. Beg you to stay for the night, and wait for my call. Ask you to marry me.”

“It boils down to don’t leave me, I need you.” The grief surges with every exhale. “I’ll miss those crystal blue eyes, your wholesome laughter, and your beautiful heart.”

The emptiness inside my heart expands. Nothingness threatening to take my soul, leaving me lifeless. “Make the pain disappear,” I sob.

“Aspen,” Dad touches my shoulder. Wrapping an arm around me, he pulls me toward him. Gently rubbing my back, he whispers, “it’s time for the service. Come with me. This will pass.”

Those words unhinge me. Tears burst out, and my chin trembles. Pain forms in the pit of my stomach, coming out like an uproar from my throat.

“When will it stop hurting?” I kiss the coffin caressing it one last time.

“In time, sweetie,” Dad responds hugging me tightly. “Time will heal your heart. I’m so sorry you lost him. He was a good man.”

He was the best. The loss is more than my heart can take. I don’t think I’ll survive. Glancing at the coffin, I send a silent prayer. Numb me. Freeze my heart. I don’t want to feel again.
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Eleven Years Later

ASPEN

WINE. GIN. TEQUILA. Any kind of alcohol should do the trick. New plan: for the next seventy-two hours I’ll sleep, binge watch movies and drink all the alcohol in the house. The ER of a hospital is like a never-ending reality show: bad acting, too much drama and there’s always that one bitch who wants to rule them all. I wouldn’t have it any other way. It’s perfect for me. A fast-paced work environment keeps me busy and sane. Focusing on others helps me balance my emotions—or rather helps me forget about them. Today my brain and body are drained, but my soul is restless. My heart beats erratically. I can feel it, another anxiety attack. I won’t let it happen. Nothing like self-medication to snap me out of whatever’s happening.

“Finally, you had me worried,” Brynn, my best friend and roommate, calls from the porch as I step outside my car. “It’s past midnight, young lady. Where have you been?”

“At work?” She knows, our shifts overlapped for a few hours. “Was there an emergency of any sorts?”

“Heath was sitting here when I came home,” she announces, her voice tired just like I am. “You had dinner reservations—at seven.”

I rub my forehead. Did we?

“Was he upset?” Working in the ER pays well, but the hours kill my social life.

“What do you think, Aspen? He mumbled some shit under his breath and strode away.” She yawns. “Two years and I’m still trying to understand why you’re dating Heath.”

“Shut up, Brooklyn Eliza Ward,” I order before the entire neighborhood learns about my boring or nonexistent social life.

“Slapping me with my full name won’t change the truth,” she continues with her rampage. I’m pleased that she sounds annoyed. She hates being called Brooklyn, let alone when people use her full name.

“He barely stays over, and I never heard her scream when he’s around,” Brynn says out loud to no one. “I wonder if she knows what an orgasm is?”

“Are you drunk?” I can’t find another reason why she’s so loud. She’s your best friend, murder is a crime. I mumble twice as I read my boyfriend’s latest text.

Heath: We had dinner reservations at Vendome, what happened? I can’t see you this weekend. It’s my turn to be with the kids. Text me so we can schedule something for next week.

I feel like a bitch for forgetting our date. Time slipped away from me, and my brain remained fixated on work. It was between the baby I delivered and the little boy with an earring stuck inside his nose that I lost track of almost everything. This is my life. I spend countless hours in the hospital, and when I’m not there I’m at the free clinic. A few years back I discovered that by following this schedule I can function properly.

Me: Next weekend I work. We can try to find time.

We always do. He has his children over the weekend, and I can’t help but feel relieved that he doesn’t think we are ready for me to meet his kids. Hurray for couples with commitment issues.

When I lift my head, I see an unruly, blonde mane running toward me. “You look like shit.” Scarlett, my other best friend, almost tackles me as she gives me a big hug. “Poor sex, huh? No worries, we’ll visit Sexy-Paradise, and I’ll get you a few toys that’ll guarantee happiness.”

“You’re on your own, Scarlett,” Brooklyn warns her. “The last time we went there, you asked the sales associate to demonstrate how the cock ring worked—worst five minutes of my life.”

I laugh at the memory of Brooklyn’s face turning purple. My best friends couldn’t be more different from one another, but that’s what makes them great. They balance each other, and I enjoy hanging out with both. One keeps me responsible, while the other pushes me to let loose.

“Why didn’t you tell me you’d be in town?” My fatigued voice reflects my actual state. After a tight hug, I release her. We make our way onto the porch in front of the house. Climbing the steps, I find there’s a small gathering going on. Candles, wine, cards, and beer. Brooklyn sits on the loveseat we have on the porch. Her black hair tied into a fancy braid—Scarlett’s crafty work. I flop my ass next to hers, and grab her glass of wine, finishing it in just one gulp. “When did you leave the hospital?”

Brooklyn pours more wine into the glass. “Nine-ish? I dashed out of there and never looked back. You should learn to say, “no, I’m off.””

“It’s not as easy, you should have stayed with me. I think I might hate you a little.”

“Impossible. You love me,” Brooklyn protests.

I do. We are sisters. Brooklyn, Scarlett and I met right before college. The three of us had been roommates from freshman year all the way through med school. Until Scarlett quit before our second year of med school and went to vet school so she can be useful in her family’s ranch. “We had a rush around ten. Accidental gunshot while a man cleaned his case—who owns a gun and doesn’t know how to handle it? A woman with a water bottle up her ass, and her boyfriend needed stitches on his brow. She has a mean left hook. So many stupid accidents. I think I’m going to quit and go to retail.”

“That means working at a mall, spending time inside a store, and dealing with crowds of healthy people,” Scarlett reminds me. I fake-shiver, she laughs and sits on the empty chair across from us. “How many hours did you work today?”

I lean my head against Brooklyn’s shoulder, closing my eyes briefly. “Counting the five hours I spent at the free clinic yesterday night? About a lot.”

“She’s fucking nuts,” Brooklyn adjusts the blanket so she can cover both of us with it.

“Says the pot to the kettle.” I take off my clogs and retrieve my feet. “We work the same number of hours, Brynn. Now tell me, Scarlett, why are you here?”

“I’m attending a conference and checking on Hugo.” She starts piling the deck of cards. I guess we’re not playing tonight. “Where’s our favorite pup?”

I look around the porch for our mutt, but he’s nowhere around. “Getting lucky?”

The three of us laugh because we have fun making up stories about him. Hugo appeared a couple of years ago on a cold December morning. We came home from the grocery store and we found the poor guy resting on the porch. Brooklyn gave him water, I fed him carrots. He continued arriving at our doorstep when he knew we’d be home. The second weekend we went to the pet store to buy supplies for him, Scarlett came to give him a checkup. He doesn’t have opposable thumbs but he is crafty and can open doors, bring slippers and cozy up in bed with us. We adopted him. No, it’s more like he adopted us. He’s independent enough to work with our schedule but loves us so much that when we are home, he’s by our side.

“So how long will you be here, Scarlett?” Please leave soon.

I love her, we have many things in common, including her brother. The grief of losing him created a strange effect between the two of us; we either cry for long periods remembering him or we fight. Scarlett took it upon herself to become the perfect daughter, filling Michael’s absence and committing to everything she believed Michael would’ve done if he were alive.

Michael would be living in San Diego visiting his family only when necessary if he was still here. He wouldn’t take over the ranch. Michael lived for his country, loved his country and wouldn’t let anyone or anything come between the two—not even his family. Scarlett’s big question is always ‘what would Mike do?’ My answer usually arrives in the form of, he wouldn’t give a shit about it.

I knew my fiancé better than I knew myself. Sipping another glass of wine, I wash the sadness away, at least until I go to bed.

“A couple of weeks. My conference starts next Monday. Will you bitches have time for me?”

“Yes, we have the weekend off. I propose we party like we used to back in college.” I gather the last strands of energy and spring off the couch, then help Brooklyn. “We’ll kick it off tomorrow. Brunch at Maria’s, then we can plan the day.”
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“You’re moving too much. I’m going to kick you out of my bed,” I warn Scarlett. Sleepovers with my two best friends means sleeping in the same room—like when we were in college. Brooklyn chose the couch, leaving me with the hyperactive one. “What’s going on?”

“Mom’s organizing a big event to celebrate Mike’s birthday,” she blurts at lightning speed.

Mrs. Reynolds and I don’t see eye to eye. After Michael died, we barely exchanged pleasantries. Don’t count me in.

“He’s a hero, a martyr, he died young. He deserves a party in his honor to remember everything he meant to all of us.” My heart thumps fast as she speaks of him. My mind screams loud, shut up, shut up. I’m about to kick Scarlett out of the room—the house, or the country even. “She plans on going through all the boxes where she stored his stuff.”

The ones I fought to take with me, or at least go through? Mrs. Reynolds, the bitch, didn’t allow me to see them. I wasn’t anything but a girlfriend.

Bite your tongue hard. Stay quiet while listening to your best friend. She needs you.

“She wants me to help her. I can’t do it.” Scarlett pushes all the blankets away.

I pull them back up; this conversation is scary, and I don’t want to continue listening to her. “Sorry, your mother is being pushy with you.” I want to say she’s a bitch, but I rather avoid confrontation. Everything to avoid her Mrs. Reynolds. “Just don’t do it. Could you please go to sleep? I’ve been awake for too long.”

“Do you mind giving us the pictures that you have of him, that will help me.”

I uncover my head turning on the lamp next to me. “No!”

Her blue gaze so much like her brother’s finds mine, her lips twist to the side, and she’s ready to say something I’m so not going to like. “Don’t be selfish. It’d be easier if you can give me his stuff, maybe she won’t make me go through the boxes.”

“What is with you tonight?” Impossible. My limbs lose strength. Air. Where’s the fucking air? Inhale, exhale. Don’t let this push you to the ledge. “No, the few things I have from him are mine. If your mother wants to go through his stuff—which might belong to me—let her do it. Tell her you won’t help. You want to know what Mike would say?”

“Don’t put words in his mouth!” She jumps out of bed walking back and forth.

“You shouldn’t either, Scaredy.” Scarlett halts as I used his pet name for her. “First of all, Michael wouldn’t be working at the farm, he’d be on a mission. We’d be living in California. Your brother would hate to see what you’re doing to yourself to make up for his absence. He hated big parties, why would your mother throw one? Mike would tell your mom to fuck off and let him rest in peace.”

Scarlett stops right in front of me, her hand lifts, I flinch as she’s about to slap me.

“Stop!” Brynn who is the patient, reasonable and quiet one of the three of us yells and springs off the couch holding Scarlett’s elbow. “Mike died years ago, Scarlett. I’m sorry you lost your big brother. In case you haven’t noticed, Aspen lost her fiancé. She tries so damn hard to be there for you, but sometimes I swear you push her too far.”

“I don’t understand why she makes up shit about my brother.”

“See what I see,” Brynn points out. “You try to pick the same fights you used to pick with your brother. Aspen isn’t Mike. Nor is she a substitution, or your punching bag.”

“Every time you do this it hurts,” I whisper. “No. I won’t give you the little things I have left of him. In case you ask, I won’t be going to the party. Please, don’t mention him. I can’t deal.”

Brynn walks over to me, hugging me hard. We talked about this exact thing only a few days back. To remain in one piece, I need Scarlett to either stay away or stop invoking him.

“Sorry. For some forsaken reason, you can’t understand that I lost him too. We all have different ways to cope, but yours is killing me, Scarlett,” I murmur swallowing the clogged tears. “You know I love you, you’re my best friend, his sister who he adored. I’m trying so damn hard to be the person you need, I can’t do it today. For now, let’s pretend he’s overseas.”

She nods, her eyes filled with tears. Walking around the bed, she tucks herself in. “Sorry, I’m trying, Aspen. Some days I miss him too much.”

His absence left a big hole in our lives and our hearts. The years haven’t helped. Where’s the wine? I turn off the light and rest on top of my pillow pushing the sadness, the stress of the day and everything else away. Except his blue eyes appear as my eyelids close. They show tenderness and love. My heart squeezes at the memory of the last time I saw him leaving my house for another mission.

Only a few more months and we’ll be together forever—husband and wife.

[image: ]

“Why are you here?” Michael leans against the old oak tree where he carved our initials long ago.

“I miss you—mostly at night,” I confess walking closer to our tree. Stopping only a few feet from him.

“We’ve talked about this. You shouldn’t come back,” he reminds me, as if it were that simple. No such luck, every time I’m lost I want to have him close, holding me in his arms. “It pains you, and I hate when you hurt.”

There are many things I loved about him including his compassion, understanding and caring personality. “Go home, Aspen. There’s nothing here for you.”

“I don’t want to. Scarlett came to visit.”

“Did she now?” He marches to where I stand, taking my hands. “How are things with Scaredy Cat?”

“She changed so much since you died. We all did . . .” I study Michael from head to toe trying to imagine him older. Would his blond hair be longer? It’s hard to see him older. He hasn’t changed from the twenty-six-year-old man I last saw.

“Go home, baby. It’s cold here. I’d hate for you to get sick.” I suddenly realize I’m wearing a pair of tight jeans and a tank top. The snow on the ground glares with the sunshine. Where are we?

“If you were alive we’d be celebrating your birthday and our anniversary and discussing the possibility of having a tiny you—our first baby,” I blurt as if that explains why I’m losing my mind and overworking myself. “Yes, I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t think of you, but . . .”

I shrug. “But I do. Today a boy came to the ER with a broken arm. His blue eyes, devilish smile and funny voice reminded me of you, of what I thought our son would look like.”

“Aspen,” he hugs me tight. “Stop torturing yourself, baby. Life changed, we—.”

“No, don’t say we don’t belong together. You’ll wait for me, right?” Swallowing the tears, I continue, “I . . . hate that I’m letting the memories escape from that place I locked them in years ago. I moved on, didn’t I?”

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know . . . all I know is that I want you by my side.” Pitiful, I am so hung up on him that I am confessing my issues to a nobody I created.

“You’re stronger than you want to admit, Aspen.” He grabs my chin gently, leaning closer and taking my lips. It’s a sweet, slow kiss. Possessive, yet gentle. He releases me, his eyes filled with love. “Let go of those fears.”

I sit up, breathing erratically. Droplets of sweat run down my spine. The tightness in my chest continues. I work to even my shallow breath. But it’s hard when the stitches of the old wounds are opened and the pain in my soul feels raw.
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ASPEN

SLEEPING NEXT TO Scarlett after my dream is impossible. She’s my best friend. There’s a code somewhere where it says I have to be supportive when she’s having a bad day. A bad month, or a year. I get it, she grieves the loss of her brother. I recognize her need for comfort. But I refuse to be her floatation device while I fight to stay afloat. What she doesn’t understand is I lost the love of my life. If she continues with this behavior, the next two weeks might be my new little hell.

Pushing myself out of bed, I decide to make myself some tea to calm my nerves. After that vivid dream earlier, my body continues to shiver. Ignoring the lack of feeling in my limbs, I walk outside the room toward the kitchen.

Breathe in and out, Aspen. Control your body and your thoughts, don’t let this be another full-blown panic attack.

Why do I keep going back to that place—to him?

I should go back to therapy.

Therapy helped with the sorrow. It’s been eleven long years without him. The first days I couldn’t breathe. The following weeks I couldn’t get out of bed. The stages of grief hit me in a strange way. Pain comes and goes. Denial and anger stuck around for a couple of years. Those were dark days when I had no idea what I was doing with my life. I went to school, passed my classes and stayed numb. Brynn insists I created a new stage of grief, perpetual numbing. So what if I date a guy who’d rather have a root canal than marry again?

We’ve been together for two years, and I haven’t interacted much with his children. Our relationship works for the two of us, and outsiders don’t matter. We have a good time when we are together. Don’t we?

The kettle whistles, distracting me from my past and my present. Nothing I think or say would bring Michael back. For as long as I live, I plan on dedicating my life to saving lives. I turn off the gas and search for my mug and a bag of tranquility peach tea. Carefully I pour the hot water, adding a few drops of honey to sweeten it.

Breathe, it’s almost over, Aspen. The dark emotions inside me continue spiraling, pushing my mind into a dark place. My body is having trouble coping, but I won’t let the nothingness win. I’ve followed the stages to avoid a panic attack. So far nothing has worked. Stopping in front of the medicine cabinet, I open it to search for my pill bottle—it’s almost tomorrow I can take it now. Wait, did I forget to take my medicine? Fuck, the bottle is full. When was the last time I swallowed my anxiety pill? No wonder I’m losing my shit. Brynn is going to kill me when she realizes I’ve been skipping doses. Using my shaky hands to fight with the safety cap, I take a pill and swallow it without water.

Before turning off the lights, I walk to the coat closet grabbing a thick sweater and fishing out my iPad from my purse. The weather in Tacoma during summer is nice enough to be outside, inviting me to use the backyard as my second living room—after lighting the fire pit. Unfortunately, for most of the year this area is like the coast of Maine, where I was born, or Boston, where I grew up. The breeze only switches during winter to freezing winds. Staying in bed wasn’t an option; plus, I love the idea of fresh air and a good book. Tonight, I’m in the mood for something romantic. A good love story where they serve me a tall order of happily ever after.

Anxiety’s followed me ever since I can remember; the panic clustering in my abdomen, the rapid breathing, and the hammering of my heart against my ribcage. I’m feeling sick as my throat tightens, asphyxiating me. Mom blames my father for it. At the age of six, he moved us from Rangely, Maine to Boston. Everything I knew for the first years of my life disappeared within days, without explanation. New school, new neighborhood, new friends. Austin, my older brother, adjusted quickly, but I didn’t. It was hard for me to make new friends, keep up with the rhythm of a new Catholic school and understand why Daddy wasn’t home as often as he used to be.

I could blame my mother and her loud voice. She’s part Greek and part Puerto Rican. Unfortunately, her entire family lacks volume control. They scream “how was your day, sweetie?” the same way they yell, “pick up your room before I turn your hide red with my belt.” Needless to say, my room was always clean, my closet tidy, and I tried to make sure that her voice remained leveled. Not that it happened. Mom can’t control her tone just like I can’t control my nerves.

Air, I gasp for air. I switch off the lights, tiptoeing toward the backyard. Control yourself, Aspen. As enticing as tea and a book sound, running might burn the built-up anxiety I have streaming through my veins. There’s a need for me to jump out of my skin, drift away, numb the pain and sadness. I’d go for a run if I didn’t hate running. Think of something good, something happy.

The summer before college, we received our roommate assignments. Brooklyn, Scarlett, and I would share a room for the next year. I emailed them both, we met over Skype, and Scarlett invited us to her ranch in Texas. Mike came home, he’d just graduated from the Naval Academy. To celebrate he threw a party in the barnyard. We had square dancing, country music, and even an electric bull.

“City girl doesn’t know how to dance?” This tall, blond man with sparkling blue eyes teased as I stood in a corner watching my friends square dancing.

“Nope, I have two left feet.” Telling Michael that I wanted to crawl under the table and hide from strangers sounded lame. He rolled his eyes. “Laugh at me all you want, but my mother can attest to the fact that I have no coordination. They kindly advised her to pull me out of ballet after the first month. My eye, hand coordination wasn’t up to their standards.”

“I can teach you.” He tilted his head, smiling as he lifted his hand, and caressed my cheek. I jolted by the surge of electricity it provoked, a spark that hit me right in the chest and made me giddy.

“What are you planning on teaching me?” My limbs tremble as his index finger held my chin, as he leaned forward and brushed my lips with his. “To dance? It might take you a lifetime.”

“Yeah. It might take a lifetime. It’s all good. I like long-term challenges.” His husky voice promised more than stolen kisses.

Forever.

Why is it that remembering the good times brings back the agony of his absence?

Move on, just move on.

The house is dark, but the full moon allows me to march to the backyard without tripping on the nook chairs or the big plant next to the glass door. Ah, there he is, crazy dog. Hugo lays inside his dog house. Silly boy, he didn’t come home before we went to bed. When I slide the door open his pointy ears perk. As I step outside the floodlights turn on, and he sits up watching me.

“Hugo,” I call him after turning on the switch of the gas fire pit.

“Hey there, handsome,” I greet him, setting my tablet and mug on top of the table. Reaching down to scratch behind his ears, I bend to kiss the top of his head. “When did you get here?”

“I’ve been here all along.” A deep male voice startles me, the baritone of his voice reverberating through my bones. “The question is where have you been all this time, beautiful?”

Turning to my left to Ms. Hawkins’ house, I spot him. The owner of the intimidating, confident and yet friendly voice saunters toward me. We need to talk to the leaser. We need a fence between homes. Anyone can cross through the backyard. He’s rugged, a little taller than six-feet with broad shoulders. The man has a perfectly fit body. His dark hair hangs over his eyes, loosely framing his face. He has the kind of face that stops you in your tracks. Handsome but not in a pretty boy kind of face. Masculine with chiseled cheeks, a strong chin, and a prominent nose. He sports an arrogant half-smirk and a taunting look in his eyes.

“Ruff, ruff,” Hugo pounces in front of me peeling his teeth to the uninvited guest.

The man shoves his hand inside his pants, reaching for . . . a dog treat? “I thought we were friends, Hugo.”

“You’re acquaintances with this man?” I give a suspicious glance to Hugo who ate the treat and is now licking the hand of a stranger.

Hugo gives a small bark as if saying, “I know people, and he’s not as bad as he looks.”

“My mother introduced us yesterday,” the stranger responds.

His mother?

“Who are you?” I study the friendly visitor closer. Three-day stubble, worn out jeans, plain white t-shirt accentuating his sculpted body, some ink peeking out of his sleeves, combat boots, and that cocky grin. There’s static in the air, making the little hairs on the back of my neck stand up. An obscure sensation rocks my mind. I want to pull away and run inside the house, as much as I want to stay in place losing myself inside his eyes. His gaze reminds me of the forest during dawn—peaceful, vibrant and calm. Just looking at him brings my soul into a sweet, peaceful bliss. My breathing is a silent whisper.

He wipes his hand with his jeans extending it toward me. “Anderson Hawkins. You must be . . .” Anderson narrows his gaze holding my hand longer than required. Something flickers in his eyes, whatever it is makes him smile widely. The touch of his fingers creeps into my soul, warming my heart. I want to pull my hand away as much as I want him to hold it all night. “Aspen?”

“You’re Sophia’s youngest son,” I declare. He releases my hand. I step back, trying to find my footing and shake the giddiness away; mask how affected I am by his touch and his presence.

“That’s me,” he confirms smoothly, his thick brow raises. “Should I be worried that you know about me?”

“No. Your mom talks plenty about you. We’ve met Carter.” I can’t help but scrunch my nose and roll my eyes. The smile disappears, his face casting a deadpan glare. “Sorry, not a fan.”

His brother is a sleazy snob who hits on any woman who crosses his path—in front of his wife. The resemblance between them is minimal, except for the dark hair. Glancing at him one more time, I confirm the fact that they have zero in common. We haven’t seen any pictures of the boys, as she calls them, as adults. Well, no. There’re a few of Carter’s wedding photos. I laugh, remembering the candid pictures Sophia has of both boys around her house. Most of them from when they were very young. Although, there are a few of their teenage years.

“What’s so funny?” Unfazed, he crosses his arms.

Well, I’m not making any new friends today. I look from Hugo to him and laugh again. “You don’t resemble the pictures of you that Sophia has around the house.”

His frown, turning upward to one cheek. It’s not a smile, but progress. “Well, I’m thirty-eight, what did you expect, lady?”

“My favorite is the one where you’re seven and eating an entire cake with your dog.” I hold my stomach unable to stop chuckling. “It’s adorable.”

“Mom didn’t think so at the time.” The corner of his mouth twitches into his cheek, his eyes brighten, and the smirk appears. “What brings you here?”

“I live here?” I move to pull out the chair to take a seat, but he reaches faster.

“My lady.” The rough looking man pushes it lightly after I sit, taking a seat right in front of me.

Hmm, a gentleman. “Thank you kindly, sir.”

Grabbing my mug from the table, he smiles. “I’m a doctor because superhero isn’t an official title?” He reads.

I shrug, sighing at the goofy mug Dad gifted me. One of the last presents he gave me before we lost him, fucking cancer. A pang hits me, how is Anderson’s mom doing? I haven’t seen her all day. “Why are you here? Is Sophia back?”

His face falls faster than leaves during fall, his jaw twitches and his green eyes sadden. I’ve been in his shoes, doing the impossible to find the cure. It’s a race against the clock. In those moments, there’s no past or future. Every minute is measured by the progress and setbacks, by good news and not so good news. Some patients have a favorable outcome, while others realize that not everyone can escape the fatal end.

Sophia was diagnosed a couple of months back with stage four pancreatic cancer. Meaning it spread to some of her other organs. She’s been searching for alternative procedures, experimental treatments, and different opinions. As her friends and neighbors, Brynn and I hope she’ll beat it. As doctors, we know the survival rate of pancreatic cancer has been improving, however, is still considered largely incurable.

“Is there something we can do for her?” I ask while sipping my tea, slightly lowering my eyes. He serves me with a severe glare I don’t understand. “Sorry, it’s part of my profession.”

“Being nosy?” He half smiles, sadness remains behind his eyes.

“No, I worry about others. I like finding ways to save lives . . .” I lift a shoulder slightly dropping it as I give him an “I can’t explain” look.

“Mom mentioned her neighbors are doctors. She never told me what kind.” He pulls out a packet of gum from his front jeans pocket. “Want some.”

I shake my head, sipping my tea, staring at him. There’s something familiar about this man that feels—different. It’s some kind of connection. Yes, a link pulling us together. Like the combination between comfortable and edgy. I’m not crazy about it. Feelings are on my list of “must never handle”. Searching around I find Hugo observing us. I pat my thigh and he moves closer, laying right beside me. After scratching his ears affectionately, my eyes go back to the stranger.

Looking closer at him it hits me. Anderson feels like an old friend. There aren’t many people I trust entirely. I have plenty of acquaintances but only a handful of the people I frequent are considered friends. “I’m an ER doctor. Brynn—my roommate and best friend—is a trauma surgeon. We specialized in pediatrics when we started, then we moved into the fast-paced world of the ER.”

“Like in Code Black or Chicago Med?” His face is dead serious as he compares my career to some television show. I frown, I can’t imagine a guy like him in front of a television watching medical dramas. “You run around blurting words, bossing nurses and sleeping around with other doctors?”

My eyes go half-mast. I growl. “Those things only add unnecessary drama. A hospital is different.”

He nods a couple of times. “Same gig, different wording. I’ve seen it all.”

“You’ve been in an ER or watched the shows?”

Anderson throws another nod with that cocky grin. I’m starting to dig it. “Both. A hospital and a production studio while they filmed a show about doctors.”

I sit back, crossing my leg on top of my knee, grabbing my mug as I watch him enthralled by the conversation. “Are you going to explain a little more about your experiences?”

He pushes his sleeve up showing the scar tissue on his left bicep. “I have a couple of these.”

What? That’s his explanation. This man with his short answers is killing me. “So they sent you to an ER reality show? That’s how you came up with the comparison?” Leaning, I reach for his bicep looking at the angry looking scar. “Shitty work, I do much cleaner stitching.”

“Next time I get shot, I’ll make sure to look for you.” He winks at me.

I chuckle, finishing my tea, avoiding his magnetic gaze and observing the starry night looming above, so beautiful it makes my heart skip. That or Anderson’s presence continues to shift my axis.

“If you do get shot, make sure you tell them not to kill you and to avoid any major organs.” I chew on my lip, leaning over and whispering, “It’s safer.”

He chuckles, bobbing his head. “So, why are you out here so late at night?” Checking his phone, he turns it around pointing at the screen. Three twenty-five.

“I could ask the same thing,” I retort.

“Late meeting.” He pops another piece of gum inside his mouth.

“What is it that you do?” I raise an eyebrow wanting to know more, his short answers are a killer. There’s much more there than having a “late meeting”. What does a guy like him do? “Assassin, super-secret agent, or you just went to the gun range and accidentally shot yourself? Never use a gun unless you’re trained to do so.”

“Another great piece of advice, you’re a wise-ass, aren’t you?” I can’t help but smile at the easy exchange we’re having.

“Deterring a conversation seems to be your strong suit, isn’t it?”

Glancing at the black ink decorating his left arm, he grins. “I’m a tattoo artist.”

Lines peek under his t-shirt. Looking closer to the ink of his left forearm I make out the words written De Opresso Liber. There’s no shield or anything distinctive, but I know the words. Mike taught me the different mottos to each Special Unit. That’s Delta Force. Mrs. Hawkins had mentioned that her son was in a select unit of the Army and retired a few years back. She’s vague about Anderson and his whereabouts but adores him.

“What is it with you and your short answers?”

“I could say the same about you.” He checks his phone as it beeps. “Fuck. Time to work.”

“A late tattoo emergency?” I chuckle.

He shrugs. “Exactly, shouldn’t you be asleep?”

Yawning and rubbing my eyes I nod, “Probably.”

Taking the mug from my hands, he walks to the door, sliding it open for me. “Tomorrow I’ll check the perimeter, make sure you have enough flood lights to illuminate the backyard when you’re outside.”

Rolling my eyes, I walk inside my place, Hugo following behind. Turning around, I copy the contagious smirk drawn on those perfectly sculpted lips. “You can say more than five words at time—impressive.”

“I have a few skills,” he admits, shrugging. “Lock the door behind me. You need an alarm system too.”

He scans the house. I’m not sure how much he can appreciate it through the darkness. “It was nice meeting you, Aspen.” Sliding the door closed, he pivots and disappears through the backyard.

“Thank you for helping avert my crisis,” I whisper. When I was outside in his company, everything went back to normal. My heart rate, my breathing, even . . . No, don’t think again.

I head to the guest room, where Scarlett will reside for the rest of her stay.
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ASPEN

AT THE TENDER age of five, I never thought about what it meant to be a doctor. It was all about the cute Band-Aids and kissing the bumps. How hard could it be? Brooklyn, Scarlett, and I decided to become EMTs in college. It turned out to be a big help as we applied to med school. It was accelerating to be the first one on the scene. Assessing the patient, stabilizing them, and trying our best to keep them alive until we reached the hospital. Brooklyn and I loved it and decided to combine pediatrics with the emergency room. I enjoy it, except when I’m called in the middle of my weekend off to cover a shift.

There’s a deeper reason I do it. Michael. The night that car accident took his life, the EMTs didn’t arrive fast enough. They didn’t know what to do and just set him on the stretcher driving him to the hospital where instead of stabilizing him, they left him in the hallway waiting for a bed to assess him. Each time I receive a patient, I’m saving Mike. It won’t bring him back, but I try my damn best to go out to the waiting room and say, “your loved one is going to be just fine.”

Not tonight.

Tonight, we had an entire family with critical injuries—a bloody car accident on highway forty-five. One idiot who shot himself in the foot. I tended to a boy with a broken ankle; another man had a heart attack. Usually, I do my best with my patients. I stitch them back together, find a specialist who can help them with their long-term recovery. The only part I hate about my job is when someone dies. This time it was a toddler with a head trauma, internal bleeding, and maybe a few broken bones. I tried to stabilize her before we began running tests, but her little body gave up without a fight.

The mother is crying. I feel her loss. No parent should face this painful moment. However, I am angry at her too. According to the paramedic who brought the kid in, she wasn’t restrained in her car seat. She’s not the first child I’ve lost due to negligence. One minor click would’ve saved her life. Instead, I have to give my condolences to a woman I want to punch in the face. I wish someone could give me some practical advice on how to handle her without facing assault charges and losing my job.

“Aspen,” Brooklyn grabs my arm. “We’re needed in the OR. Sorry for your loss, ma’am.”

Entering the changing room, I turn around and glare at her. “Why did you do that?”

“You stared at her for way too long. We explain what happened. Give them our condolences and move on.” I shake my head looking at the floor. “Yes, you’re pissed at her. I am too. There’s nothing we could’ve done. You’re done.”

“I’m what?” My eyes fix on Brynn, shocked by her words. My fingers touch my parted lips.

“Remember what we promised?”

She must be talking about our earlier discussion. During breakfast, the three of us agreed to finally take vacations outside of Seattle. “Vacation in Maui?”

“No, the one back when we were working on our residency.” I shake my head in response. “When working in the ER becomes a burden and isn’t as rewarding?” She angles her head, crossing her arms.

Our mentor said it several times, “It’s fast-paced and rewarding but also overwhelming and draining. You’ll know when it’s time to retire from the ER and into a less hectic medical environment.”

Brooklyn and I promised that when one of us felt that way, we’d open our own pediatric practice.

My shoulders slump because maybe she’s right. “Is it time to start our own practice?”

What am I supposed to do now? I’m good at what I do. Understanding that sometimes I’m going to lose my patients is getting harder. Lately, the diplomas hanging on the wall of my room don’t have the same feel I believed they would when I got accepted to Baylor all those years ago. Brynn is onto something. What’s next? Lease an office, hire nurses, tend to children from nine to five?

But what’s going to happen after five o’clock? “No, a practice won’t keep me occupied for as long as I need it.”

“Keep doing this and you’ll make a mistake while working due to exhaustion,” she huffs. “Worse, you might have a car accident on your way home and kill someone.”

The slam of the truth leaves me breathless. Driving sleep deprived is almost as dangerous as drunk driving. The voice of reason, aka Brynn, knows how to get through my thick head. “I’ll think about it.” I finish changing my clothes as we head to the car. Tomorrow is our last day off, and I plan to spend it wrapped in a blanket in front of the television without moving.
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I don’t love my life. I don’t hate it.

If I have to compare it to something, it’d have to be with that piece of stealth pizza we found under my bed the day we were moving out of the dorm during freshman year. By then it didn’t smell bad, it only looked sad, hard and wasteful. The discovery explained the foul odor we endured for a couple months. Pathetic and gross? No, just pathetic. The foul smell compares to the pain and anxiety. I know they’re there, but I try my damn best to ignore them. I’m settled into a pattern that worked for me for years. I’m a goldfish swimming around a small tank, hiding behind the sad little green plant that decorates my house. It’s less gross, but still pathetic.

Sighing, I lean my head against the headrest of the wicker couch that lays on the porch. Closing my eyes, I try to see my future. Something different from what I’ve done in the past years. Have I become dull? Scarlett said so earlier when she insisted we go out to party, hit a couple of bars, search for a karaoke place or a pub to score.

“I have a boyfriend,” I reminded her. She frowned, rolling her eyes.

“You need to live a little more. You’re thirty-three, not sixty.”

I have no energy to join my besties for another late night. Scarlett is right. I’m frozen in one place working hard for . . . for what? Dad’s favorite saying was, “work hard for the life you want to have.” What do I want? My obsession to save every single person who walks through the ER is diminishing. Is that because I’m losing my passion? My entire adult life has been spent inside a bubble. The biggest question is, do I want to come out? Or should I find my comfort zone within the life I have created?

“You have no sense of personal safety, do you, Aspen?” I jolt as the deep voice from yesterday calls out my name. “Another sleepless night?”

Anderson pins me with his fierce gaze. Something about those eyes captivates me and distracts me from everything. The irony in his words drags out a giggle. My entire life is based on keeping myself safe and away from change.

“You have no regard to other’s people’s privacy, do you, Anderson?” I feign a husky tone, coughing after I string his name longer than I should have to. Sitting up straight, I sip some water leaving the wine for later. “Another tattoo emergency?”

Anderson grabs a bag of M&Ms from the grocery bag, handing it to me.

“No? You have a secret mission—a terrorist organization you’re infiltrating.”

His eyes scan me, his jaw rigid and those vivid green eyes, staring as if weighing my words or his response. Did I say something wrong? My body stills at the sound of his laugh. “Are you sure you’re a doctor?” His signature smirk draws a smile on my lips. “You have quite an imagination.”

“Or I’m the first one to guess what you do for a living,” I counteract playfully, reaching for his arm, tracing each letter of his tattoo. Our eyes meet, his narrowing. He’s wondering if I’m playing or calling him out on a lie. “The artist gig is your alter-ego.”

“Where’s my buddy, Hugo?” He reclaims his arm, opening the bag again and digging out a bone.

“Around, Hugo is a free dog. He comes and goes as it pleases him.” I pour myself more wine. “Would you like some wine?”

He shakes his head. “I’m a beer and scotch kind of guy.”

“And short answers,” I offer, not hiding my snarky tone. I tear open the bag of candy, emptying it on my lap so I can separate them by colors. “Thank you, how did you know?”

He shrugs, taking a seat on the chair and twisting open a beer. “Mom mentioned it while making the tater tots.”

I rub my stomach, recalling my dinner, tater tots and carrot sticks. There’s nothing more satisfying than coming home to the rich aroma of fried potatoes. I can’t resist the delightful sensation of those crunchy golden nugget potatoes Sophia prepares for us.

“You’re welcome for finding those packets of ketchup,” he says, staring oddly at the table where I set the M&Ms I won’t eat.

Anderson glances upward, his mouth pursed but slightly open and loose, eyebrow raised, while he is running his thumb and index finger along his scrubby chin. Curiosity holds his attention for several seconds as I continue plucking out the red ones before I eat the rest. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t like to eat red colored food,” I explain pushing them out of my reach.

“What happened to all that ketchup I brought for the tots? You mean to say that you don’t eat apples, cherries—”

“Those are fruits. I don’t eat artificially colored candy,” I correct him, placing the unworthy candy on a napkin where I can save them for Brynn or Scarlett. “Ketchup is a vegetable and highly necessary to coexist.”

His stare is unmoving. Those green eyes pin me, asking for more information about my crazy habits. At least, that’s what I think. “When I was young my mother said something about red and yellow coloring being bad for your brain. My brother has ADD. It became a habit to avoid them. Now I just can’t eat them.”

“Aspen, they use the red coloring to create the other colors. Ketchup has so much of that red dye . . .” he warns me, the damn cocky smirk plastered on those lips. I bite the inside of my cheek faking anger. He shrugs. “I just want you to be informed.”

“Oh, I know, it’s all in my head.” I shrug, the inquisitiveness in his eyes grows. If I could read minds, I would understand what he’s thinking. I imagine different scenarios. Anderson is bored and has no one to talk to at nights. No. Maybe he’s curious about me, just like I am about him. “In fact, when I can, I go to the mall to buy purple, light blue, and light pink M&Ms. Those are my favorite colors.”

He sits back drinking his beer while his eyes never leave me. “Now that we know each other better, can you tell me what’s the deal with Hawthorne C. Foster?”

“What?”

“He parked his Mercedes right outside Mom’s home, what was I supposed to do?” That smirk-shrug combo eases my shoulders. Why was I concerned about his question? My imagination running wild, thinking that my boring boyfriend could be some kind of spy or drug dealer. Nope, he just parked in front of the wrong house. “I had to run his plate.”

I pop a handful of candy inside my mouth, enjoying them as I consider my answer. “Hmm.” Tilting my head, I observe him.

“Hmm.” I stop to think about his bizarre question. Who is this guy? A stranger parks his car outside his property and boom, he has the swat squad on speed dial. “Curiosity, huh?”

He shrugs. “He waited in the car for thirty minutes, then he came over and sat right where you are sitting for another thirty. Mom lives right next to this house, I had to do something.”

“So you like to snoop around and play secret agent.” A chortle burst from my lips. I’m finding this exchange amusing. He reminds me of Dad. The man used to scare boys. He asked too many questions when they picked me up for a date and threatened them with his riffle—Dad owned a riffle. For a quick moment, I imagine an older version of Anderson with a teenage daughter, him following her around and running backgrounds on any guy who dares to walk close by her. “There’s no deal with Heath. What’s the deal with you?”

His eyes open wide, he touches his chest lightly with his left hand and mouths, Me?

“Normal people don’t run plates just for the sake of it.” Finishing my glass of wine, I ponder how much he found out about Heath. “Wait, I get it’s next door to your Mom, but you’re trespassing. I don’t think I like you very much.”

“Oh, but I like you, very, very much.” His voice is lower, his eyes playful.

I squeeze my eyes briefly, hiding the fluster.

“So, are you ready to tell me about your years in the army?” His face is unmoving. Then I toss my head back, raise my hands, shaking them, and controlling my laugh. And my curiosity. How much is that bitch getting for alimony? Not your place or your business, Aspen. “We’re among friends, your secret is safe.”

“Secret?”

“Yes, you used your connections with the Delta Force to find out about Heath, didn’t you?”

“No. I have other resources.”

He doesn’t deny the Delta Force suggestion, but damn him and his fucking five-word answers. “What’s the story?”

“He’s my boyfriend,” the last word sounds like a whisper. Damn, Aspen, what is wrong with you? You are not the flustered, giddy kind of girl. “There’s not much to say. There is nothing magical about our relationship. We met a couple of years back at the hospital’s annual Christmas party . . .” I shrug thinking about the explanation. How did it happen? He arrived into my life when I felt the need to show the world that I was over Mike. That’s a pathetic explanation. “We make sense, you know? He doesn’t have expectations, and I have a peculiar schedule—”

He raises his hand for pause. “You explain a lot more than necessary.”

“I make up for all the words you save.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. “You sure do.” He stands up, offering me his hand. “Let’s take a drive.”

I squint. “A drive?” Our eyes catch, “This late at night?”

“Yep.”

I twist my lips, frustrated with his short answer, but wanting to go for the drive because his company brings me comfort. There’s something so compelling about him that makes me want to gravitate to him. I hate to call it attraction, the simple thought chokes me. The air turns dense and it makes it hard to breathe.

Shaking my head I force the words, “I’ll pass, thank you.” Why would I want to go on a ride?

“It helps with insomnia,” he states, answering my inside questions without a prompt. Gently, he runs his fingers along the dark circles under my eyes.

Despite the heaviness in my back, my stomach flutters at the feeling of his skin touching mine.

“Driving helps me clear my head.” He smooths the wrinkle lines on my forehead, his eyes hypnotizing me.

“Okay,” I give in ignoring the loud voice in my head.

“Next time, I’ll bring my bike to take you along the highway. The speed, the wind, the breathtaking sights would distract you.”

For seconds, I’m lost in his eyes, engrossed by his husky voice. I want to spend time perched behind him while riding that bike he mentions. Bad idea, my voice of reason continues blabbing while I stand and begin picking up my stuff.

Really bad idea. I can’t think of why it would be, but it feels right. Unless he’s like wine: incredible while drinking but a fucking pain if you finish more than three bottles in one night. Note to self, make sure to drink Anderson in small doses. Drink Anderson? No, wait. He’s a friend, kinda. Only a friend, Aspen. You have a boyfriend. A handsome, thoughtful . . .

“Your chariot awaits, my lady.” Anderson opens the door of his car, bowing slightly. His voice has a fake English accent.
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ASPEN

I SNATCH A glass of champagne, setting the empty one I down back on the silver tray. For the thousandth time, I pace around the ballroom. The night’s lagging and I’m unable to fast forward time. If I have to stay here any longer, I’m going to become an alcoholic. Heath is working the room, finding new investors, and helping the cause. What cause was it again? Oh right, a new wing for his children’s private school. Lifting my gaze, I discover another group of women whispering as they glare at me.

What is the deal with all these women giving me the stink eye? Are we twelve? I should’ve stayed home or gone to the movies with Anderson. Anderson, four days, and I can’t decipher him. He’s like a riddle, a human three-dimensional puzzle. His attitude doesn’t make sense, at least not to me. That might be the reason I find myself thinking about him.

Our earlier encounter keeps playing in my head as I continue my trek around the party.

“You clean up well,” Anderson complimented as he opened the door, his intense stare running up and down my body, taking in the black velvet-lace blouson dress I wore.

“Nice height too.” He stared at my plum-colored lips for several beats. My heart thumped louder. “The heels are a good touch.”

I angled my head slightly, lifting my foot to appreciate my sparkling Jimmy Choo pumps. My love for beautiful shoes was huge since my profession only required ugly clogs.

The attention and appreciation in his eyes flattered me and made me nervous. “I should go and check on your Mom,” I stammered, heading toward the kitchen where we had the syringes, alcohol, and cotton.

“What are you up to tonight?” Washing my hands, I pretend not to hear him. “I’m guessing you’re not accepting my invitation to go to the movies.”

Shutting the water off and drying my hands, I turn to him. “Sorry, you were saying?”

His firm ass leans against the granite counter, his arms crossed. “Are you going out with Heathrow?”

“It’s Heath, Hawthorne. Not Heathrow.” I roll my eyes, walking to the cupboard where we keep Sophia’s medicines. He’s a man of few words, unless he’s asking questions. “Yes, I’m going out with him. He invited me to a gala. I always jump at the chance for a fancy party where I can wear beautiful clothing.”

Anderson’s jaw tenses, his eyes filled with disappointment. “Have fun,” he pushed himself off the counter, and left me standing in the kitchen.

I didn’t see him after that.

“Thank you for coming with me,” Heath kisses my cheek, taking the empty glass away from my hand and setting it on a table. “You look beautiful tonight.”

My clutch starts to vibrate, I squeeze my eyes shut for a second. “Sorry, I have to take this, it might be the hospital.”

He nods, winking at me.

Snapping my purse open, I reach for my phone.

Unknown: Are you enjoying yourself?

Me: Who is this?

Unknown: Mom wants me to learn how to knit.

Me: You have the wrong number.

Unknown: No this is the right number, Aspen.

Unknown: We painted each other’s nails. Your friends are fun, not as fun as you, though. How did my night turn into a girl’s slumber party?

Unknown: All this is your fault. I’m spending my evening with my mother and your best friends doing girly things.

Mother, best friends. I lift my chin, searching for Heath and feeling self-conscious about texting during the event. Heath is talking to yet another group of people a few feet away from me. He’s busy, I can try to decipher who’s texting me and why.

Me: Anderson?

Unknown: You owe me.

Me: At least you don’t have a bunch of women giving you the evil eye and saying “she’s a slut, a gold digger going after his money.”

Anderson doesn’t respond. Is he judging me? I recall his impassive face when I told him about the gala.

Me: Just so you know, I don’t care about his money.

Why am I defending myself?

Me: I like him because he’s a gentleman, a good father, and a kind person.

Me: We’re not serious about each other, it’s a relationship of convenience.

He doesn’t respond, there’s something inside me that pushes me to give him more than I should.

Me: Not financial convenience, if that’s what you think. Like me, he doesn’t care much about emotions. We just make sense.

Unknown: You don’t believe or care for emotions, and you’re with him. It doesn’t make sense.

Me: I feel less secluded when I spend time with him.

Who am I kidding? It doesn’t work all the time. Like tonight.

Me: Though, some days I want . . .

He doesn’t need to know that some days, like today, I want to end this relationship. That Heath doesn’t serve his purpose. He’s a distraction when I have free time and want to push away the loneliness. He’s supposed to be filling my time, keeping me in the present. Instead, I find it so easy to be locked inside my head with memories of Michael. Thinking about the fundraisers for our children, their names, their births. We were supposed to grow old and die together. Fate snatched him away too early. My last therapist said I was holding onto his memory to avoid falling in love again. Of course, I fired her ass. They don’t know what I do. We had a unique love. No matter who I meet, no one will ever fill the emptiness Michael left behind.

Unknown: You should do whatever you want, beautiful.

Unknown: Let me help you fix what’s bothering you.

Me: You can’t fix what’s broken.

Unknown: Aren’t you a little young to talk like there’s no point in life and love?

Me: That’s not what I said, but the answer is no. I’m not too young.

Me: You’re assuming, maybe judging.

Unknown: No, I’m not.

Unknown: Remember that people like to believe that they know the story behind you. They like to judge what they don’t know, fear, or envy. Let them talk. You know the truth, it’s yours.

Unknown: See beyond the darkness, there’s light around you. You just need to walk outside of the cave.

Me: Those are too many sentences for a guy like you. I wish I’d heard you saying them.

“Aspen?” Heath’s voice pulls me out of the conversation. I had forgotten where I was and who I was with.

“Yeah?”

“We have to go. Kelsey called me. Ginger isn’t feeling well. She has an upset stomach.” Looking around the room and the women staring at me, I wonder how much of this story is true. This isn’t the first time Kelsey needs Heath’s “help” while on a date. Instead of being angry, I’m relieved. Next time, I should stay home.
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During our drive, Heath was on the phone with Kelsey. She grumbled about her night. Ginger had been complaining about her stomach since Heath dropped her at Kelsey’s house. I had no idea that Heath had gotten more time with his children. Not that we discuss his family situation. What do we discuss? Our shallow relationship sounds like a major disaster ever since I texted Anderson about it.

Should I step outside my comfort zone and give Heath a chance? Can we fall in love?

Heath has everything going for him. He’s handsome with that dark hair and piercing dark blue eyes as contrast. He has a rocking, lean body with sculpted muscles. For a forty-two-year-old, he looks no older than thirty-five. He’s successful, has a sense of humor, is intelligent . . .

But my heart is in heaven, with Michael. That’s why I can’t fall in love.

“Rain check?” Heath opens the door of his car, taking my hand as he helps me out of it. My boyfriend is a gentleman. He is a catch.

See beyond the darkness, Anderson wrote.

“Sparkling water, crackers,” I advise as we walk to my door.

“Again, sorry for cutting this short.” Heath kisses me on the cheek.

I almost open my mouth and ask if he wants me to go with him. I stop; not sure if it’s the fear of rejection or the panic of being closer to Heath and his children. Feelings are messy. When there’s loss, the mayhem they create is like a category five hurricane. It took me years to survive the first one.

“Please, don’t mention it. I’ve canceled on you so many times.”

We stop in front of my door. “I’m a lucky guy.” He cups my chin, his dark blue eyes smiling. “You’re beautiful, understanding, and smart—”

“Sorry, am I interrupting something?” I jolt with the sound of Anderson’s voice, taking a step backward, away from Heath’s touch.

Anderson carries a brown paper bag. “Mom gave me this for you ladies.” He studies Heath as I take whatever he brought from his hands.

“Anderson Hawkins.” He extends his hand, Heath shakes his introducing himself too. “Heath Foster, pleased to meet you.”

“Penny, I’m leaving,” Heath says, his eyes trained on Anderson who stands a few steps away from us, his hands propped on his hips and his eyes fixed on me, making my heart beat faster than normal and my body giddy like a teenager.

“I’ll call you when Ginger is asleep.” Heath brushes my lips with his.

“Yes, let me know how she’s doing.” I smile at him, disconnecting my gaze from Anderson’s and waving at Heath.

Anderson and I stand side by side, watching Heath walk to his black sedan and drive away.

“Even Cinderella stayed longer at the ball than you. What happened?” Anderson asks as the tail lights disappear.

“His daughter wasn’t feeling well.” I open the paper bag, pulling out a jar filled with light blue, lilac, and pink M&Ms.

“I lied.” He licks his upper lip, making my mouth water then switches his gaze from the jar to my lips twice, then meeting mine. “They’re only for you.”

The tone makes my knees buckle, my jaw slack and I want him to . . .

I raise the jar, he nods. “From your mom?” He shakes his head. “How? I mean, thank you, but it’s late.”

He lifts an arm slightly angling his head, giving me an ‘I have my ways’ look.

“Using your heroic skills to obtain chocolate, impressive.” I twist the jar open, taking a few pink ones and popping them into my mouth.

“We’ve talked about your storytelling abilities, they’re far-fetched.” Anderson laughs, shaking his head. “I went to buy a few things for Mom. There’s a candy store filled with this stuff. I thought of you.”

My heart stops. I work hard to sip some air, trying to hide my shock. Calm down, you’re overreacting. Act calm; laugh it off. It doesn’t mean a thing. “And here I thought you had broken into the shop for me.”

A smile plays on his face. “Really?” He narrows his gaze, observing me. Did he notice my astonishment? Can he see what his voice and his actions are doing to me?

“Yeah.” I touch my temple. “The whole Mission Impossible scene where Tom barely hangs from a rope and he almost triggers the alarm with a drop of sweat.”

He laughs reaching for the jar. I playfully push him with the lid. “Stay away from my candy.” . . . and from me.

“Sharing is caring.”

“I don’t share chocolate.” I wink at him taking a few light blue ones and placing them in the palm of his hand. Our skin touches, producing a current of electricity. Cut this short, go back to your room. “Sorry for the intense text.”

He cocks his head to the side, shifting his eyes from the jar to me. “Do you wanna go out for a ride?” His mellow voice is a warm sensation enveloping every cell of my body. He eats the chocolates I give him, waiting for an answer. “Drove the bike tonight.”

I look down at my outfit and the lovely heels I wore.

“Did I mention that you look beautiful tonight?” He takes the jar away from me but not his gaze. “Did you dance?”

“He was too busy chatting around.” The gala wasn’t fun, and I would have preferred to be at home hanging out with my friends and Sophia.

“Do you hear that?” He touches his ear, setting the stuff he carries on the porch couch. “May I have this dance?”

Anderson doesn’t wait for me to respond. He takes my left hand, brushing my knuckles with his mouth. His other arm goes around my back and he pulls me to his chest. “Relax and let me lead, just follow the music.”

I don’t hear music but I relax, resting my head on his chest. We sway slowly to our own rhythm, our own tune; some beat I can’t hear, but it’s catchy and soothing. Driving sounded great—dancing enveloped by his strong arms and surrounded by the whiff of his woodsy aroma is a thousand times better. Tonight, I don’t feel lonely or incomplete.
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ASPEN

RUBBING MY EYES, I saunter toward the entrance. Hugo is waiting for me, barking to whoever has disrupted our sleep.

“Who the fuck is ringing the bell at six in the morning?” Scarlett complains. “If I wanted to be up before eight, I’d be at the ranch.”

“How do you survive that life?” I frown, she’s not a morning person.

“Coffee and no human contact for the first five hours.” She sighs.

I swing the door open to find our next-door neighbor. Anderson is wearing a pair of basketball shorts and a tight muscle shirt. Hmm, I could get used to seeing this in the morning.

“Wanna go for a run?” His question shakes me out of my irrational thoughts.

Tilting my head to the side and pursing my lips, I stare at him. Running is a foreign concept to me. I’m up for Zumba, some kickboxing or cycling. If I’m desperate, I’ll go with Brynn to her yoga classes. Walking Hugo is acceptable, but running doesn’t appeal to me. Where am I going? Who’s chasing me? I don’t understand the point. Unless I’m running for my life, it’s not happening

“Mm, nice tats,” Scarlett utters with that raspy voice that makes men fall for her whenever she’s trying to get laid. Turning my head slightly, I notice she’s wearing close to nothing. Panties and a see-through tank top. I hit her with a ‘keep your panties on’ glare. We have rules; we don’t hit on each other’s friends. No, we have a rule for her. She can’t sleep with our guy friends. Mrs. “One Night Stand” leaves them broken and wanting more and we end up losing friends. “I wouldn’t go for a run, but I can take you back to my room.”

Surprisingly, Anderson’s eyes widen with panic. He shoots me a “please, help me,” stare. Hmm, he’s not going to take her suggestion, offer a rain check, or flirt with her. Hugo, who sits by my side, gives me an idea.

“He means Hugo, Scarlett, not us.”

“Oh well, the invitation is open. I’ll be in my room.” She winks at him and goes back to the guest room.

“I meant you,” Anderson whispers, brushing a strand of loose hair behind my ear.

“No, thank you. I’m not a runner.” I yawn again.

“Not a runner?” He gawks. “Running is the easiest way to exercise. Come on, join me.”

“What’s my motivation?”

“You need motivation?” I nod once, angling my face as I wait for him to come up with something. “There are many benefits to running.”

I hold up a hand, stopping him right there. “There are different ways to achieve the same benefits. Do you know that sex is the same as running?”

A slow smile spreads across his face. “So you want us to have sex?”

“What?” I crinkle up my face, confused why would he . . . oops . . .”No, I didn’t mean let’s have sex. I just threw out some knowledge—a way to explain that running isn’t the easiest way to exercise. I wouldn’t offer to have sex ‘just because’, I have a boyfriend.”

“Yes, you two are the picture of the perfect couple. How’s the sex?”

“How’s the sex?” I squint, chewing the inside of my lip. How did we end up having this conversation?

“Interesting.” He bobs his head, holding his arms behind his back, assessing me. “Poor sex.”

“Why are we analyzing my sex life? How’s your sex life?”

“My sex life?” He licks his full bottom lip before that stupid smirk appears. Staring at me, he scratches the stubble under his chin. “It’s healthy, Doc. I could demonstrate if you’re worried about my well-being.”

“Friends don’t have sex,” I say, my tone comes out defensive; or maybe I’m trying to convince us both that sex is off the table. Yes, there will never be sex between us. He’s my friend.

“So, we are friends.”

“I like to think so.” I bow my head slightly.

His eyes lock on me, the lightness disappearing. My heart’s pulsing up my throat as my cheeks heat up. Alarms sound inside my head. “I don’t want to interrupt you anymore,” I blurt.

Pointing toward the kitchen, as if something is waiting for me I start walking backward. “I need three more hours of sleep before heading to the free clinic.” Then, I pretend to look at the clock on the opposite wall. “My shift starts at noon. I won’t be home until tomorrow morning, if I’m lucky.”

He frowns. “Okay, that’s a crazy schedule. Why would you work so much?”

Because keeping busy is the best way to survive, it distracts me from him. It’s time to call a new therapist. This man is shifting my emotions, and that’s not good for my system.

Looking at his watch, he nods four times. “You owe me dinner and a movie. When am I cashing that in?”

“Soon?” Never. “We can check my schedule tomorrow night.”

“Actually, I leave town tomorrow night.” He exhales, tossing his head up and looking at the sky.

“In three weeks when I’m back,” he declares, then shakes his head. I relax. Maybe he’ll be gone for good. How do I feel about it?

Don’t feel!

“Mom and I are going to see another doctor.” He gives me a funny look, narrowing his gaze. “Do you have time to accompany us?”

“Where?”

“San Jose, California,” he explains. “One of the best oncologists in the world has a clinic there. There’s an experimental treatment that might help Mom.”

I open my mouth to say no but I remember when Dad was sick. Like with Anderson, it was only the two of us. My parent’s marriage was falling apart. Austin, my brother, and I learned that they’d been having problems for years. My father and my brother had their differences. Meaning Austin stayed away from Dad. I was the one who looked for second opinions, alternative medicine, different procedures and traveled along with Dad to various states to find a doctor who might give us some hope. It was cathartic for me. If it hadn’t been for Brooklyn and Scarlett supporting me during those days, I don’t know if I could’ve survived. “Text me the name of the doctor and the dates.”

“Thank you.” He smiles, then turns to Hugo. “Do you think he’d like to go for a run?”

I take a step toward the coat rack and unhook his leash. “Hugo, would you like to go for a run?”

He nods, barking twice. I adjust his leash and hand him to Anderson. He leans closer, kissing my cheek. “Go back to bed.” His warm, deep voice echoes through my chest, making my heart beat fast. “Rest, friend.”

I open my mouth to say something, but he leaves before I can think of anything smart to voice.

[image: ]

Me: I requested vacation time.

Anderson: I take that as a yes. You’re going to San Jose with us.

Me: No, I decided to go to Hawaii.

Anderson: Can it wait? I’ll take you once Mom gets better.

For a second, I imagine myself walking by the beach next to him. No wait, he’s leaving for a couple of weeks. What’s going to happen to his mom? She’s doing well. She’s keeping up with her daily activities. But what if she needs him?

Me: Who will stay with Sophia while you’re working?

“Hello, stranger,” Brynn places her tray next to mine, taking a seat.

“Heard that you had to drain a penis.” She laughs. Ugh, I wish we had our own dedicated emergency pediatric unit so I wouldn’t have to deal with shit like this. “Was it a hard procedure?”

I push my food tray away. “Thank you for reminding me. Nothing says ‘enjoy your dinner’ better than ‘how thick was that dick’?”

She crinkles her nose.

“Yeah, you’re not the first one cracking puns about it.”

“A, you get the craziest cases.” She continues laughing, handing me her apple pie and taking away my ice cream sandwich. “They are out of ice cream sandwiches, I know you don’t mind.”

“Can we discuss something else?” I shrug, grabbing my fork while moving the salad away from me and pulling the dessert closer. “The weather’s a better topic than today’s case.”

“Scarlett texted me, she wants to fuck the next-door neighbor.”

I arch a brow. “Mr. Wang?”

“No, Anderson.”

“Of course, she does,” I grunt, checking my phone. “We have rules. He’s a friend. She isn’t allowed to fuck our friends.”

Anderson: She’s doing well, but I’m hoping her beautiful neighbors will keep an eye on her?

Me: Yes, we can do that. Where are you going?

Anderson: I can’t tell you.

Me: A tattoo emergency, I assume.

Anderson: Yes.

Ugh, can he say more than a few words?

Brynn glances at my phone and snickers, “yet, another one who wants to do the next-door neighbor.”

I glare at her, moving my phone out of her sight.

“Do? What are we, in junior high?” I roll my eyes, stuffing my phone back inside my pocket. “No, I don’t want to have sex with Anderson. He’s a friend. I’d rather not lose him. Hence, Scarlett should keep her claws away.”

Me: I wish you’d tell me what you do for a living.

Brynn bites on her sandwich, staring at me, chewing it slowly. After swallowing, she refutes, “I’m here for you. Whenever you’re ready to talk.”

“About?”

“It’s okay to be attracted to a man who isn’t Michael.”

“I know. I’m attracted to Heath,” I remind her as I pull my buzzing cellphone out of my pocket.

Anderson: You know what they say, curiosity killed the cat.

Me: That’s so cliché!

“Anderson is hot. And from what Sophia says, he’s a good man.” Brynn continues eating her dinner while she speaks. “Yesterday night he humored his mother while we had a romcom marathon.”

“You mean you want to do him?”

“Now look who’s the one behaving like a junior high student.” She chuckles, peeling her teeth. We laugh. Nothing like having your bestie around. “I won’t continue this conversation. He’s cool. I think he’s an excellent addition to your life, and I hope you realize it when it’s time.”

“I have a boyfriend.”

“Tell me about that penis again. Was the guy strikingly hot?”

I shiver shaking my head, springing up from my seat. “Leave me alone, Brooklyn. My break is over. What time are you off?”

“Nine, and you?”

“Eleven.”

“I’ll wait around for you.” She smiles. “Anything to prevent you from staying until tomorrow morning.”
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ANDERSON

IT’S A CLEAR night, the crisp breeze cooling the unseasonably hot spring day. Today should be our last day in this forsaken place. Only a few more minutes. We wait and observe. I lean against a pillar by the entrance of a cantina that reeks of alcohol, tobacco, and pot. My cowboy hat covers my dark hair, my head is tilted low to conceal my face. The streets are virtually empty, barring an occasional car passing by. Patrons come and go, but all is peaceful. It should be at least for another twenty minutes or so before we have to jet off, with or without the information we need.

“Fifteen minutes,” Everhart warns through my earpiece.

“Don’t sweat it.” I tilt my chin to the left, murmuring close to my mic. My heart speeds up but I control it fast. Shit, I’m off five minutes. Moving my gaze to the cantina, I check on Tiago. He’s two tables away from the emergency exit, two men sit around the table with Tiago. His right foot taps twice, then he touches his hat. Yes, he’s kicking ass and should be done soon. “This should be over in ten.”

“On time to get the fuck out.” Everhart’s voice sounds anxious. “I’m climbing off the roof and heading toward the car. Kowalski get ready.”

Be careful at midnight, they warned us. The Cinderella Effect, my informant called it. In this small town of Monajillo, Chihuahua, only miles from El Paso, Texas, the police don’t care what happens after midnight. Anyone could go from home to home on a killing spree, and no one will show up until the next morning to do a body count. Cartels pay them enough to look the other way.

Americans cross the border to buy drugs and guns. This is the best place to acquire almost everything, including human organs. Human trafficking is a big branch. There’s always tons of shit going through here to the other side. The Mexicans might have a problem with all the fucking trafficking, but it’s the American consumers who create it. We need drugs, weapons, and sex among other things. We purchase them and our neighbors continue producing, acquiring, and supplying them. The Feds try to eliminate those groups of entrepreneurs. It’s impossible. There’s always a new guy bringing different or better shit at a better price. They’re all well trained with more gun power than any government agency, and sometimes the military.

Working this area is dangerous. Years working as an Operator for Delta Force gives me an advantage. I don’t slack on the job, though; I’m always alert. I move my left hand to my right side. That’s when I notice a dark Suburban turning the corner, heading in our direction. The tinted window lowers and I only have a few seconds to crouch, roll and yell, “Fucker get out!”

Gunshots ring through my ears, accompanied by an explosion and a loud report of a high-powered rifle. More bullets thump close to my head. I continue my way to the end of the building, move around and pull out my gun from the sleeve shooting toward the van. Fuck.

“What happened asshole?” Tiago’s voice comes from behind.

I remove the empty magazine from my weapon, throwing it and setting a new one. “Did you get—” A hand comes out from a moving sedan holding a flame or a . . .”Fuck they are going to blow out the cantina. Run faster.”

Our ride is on the other side of the street, less than a mile away, but my legs aren’t moving the way I want. My heart rate speeds up as the bullets are sounding in the near distance. We finally reach the car and Kowalski starts the engine when he sees us. As we dive inside the car he slams the gas pedal and we’re gone.

“Motherfucker.” Tiago sighs. “Where did they come from?”

“Did you get anything?” I press again. We’ve been here for almost three weeks. We have one fucking job. He better have done something right, or I’ll fucking kill him.

He grins, pulling a baggy from his leather jacket. “Samples.” He laughs. “A couple of names, we have a trace.”

“Bradley better get off my back,” I suggest taking the bag away from him to check the ‘samples.’ “At least he won’t shoot us for losing the informant.”

“You think it’s that easy?” He huffs. I place the shit I took from him inside my backpack. “Next time you do the talking. I’ll play the drunk fucker.”

He takes off the facial hair he wore for the job. “We have what we needed, trust me, with those names we can find the supplier.”

I can’t control the grin. “You mean we’ll fucking finish this job with those names? Crossing the border at night is starting to get old.”

“I fucking love saying ‘Cerveza porfavor’,” Tiago, who’s half Cuban, pretends he doesn’t speak Spanish. This is why we were chosen for the job. We both know more than asking for a beer. “Swear to God. The next time I book a flight to Mexico it will be to one of those beaches. Instead of my guns, I’ll have two hot women by my side.”

“Whatever rocks your boat.” I take off the fucking clothes I’m wearing. “For me it’s a visit to my mother and camping.”

“You need to party more, or get a steady woman, Hawk.” Kowalski slows the car down as we reach the bridge to cross to the United States.

I groan, partying is overrated. Perhaps when I get back to Seattle, I’ll hook up with a girl at the Silver Moon. One weekend of losing myself will suit me. A regular woman? I hear a chuckle inside my head. The mere thought of having one is stupid, not with my lifestyle. Shaking off the stupidity Kowalski threw my way, I finish changing my clothes, hiding the ones that stink of alcohol inside a plastic bag. The border patrol might be cool with the bribe to let us go through without checking the vehicle, but I don’t want to push my luck. If there’s a place I try to avoid it’s jail. Undercover gigs aren’t exciting anymore. Pulling my phone out of the duffle bag, I turn it on, receiving a mass of texts at the same time. They’re all from the same person.

Cute Neighbor: You left a day before without saying goodbye. A note on a basket filled with different kinds of purple candy wasn’t enough.

Cute Neighbor: Yes, we’ll keep an eye on your mom.

Cute Neighbor: Off the grid. Tattoos and off the grid . . . you really have to work on your excuses.

Cute Neighbor: How hard is to turn on your phone?

Cute Neighbor: Your mom is doing fine, she misses you.

Cute Neighbor: Just confess, you’re a spy.

Cute Neighbor: Week one and no sign of life from the ‘tattoo artist’ aka ‘man of international intrigue’.

Cute Neighbor: Sophia is doing well.

Cute Neighbor: Will you be home before we leave for San Jose?

Me: I think you miss me.

Cute Neighbor: Who is this?

Me: The tattoo artist.

Cute Neighbor: I take it the mission was a success.

Me: Were you worried?

Cute Neighbor: Yeah, you promised a vacation to Hawaii. I can’t cash it in if you die.

Me: I never break a promise. I’ll call in a couple of days. Take care of yourself, Doc.
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Standing outside of the barn, I let Tiago speak. His fake Texas drawl slides off his tongue like butter. “We only need the space for a few days.”

“As I explained, the boss will be here soon and—”

An ATV approaches, cutting his voice. A tall, slender blonde hops off the bike and marches toward us, sporting a huge scowl. “What’s going on, Javier?” She takes off her sunglasses and narrows her gaze, sizing us up.

“These men want to rent the empty barn as a warehouse, Miss Scarlett. I explained to them that we don’t do that kind of business.” Javier repeats the same words he said to us.

Oh, fuck me! No, not her. Her best friend can fuck me.

“Good afternoon, gentleman.” she sizes up.

Yes, it’s definitely Scarlett, the little Texan who was just visiting Aspen a couple of weeks ago. I should have run a background check on her. ‘They are nice girls’ wasn’t enough information.

She gives him a sharp nod. “I’ll take it from here.”

“Look, little lady.” Tiago turns on his sleek charm. The blonde arches an eyebrow, crossing her arms. “We’d like to speak with your boss about renting the barn for a couple of weeks—a month tops.”

She snorts, releasing her hands. “I don’t see any little lady around here. But I’ll tell you what, big boy. If you get your ass out of here, I won’t call the authorities on you.”

Tiago lifts his hands shaking his head. I could interrupt and save his face, but how fun would that be?

“This ain’t one of those places where you come to store the shit you pass from the Mexican border.” She pokes him with her index finger.

“Feisty.” Tiago grins grabbing her finger and kissing the tip. I flinch when her knee delivers a blow to his balls. He doubles over, groaning in pain. Fuck that’s gotta hurt.

“Out!” She turns her attention to me and studies me. “Do I know you?”

I sober up, taking a step back. My heart’s racing fast. She shouldn’t know me. I changed my nose and my facial hair and I’m wearing a wig. Straightening my back, I run a hand through my head, flipping down my sunglasses.

“Doubtful.” Tiago’s voice carries some pain. “He’s new to the area. We planned on using your barn for cattle, no merchandise from the Mexican border.”

“No. I’ve seen him before. It’ll come to me, I never forget a face—but I’m bad with names.” She’s fixated on me. “What’s your name, cowboy?”

Tiago hands her a business card. “Assuming you run this place, give us a call if you need us.”

“Now you’re going to offer me ‘protection’.” Her voice comes out aggravated. Suddenly, she slides her hand close to her lower back, pulling out a gun. Fuck. How did we miss that?

Pointing it at Tiago, she speaks, “listen, fucker. You’re not the first or last asshole coming onto my land, offering some special treatment or threatening me.”

“Sweetheart, calm down. We are business men and come in peace.” I smooth my tone, hands lifted, palms facing her. “My partner is somehow slow and has trouble expressing himself. He meant if you change your mind and would like to help with our cows, give us a call. His mama taught him well and wanted to offer his help. Sounds like you’ve been harassed.”

Her breathing evens, her head drops, and she remains silent for a few seconds. Slowly, I begin to lower my arms.

Tiago’s loud exhale breaks the silence, his eyes set on the blonde. “I like you, Goldie Locks. Next time, I’ll be ready for you.”

“Anderson Hawkins?” She snaps her fingers, my stomach cramps hard over the name. My facial muscles remain still. “Is that you?”

Her steps are firm, those eyes remain fixated on me. “Am I right?”

“Nah, ma’am, but good luck with your farm.” Saluting her, I give her a lazy grin and turn around. “We have to go, asshole, get in the truck.”

Once we’re off the property, he hits me with the first of many questions. “Where does Goldie know you from?”

“Nowhere. It’s after five,” I cut him off before he drills me with this stupid nonsense. “We’ve gone through seven properties. We can check the other six properties tomorrow.”

“Do you think Bradley will let us set a couple of men on this property?” I slam the brakes, his torso jerks forward. His hands clinch the dashboard.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I bark at him. “Blondie busted your balls and doesn’t want our business.”

“Take a moment to discern the information we received from her,” he continues. “We are not the first ones coming to rent her space, and the others have offered protections in exchange—maybe demanded it. They’ll come back and we can trace them.”

“Your boy scout shit is gonna blow our cover.” I remind him of who we’re supposed to be, without adding that I might’ve just fucked our cover. “Someone has the merchandise, we find it this week and head back home.”

“What’s with the attitude?” he demands.

I grunt, ignoring him.

“I trust you with my life and you won’t tell me who the fuck peed on your Cheetos?” He laughs. “If we’re done, why don’t we go to a bar and pick up a couple of chicks? A little fun might loosen that hardcore asshole inside you. We can bring that cute blonde with us.
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ANDERSON

MOM SAID ONCE I was born a warrior, a protector. I don’t remember if that was before or after I began to say I’d be a Ranger, like my father. Back then, at the tender age of four, it sounded kind of cool. Dad agreed with me, not that I saw him often. He was never home because he was saving the world. His father had died in the line of duty during the Vietnam War. Dad was only a year old when my grandfather was killed.

I don’t remember him well. He died when I was six.

For years, I continued with the idea of following his footsteps. Mom wanted to stop the cycle with me by persuading me to choose a different path. She tried everything in her power. As a librarian, she had access to a vast number of books. Every day there’d be a new one on top of my bed. She tried law, medicine, architecture, even computers, but nothing enticed me as much as becoming a Ranger.

Tired of listening to her lectures on why I shouldn’t follow in Dad’s steps, I directed my attention to sports and drawing. She sent me to camps and different classes in hopes that I’d find my call. If I wasn’t on the field, the court or the track, I was holding a sketchpad and a pencil. Mom didn’t understand that my call found me long ago, it’s in my blood. The path I traced made sense. My father’s best friend, Arthur Bradley, remained close to my mother. He helped me with my military career and instead of becoming a Ranger like him and Dad, I became part of the Delta Force.

My missions were my life, the men under my command were my responsibility. We trained together, fought together, and risked our lives together. One visit to my mother and I started doubting the future. I had two broken arms, a bullet wound that’s missed my heart by a couple of millimeters, and two of my men in body bags. Arthur suggested I find a new cause. Mason, his son, owns a security company with different specialties including designing, creating and installing custom security alarms while working for agencies like the FBI, Interpol, and the DEA. Foreign countries hire us to execute operations they can’t, or won’t, do. We fight human trafficking, drug cartels, and terrorist cells among other things. The options are wide. I still defend the innocent, protect my country, and do it at my own pace.

“I’m so glad you found a new place,” Mom said when I shared that I planned on becoming a tattoo artist.

It was a partial truth. As I settled into my new life, I also found a job; or maybe the job found me. Mason referred me to Kevin. He had an apartment available right above his tattoo parlor. We got to talking, discussed my artistic side, and I became his apprentice. Kevin, who is also a musician, hired me part time and leased me one of the apartments above the shop. He taught me everything he knows. I learned fast and was able to use my drawing skills. A couple years later, he offered me half of the business with the stipulation that I’d cover for him when he’s out of town and vice-versa.

“You’re not a tattoo artist,” Mom protested when she noticed a few bruises on me.

“I am.” I revealed the few visible tattoos I had to her and then slumped my shoulders. She caught me. “But I also found a new place where I can use my training, Mom.”

Needless to say, that didn’t make her happy. I convinced her that what I did was safer—but it wasn’t. She insists that I have to settle down. Doubtful, but for now I am keeping the missions to a minimum while we find a cure. Losing Mom isn’t an option.

Bradley: Heard from Wings that you arrived a couple of hours ago. Tiago sent both reports, you didn’t approve either. Is there something you wanted to add before I file them?

Me: No. I prepared the information, Tiago uploaded them. I haven’t signed onto my computer to approve either.

Bradley: Will you be ready for the meeting?

Me: At what time is it?

Bradley: Nine. How’s your mother?

Me: We’re going to San Jose in a couple of days. This doctor you recommended is our last hope.

Bradley: Everything will work out.

Will it?

What if it doesn’t? Mom is the only family I have left. She tells me daily that I have to stop risking my life.

Cute Neighbor: You’re a drug dealer?

Oh fuck, blondie!

I rub my forehead. Months of work blown by the people who live next door to my mother.

Me: You’re confusing me with someone else.

Cute Neighbor: No. Scarlett saw you. She warned us that you look a lot different with long hair. Not as hot. And scary, very scary.

Cute Neighbor: Yep, that’s her primary concern. Not that you could be a dangerous person.

Me: You think I’m hot?

I stand in front of my window, facing the coffee shop, thinking about Mom’s cute neighbor. Her love for coffee to stay awake, wine to relax her and tea to chase the insomnia. Aspen intrigues me like no other female has in a long time. She is a beauty, but there’s so much more to her.

Cute Neighbor: I never said you’re hot.

Me: Scroll through your texts.

Cute Neighbor: That’s not what I meant to say.

A chuckle escapes me. I’d love to see her cheeks flushed and her teeth chewing that bottom lip I want to bite. Her long, dark, wavy hair resting on her shoulders shaking lightly, as those chocolate color eyes melt as I tease her for whatever she blurted. Shit, why do I miss her? These few weeks without talking to her felt incomplete. The need to listen to her voice increases. I miss those late nights talking with her, playing Scrabble, or reading in silence.

Although I have to shower, check in with Kevin, and catch up with some of my sketches, I call her.

“Hey.” The sweet ring of her silky voice makes me grin.

“You sound tired, are you waking up or heading to bed?”

“Heading to bed.” She sighs. “I just finished my last shift for the next three weeks. I know you said it wouldn’t take more than a week, but what if they want to keep her longer or she’s accepted into the program? I want to be there for her—at least at the beginning.”

Aspen and Brooklyn work odd hours. I admire their dedication but I worry about the amount of time they spend in the free clinic and the emergency room.

“How are you?”

“I’m well.” There’s a hint of annoyance or defeat in her voice. How long has she been home chasing some zzz’s?

“Insomnia?” I guess.

She growls instead of answering.

“You could use a cup of tea and a book.” I guess after so many days observing the next-door neighbors I had some of their patterns memorized.

“Wine,” she retorts. “No. A few margaritas.”

Running would help—or sex.

“The world got to be too much for you today?”

“Something like that,” she whispers. Her tone isn’t sleepy, nor sad. It’s that tone she uses when she’s hiding her true feelings.

Aspen is tough to read; she conceals herself behind an indifferent, ascetic attitude. Some days, she works hard to give me the impression that she is a heartless gold digger dating a wealthy divorcee. The façade fools many, not me. It was apparent from the beginning that there’s sadness within her, and that those warm brown eyes reveal a sweetness in her soul not hard to recognize. As I learn more about Aspen, my desire to erase those wretched lines around her eyes and remove the gripping sadness in her heart grows.

“Do you feel like talking about it?”

“Do you feel like listening to it?”

I feel like listening to your voice. Which makes zero sense. I’m in my late-thirties and I’ve never had the urge to call a woman, spend my nights thinking about what she’s doing, or fantasize ways of seducing her into my bed. Life is fast, hectic, and everchanging with the different missions I overtake at work. There’s never time for relationships, or a minute to think about anyone. Except I’ve spent days, nights, and all my free time wondering about the girl next door. These past few weeks, I’ve reflected about her and those brown haunted eyes. Thinking of ways to bring her back from wherever forsaken place she hides. Today isn’t any different. Can I make a difference from here? Drive to Tacoma to visit her with the excuse of seeing Mom?

I look at my watch. No fucking way, I couldn’t make it on time.

“Always,” I respond, waiting for her to share the latest chapter of her life. The one I missed because I went away. “I’d listen to anything you want to share.”

“I lost another patient,” she mumbles. “Well, I didn’t. We’d been able to stabilize him, he went to surgery and . . . I pride myself on being the best damn doctor, to do my best with each case. Avoiding those hurtful words, ‘sorry we tried to do our best but . . . ’.”

She exhales, time passes. I look over the words I tattooed on my arm once I quit the force. I had served for years, prided myself on succeeding during each mission, hating the loss of innocent lives, and the lives of the men who fought along with me. Is she going through the same?

“Lately I . . .”

“The faces of those you couldn’t save appear recurrently in your dreams,” I murmur, understanding part of the pain.

“Something like that.” She clears her throat. “A part of me wants to change specialties, the other needs to let go of the ER.”

“Why don’t you?”

“It’s complicated.” Her tender voice starts to change. She huffs. Even without seeing her I know the barriers are up and ready to take over. “Forget about it.”

“Aspen, don’t do that. Stop keeping those who care about you at bay.” My voice comes out harsher than I meant. “We’re trying to have a conversation and you are cutting it short.”

“I’m going to bed,” she snaps. “This isn’t something I talk lightly about with strangers.”

“Whoa, where is this coming from?” She went as cold as the artic. “Why are you trying to start a fight with me?”
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ASPEN

A FIGHT?

I blink twice. Are we fighting? It doesn’t feel like a fight. Well, how do I know? I usually don’t get this far. Not since Michael and that was more than ten years ago.

“Aspen, talk to me,” he insists.

How do I explain to him that after ten years I still miss my fiancé? Since the beginning of our relationship, I fought myself to stay positive, convinced myself that Michael would come home after every mission. I never thought about the possibility of not being with him. I prayed to have him by my side. It wasn’t enough. Now I live life without him.

Every time I lose a patient, I feel like I’m losing Michael all over again. After he died, I made it my mission that no one should ever go home with a broken heart due to negligence. My efforts aren’t enough. It pains me to say those words, “I’m sorry for your loss.” Losing Dad only pushed me farther into isolation. Brynn and Austin, my brother, know what’s going on inside my head. Some days, I allow Scarlett to learn a few things. Other than them, the rest of the people around me are casual friends. Explaining my life gets lots of pitying looks and fake understanding.

“Walk away from the darkness,” Anderson whispers.

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

“Try lowering the barriers and let others into your life.” Anderson sighs, desperation and anger attached to every word. They feel like a hammer trying to break me free from the dome I live under. “Try to talk to me.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I fight him because there’s no need to break into a place where I live safe.

“Of course it matters. You exhaust yourself. You avoid sleeping to replace an emptiness. You need to open yourself and let others inside.”

I growl again, unable to communicate the force of the whirlwind rotating inside me. It’s as if the container where I’d placed all my emotions fractured and they’re leaking through the small fissure, one by one. If I could inject Novocain to stop all these feeling spinning around, I would. “Well, I can’t at this moment. The dark place is safer.”

I don’t tell him to save his words. Many therapists have tried to explain that opening up is the only way to heal. What if I let someone new in and I lose him? No one should go through the pain of losing a loved one. No one.

“Fuck,” he mumbles. “We’re both tired, no one’s going to win this conversation. I have a meeting in a couple of hours. Be ready tonight, wear something comfortable.”

He leaves me staring at the phone, not understanding what happened. Why is he coming over tonight and why the hell do I feel like a bitch?

Anderson: Get some rest, sorry if I came off too harsh.

Me: Sorry if I sounded like a bitch. I worked too many hours, saw too much and . . . see you later.

Anderson: Sweet dreams.
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ANDERSON

After showering, fixing my apartment and responding to some emails I have from the past week, I climb down the stairs, push the industrial metal door that opens to the street and lock it behind me. Though the tattoo parlor is in the same building as my apartment, the door is on the other side of the structure. I leave my jacket behind. July is one of the few months when there’s not much rain in Seattle. The sky is open, there’re only a few clouds overhead and the sun is shining. Teens go down the street riding their skateboards. Moms are pushing strollers or holding the hand of their little children. Everything is busy, yet calm; unlike fall or spring, when the streets around this area are filled with college students rushing to get to their destinations. Across the street from our shop a new restaurant is going to open. The city changes every few weeks, new businesses come in, the old ones close out. Fancy big names with fancier lettering are taking over the city. But our shop never changes.

Once I reach The Gallery Ink, I unlock and push open the glass door to the parlor. I look at the main entrance where the jewelry and all the stupid shit Kevin, my partner, thinks we should sell. Thank fuck this place is deserted. We are only open to the public from Thursday to Sunday and after six o’clock. Our primary income comes from the exclusive customers who make appointments. Some of them arrive as early as seven o’clock in the fucking morning. Friday night is our busiest night when drunk college kids saunter in asking for their first tattoo.

“For fucks sake!” I stare at the racks on the far-left corner. “When did we start selling t-shirts?”

“Well there, hello, stranger.” Odette, our receptionists greets me. Her lips purse as she takes me in, finger twirling her long platinum blonde hair, tight black strapless top showing her flashy ink around her arms, and leather pants hugging her hips that sway from side to side as she approaches me. “I’ve been wondering when I’d see you again. I missed you, chief.”

“Good morning, Odette.” She runs her long nail along my chin. This gesture usually gets me hard enough to fuck her against the bathroom wall, but not today. “Is Kevin in?”

“Yeah, he’s busy with one of his high-profile clients. We have plenty of time to play.” Odette rests both hands on my chest, rubbing her body against mine as she stretches her neck and tries to kiss me. Her cheap perfume revolts my stomach and her hands touching me feels like an invasion, an unwanted intimacy. I gently take hold of her hands, removing them from my chest. I walk toward the back of the shop, sliding the barn style door to my station. “What is with you two these days?”

“With us?” I halt, turning around, crossing my arms and arching a brow expecting some sort of explanation.

“You and Kevin are both acting weird.” She plays with the edges of her top almost spilling her tits before she ‘fixes it.’ “He’s in a fucked up mood and you’re ignoring me. Not even a call to let me know that you’re alive.”

I rub the side of my neck thinking of what to tell her. We’ve fooled around a few times. Odette is a great lay, we have an arrangement of sorts. We don’t play fucked-up games, I always set her straight: a quick fuck, no strings, and no feelings involved. Relationships are complicated when both parties aren’t invested.

“There’s no need for me to call the shop,” I clarify as I search for my sketchbook. “I didn’t schedule any clients for the next few months.”

“You never told me why you’d be outside the city. It matters to me. You’re toying with me, and I’m done with it. Once you realize what you’re doing, hit me up. Until then, I’m not going to discuss our relationship.” She flips her hair to the side and strolls away. “Call me when you’re ready to fix our situation.”

Call her? This has never gone outside the parlor. I should’ve never fooled around with her. With my life, it’s easier to just snag the first breathing body available.

“There’s no situation. That’s not who we are, Odette,” I run it by her again. “It was a few times and only casual.”

She rushes back to my working room. “Casual, huh?” She purses her lips licking them a few times. Not sure what she’s trying to imply, but I’m not following or getting turned on by her.

“It doesn’t get more intimate than having your dick inside my mouth.”

I shrug. I don’t see your point.

Odette stares my way with a scowl. “From now on, things are going to happen my way. The next time you want me on my knees with my lips around your cock, you’ll have to buy me dinner first.”

She storms out of my room. What’s with the five-year-old tantrum? Does she think that her delusional act will get her somewhere? She throws shit inside her purse and leaves the shop, slamming the door but not before she serves me with the last word. “I quit.”

“You better fix your shit with her,” Kevin calls from his work station. “Or find us a replacement by the end the day.”

“Tiago can cover for her,” I suggest. The fucker owes me a few favors.

“I need a strikingly beautiful woman who enjoys wearing little to no clothing.” His voice amplifies as I approach his station. “A little eye candy in the store attracts new customers.”

“We don’t need that to get customers. We have the VIP customers posting on Instagram to pimp us out. Either way, she’ll come back, Kev,” I assure him, angling my head to the guy who lays on his stomach while his back is getting inked. “Technically, I’m not staying for more than a couple of hours. You can call her after I’m gone.”

“How’s your mom doing?” He continues moving the needle slowly down the stencil line. He stops to wipe and continues. “You know to call if you need me.”

“I just wanted to swing by and check to see if you needed something.”

He stops the needle and tilts his head narrowing his face. “Nah, if Odette doesn’t come back I’ll find her replacement.”

He goes back to work as he speaks up again. “Call or text if you need us. I’m here for you, dude.”

“I’ll be in my studio for a couple of hours.” With a sharp nod, I pivot around and head to my room. I turn on my computer and search for my drawing tablet.
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ANDERSON

“WHERE ARE WE?” Aspen cracks her neck, handing me the helmet I bought her earlier today and shaking her curly her.

“Downtown?” I arch an eyebrow, resting the helmet on the seat of my bike. Nerdy Doc with framed glasses and lab coat is hot. The biker chick look with skinny jeans that fit her like a second skin, hugging the curves of her rounded ass, leather jacket and tall boots has me drooling since I picked her up an hour ago. “We’re in Belltown.”

“That’s obvious.” She snorts, pointing at the Space Needle, then turning around to the building in front of us. “What are all those people waiting for?”

“Hawk,” the valet parking dudes greet me. One takes the helmets while the second jumps on my bike.

“There’s a full house tonight, good luck going inside.” Ryan stays behind handing me my ticket.

“Thank you for the heads up, Ryan.” I take Aspen’s hand marching toward the back door.

“This isn’t a ride along the coast,” she insists. Her eyes are weary, her body is tense, and surprisingly, she’s holding my hand tight and grasping my arm with her other hand.

“Hawk, my man,” the security guard on the back door greets me, interrupting Aspen. As he greets us as he opens the door. “They’re at full capacity, keep an eye on your girl.”

“All the clubs?”

“All except the acoustic bar. There’s a private concert.” He indicates angling his head to the left. “I’m sure they’ll let you in, though.”

“Is there something special going on?”

He nods. “The boss and his band are playing tonight.” He salutes me closing the door from the outside.

Weird, Kevin didn’t mention having a gig tonight.

“Where are we?” Aspen grasps my hand tighter as we walk through the dim hallway.

“The Silver Moon.” I scan the area, checking who’s working tonight. “We have a couple of options, choose between bar or . . . Do you want to hear live music?”

She halts, pulling me toward her. “Live music?” Her brows knit into a frown. “What happened to ‘let’s drive?’”

“I promised to distract you.” With my free hand, I touch her temple, drawing small circles on it, then smoothing the wrinkle in between her brows. She furrows her nose. I slide my finger to the tip, poking it slightly, and resisting the urge to kiss her nose. “You seemed too stressed when I picked you up.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” She shakes her head. “The best way to erase that worry is interrupting Kevin’s gig.”

“Who’s Kevin?” She raises her eyebrows in question.

“My partner.” I smile, waiting for some ‘tattoo artist’ suggestion but he says nothing. “He’s cool, you’re going to like him.”

She intakes air, nodding slowly. Her shoulders loosen up, and she smiles. “Then, we shall listen to the troubadour.”

No one is on the stage when we enter, music blasts from the speakers overhead. I find us a seat in the left corner of the bar, closer to the stage. Aspen orders a margarita while I order whatever special they have on tap. She sheds her jacket, uncovering a red sleeveless blouse that shows off enough of her cleavage. I can see straight down; I’m mesmerized by her full breasts and the hint of a black bra covering them. My pulse quickens as I picture those breasts bursting as I unhook the delicate garment holding them.

From the corner of my eye, I notice Kevin walking toward us. “I apologize in advance,” I warn Aspen.

“What?” She blinks twice, confused.

“Look what the cat dragged,” Kevin says, stopping right beside Aspen, shooting her a flirty smile. Fuck, I should’ve sat right next to her. “And who are you, gorgeous?”

There’s a primal urge inside me to push him away from Aspen.

The waiter delivers our drinks. Aspen grabs hers, gifting Kevin a cordial smile. Her tongue darts out, licking her lips first and then the salt around the rim of her glass. My jaw drops. My breath catches. Fuck, what I would give for that tongue to swirl around my cock. Just friends. She takes a couple of gulps, gazing at Kevin after licking her lips. “I’ll be better after two or three of these.”

“Aspen, this is Kevin, my—”

“Partner,” she finishes my sentence, extending her hand. “Nice meeting you, Kevin. It surprises me that we haven’t seen you around the house.”

“Sweetheart, tell me when and where and I’ll be there with Gran Patron.”

“Cool it, man,” I advise him.

He lifts his arms, surrendering, “Chill, Hawk.” The music stops, the voices of everyone around take over the background. “I better go backstage. We start in a few. Are you going back to your Mom’s tonight?”

Aspen raises her margarita glass signaling the waiter to bring a second one.

“Not sure, I brought the bike.” He nods, agreeing that if Aspen continues drinking at this pace, she might not be able to hold onto me while we drive back to her house. “Depends on how things go. The apartment is only ten minutes from here.”

“Nice meeting you, Aspen.”

“Same, Kevin.”

Once he’s out of earshot she leans, and gives me a knowing grin. “He’s cute. Handsome. I approve.” Then she twists her lips. “He’s a flirt, is he . . . bi?”

I rub the back of my head not understanding how she knew Kevin is bi-sexual. “Yeah,” I respond with a shrug. “Does it bother you?”

She touches her sternum slightly shaking her head. “Not at all. Does it bother you?”

“Nah, he is who he is.”

She opens her mouth, but the music begins and we go quiet. I drag her chair closer to me. “You can see better from this angle,” I explain as she stares at me.

The waiter brings her a second margarita, I signal for him to come closer to me. “Bring us another round of water, please.”

Aspen bends close to me, resting her head on my shoulder and her lips brushing my ear. “Are you going to tell him to cut me off?” I shake my head, moving my arm around her shoulder and pressing her closer to me. “Good, because I’m a big girl.”

“I ordered water, Doc.” I nuzzle her hair, enjoying her scent. A mix of coconut, flowers and honey. “Just trying to make sure we stay hydrated.”

We listen to Kevin and his old bandmates play. Aspen orders two more margaritas. I continue nursing my second beer. I’m enjoying the music, the company, and the calm this girl brings when she’s around. Mom’s health concerns me. Earlier today, she told me that maybe she should live the rest of her days happy. No more doctors, injections, or medicines that make her feel worse than she already does.

“I like that song,” Aspen whispers closing the small gap between us. “They do great covers. They sound almost exactly like Without A Compass—my brother was a fan.”

“Yeah, they sound old.” I don’t mention they’re the same band.

I comb my fingers through her curls, fascinated by the springing motion. I’m enjoying my time with her. My friend who has a boyfriend for some forsaken reason I can’t understand. The one who possesses pouty lips that I crave. Something about this girl calls me. My reactions when she’s around are unexpected. I can’t remember spending so much time with a girl—a woman.

“My mother is calling more than usual. We have a terrible relationship. My fiancé’s birthday is close, and I don’t know what to do with my career,” she shouts, letting a loud breath out when she’s done.

Fiancé? What happened to douchebag? She’s marrying the douchebag? I don’t know how to address any one of them.

She shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about them. Not tonight. Thank you for this—I didn’t know I needed a night off.”

My heart swells with those words. My desire was to draw back a smile, erasing the stress of the day or the weeks I wasn’t around. From all the missions I’ve been in charge of, this is the most successful one. The one that makes me feel accomplished. When the session is over, I convince her to hop on over to the bars next door. We party in the eighties to the rhythm of Billy Idol, Queen, Kenny Loggins, and Starship and stopp when U2’s Joshua Tree starts to play.

“I like the band, but they’re too dramatic to dance to, don’t you think?” she says, looking around the room.

“Do you want something to drink?”

“Another margarita?” she responds energetically. Five drinks in, and her speech is still smooth, as is her coordination. This woman can pack some serious amount of alcohol. “The tequila they used is perfect. I’ve never tasted something as wonderful as that one.”

I chose Gran Patron to ensure that tomorrow’s hangover won’t hit her as hard. It wasn’t cheap, sweetheart. You’re welcome.

She downs it like water. Then she grabs the glass of water I asked for, chugging it. Right then, George Michael’s Careless Whisper starts to play. Her body starts swaying, I take her hand marching toward the dance floor.

“I never pictured you like this,” she whispers, wrapping her arms around my neck and smiling at me. Her bright eyes fixed on mine.

“How did you picture me?” I move closer to her, closing the space between us. Resting my hands on her lower back, I lead us to the soft rhythm of the music. We’ve done this before, the night she arrived earlier from her gala wearing a short dress. She was showing off her long, tanned legs in a pair of shinny “fuck me” heels. Sharing her space feels right. So does breathing her perfume combined with the coconut in her hair. The experience is overwhelming in a good way, like Aspen.

I have this desire to spend time with her, occupy the same space as her, and make love to her. I’m fucking confused because I don’t know the first thing about a relationship. We are friends, I’ve never had a female friend who I’m attracted to before. Is this normal? Should I act on it? No, she has a fucking boyfriend.

“Different?” she answers when the song ends. “Serious, sullen . . . you have short answers and zero conversation starters—unless you’re asking questions.”

“Or texting,” I remind her with a wink.

Lady in Red starts playing. As Chris De Burgh sings the song, I gaze at the beautiful woman in my arms. The lyrics fit her and I doubt I’ll ever forget the way she looks tonight. Hypnotized by her brown eyes, the music, and the moment—I put my hand behind her head leaning closer to her, brushing my lips against hers. There’s an electrical surge traveling through my spine when I take her lips. She relaxes, opening her mouth as I lick her bottom lip. The taste of her, the feel of her body against me, all these emotions rushing through my body settle as I slide my tongue inside her mouth.

The craving I hoped would subside with this kiss increases, it’s a hunger I doubt I can satisfy.

“Wait,” she pushes me away. Closing her eyes, she rests her forehead on my chest. “I have a boyfriend and too many tequilas in my system.”

Fucking boyfriend. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but friends kiss.” I play dumb. She shakes her head, snorting. “Oh well, you’ll have to teach me how the rules go. Another margarita?”

Driving a bike with a hard on won’t be easy. Some beer, a walk to cool down, and a few feet between the two of us will fix the tent in my pants.

“Getting me drunk won’t get me in bed,” she blurts out, laughing. “One more and then we can go home.”

One more margarita, two more songs, and remember keep your pants on, Hawk.
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ASPEN

FUCK, WHEN DID I forget to close the blinds? The sun blasts in through the window, landing directly on my . . . wait, my room faces west, and I have blinds. There’s never sun blaring—ever. I stretch and wince at the drilling inside my head. My outfit is a long black t-shirt that reads Ink Art Gallery and a pair of socks. What happened?

My heavy drinking usually happens at home. I never wake up with a ropy, muscular arm clutching my belly and a leg hooking around my lower body. Never have I ever brought a stranger to my house. Shit, Heath. Did I do something? Fragmented memories from last night flash inside my head: the live music with those guys who looked and sounded like an older version of Without A Compass, the delicious margaritas. There’s still a salty taste between my dry lips.

Holly shit, Anderson. I sigh, that kiss. My heart rate speeds up as I remember our tongues dancing as we did. The hunger, the passion, Heath; I stopped it in time but drank another margarita. How many did I drink?

“I’m way too old for this,” I groan, rubbing my eyes. I stretch, fighting strong arms holding me and look at the big flat TV screen in front of the bed, white walls, and wood floors. My top lays on the rug. “I didn’t go home, great.”

“Say the magic words.” Anderson’s husky voice travels from my ears to my toes, creating a trail of goosebumps as I fight his rippling arm.

The hold is loose enough for me to roll my body facing him. His handsome face is sporting his signature smirk. “Morning, beautiful.”

He’s shirtless!

God.

Fuck.

Sweet Jesus, he looks breathtaking with that tussled hair, bedroom eyes, and two-day stubble. His gaze is so intense I move mine, and it falls onto his inked skin. Above his left pec, there’s an inscription, ‘what we do in life echoes in eternity.’

I trace the words with my hand. “Gladiator.”

“You know your movies.” He winks at me.

“Some, Dad loved that one.” I sigh remembering him. “Why am I here?”

“Margarita number five didn’t agree with you,” he explains. “Kevin lent me his truck and he took the bike.”

“Kevin!” I sit up finding the strength to push away his limbs, looking on the other side of his bed. Did the three of us sleep in the same bed? He’s not here, but I spring out of bed picking up my top that reeks of vomit. “Ugh, did I?”

“Afraid so, twice.” He scrunches his nose, propping his arm on top of the bed and resting his head on his hand. “When was the last time you ate?”

Last time I ate? Sifting through my fuzzy memories, I can’t recall.

“We planned on eating something along the way, we never did. Sorry,” he apologizes shrugging slightly. “It slipped my mind. How’s that head?”

“Pounding less than when I woke up.” I pull down the shirt, covering my legs. I’m embarrassed by my behavior. As I said earlier, I’m too old to do this shit. Behaving the same way I did back in college is unacceptable. Numbing myself only happens at home with my friends. Looking at Anderson’s friendly face, I recall that we are indeed friends. I scrub my face. Kevin.

“Is Kevin okay with this?” I lift my palms shaking my head, walking around. Unbelievable. I slept in the same bed with a man who isn’t my boyfriend. Anderson might be gay but this is unacceptable. What will Heath think? Is Anderson gay? He’s a flirt. Then again, my brother is gay, and he drops a casual wink/grin combo to anyone who speaks to him. “Are you gay or bi like your partner?”

He drops his head on top of his pillow releasing a loud laughter that resonates through the entire room, vibrating in my chest. Or is it my heart thumping fast at the display?

“Kevin is my business partner.” He pushes himself off the bed wearing nothing but tattoos and a pair of boxers. Heat spreads through my body as I stare at his broad shoulders and defined muscles, rippling abs, his boxers showing the edge of the perfect v of his hips. Sauntering toward me, he stops only a couple steps away, lifting his hand and tracing the cool letters of my shirt. He gazes at me smiling. “I’m a tattoo artist, Aspen. Ink Art Gallery is the only thing Kevin and I share—besides friendship. Is that why you loosened up?”

I chuckle, giving him a glance over. He’s perfect, has a great body and an amazing personality. He’s caring, attentive, and a sense of humor. I’m attracted to him. No. I have a boyfriend, Heath. Anderson is a great friend. What is wrong with me?

“Do I need to be in a relationship to be your friend, Aspen?”

“No.” I exhale, covering my eyes. “We can’t. I have a boyfriend, we’re friends. Things like this can’t happen among friends.”

Good looking, panty melting, caring friends.

“Nothing happened between us. You weren’t feeling well and I brought you home.”

“Your home, not mine,” I protest weakly. If he had taken me back, I would’ve been able to sleep in my own bed without him.

“My place is closer to the bar.” He gives me an exasperated look. Poor man, he’s talking more than usual. He might’ve used all the words assigned for the day—or the week. “You took a shower, borrowed a pair of boxers, a t-shirt, and those socks. You made sure to explain how imperative it was to sleep with socks.”

“My feet get cold easily.”

“Yes, and you might catch some bug.” He bites the smirk. “For a doctor, you have plenty of strange quirks.”

“My profession doesn’t define my bad habits.” I give him a shrug, quirking my lips. “What else happened?”

“I made you some tea and you asked me to stay with you.”

I lower my hands, not understanding him. “Why in the world would I ask you to keep me company?”

“Hugo isn’t here, and you couldn’t go to bed alone. ‘Not tonight’ you said.”

I stare at him, my mouth hanging open in shock. Did I? He turns around leaving the room.

Following behind, I demand more information. “That can’t be it, I must have said more.” Wow, his place is impeccable compared to my house. Brynn and I are a pair of slobs. “I’m a talkative drunk.”

“You were worried about Kevin, but I repeated several times ‘this is okay. we’re friends.’” He enters a small room where a stacked washer-dryer is. He pulls my jeans out of the dryer, handing them to me. “They are clean. I didn’t wash your blouse because you said it’s dry cleaning only.”

He grasps my arms, lowering his face so we can see eye to eye. “You talked about Michael, his mother and the party you refuse to go to. Nothing happened between us.”

“Other than that kiss,” I remind him. My heart’s accelerating as his green eyes darken.

A grin tugs at the corner of his mouth. “That too.” He leans close enough I can feel his warm breath against my face. “One hell of a kiss, which I swore not to repeat.”

Anderson kisses my cheek, close enough that he almost touches my lips. “Unless you ask for it.”

“Friends don’t kiss,” I protest, frozen in place, demanding my legs to stay in place and controlling my pulse.

“They do.” He winks at me. “Casual, stolen kisses—you said so yesterday night.”

“No.” My tone is amicable, but my heart rises in anger. “What else did I say?”

He shakes his head. “I already said everything I recall.”

I refuse to accept his explanation, as much as I refuse to continue this useless discussion without a cup of coffee—black like my memories. I never blackout, why this time? Slipping on my jeans, I start looking for my phone and my jacket.

“There’s a Gatorade and a bottle of Tylenol on top of the table.” His voice sounds further away. Where did he go? Anderson is dressed, combat boots on and cell phone in hand.

“Where are you going?”

“The coffee shop down the street,” he explains putting on his jacket. “Black, no sugar for you.”

My stomach flips when he describes how I take my coffee.

No swooning, Aspen. He’s a friend.

“Do you want a pastry or a sandwich?” He cocks his head. “Something greasy?”

“Hmm.” My stomach growls. Coffee and a pastry won’t be enough to settle it. Grease, I need tons of bacon. I find my boots next to the leather couch. “I’ll join you.”

“Here.” Anderson hands my jacket over once I’m done with my boots. He pulls me toward him, not letting me go as we march to the door.

“Aspen, I think this is the beginning of an amazing friendship,” he whispers so close I shiver. “Or if our status changes, we can recount it to our children as our first date.”

Our kids, date, friendship? I massage my temple with my free hand pushing away the idea of Anderson being more than a friend. He’s . . . no. I refuse to describe him, to see him as something other than a companion, a person I can call if I need to change my tire or go to the movies with. We can’t. I have a boyfriend. Heath and I are together, he’s safe. My heart is too broken to accept anything more.
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ASPEN

WE WALK IN silence around the block, Anderson holding my hand. I know I should say something to him; release it from his grasp and ask him to drive me home—or take a Lyft. Instead, I enjoy the vibe around me. The people walking back and forth while jogging or pushing strollers.

“This is where I work.” Anderson points to one of the shops.

Ink Art Gallery, there isn’t a big neon sign hanging on the wall, only the three words are written in a fancy script lettering on the glass door. The smeared brick and concrete building blends great with the hipster vibe in the neighborhood. The terracotta border on the edge of the glass windows adds an oriental like touch.

“You don’t open often.” I re-read the hours of operation following my finger with my eyes. “Oh, by appointment too.”

I glance at him. “What kind of tattoo artist are you?” I narrow my gaze, there’s no way he only works here. “Friends tell each other what they do for a living.”

He huffs, walking further and pulling me along with him. Opening the door to the coffee shop, he finally releases my hand. The emptiness is back. It’s a dark void consuming me. The same one that’s left me feeling nothing since Michael died. Swallowing the sudden knot forming in my throat, I rush behind Anderson. We wait for a woman and her daughter. They’re deciding between a fruit smoothie, or one of those chocolate, mocha shakes with extra whip cream.

“Is there a difference between one or the other?” Anderson edges closer to me, mumbling.

I shake my head pointing at the chalkboard. The smoothies are made from syrup and preserves. They have the same amount of calories.

Let the kid have the chocolate, he whispers in my ear.

“You’re going to spoil your children.” I laugh as I picture him high-fiving his children each time they eat dessert before dinner, finish their Halloween candy within an hour, or break the window because they hit the ball like pros.

He chuckles, opens his mouth and shuts it as the barista calls us. “Next.”

“Hawk, man, how are you?” They fist bump, then shake hands, and finally clasp each other’s backs into what seems like a bro-hug. Then he glances at me giving me an up and down glance. “What’s it going to be today?”

“Large black coffee, a large latte with soy milk no foam. One celery, carrot and kale juice . . .” Anderson turns to me. “Do you want juice or what would you like for breakfast?”

He hands me a menu. Turning it several times I find what I need.

“I’ll have the orange and carrot juice, and the hangover breakfast, extra bacon.”

“That’s my girl,” he kisses my cheek. “Three of those, John.”

The words trundle through my brain like a train with no intention of stopping heading toward a steel wall. Anderson pays for our breakfast, insisting this is on him. The entire outing has been on him. He paid for my drinks and I assume the cover to listen to the live show and now breakfast. Not a date, not a date, I repeat to myself. Placing his long fingers on my back, he steers me away from the counter, but stops in front of the tables.

“Do you mind if we ask for it to-go?”

“To-go is perfect, you can drive us to my house.”

“John, can you box our breakfast and send it to my apartment, please?”

“You got it, Hawk!” He flashes a smile toward us. “The coffees and juice should be ready soon. Give us around ten minutes for the rest.”

“Everyone calls you Hawk, huh,” I state, picking up my coffee and taking a sip of caffeine. Heaven. Maybe I’ll remember everything that happened last night after I finish it.

“Since high school, how about you?” He angles his head slightly. “Any unique nickname?”

“Nothing. Aspen. There’s no cool nickname attached to it.”

“Middle name?”

“Winter, Mom’s middle name. I’m named after the place, in case you’re wondering. But I want to think it’s after the trees. They have this gorgeous golden-orange color during fall.”

“Why after the place?”

I flinch. “That’s where Mom and Dad believed I was conceived.” I roll my eyes, laughing at my parent’s lack of originality or sappy reasoning. “My brother’s name is Austin—same reason.”

He laughs, sipping his juice. I yearn for his hand, carrying two drinks makes it impossible for him to hold mine. We walk in silence the rest of the way. He lives above the tattoo parlor, but the shop and the living area’s doors are on different streets.

“Kevin lives across the hall,” Anderson explains stopping at the door across from his place. He hands over his juice, knocking on the door and setting down the coffee next to it. “I got your fancy coffee.”

“He lives next door?” I inquire.

He nods, turning around and opening his apartment door.

“Kevin and I own the building,” he explains as I enter his apartment, and close the door behind me.

“How did you become a tattoo artist? It’s obvious you were in the force—your mom said so.” I glare at him before he denies the obvious.

Anderson places his juice on top of the counter, I do the same with mine and keep the coffee in hand.

He explains how his dad was a Ranger and how he died when Anderson was only six. How his genetic code told him to be a warrior, to defend his country. Sophia, his mother, didn’t want that life for his children. She encouraged him to find another career. Sports and art attracted him.

“Once I decided to retire, a buddy of mine hooked me up with a job and introduced me to Kevin.” He brings out cutlery and napkins, and drags the table toward the couch where I sit. “A couple of years later he offered me a partnership, it included buying half of the building.”

“What job did your buddy hook you up with?” I smile. “You do more than tattooing inconspicuous drunks, don’t you?”

Anderson scratches the back of his neck, shaking his head. There’s a knock at the door. “Thank you for the coffee, asshole. Your food is here—it wouldn’t hurt to fix your doorbell.”

“So, you work for the private sector,” I guess, finishing my coffee. “One of those companies that take wealthy contractors to dangerous zones.”

“Nah, I don’t babysit—much.” He flinches, opening the door and picking up the bag of food. “If I’m free, I oversee the security of the Silver Moon—the place we visited yesterday. I’m a preferred security detail for my boss’s family.”

“When you’re not free?”

He rubs his chin. “I do some private work.”

“Yes.” I clap excitedly. “You are the type, one of those men who are committed to the mission. So why retire?”

“There’s a point when I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t place the mission first. I lost too many brothers during battle. Innocent people died . . .”

“What’s the difference between that one and the job you do?”

“I have freedom to operate and to choose my mission.” He sighs, handing me my breakfast, then opening a container filled with crispy bacon. “I’m glad I retired. Now I can see Mom often, care for her now that . . .”

There’s pain in his eyes, seepping out in his words. Placing a hand on top of his arm, I kiss his cheek.

“She’ll be all right, we’ll find a new treatment.”

Anderson leans back in his seat, holding the takeout box in one hand and a fork in the other. “Yesterday she made me promise to stop if this new treatment doesn’t work.” He digs into his eggs, taking a few bites before speaking. “She’s the only family I have.”

“She’s your mom,” I add, squeezing his muscular leg. “Tomorrow we’ll be in San Jose. I researched Dr. Vadapalli, he’s one of the best in the country. I wished I had found him when Dad was diagnosed. He might still be around.”

He sets the empty container on top of the table, his attention completely toward me. “Sorry for your loss.”

I shrug. What can you do? Life happens. “We detected it too late; his body couldn’t withstand the treatments,” I give him the quick notes. “He left peacefully, one night while I cared for him.”

Anderson takes my food, places it next to his container and hugs me. “I’m glad you’re with me.”

I don’t know what to do with his words, or the ticking bomb that is my heart. Logically I should fight him, fight this attraction and leave. Instead, I hug him back. My mind might not like it, but my heart and my body feel safe. He fills the void.
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“Where have you been?” Brynn looks over the door as I shut it close.

I blink twice, side walking toward my room.

“Aspen Winter Zimmerman, bring your ass to the living room!”

“No!”

“The walk of shame? Really? How old are you?”

“Judging by the tone of your voice I’d say five,” I retort hurrying into my room, changing my shirt for a tank top and a light V-neck sweater. “It’s not the walk of shame if sex wasn’t involved.”

“No sex?” Her voice is right next to me. I jolt as I turn and see her light gray eyes staring at me. “You’re smiling, and there was no sex. Fuck, I can’t imagine what’ll happen when you two finally fuck.”

“He’s my friend. I have a boyfriend—”

“Ah yes, a friend.” Brynn walks to the dresser showing me my cell phone. “Heath came earlier to check on you. You haven’t been answering your phone.”

I rub the corner of my eye. “Heath and I aren’t working out, are we?”

Brynn gives me a ‘you think?’ glare. “What’s going on with Anderson?” I open my mouth, and she shakes her head. “No, no, no. Please, don’t bullshit me with that ‘we are friends’ line. Answer my question.”

A complicated question. Analyzing each word and touch between us worries me. I hate thinking about the different comments, smirks, and tones he uses. The panty melting, heartwarming treatment game he’s playing is hard to ignore.

“Not enough to worry about being a cheater, sufficient enough to call it off with Heath,” I explain, taking out my luggage from the walk-in closet. I’m happy that I took my time to pack yesterday after my nap.

Brynn crosses her arms, waiting for more. “You were gone all night, what else happened?”

I plop onto my bed, adjusting the pillows and hugging the body pillow while resting my head on top of it. My journey started when I opened the door, and found him holding a helmet, asking me to wear a warm jacket, leather if possible. I changed my flat shoes for a pair of riding boots. We drove along Interstate five toward Seattle, then east to Redmond, and back to downtown—the Silver Moon to be precise. Brynn and I share everything. I explained the kiss, the delicious margaritas, and my morning after.

“This is confusing. I want to run away far away from him but a part of me wants to stay and find out what’s next with him.”

“When are you breaking up with Heath?” Brynn is now lying next to me, playing with her phone.

I unlock my phone typing a message. “Today?”

Me: We need to talk.

Heath: Where were you?

Me: Out with a friend, lost track of time and left my phone behind.

Heath: I have the kids today.

Me: I’m going out of town tomorrow morning, can I swing by?

Heath: Mom agreed to come over to check on them later tonight. I’ll be there around seven.

“It’s not you, it’s me,” Brynn recites, staring at her phone. “We’re better as friends. We are too alike. I need space.”

“Cliché much?” I comment.

“I’m not ready for commitment.” She laughs, and I join her. As she sobers up, she looks at me. “I think we’re moving too fast.”

“You’re ridiculous!”

“The question is, are you breaking up to get rid of him?” I raise an eyebrow, what is she getting on about? “Or are you breaking up to start something with Anderson?”

“I don’t know,” I whisper.
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ANDERSON

I HATE THINKING about that douchebag touching Aspen.

“You’ve been looking outside my window for the past two hours.” Mom lowers the volume of her television. “Watching The Walking Dead by myself isn’t as fun. What happened to ‘that’s not possible. No zombie can walk as fast,’ or my favorite, ‘that guy should’ve died three episodes ago’?”

I check my phone, tempted to text her. We’re leaving tomorrow morning for San Jose, and she’s not home. Fucking jealousy.

“She’ll be back soon,” Mom declares with confidence.

“Who?”

“Aspen,” she says, smiling knowingly at me. “You like her.”

“We’re friends,” I lie because friendship is the last thing I want from the girl-next-door.

Running a hand through my hair, I let out a breath. For years, my missions took priority over my life. They came first. My unit came second. Socializing wasn’t on my mind. Not until I quit and started living a civilian life, or something closer to it. People, mainly Mom, don’t understand it. They don’t realize that what I do takes center stage, and it’s the engine that drives my life. Dedicated to the cause, I never had time to meet a woman the way I’m getting to know Aspen.

Last night was different. Every day with her is special: a dose of life, something new to learn, a call from the outside world. Like in everything I’ve done, I have to research and explore my surroundings. I need to understand what’s happening between us, and wait for her to trust me.

“I’m glad you found someone.” She ignores my ‘we’re friends’ declaration. “Happy that it’s one of my girls. Leaving you is getting easier.”

My head snaps back at her. “No. You’re not leaving.”

“You don’t want to listen to the doctors, but I’m not responding to treatments. This illness might win over my body, but I won’t let it dictate my last days. You have to stop.”

“One more doctor, you promised.”

“She’s here,” Mom says, pointing at the window. “Those red lights next door are usually his car.”

Mom’s right. The black sedan is here. “How do you know?”

She tilts her head, winking at me. “It’s a gift. Go check on her before your head explodes.” Crossing my arms, I glare at her. She touches her temple. “That vein is pulsing fast, just like the one on your neck.”

“Aspen is a friend, Mom.”

“You keep saying that, honey.”

“Be right back, Mom.” I lift my hands, giving up. She can’t possibly understand what Aspen and I have. I don’t even know what we have. I have no fucking idea what I’m doing with her.

I walk outside through the back door. I’m making my way to the main entrance when I hear her utter, “drive careful.”

“Call me when you get back, Aspen,” he kisses her on the cheek, turning around and sauntering to his car.

“You can come out from wherever you are, Anderson,” Aspen calls out when douchebag turns on his engine. “I know you’re there.”

“How?”

“What’s going on, Hawk?”

That name slips out of her lips, it’s like a siren call. I want her to scream it while I fuck her hard. I stop in front of her, my boots touching her colorful, flat shoes. Did he touch you? I stare at her lips, recalling our kiss and smile.

“Hmm.” She bites her bottom lip. “I just noticed that you have a fake smile.”

Her hand lifts, caressing my jaw. “Do you want to come inside to watch a movie with Brynn and me?”

“Not tonight.” I stop her hand, pressing it to my lips, trailing kisses along it and stopping at the inside of her wrist. “Mom and I are watching a series. I came downstairs to check on you.”

She purses her lips. Her eyes smiling. “For years, I’ve been able to come and go from home without any issue. You don’t have to check on me.”

“So, why was the douche here?” I use a casual voice, and serve her a smirk, poorly masking the grinding of my teeth. I don’t mention how much I loathed these couple of hours while I thought of another man touching and kissing her.

“Douche?” She raises an eyebrow critically, shaking her head and chuckling. “Heath, that’s his name. And he’s nice. I don’t owe you an explanation of why he was here.”

I nod, pressing my lips together, reserving any nasty or angry words toward the fucker for my next mission.

“He’s now a good friend, and he might stay in my life—as friends,” she adds, smiling at me while dropping a warning, and the greatest fucking news. A fucking grin tugs on my lips. “See you tomorrow morning.”

I bend, my lips touching her ear, my hands resting on lower back. Pressing her closer to me, I tell her, “Sweet dreams, Aspen.”

My lips trace her jaw and meet her lips. It’s a chaste kiss, one that friends can have. “I’m going to miss you tonight.”

Resting my forehead on hers, I close my eyes. I can’t bring myself to move. The pull between us intensifies each time we see each other. At least the pull she has on me.

“Goodnight, Hawk.” She sighs, pivoting and opening the front door. She closes it behind her, and I feel like she has taken a part of me with her.
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After a two-hour flight, we arrive in San Jose. Mom and Aspen chatted all the way from the house to the hotel about work, books, knitting, and family. About her parents and how her dad died a few years ago. They talked about her brother, Austin, who’s a counselor and a human resources administrator. Once we check into the hotel, I drive us to the clinic which is only a few miles away.

Dr. Vadapalli receives Mom immediately. He reviews her medical history, going through the paperwork her current doctor sent and explaining his views. Not everyone is eligible for his treatment, he’ll run a series of tests for the next few days. Once he has enough information, he’ll discuss the results and a probable plan of action. He hands over a folder with Mom’s schedule if we decide to proceed.

Opening the folder, I see that starting the second day there’s a big note. DEPENDING ON RESULTS.

“Any questions?”

“What does ‘depending on results’ mean?” I turn around the paper and point to the uppercase words.

He taps his pen on the desk, looking at me. “The tests we run are a sequence. Depending on the data we receive, we either need more information to take the next step, or we can determine the plan of action. It might take a day or it could take the full five days to determine if she qualifies.”

“What disqualifies a candidate?” Aspen jumps in.

“Our exclusion criteria is extensive,” he responds. “And so are our exceptions to those exclusions. Naming all of them would be unfair because Ms. Hawkins might fall into one or several, but that doesn’t mean she won’t be eligible.”

Aspen nods. I’ll have to ask her to explain this to me, because it sounds like a bunch of bullshit. “Do you have statistics on your meta survivors?” she continues.

“Meta survivors?” I turn my attention toward her, my brows arching. What is she talking about?

“I’ve researched about Meta survivors,” she explains me. “Those who transition from a terminal illness to a manageable situation where they can live so much longer.”

She turns then to the doctor. “What are your statistics?”

“Every patient is different from the other, I don’t create statistics,” the doctor counteracts. “I create treatments.”

The doctor looks at Mom. “Ms. Hawkins, I can only promise to do what’s best for you. If it’s in my hands to treat you, we’ll create a plan to either eradicate the cancer or expand your life expectancy for as long as we can do so.”

Mom clutches her purse and nods. “I think it’s fair to give this a try.” She turns toward me. “In the event that my treatment isn’t able to eradicate the cancer from my body, I won’t continue, Anderson.”

“Mom?”

“Do we have an understanding?” She looks around the room.

The doctor nods. “Let’s not make decisions based on our first meeting. Why don’t we head to my lab and start our procedure?”

Aspen holds Mom’s hand with hers. “Would you like me to join you?”

She shakes her head. “I’d prefer if you stay with him, sweetheart. He doesn’t want to let me go.”

“We are fighting, Sophia.” Aspen kisses her cheek. “You can’t give up.”

“It’s not giving up, dear.” Mom stands up. “This is giving myself a chance to feel alive during my last days. Life doesn’t have to be long; it has to be well lived.”
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ANDERSON

MOM ONCE TOLD me that the biggest tragedy in life is to lose time focusing on the negative. The biggest loss is not following your dreams while living in the past. Not death. Death is only the next step in the circle of life. Sophia Hawkins savors every moment, appreciating the fact that every day is precious. That each moment could be the last. Death isn’t a tragedy. Losing your mother to cancer isn’t a big loss. Simply put it, it’s life—according to Mom.

It’s a big fucking deal. I’m losing my only family.

“Accept my future,” she insists as I drive her from the oncologist to our hotel. Dr. Vadapalli’s plan of treatment didn’t satisfy Mom’s expectations.

“The cancer is too advanced,” he said. “Once it takes over the bones and organs it’s almost impossible to eradicate it.”

One fucking day and he already had a plan. He can promise to extend her life by about six more months, maybe a year. My world collapsed when he said that without it, she only has a couple of months left. His words stabbed me in the back. This was our last hope. Dread crept over me, numbing my brain. My stomach is full of rocks.

“I should live my last days the same way I’ve lived my life: fully with no regrets,” she continues. “That’s what you should do, Anderson. Laugh more often, live without fear, love with all your heart.”

With my line of work, I can attest to being fearless. I don’t experience fear during my missions. This one life I have is disposable. Like her, I’m aware that I can die during a mission or in a simple car accident. Getting over losing my mother, the only family I have left, isn’t as easy. Pancreatic cancer is killing her slowly. She lost her appetite and weight, and never complained about those stomach aches she had. She never mentioned her symptoms until the doctor told her she had cancer. The medical explanation made no sense to me—she had to start treatment immediately, and they didn’t give us a good prognosis. Fucking cancer ate through her organs faster than we could fight them.

“Enough is enough. I want to live, Anderson. Enjoy whatever time I have left happy, and not in between appointments. I can’t waste my time in pain after they poke me with needles and poison me with chemo.”

I park in front of the valet, they open the door for my mother and help her down. Closing my eyes, I toss my head against the back of the seat. I hear a buckle click; a hand squeezes my shoulder.

“Hawk,” Aspen whispers. “We’ll make sure her last days are the best of her life. I’m here for you guys.”

Angling my head, I open my eyes and kiss her fingers. “Thank you, Aspen.”

We climb down from the rental, joining Mom who’s already heading toward the elevator. The silence inside the elevator is deafening. I don’t have words to express the heaviness inside my heart. No matter what we do, how many specialists we visit, I have maybe a year with her.

“Unacceptable,” I bark. “You and Dad taught me to fight.”

“There’re many ways to fight, Anderson.” She uses a calm voice, taking my hand and holding it between hers. “Quality over quantity. Spending money while visiting my sister is more fun than visiting a string of doctors who will tell us what we already know.”

She swallows. “I’m leaving soon.”

The elevator stops, opening on our floor. “Some get off the ride sooner than others, Anderson. You risked your life for years. I accepted your profession, praying every night that you would come back home.” We step out of the elevator. She pats my cheek.

“Stop struggling with my decision. I worry about leaving you alone. Still, I trust you’ll find happiness.” Mom tilts her head toward Aspen who’s walking with her chin down and slumped shoulders. “This doesn’t mean that you have to stop working. The importance of your missions and the people you save are greater than waiting by my side for my last day.”

“I’ll give you guys some space.” Aspen continues next door, leaving Mom and me behind.

“Mom, you can’t possibly ask me to—”

“No, I’m ordering you to continue with your normal routine. Once we arrive home, I’m planning a trip to visit Dorothy, maybe we can go to London. I’ve never been there.” She stops in front of her door. My eyes sting, my heart squeezes. This can’t possibly be happening. We traveled to San Jose, searching for the cure, the answer to my prayers. Not the nail to her coffin. “I’m going to rest. The idea of going to visit the Golden Gate is magnificent, wake me up when you want to take us.”

“Anderson, you’re a good man, a great son, and a hard worker. But if you want me to leave in peace, you have to show me that you’re living.”

“Mom, I love you.” I kiss the back of her hand. “I’m going to miss you. These past months we’ve spent together are the best and hardest of my life. You trying to fix me makes it agonizing. There’s nothing to fix. I have a job and a home, plenty of friends and you.”

“I just want to see you happy, in love: sharing your life with someone, and having a family.” Happy and in love? Looking toward the door where Aspen disappeared behind, I ponder about her and my feelings toward her.

Is this where we’re heading?

Waving my hand dissmisively, I give Mom the most practical response I can come up with. “I’m content, and sometimes that’s enough, Mom.” I continue lying, swallowing the tears cloging my throat and kissing the top of her head. Thirty-eight years have taught me how to behave and answer to Mom. She wants to make sure I’m perfectly fine with her choice. “I’ll be in my room working, if you need me.”

As she enters her room, my stomach falls to the floor as my soul shatters. Mom, don’t leave me. My skin itches. I want to jump out of the building through a closed the window. Any physical pain won’t compare to this heartache. The walls are closing in on me, I have to escape from the building. I search for the exit, running down the stairs, through the lobby, and rushing through the parking lot with no direction—only one goal, burn the emotions and not go back until I accept Mom’s wishes. I’m leaving someone else behind, another person I can’t save.

Exhaling and inhaling, I continue running. My heart rate’s up. My eyes focus on the path, and my brain’s focused on those whiskey eyes with the golden flecks. I allow Aspen to stay with me. Her scent, her silky voice and her sweet lips intoxicate me. The anger ceases, the sadness settles, and my soul begs for comfort. My speed increases as I change directions. I learned to work with a team years ago, understanding that without a plan, the possibility of success decreases. Improvising, I slow down stopping at the first convenience store I find on my way back to the hotel.

I buy a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. You can only beat the vice for so long. Pulling my phone out, I call my therapist. The man who listens to me after every mission. He keeps my sanity in check after I coming home from a long period away; when I no longer have to pretend to be another person to infiltrate enemy lines.

“This better be important. Do you know how dangerous it is to leave my grandchildren with only one adult supervising for more than five minutes?” my therapist asks.

“Heard a few rumors.” I chuckle. My boss is his son-in-law, and has shared a few anecdotes about his son and cousins. They are always up to no good. “Want me to call later?”

“No, you’re down in San Jose with your mother. I get the feeling that things are getting harder. I’ll take this as a friendly call, not a professional one. How is she doing?”

“Still strong. We visited the doctor and . . .” I rake a hand through my hair, exhaling the frustration clogged inside my lungs. I brief him on the details of today’s visit and Mom’s reaction while I get through two cigarettes.

“Sounds like she’s ready to leave on the next train, but enjoying the waiting room. Smart woman.” He isn’t helping with that comment. “As a friend and a man who understands that train of thought, I recommend you support her. Be by her side while she continues this journey.”

“As my therapist?”

“I want you to put yourself in her shoes and think what you’d like for your last days. What are the options you’re given?”

Her options are to continue treatments while feeling sick or enjoy the rest of her days traveling with her sister and doing what she likes best. I slam my palm on my forehead. Of course, she’ll be wasting away in Seattle. “Fuck. I’m an idiot.”

“Papa Chris!” A nasally little voice comes out from the other side of the line.

“My time is up. Listen to your mother, and enjoy the time you spend with her.”

The verdict is final. I can’t stop what’s coming anymore. I can’t fight it the same way I can’t fight the tide or the rain. Change is happening whether I like it or not. The question is what’s going to happen after she leaves me? Smashing my half-consumed cigarette against the wall, I climb up the stairs knocking on Aspen’s door.

She opens the door and her arms for me. I walk into them, holding her tight as if she’s my lifeline. Her scent diminishes my anxiety. There’s a saying that I always repeat during my missions, “find strength within yourself. Fight with all your heart, and never give up.” Letting Mom go feels like giving up. My heart has no fight left in it; Aspen’s the one holding me together. I never thought that someone else could be the source of my strength.

Releasing my hold, I take a look at her. Those whiskey eyes I dream about every night stare back. Her heart shaped lips clamp together. I study her. Her wavy, dark brown hair is tied into a loose ponytail. Her delicate features look classy, elegant. But above everything, it’s her eyes and the reflection of her soul that has me coming back to her. The tidal wave of feelings slams into my heart. There are too many for someone who has never dealt with them before. Among every emotion flowing through my system, the ones I feel for Aspen strengthen every day.

“I’m here for you, Hawk,” she whispers, pushing herself onto her tiptoes and giving me a peck on the lips.

This difficult journey doesn’t have a smooth road. Walking it with Aspen makes it less rocky and more bearable.
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ASPEN

SOPHIA ISN’T ONLY a neighbor to Brynn and me; she’s like the cool aunt everyone likes to hang out with at family reunions. There’s sadness in my heart is for her, for Anderson, but also for my dad. Her decision brings back so many memories. The pain of losing my father, the ordeal I went through, and the estrangement between my mother and me. It’s been almost three years since we lost Dad. The staggering loneliness I experienced reminds me of my mom, who I only speak to twice a year. She left me to carry the loss of my father. Lonely, I sat on a plastic chair next to Dad, and only the hospice personnel to be around us.

This isn’t how I expected this to be, not that I had any idea on how I would spend the last days with my father. Hell on earth is a white walled room with only a crucifix hanging above the headboard. My hero—the man who read to me at nights and hugged me when the monsters under my bed threatened me in my sleep—lays on a hospital bed under a thin white cover connected to multiple machines, his skin glued to his bones. The desolation consumes me. I’m a doctor. I help people, and one of the most important people in my life is dying right in front of me. I have never felt so worthless and wretched.

Rubbing my temples as I close my eyes, missing work and the numbness of the fast-paced life I live. Since Michael’s departure, I’ve thrown myself into my studies and work. Never letting myself feel, disregarding the void in my heart. These days, the vacuum is increasing, and it’s swallowing me into a deeper, darker hole. When Dad dies, I’ll go back to my life and the way I like to live it. The bustling emergency room had been a dream come true. It’s busy with so much to do and not a moment to think about my personal life.

“Miss Zimmerman.” A male voice snaps me out of my trance. Oh, the asshole who loves to call me Miss instead of Doctor. “How’s your father doing?”

“He’s stable.” I hand him over the chart I created. Checking Dad’s vitals every five freaking minutes keeps my mind busy, but not busy enough.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll do my own exam.”

Asshole.

I pay attention to what he does, remaining quiet. Once he’s done, I ask the right questions and suggest a few things, like dispensing morphine and bringing warm blankets more often.

“We’ll take that into consideration. One of us should be back later today,” the doctor says as he’s out the door.

Upset with his response, or lack thereof, I grab my bag and head to the cafeteria. I wish Mom would come to stay for a few hours so I could bathe and have a decent meal. Since it’s not possible, I grab a granola bar, an apple, and two bottles of Mountain Dew. On my way up, I decide to turn on my phone. Maybe call Austin, and convince him to come over to help me. As the apple on the screen appears and I tap my passcode, the notifications start.

“Dear, you haven’t return any of our calls. Brooklyn left today for Boston. I’m hoping she’ll call us when you need us. We all love you.” Victoria, the head nurse from the ER sounds like her usual bossy self, but I know it’s her way of showing love.

The next one is from Brynn. “According to this map, Hugo and I should be arriving in three days. I’d say longer if you add rest stops. Hugo likes to stretch his legs often. I know you said I can stay with your mother, but do you think we should book a hotel suite? Scarlett will fly over the weekend.”

Mom isn’t a fan of Scarlett—and vice versa. Mom also threatened to clean the house and get rid of everything she didn’t feel necessary. Things like the furniture in the guest bedroom, my brother’s room, and clothing we will never use. I begged her not to touch my room insisting that I wanted to go through my things one last time, in case I forgot something important.

Not that I had. When I was scrambling to find a residency program that would take me, Tacoma Medical Center wasn’t ideal. But Brynn had my back, and came too. It was on the opposite side of the country, hours away from even Scarlett. I made sure to take everything I wanted with me and leave behind tokens that might or might not interest me in the future.

“Is everything okay, sweetie?” she answers immediately.

“Yes, Mom. I’m just wondering if Brooklyn and Hugo can stay with you for the next few days.”

“You know we can’t have dogs in this house, Aspen.” Yes, Dad is allergic, but he isn’t there anymore. Cleansing breath, and continue your conversation, Aspen. “I sold most of the furniture. There’s nowhere to put them.”

“Where am I going to sleep?” Not that I have time to drive home and take a nap. Her silence continues. “Did you dispose of all my things?”

“I had the movers pack your personal belongings inside some boxes. You and your brother can take them and sort them out later.”

“Is everything okay, Mom?” I ask worried about her odd behavior. “Do you need me there?”

“Of course not, Aspen. Your place is beside your father. He needs someone who knows how to care for him, and make his last days comfortable. Is he awake?”

“He wakes up only for a few minutes.” If she were here, she’d know. What is wrong with her? If my husband of thirty-six years were dying, I’d want to spend every second with him. Wouldn’t I?

“Did he say something? Did he ask for me?”

Should I tell her about the brief exchange we had?

He’d asked, “Where is she? Find her, and ask her to come and see me. I want to hear her voice one last time.”

“I can call Mom if you want to see her,” I assured him giving a light squeeze to his frail hand.

He shook his head. “Not your mother. Her.”

“Who are you talking about?”

“Helena,” he mumbled, right after his eyes closed and he was back to sleep.

I haven’t found out who this Helena is and why is he looking for her.

“Sorry Mom, he mumbled some words. Would you like me to pick you up later?”

“No, I don’t want to deal with the petty faces and fake condolences. They make me uncomfortable. It’s hard enough to deal with the grief.”

“You are not alone, Mom. Everyone is here to support you.”

“No. I don’t know who ‘everyone’ is, but I need family,” she claims. “Once this is over, I’m moving close to Austin.”

“Austin, Texas? Or ar you planning on moving close to my brother?” Is she serious? We have a better, closer relationship. “You can move to Tacoma with me, Mom.”

“It’s your brother’s obligation to care for me. He’s the man of the house.”

I love my mother, but her old-fashioned ways of thinking drive me insane. “Does he know about it?”

“What’s with the twenty questions, Aspen?”

“Not sure, Mom, I’ve been thinking. Why are you withdrawing? Why is it that we don’t have a better mother-daughter relationship?” I walk around the room, airing my doubts, resentments and . . . Why am I so upset at her? “We have a cordial relationship. That’s different from trusting. You barely confide in me with your problems. We pretend to have a loving relationship. But in truth, I have to guess what you feel because you keep everything inside.”

“That’s the way it should be. Maybe that’s why you’re not married, yet. Have you thought about it?” No, Mother. I haven’t married because my fiance died before my wedding. I swallow all the words, letting her continue with her hurtful rant. “You are thirty and single. You have to learn your place because the clock is ticking.”

My place? Should I google ‘Aspen’s place in the world’? Thirty and single is what? Oh boy, she has to learn that women don’t need to be married at a certain age to be successful. I don’t have to be attached to a man to be happy. Of course, I bite my tongue. Upsetting her more would get me nowhere.

“Mom, I love you, but I’m not going to continue this conversation. Not while you’re grieving the loss of your husband—who you should visit before he dies. I don’t judge you. If this is your way of dealing with the loss, I respect it.” It’s wrong in many ways. However, I won’t condemn it. “I’m trying to be strong for the two of us. If you believe that leaving Boston is the next step, I support you.”

“Aspen, there are things you’ll never understand or accept.” Her clipped, forceful tone makes me take a step back and look at the phone. What is with her? “Call if there’s any change.”

She hangs up. Immediately I text my brother.

Me: She’s moving in with you?

Austin: Who?

Me: Mom.

Austin: Fuck no!

Well, that answers my question. They haven’t discussed her plans. His caller ID flashes on my screen a few seconds later.

“Why would you say that?” he says instead of hello.

“I was on the phone with her, she’s cleaning the house. Moving to Seattle—”

“Now I understand why she said, ‘once you become the man of the house, you’ll have to make some decisions.’ I thought she meant selling the house.”

“You told her to sell the house?”

“I suggested it, never thought she’d do it,” he says between clenched teeth. “Fuck, I can’t have her with me. Can you take her?

“I offered. Mom said no, that she has to go with you.”

“Do you know that she plans to find me a bride? She suggested match dot com.” I laugh at the idea of my mother filling out my brother’s profile. Notes: He thinks he likes boys, but he can make a great husband to any girl I approve. “It’s not funny, squirt.”

I sober up. “Of course, it’s not.” My parents don’t accept that my brother is gay. They feel that if they don’t acknowledge it, it’s not true. Mom insists that it’s a phase. I worry about him. I’ve met many patients who tried to commit suicide because they don’t get support at home. Others don’t make it. Austin is a psychologist who works with an LGBTQIA teen advocacy center in Seattle. One of the reasons I pushed so hard to move to Washington State. After listening to many horror stories, he says that dealing with our parents is nothing in comparison. “I’m sorry, Aussie. Sorry that you have them as parents. They should be proud of who you are.”

“My sister gets me, and I’m thankful for you. Do you need me? Do you need anything?”

“I’d love it if you can stay with Dad while I take a nap.” He groans. “Since that’s not going to happen, why not help me find a place for Brooklyn and Hugo to stay?”

“If Hugo were a hot guy, I’d take him out of your hands. But since that’s not the case and you’re too far away, I have no idea what to do.”

“Understandable.” I sigh.

“I’ll call our mother,” he pauses, there’s a long silence. “She has to make other arrangements or stay in her house because I can only deal with her personality during the holidays.”

“Good luck with that, love you, Aussie.”

“Love you too, Squirt.”

Hanging up the phone, I turn around to find Dad observing me.

“Hey, Daddy.” I march toward him. “How are you feeling?”

“Were you on the phone with Austin?” His voice cracks but his words are clear.

“Yeah.”

“Is he coming to see me?”I lower my head closing my eyes briefly. “I don’t blame him. He’s a good kid, I was never a good father to him. When my time comes, you’ll—”

“Dad, save your strength.” I take his hand between mine.

“No, Aspy. You have to pay attention to me, sweetie. I don’t have much time left, we both know it. The lawyer has a will; you’re the executor. Your mom should be covered for life—even if she doesn’t accept what I leave her.” He speaks with such clarity. I am hopeful, yet my gut clenches. This could be the last time we have a nice long conversation. “The house is for her. All the other properties are for you and your brother, except for the apartment in New York and the house in Maine.”

“Dad, save your energy.”

“The apartment is for you. Now, dear. The most important task I’ll assign you is to open the safe, the one under my desk. There, you’ll find a big envelope addressed to you. Read it when you’re ready.”

His eyes begin to close. “Ready for what?” I touch his forehead, then feel the side of his neck to count his pulsations. “You should rest, Daddy.”

“Promise you’ll follow my wishes, Aspy,” he persists as if his life depends on my promise.

“I promise to look for the envelope.”

“I thought I had all the time, and look at me. I’m scrapping minutes here and there so I can be with my favorite girl.”

Kissing him hand I dare to ask, “Dad, earlier you were asking for her. Who were you talking about?”

“I loved your mom, Aspy. We had a complicated relationship. Neither one of us trusts the other entirely to give ourselves to the relationship—the way a marriage should be.” He closes his lips looking for something. I take the cup of water from the table next to him and help him drink some. “Thank you.”

He closes his eyes, his hand searching for something. It doesn’t stop until it finds mine. “Yes, I love Addison so much. And I hurt her even more. Please, tell Addison I loved her and that it wasn’t my intention to cause her so much pain. If I could, I would go back and do everything differently. I’d let go of Helena and give everything to Addy.”

“Who is Helena?”

“My first love. The one who got away—no I left her first.” He squeezes my hand weakly. “Addy wasn’t the love of my life, but she was my partner. Your mother was so different back when I first met her. Her free spirited personality died as we continue with the on and off relationship. My doubts, her . . . she never believed that I could love her. You can fall in love with two different people. I hope with time, you’ll understand it. You should try to open your heart too. Michael was a good man, but I know there’s someone else out there waiting for you.”

“Dad, please.” I hate when he talks about Mike and my life. He can’t possibly understand my feelings.

“Please, Aspy. Enough is enough. Grief is withering your soul.” He closes his eyes. “Tell Austin I loved him. In my heart, he’s my boy. My son.”

“What does that mean?” I urge him to speak, this is a breakthrough.

He flinches, grunting in pain. “My time is coming, Aspy.”

“No. Wait!” The desperation in my voice echoes in my ears.

“Find what makes you happy, allow yourself to live again.” His breathing grows shallow. “You’ve done a remarkable job since he died, one more push, sweetie.”

He flinches, and I wish I could do something to free him from the pain. “As your daughter, I don’t want to lose you, but I can see why you have to go. You’re in so much pain, Daddy.”

“You being here makes everything easier, better. I love you the most, sweetie. Maybe I wasn’t the best father, but I loved you and tried my best to protect you from everything. Sorry if I failed you while doing so.”

“You never failed me.” I kiss him on the cheek. “I love you, Daddy. Being a parent looks like a hard job, and I’ve seen that babies don’t come with instructions under their arms.”

I make a weak joke; he chuckles. “Twenty-three children, Dad. One set of twins. Not sure if the parents knew what to do, but I bet they realized that parenthood isn’t an easy job.”

“You’ll be a good mother.”

“Or not. I don’t think I can take care of one of those. My dog is self-sufficient, that’s the only reason he’s alive.” Diverting the conversation to something different is my goal. My parents believe that women should marry during or after college, and they should start having children right away. At twenty-nine, I’m about to become a spinster. “What happened to Helena, Dad?”

“She was my high school sweetheart. I chose Columbia over DU. She didn’t want to move to New York with me. It wasn’t her destiny.” His eyes remain closed as he slowly continues the story of this woman he loved. “She met another guy. The love of her life, she said. When I came back, she was gone. She married to a SEAL who died only a few years later. It was hard for her and her children. I didn’t want that for you, Aspy. I wanted you to find a nice man who had a steady job and who would give you everything.”

Dad mentioned it once. I told him it was also a possibility that a civilian would cross the street and get run over by a bus leaving me a widow. There’s no point in rehashing my past. This is one of those times where he could say, “I told you so.” He never did. Instead, Dad procured me and pushed me to get out of the depression I felt into after Michael’s death.

“I made so many mistakes, Aspen. Innocent people went to jail. Others were sent to the wrong facility.” His eyes open; they harbor sadness, regret. I wish he would forget the past and live in peace for the next few days or weeks. “I did everything in the name of my children. I wanted to have enough money so we could be happy and look at me now, I won’t take any of that with me. My wife is unhappy, and my son hates me.”

“I love you,” I remind me.

“For how long?” he retorts, I forget how to breathe with that question. “I only ask you to forgive me. Please, don’t hate me, I—”

Dad starts coughing, blood splatters on my pink turtleneck. Switching gears I press the button calling the nurse and sit him up, holding his brittle frame against my body. Rubbing his back gently.

“Try to breathe slowly, through your nose.” Don’t lose the patient, Aspen, don’t lose him. “Close your mouth and let’s try to count your breaths.”

“I—I can’t . . . anymore,” he gasps between coughs. “I’m tired, but I need you to promise me.”

“What do you need me to promise?”

“Forgive me for everything. Help others.” Another round of cough, I continue holding him. “Use it to fix what I did. Find a way to be happy without giving your life to the job. Spend time—”

“Daddy, stop talking. Please, don’t use the energy you have. We can talk later.”

“No. Let me go.”

It dawns on me, he wants to go. With a heavy heart, I hug him tighter mustering the most painful words I’ve said in years. “I promise to follow your instructions. Please, don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine, it’s time for you to leave. I love you, Daddy.”

His head falls slightly on my shoulder. The sound of the heart monitor changes. A flat, deafening sound that I’m used to hearing pierces me right in the chest. It makes my heart bleed and the tears I held run freely through my cheeks. Today I don’t call the time of death. I hang on to my father tightly for one last time.
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ANDERSON

“DID I LOSE you?”

Aspen’s eyes stare at the wall, sucking on her buttom lip and pulling the hem of her flouncy floral shirt.

She shakes her head, squeezing her eyes tightly and swallowing hard.

“Dad, I was with Dad for a few seconds,” she sighs the words. Then, glancing over me, she smiles. “He would’ve hated you.”

“Way to make a guy feel welcome, darling.” I place a hand behind her head, kissing her forehead.

Aspen wraps her arms around me, leaning her head against my chest. “Dad wasn’t crazy about military men. He never liked Michael, complained about his career, his intentions, his absence. I could do better, you know?”

She turns her head slightly upwards, her eyes meeting mine. “Yet, when Michael died, my father never left my side. He—”

“Wait, who is Michael again?”

“My fiance, he died ten years ago.” The words thunder inside my chest. Yes, she talked about a Michael when she was wasted. How amazing he was but never specified the relationship between them. “He was a SEAL. Dad didn’t care for his career. He feared I’d be left a widow with tons of children.”

I walk us to the bed, and sit us one next to the other, never letting her go. She closes her eyes, resting her head on the crook of my neck.

“Did he die during deployment?” My heart breaks for the girl she once was. I attended several funerals where I witnessed the pain and agony of spouses and significant others. I’ve seen the sadness of children looking at the casket in front of them. Proud of their fathers, crying because they will never see them again. I was that proud boy watching the service while they honored my father.

“No.” She releases a sad, heartwrenching laugh. “Car accident.”

Aspen describes the day, the last phone call he made to her. She worried about school, the long list of things her mother had assigned for the upcoming wedding. “Mom had planned a big wedding. I was too busy with school to care about the big picture.”

Mrs. Zimmerman cared that her friends were on the list, the colors of the wedding. Of course, the catering mattered to Aspen. Her mother’s family is a mix of Puerto Rican and Greek.

“You never know what they’ll feed you next.” She smiles slightly. “Dad loved Mom’s culinary varitey, but it was a wedding. I prefered to keep it simple and classy.”

Micheal drove to meet Aspen so they could fly together over the weekend to Boston. Her mom insisted on having the food and cake choices made as soon as possible. There was the dress fitting and the choice of invitations. “My parents never left my side. Dad took a sabatical from work and moved closer to me since I refused to go back home or leave school.”

“Sounds like you and your father were close.” I sound obvious, but I have the need to know more. “How about you and your brother?”

“Austin. He’s the reason I moved to Seattle. I wanted to be closer to him and far from the memories.”

Austin, her brother, didn’t have a good relationship with his parents. As she lets me inside her world, I understand who Aspen is: why she shies away from feelings and how her obsession with endless hospital shifts started.

“Mom and I don’t speak often.” There’s a long silence, she clears a tear with the back of her hand.

“We are too different. She’s too loud. When I was younger, I thought she was angry at me all the time.”

“Her whole family is that way.” She deflates. “Their voices are loud—happy, sad, angry, excited, even at church they sound the same. I cried easily with all the rucus they made.”

“And you’re this cute, shy girl who couldn’t handle it.” I cup her face, kissing her nose and then her lips.

“It helped me.” She chuckles. I arch an eyebrow. “The ER is a loud, fast paced atmosphere. If you can survive my family, you can survive any hospital. It’s a fact.”

She lifts a hand, caressing my cheek and stretching her neck to kiss my chin. “Sorry, I am supposed to be here for you.”

“You’re here for me, and I enjoy when you share yourself with me.” I comb her hair. “Besides, Mom says friendships are about trusting and helping each other.”

I stare deep into her dark chocolate eyes with the hypnotic, golden flecks. They engulf my soul in their warmth. Cupping her cheek, I lean closer to her. A voice in my head shouts, “don’t do this, after it there’s no turning back.” My heart booms inside my chest hard with anticipation. Every molecule in my body shakes, ready to explode. This isn’t our first kiss. But when our lips meet sparks fly in every direction, igniting a fire around us, separating us from the rest of the world. Nothing matters, only the consuming kiss we share. Our lips move in perfect sync. Our tongues wrestle in a passionate duel to overtake the other. Her hands go around my neck. I pull her toward me plopping my body on the bed and rolling us over, so we are side by side. The heat running through my body builds, and I want more.

I want her by my side.

I want her lips, her body.

I want her soul.

Most of all, I want to give her my heart.

A warm sensation runs through my body. A feeling, that same warning voice that everything has changed. The magnetic pull is replaced by a link. I kiss her deeper fusing the link with our souls. I want to tear her clothes off and trace her olive skin with my tongue. I want to spend hours learning everything about her: what makes her come, how fast she likes it. Savor her while discovering every inch of that perfect body.

Want is a selfish verb. Usually I would strip the woman I’m with down to her underwear and fuck her senseless until we’ve had enough, not with her. This thing between Aspen and me is different. I have no name for it, but it’s much more complex than anything I’ve experienced. Much different than the girl I dated in high school. Aspen knows more about relationships. I’ll try to follow her lead. Listening to her talking about Michael constricts my heart. She has lost so much. No wonder she tries to stay away from emotional attachments. If making out for the next thirty years is the only thing we do, I’ll oblige. While trying my hardest to control myself, I promise to try to tear down all her walls and make a home inside her heart.

My phone rings, Bradley’s tone. I ignore it. Aspen stops us. “We shouldn’t be doing this,” she whispers not moving from my hold. Her eyes reflecting the same lust and need I have. “Friends, we’re just friends.”

I stare at her mute. She can’t possibly think we can be friends. Our friendship started when I spotted you in your backyard and ended when I heard your melodic voice. She’s a powerful magnet, and I gravitate toward her constantly. Those fucking walls, she’s going rebuild them. Don’t let her.

“We—” Fuck, Bradley rings twice, hanging up twice and ringing again. There’s an emergency.

Cursing under my breath, I fight the need to have Aspen in my arms and release her pulling my phone out of my pocket.

“Yes?”

“I need you tonight,” he says.

“I’m in San Jose,” I remind him.

“Yes, and I apologize for calling, but I need you.” My eyes roam around the bedroom, focusing on the fuck me heels next to the purple luggage. Shit, we planned on going out for dinner. I’m not better than her ex. We can do it later. I’ll return early in the morning, and we can have . . .”Tell me what you need for me to make this happen, Hawk. It’s going to be Kowalski, Tiago, Harrison, you and me.”

He never assembles his A team, unless . . .”Is it a fast job?”

“I’m afraid not, this might take a couple of days.” He covers the phone, I can’t make out the mumbling behind it. “Tiago says he’ll owe you his first born. I’ll brief you when you’re here.”

“Give me a second.”

“It’s work . . .” I don’t want to sound like an ass, but leaving Aspen here should be her choice. “Do you want to stay until I’m back?”

“Another tattoo emergency?” I nod. She stares at me for a few beats. Her gaze lowers for a second, and once she meets mine, something is different. Her need is replaced with indiference. The cold blast of her look strikes me in the chest. “Home, if you don’t mind. I’d rather head back today.”

“Bradley, call me when you have our ride ready.” I tap the red button, my eyes never leaving hers. What the fuck happened? I lost her.

Bradley: Be at the airport in 30 minutes.

“We’re not friends, Aspen. Friends don’t kiss the way we just did.” I control my anger. Yes, I’m fucking angry with her. How can she let me kiss her the way she did and then metaphorically punch me in the chest? I lean in closer, her eyes widen as her lips part slightly. My willpower is slipping away. Don’t do anything stupid.

Nibbling on her lower lip, I slide my tongue between her plum, heart shaped lips. Her hands go around my neck, giving herself to the moment. I kiss her urgently, desperate for more. Everything. “We don’t have a title, yet.” I fist her hair. My other hand pulls her closer to me. I let out a throaty moan as I dart my tongue inside her mouth and play with hers, my dick hardens. What I wouldn’t give to be inside her. “There’s something growing between us. Please, don’t disregard it, Aspen.”

“You’re not a tattoo artist, Anderson,” she states the obvious. “You leave often, and put your life at risk. I don’t—”

“Hold that thought.” I move her hair aside, kissing the back of her ear. “We can disscuss my line of work later. Just do me a favor, sweet woman. Open yourself up to the possibilities.”

Later, I’ll ask Bradley to pull me off the roster, or to schedule me only when necessary. Mom said to live my life the way I want. At least that’s how I understood it. For the next weeks and months, I choose to be near my mother. I choose to spend more time with Aspen. My family matters more than anything else in the world.
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ASPEN

MY HEART HAS been jackhammering against my chest for the past few hours because of that kiss. The make-out session with Anderson. It wasn’t just hands impatiently exploring, tongues wrestling with one another. It wasn’t just the meeting of body parts. It was a religious experience. What do I do after coming back from San Jose? I sit crossed-legged on top of Brynn’s bed, holding my tablet with one hand and a cup of tea with the other. She’s updating her blog. I’m pretending to read a medical journal while enjoying her gibberish rant. She’s funny when she responds to the crazy people who follow her. Who follows a medical blog? For the first time in three years, I’ve decided to look at my father’s will and what’s left to do. Mostly, it’s his last wishes and the assets Mom never claimed. Anything to keep my mind occupied and away from Anderson’s mission and the lust growing inside me—because it’s only lust. Isn’t it?

“I wonder what Mom did with Dad’s things.”

“Who knows? My mother usually throws everything out on the street,” she replies, not paying much attention to me. “Every divorce or breakup is followed by a temper tantrum and some new-found lifestyle.”

“You make it sound like she’s done it too many times.”

“Two divorces and so many boyfriends. Did I tell you she’s dating a woman now?” Brynn’s mother is incapable of holding on to a relationship for long or being alone. “I think she’s doing it to show Dad that she can be gay too.”

I move my gaze to her nightstand, where the picture of her father and his partner stands. “Is it a phase, like her vegan one?”

“Who knows?” She shrugs. “There was that time when she became a Zumba instructor. It lasted until she broke up with whoever she’d found there. I’ll never forget when she decided to live in a nudist community.”

“That was less than a year ago,” I recall.

“Hmm, yeah, you’re right. She quit when that boyfriend brought two new women to their home.” Her lips twitch from side to side. “I loved when she moved to California for a few months—no phone or way to communicate. I think she’s still in love with Dad.”

“Love is easy, loving the wrong person is what complicates it.” This is mostly my experience watching others and their relationships. Michael and I were perfect for each other.

She sighs, nodding in agreement. “I wish they had handled their relationship different. Dad made a mistake, that didn’t mean that he should’ve married her.”

“He was confused about his sexuality, and your mother volunteered to . . . what was she expecting?” I’ve heard the story from her father’s standpoint, never heard it from hers. Maybe she was in love with him way before they slept together. “The guy wanted the best for his daughter.”

She huffs. “Well, you don’t marry because you knocked up the woman. And if you do, you divorce right after you realize that you’re in love with someone else. Why live with my mother for seven painful years? Then he hid who he was and pretended Wes was his best friend and roommate for another eleven.”

“How are they?”

“Okay. Happy. They bought another goat and adopted a third dog.” She shakes her head and taps the monitor of her computer. “Speaking of parents . . .”

“I don’t want to talk about my mother.”

“I was going to ask about Sophia.” Brynn types as if someone is chasing her. “As I said earlier, your mom just left the voicemail. Call whenever you have time.”

“It’s not my birthday or Christmas,” I protest, closing my eyes. Why would she call? Do I want to know? “Sophia’s prognosis was devastating. She feels strong enough to go on a trip with her sister, though.”

Brynn nods. “She’s the kind of woman who doesn’t want to leave the party until it’s over.”

“Anderson doesn’t like the trip idea, but there’s nothing he can do. He respects his mother’s wishes.”

“Are you going to share what’s going on between the two of you?” Her eyes don’t waver away from the monitor. “Look, unlike Scarlett, I don’t pry. I prefer to wait until you’re ready. But honestly, you’re scaring the fuck out of me.”

“How so?” I play dumb because I’m scaring the fuck out of myself. Why am I reacting to another man? Anderson scares me. He pushed my walls, broke the steel barrier protecting my heart and is climbing into it slowly.

“You’re back to drinking more than your fair share. Your mood swings are off the charts, and you’re not taking your medication.” She continues her task as she talks. “You know that I hate to sound like the responsible adult. But I will if you need me to, just say the word. Have you considered going back to your therapist?”

Brynn is right. I understand my triggers. I know how to reduce them but haven’t done anything to help myself. However, I haven’t had as many episodes as I used to have when I’m not medicated.

“We kissed.” I let out those words with one weak breath.

The sound of her hand slamming her mechanical keyboard makes me jump. Her eyes are now on me. “You just broke up with Heath, and then went with Anderson on a trip and kissed—any sex involved?”

My breath catches as I recall the kisses, the ache between my legs and my soul begging for more. Those weren’t ordinary kisses. They were mind blowing, better than ice cream with M&M’s. The best I’ve ever had. Which scares the fuck out of me. The best I’ve ever had is supposed to be Michael. Mike, the sweet boy who promised to love me forever. A man I love beyond realms, and who I hope to see again someday. I can’t possibly like Anderson’s hands or enjoy his lips, let alone let him occupy a space in my heart that’s designated for Mike.

“I hate that I like being around him, he makes me . . . feel.”

Feel different.

Feel cherished.

Feel alive.

“Progress.” Brynn moves away from her computer, her blue eyes holding mine. I hold my breath, hoping she stops inquiring about him. This isn’t the time for a deep conversation. At least not about him. I’m not ready. “Have you spoken with Scarlett?”

“Why?” Thinking about my other best friend terrifies me. Is she going to ask me about Michael’s party? No, she’s going to take all the memories I have left of him with her. The fear’s enveloping me and freezing me into place. My stomach is ready to hurl my dinner, and the adrenaline is rushing through my veins.

“She wanted to talk to you before she left for the ranch, you ignored her.” Brynn takes off her earring. “Last night we were on the phone and she asked me to give you a message, ‘have her call me.’ She’s hurting. Michael’s birthday is coming up. Her best friend and sister is ignoring her, and her mother is . . . being a bitch.”

“Do you think she’s trying to hook up with Anderson?”

“Ah, so we circle back to Anderson,” she plays with the hoop earring in her hand. “Scarlett wouldn’t cross the line if you tell her that you’re interested in him. Is that why you’re avoiding her?”

I shake my head, sipping some tea. I’m avoiding her eyes. She can see through me. How can I explain to her that I’m not ready to discuss Anderson without saying it out loud? Scarlett loved Michael more than anything. What would she say if I tell her I’m falling for someone else? Fuck, am I falling? “Things were great before she visited. I had handled the upcoming dates well until she came back.”

Lame, lame, lame, Aspen. At least deliver a better lie.

“Then?” She crosses her arms. One perfectly styled eyebrow raises in a “you can do better than that” gesture.

Scoffing, I lower my gaze to my toes. The sight of chipped nail polish is better than her expectant glare. Explain, Aspen, give me more.

“All the emotions in the world swirl inside me. I’m afraid of . . . Scarlett brought Mike’s memories,” I confess, lifting my head. Her arms crossed, waiting for more.

“Then, there’s Anderson and all these . . .” I gesture my hand around myself. I’m doing a poor job explaining the fluttering wings inside my stomach, the fast thumping of my heart when he’s around. My breath catches when he touches my skin, sending an unknown warm that flickers a fire inside me. Nope. That is a conversation one has during a slumber party at fifteen while braiding each other’s hair. It’s not an adult conversation that you with your best friend during your early thirties. “There’s no name to describe it, not now. I can’t talk about it.”

“What’s the plan? Open the doors to this new thing or drink yourself into a state of forgetfulness?”

I hate that she knows me so well. Of course she does. We’ve been living together for almost fifteen years. That’s a lifetime.

“Do I want to be in an inebriated state of bliss?” I smile, knowing what she’s asking but circling a little before I touch what she wants. “Yes! The buzzy feeling and the numbing is delicious. Just as much as when I spend hours working. And I have no room to think about anything.”

Lifting my boo-boo fixer mug, I flash another smile. “See this? It’s tea. I decided to drink tea instead of whiskey.” Sipping once more, I straighten my back and splay it all for her. “I’m not saying Anderson and I are perfect for each other. But I think we’re good for now. My plan is to protect my heart while enjoying his company.”

“Fuck. Are you listening to yourself?” She rolls her eyes. “Give yourself a chance to live.”

“Says the woman who—”

“Please, don’t bring my bad dating habits into the conversation,” she warns me giving me the stink eye. “You can’t possibly compare my bad luck to your . . . what is it? You’re closed off from the world. Michael died eleven years ago, honey. He wouldn’t want to see you wasting away.”

Sounds simple; convincing myself to find someone else isn’t, though. I feel like a storm is coming my way, and I’m afraid this one might be bigger than the one I endured with Michael. Allowing myself to feel isn’t about Anderson, Michael, or anyone else. It’s about giving me a chance to live—to experience something new, different. “I decided that I’ll find the balance, and learn to sail through my emotions. Locking everything away only causes mayhem. Exercising control by feeding the void wasn’t smart.”

Brynn’s lips hide a smile.

I give her a “maybe I’m growing up” glance. “I’ll go back to therapy, continue my medication and learn to cope in a less bitchy way.”

“You’re not a bitch,” she reminds me. “There’s emotionless and there’s being a bitch. I’d punch you in the face if you were the latter.”

“As always, there’s so much love coming from you.”

“I’m that amazing,” she says, jokingly. “Are you considering quitting the hospital?”

“Whatever we do, it’d be a mutual decision, Brynn. I don’t go anywhere without you.” The thought of opening a pediatric practice is growing on me. I’m not ready to voice it. There’re many things I’ve neglected throughout the years, including myself. It feels like the right time to take the reins of my personal life while deciding the future of my professional career.

“Give me a few weeks to get ahold of myself, Brynn. Then you can ask me what we’re doing next.”

“Fine.” Brynn brushes her dark hair from her face. “Give me ten minutes, and I’ll be done. We can have a midnight snack before we hit the pillow.”
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Me: I got your message. I’ll call you soon.

“There, I’ll call my mother,” I say to no one, slipping the phone into my pocket. Item one is done. I check it off me a to-do list for this morning. I have three weeks of vacation. Twenty-one days to rest, relax, and I’m already hyperventilating. What do I do with my free time? Brynn suggested cleaning the house. I finished that three hours ago. Afterwards I walked Hugo. Then I made a to-do list. Going to the hardware store to choose a new color for my room is number five. After that is cataloging the cookbooks we never used; emptying and cleaning the fridge is at the bottom of the list. Text Austin is second.

I haven’t spoken to my brother in a couple of weeks. Our relationship is nothing like the one I have with Mom. I want to believe we’re close. Not tight, but if either one of us needs to bury a body or is sick, the other would be rushing over with a shovel or chicken soup in hand. We have a close connection, even when we don’t see each other often. It’s a shame since we live only an hour away from each other. Our schedules never coincide, my night owl schedule clashes with his nine to five.

Me: U alive?

Austin: Are you alive? Can you notice the difference between these questions?

I chuckle. I love to tease him. Abbreviating or shortening sentences while texting is something he hates.

Me: That’s not an answer, Aussie. Are you available?

Austin: For you, monkey, always.

“I’m not a monkey,” I protest before he can say hello.

“What’s up, squirt?” He sounds so close to Bugs Bunny the way he says it. He started doing it after I graduated med school.

“Not much, butthead.” I stick out my tongue, even when I know he can’t see me. “Just checking in with the big brother. How are you doing?”

“It’s Wednesday, one in the afternoon and you’re not working,” he states the obvious, sighing. “Should I worry?”

“No, I took some time off.”

“What’s going on, sweetheart?” He’s probably jumping in his car, ready to drive toward me. “Talk to me, Aspy.”

“I went to San Jose with my neighbor. We spent less time there than we thought. And now I have three weeks off.”

“Nice start, now give me the whole story.” He sounds bossy, worried. “Aspen, you need to talk to someone. I’m always here for you, what’s going on?”

Austin is a great listener. I don’t remember if he’s always been like that, or if it happened as he started to work as a counselor. Either way, he never judges me. He just tries his best to guide me through the mayhem inside my head. My therapists have never been as easy going or understanding as he is with me. Sitting on the couch, I close my eyes and talk for what feels like hours about my life. The beginning is easy, Sophia is sick. Getting to the present is not a smooth ride.

“Deep breaths, Aspy,” Austin reminds me as I stir toward the end of the story. “Brooklyn is right, you have to find a new place. You’re incredibly dedicated. The hospital will lose one of the best, but you’re pushing yourself too much. We can’t save everyone.”

“I can’t leave it behind.”

“Tell me about this guy, Anderson. Is he hot?”

“Hot is putting it mildly.” Between laughs and chuckles, I tell him more about Anderson.

“How hot is his friend?” Austin’s voice sounds flirty. “We could double date, you know.”

Thinking hard about him, I can’t come up with details. Hair color, eye color . . . Kevin is handsome, well-built. Tattoos dance all over his arms. As Anderson said, he’s his partner. I felt a pang of jealousy and relief. Liking and being attracted to a taken man, a gay man in a commited relationship, was perfectly fine. Acceptable.

“Hm. He’s good looking, I think.” I open my eyes, staring at the ceiling. “I couldn’t see too well with the lights. So, that’s the story. These next days are going to kill me. There’s nothing to do and too much to ponder about.”

“Have you spoken to Mom?” He changes the subject.

“No.”

“It’s been years, Aspen. Try talking to her, she has some news.”

“What news?”

“You have to talk to her, Aspen,” he insists. “Please, help me.”

“After things settle.” I sigh. He’s right. Dad is gone. She’s the only parent I have, but can I deal with her while I’m already having a hard time with everything that’s happening? “When can I see you?”

“Pick a day and I’ll take you to dinner,” he offers. “Friday. Let’s go out on Friday, you can come and crash at my place afterward.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I tell him. “Thank you for listening.”
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ASPEN

UNCERTAINTY, OH HOW much I hate the fuck out of you. I hate this—the wait, the lack of news. No news is good news. Anderson left on Tuesday, right after we arrived from San Jose. It’s Thursday night, and he’s not back yet.

“It could take a few days,” he said, kissing my lips. “When I’m back we’ll talk about us, Aspen.”

“Are you okay?” Brynn pauses Breaking Bad, which is making me anxious. Anderson denies it, but he’s been close to Scarlett’s ranch. It’s where drug dealers and cartels swarm, killing law enforcement without batting an eyelash. I nod. “Because you’re shredding your organizer.”

I look down at my lap. My hands are fidgeting with the pages, tearing them up.

Anderson: Are you asleep?

The muscles of my back relax, knowing the mission is over. Wherever he is, he’s safe.

Me: No, where are you?

The doorbell rings, I jump off the couch running toward the entry and swinging the door open.

Anderson stands in front of me. He has a few bruises on his face, but his sexy grin is stamped on those full lips. “You’re okay.” Finally, I exhale.

He pulls me into his embrace, my feet leaving the floor for a few seconds. “I fucking missed you.”

As he settles my feet back on the floor, my hands reach for his face. I stand on my tiptoes as I lower his lips to mine. “Welcome home,” I murmur, kissing him deeply, letting go of the anguish and worry.

“So this is what the fuss is all about. Having someone waiting for you after a mission.” Anderson’s hands rest on my hips, he pushes me against the wall, his erection pressing into my waist. The kiss intensifies, the urgency increases with every second that passes. This isn’t just a casual hello. At least for me it’s a, “don’t leave me without news for this long, the past couple of days were hell without you.”

“A, I’m heading to bed,” Brynn breaks the spell, bringing me back to reality.

“Good evening, Brooklyn,” Anderson greets her. “I apologize for showing up this late at night.”

Brynn shakes her head smiling. “On the contrary, thank you for showing up; she was driving me insane.”

“Good night, my mouthy friend,” I growl, glancing back at her. She gives me a “you’re lost” look.

Anderson caresses my ear, running his hand along my cheek, his eyes tender, maybe even loving. “You were worried about me?”

“Friends worry about each other,” I respond, lifting my trembling hand and touching the perimeter of the open cut above his left eyebrow. “We need to clean this. I might have to stitch it.”

The long sleeve jacket he wears has a couple of purple marks, one on his chest and the second one on his stomach. Circles. “You got shot!”

“Brooklyn!” I panic, my voice a shrilling sound. My hands start unfastening and ripping the garment apart, but it is harder than I thought. Anderson pushes something on the top and takes it off. I pull up his t-shirt running my hand over his inked chest. There’re a couple of light bruises but nothing I should tend to immediately.

“Did someone die?” Brynn calls out.

“No, I thought he was shot and . . . sorry,” I say staring at the bruises. “Without this thing, you could’ve died, Anderson.”

“I always use protection.” He winks at me.

“We’re all good, then?” Brynn comes closer looking at the bruises too. She squints and twists her lips. “I agree, without a vest this would be fatal. Make sure they drop you by my OR if the armor doesn’t work.”

She starts walking away, waving at me. “Have fun playing nurse, Aspen. I’m wearing your noise canceling headphones.”

Her comment reminds me of college. Those times when Michael would drop by to visit me and . . . Tension grows in my face and my limbs. My mind replays Scarlett’s news, her impassive face from that day. “Mom called. Mike. He died.”

What if the next time he leaves, there’s a call telling me that Anderson died? The thoughts accelerate inside my head. The fear of losing him becoming intoxicating. Who would call and say, “Aspen, it’s Hawk, he died.”? No, he can’t die. My breathing quickens, becoming shallow. I feel lightheaded, tired. This time I recognize that I’m right on the edge of the abyss. I should retreat, push him out of the house and my life. Close the door behind him, and never let myself feel. I’m too close. And if I take a misstep, I’ll fall again, smashing my head once my heart ceases to exist. It’s a place I don’t want to visit. The last time it took me years to come out of it.

Breathe, Aspen. Don’t lose it in front of Anderson.

The anxiety is choking me. Air, I need it.

“Aspen, stay with me.” Anderson’s voice is urgent. “Breath, slowly.”

I can barely hear myself as I gasp for oxygen. The tips of my fingers begin to tingle, my arms lose feeling, black dots obstruct my vision.

“One, two, three,” he whispers close to my ear, holding my hand and slowly raising my arms over my head. “You’re doing a great job. Concentrate on your breathing.”

“It’d be best if you leave now.” I can barely say the words, but I blurt them. “The longer you stay, the more it’ll hurt when . . .”

“Why would I leave?” He kisses the back of my neck. “Aspen, I’m new to relationships and love. However, you can’t ask me to give up what’s growing between the two of us.”

Damn it, he feels it too. This makes things harder, yet easier. Rip the band-aid off and let it air. The wound will close if you let it air.

“Give us a chance.” He slides his hands, tracing a line from the tip of my fingers down my sides and to my waist. I arch with his touch, wanting him to continue but he stops holding me closer to him. “I refuse to give up what I’m feeling for you. Do you know how fucking great it is to know someone is waiting for you after a fucked-up day at work?”

“I’m scared of falling off the cliff,” I breathe the words, sucking in his musky scent. I’m fighting the need to run away from him; fighting the need to beg for his touch. So many emotions clutching my throat, squeezing it tight along with my heart.

“Sometimes the best part of the journey is falling, gliding, and never letting it go.” Anderson kisses the top of my head, my eyes, my nose, peppering my face with kisses leaving a trail of love all along it and kissing my neck. “This is right, my heart agrees and my soul demands it.”

“I’m broken. My heart is shattered. It’s impossible to fix it.”

“We are going to collect every fragment and melt them together along with my heart. So they never fall apart,” he whispers in my ear. His assurance is weaving a safety net at the bottom of the cliff. “Allow us to continue this journey. Falling in love is a different kind of adrenaline I’ve never experienced. You’re opening my eyes, injecting hope and teaching me how to love.”

My mind races with the possibilities, a whiplash of reservations erase them at once. “What if it doesn’t work?”

He nuzzles my neck. “I like long-term challenges. We have a lifetime to fall in love over and over.”

My chest tightness. I grip his waist needing his support. Anderson’s strong arms encase me, warming my soul and allowing me to feel safe. This is either the eye of the storm, or the end of the hurricane. Soon I’ll know if I must pick up the debris or search for a bigger bunker for shelter.

“I’m not planning on leaving you, Aspen,” he whispers nibbling my ear. “Unless you want me to go.” His lips gently brush mine. “Can I stay with you tonight?”

“Please,” I exhale the word, staring at his forest green eyes. “After I clean the wound.”

“Whatever you say, Doc.” His shoulders settle, his smirk draws me to him. I fight the urge to kiss him again, and hold his hand taking him to the bathroom where I can work my magic.
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ANDERSON

I HATE WORKING on Friday nights.

“Jessica Rabbit?” I stare at the picture this bro handed me, then at the guy who giggles like an idiot at the big boobs in the drawing. “This job takes several sessions. You’d have to schedule it in advance.”

It wouldn’t. A few hours and he could have the hottest cartoon ever created. But not when he wants me to change her face to his girlfriend’s face. What the fuck?

“Her birthday is tomorrow,” he stutters. His face loses color and jams his hands underneath his armpits. “I don’t have anything else to give her.”

“You’re planning to give her a tattoo for her birthday?” I massage my temple. These fucking kids have no clue. “The grocery store has flowers. Maybe try a teddy bear.”

“No, man. She said do something unique.” He looks up at the ceiling smiling like an idiot in love.

“A tattoo isn’t the answer, not the one you’re planning.” I glance around the store. Perhaps he can buy some body jewelry. Narrowing my eyes at the poor boy, I decide to give him a lifeline and search for the card of another parlor. Damian is my buddy and we like to refer customers to him when we’re busy. “Try him, he might have time for you.”

Taking the card, he lowers his head and saunters outside the shop without saying another word. Kevin who stood next to me all this time laughs as the kid shuts the door. “Last one of the night. Do you want to grab a beer?”

“Not tonight.” I press the wireless lock from the reception desk and pick up my phone at my station. Glancing around, I make sure the station is clean. When I look at my phone, I see a bunch of texts from Aspen.

Aspen: What’s the name of the tequila I had last time?

Aspen: Never mind.

Aspen: This tequila is the best.

Aspen: What time are you done? I want you to meet Austin.

Aspen: Never mind, Austin found someone to go home with tonight.

Aspen: I’m not sure Brynn and I are qualified to drive back home.

Who the hell is Austin? I check the time she sent the last text, only three minutes ago. I decide to call her.

“Where are you?”

“Hey, handsome,” she slurs her words. “I want to dance with you.”

“Where are you, beautiful?”

“The Silver Moon.”

“Stay there, I’ll pick you up in a few minutes.”

“After I dance with you,” she repeats. “Do you want to dance with me?”

“I can’t wait to have you in my arms, Aspen,” I say, lowering my voice.

This woman has turned a switch inside me. She’s turning on a bunch of high emotions I’ve never thought I’d feel for anyone. Last night was the best of my life by far.

Aspen fell asleep in my arms, tucked beside me. Her heart beating the same rhythm as mine, her soft body leaning against my hardness. I didn’t sleep much. Not when the adrenaline of the mission continued rushing through my veins. This mission wasn’t any different from the others I’ve had throughout the years. Except, I had Aspen in mind. The urge to come out of Syria unharmed consumed me. Someone waited for me at home.

Son of a bitch, I never thought this would happen to me. Am I in love with her? Maybe. The only thing I know is that she’s becoming the most significant person in the world to me. My steel-like balls begged me to wake her up and find some release. Fuck, I was so horny.

“Are you going back to your mother’s?”

I shake my head, searching for my truck’s keys. “No, I’m picking up Aspen. She’s at the Silver Moon.”

“What’s the deal with her?” He grabs his leather jacket.

My face becomes rigid, jaw clamped tight, teeth grinding. “What do you mean?”

Kevin looks at me like he’s unsure or confused. “I’m just asking because you seem to be dating her. You don’t date.”

I sigh in satisfaction. How do I explain what the deal with Aspen Zimmerman is? There’s something about her that intrigues me. It’s the same thing that’s awakening my heart and making me feel things I’ve never experienced in my life. She’s the light I didn’t know was missing in my life. We gravitate to each other. Our energies complement one another and I find myself thinking about her every second of the day. A part of me feels guilty. I feel like I’m stealing her from another man. The guy who promised to marry her and died. But I can’t help to be selfish.

“People change. I changed,” I explain heading to the door. “Do you want to join us?”

“Does she have a sister or a brother?”

Fuck, of course. Austin is her brother. How could I forget? We have talked about him.

“She has a brother and a best friend who is like a sister,” I respond. “The latter is with her.”

“I’ll take either,” he winks at me, “or both.”

“No,” I warn him. “You don’t want to make things awkward once you’re done with your flavor of the season.”

“I’m never done. They’re the ones who can’t handle me.”

Kevin has exes by the dozen. He never wants to talk about what happened and prefers to brush away the details. We never have heart to heart discussions about his relationships. What can I say? Neither one of us were raised to talk about emotions and shit.
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She hates me.

Aspen loves to torture me. This is the third time she sleeps next to me and there’s no sex. She’s the first woman I spend the entire night with, and I don’t get to touch except for in a platonic way. Today is the worst. She’s been wiggling her ass against my dick. My balls are turning purple. No, that’s not it. It’s worse than ever. The sight of her hair spilled on my pillow. She’s occupying the left side of my bed. She looks good, as if she belongs right here. As if she belongs to me.

I’m about to lose it when her eyes open wide. Tilting my head, I appreciate my newfound fascination—Aspen waking nestled in my arms.

“Hi.” Her voice is drowsy, yet sexy.

“Good morning, gorgeous.” I lay a soft kiss on her lips.

“I had fun last night.” She nuzzles my chest, kissing the hollow of my neck. My breath hitches just from the touch of her lips. “You’re fun and kiss like a God.” She nibbles on the corner of her bottom lip. Her eyes widen, her face flushes. I love when she’s flustered.

“A God?” I lean down, crushing my mouth against hers. Our kiss is explosive. My breath trembles as our tongues duel against each other. My hand skims her soft curves down her belly until I find her thighs. I inch her shirt up; then dip my thumb between her legs.

Stop.

“I behaved last night, but do you know what I want to do to you?”

Her breath fastens. “Maybe I do,” she says in a raspy voice.

My blood boils as the images of finally having her under me screaming my name rush through my head. “You have to tell me if you really want it.” Fuck, I deserve some kind of medal or badge for good behavior.

Her eyes lock on mine. “I want you to touch me.”

Her bold words tighten my gut. My body is burning with desire, lust . . . and above all the necessity to fuse the two of us into one big fire. I crush her lips to hers. She hisses as I circle her heat a couple of times through the thin fabric of her panties.

“Like that?” I ask. She nods slowly her lips pressed together.

“You’re going to have to loosen up a little, Aspen.” My fingers move her panties to the side finding her wet core. She arches, gasping against my mouth.

“You’re wet. Is it for me?”

She moans as her back arches. “Please.” Her raspy voice begs me for more. “I want you to touch me, savor me, consume me.” Her fingers trace the tattoos on my chest. “While I do the same. Let me hang on to you as we rock into each other.”

My balls are about to explode with those callous words. Undressing her and fucking her hard is my immediate response. Taking a deep breath, I slow down. This isn’t the first time for either of us. However, it’s our first time together. Our kisses are different, special. There’s something about her that magnifies everything that happens between us.

I pull the shirt she’s wearing over her head leaving her naked, only a pair of black lace panties covering her. I slide my hand up and down her light bronzed skin. “If you let me, I’d write our entire story on your skin.”

“Our story?” She traces the ink closer to my pelvis, then reaching down her had is on my boxers outlining my cock. Pressing her hand against it, she rubs my length.

“Fuck, fuck.” I shiver, pleasure shooting down my spine. I swallow hard trying to control my body before I come on my underwear.

“What story, Hawk?” She smirks, sliding her hand up my chest, giving me an innocent glance.

“The one where the demoiselle saves the soldier in distress and they live happily ever after.” I push my hand through the elastic of her panties, and dip my finger inside her delicious pussy making her moan. Two can play this game, darling. “She warms his cold, lonely heart and they live an adventurous life.”

“Oh, Hawk,” she groans, her center squeezing my finger, her pelvis seeking more friction. She’ll have to wait. I move my hand out of her heat and place it on top of her soft belly.

She lifts her face, nibbling my jaw. “Your touch, your words and your kisses mend my broken heart.”

I press a kiss on each of her eyelids, her nose, her lips, and her chin. I want to reciprocate everything she’s done for me. Skimming my lips down her throat, I stop at her nipples that are hard as pebbles. I cup one tit as I suck the other. “I love everything about you: your hooded eyes as I kiss your silky, golden skin. The lust dripping through your pores when I nibble your beautiful tits.”

“You are so beautiful,” I reassure her slipping off her sexy underwear as I move down her body. I kiss the birthmark she has right on the side of her left knee. I open her legs and continue my way up, running my lips up the length of her smooth skin until I find it. A tiny feather with the word life is inked close to her crotch.

“Who touched you?”

“It was during my graduation trip in New Orleans.” She laughs. “It’s supposed to have birds flying away from the tip of the feather. He was making me uncomfortable and I made him stop.” I trace the tip, figuring out where the birds should’ve been inked. “I’m sure it wasn’t his intention.”

“I can finish it for you.” Leaning forward I kiss it, tracing the place where I could bring out the birds. “We can add a hawk if you want.”

She laughs. “Are we talking shop, Hawk?”

“Nah.” I spank her lightly, spreading her legs open, burying my face between her legs. “Hold on to the headboard. Don’t let it go.”

I bring my hands up at her center, holding her thighs, kissing her clit. A small gasp leaves her lips as I plunge two fingers inside her pushing them deep. I find her g-spot as my tongue licks her clit, teasing it while enjoying her exquisite flavor. I plan on feasting on her all day.

“Hawk,” her voice trembles, her breathing is shallow. “More, please.”

“Fuck, your mouth.”

Each moan, word, and pant feeds my need to thrust my fingers deeper and faster. My mouth devours her pussy. Her voice suddenly disappears, she stiffens for a second, then her mouth calls my name while her body explodes in pleasure. My body misses her as I stand up to look for the condoms, tearing the wrapper and rolling it down my cock.

Kneeling on the bed, I place myself between her legs. I lean closer to her. Our gazes meet. There are no barriers, no walls. The darkness has been replaced by shimmering light. She’s beautiful, breathtaking and as I look at her I hope this is the first of many years of lovemaking.

Aspen takes my length, pressing it against her entrance. “I need you—inside me,” she begs.

“I need to be inside you,” I whisper, thrusting inside her. Her lips part, her eyes shine blindsiding me. Being inside her is different, she feels perfect, heavenly.

I push so deep I feel like I’m inside her soul. “Thank you for finding me.” The phrase is a declaration, a promise, a prayer. She moans as I claim her, as I become hers.

Finally, I found my home.
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ASPEN

“THAT’S A LOT of money,” I stare at the budget Brynn and I made. Opening our own practice is like starting a small business. “What are our options?”

Brooklyn deflates. “Apply for a loan, rob the bank.”

“Pole dancing?” We both burst into a giddy laughter.

“Not sure if we qualify for that amount, we might,” I say out loud. “I just finished paying my med school loans.”

“The start up cost is ridiculous,” Brynn agrees with me.

“What if we try to find a practice of a soon to retire doctor?” I suggest. Asking for a loan is scary. If my father were alive, he would help me with the cost. I just know it. “Or I can sell one of Dad’s properties.”

When my father died, he left me his apartment in New York and the house in Maine. I haven’t had the time to visit them since he died. I pay a company to clean them monthly. That’s money I should’ve saved to open my practice. I have to ask Austin what he did with his properties. If he sold them, I can ask him to back me up until we’re settled. Though when can I do it? He avoids talking about Dad and anything related to him.

Me: Hey, I want to run something by you whenever you have time.

Austin: That’s two days in a row that you’re contacting me. Are you feeling alright?

Me: Yesterday you contacted me. And yes, I’m alright.

Austin: I’m finishing up some work stuff, give me a few.

Me: Work, today?

Austin: Yes, I’ll explain later.

“Or both,” I say, putting my phone away. “It’s not like I use them.”

“Do you want to sell them?” She picks her water bottle, her light blue eyes narrowing on me. “We don’t have to, there’re other options.”

I frown because the house in Maine is a memory I want to preserve, and the apartment is Dad’s favorite place.

“Why don’t we start searching for offices? There are a ton decisions to be made. Like the location, here or Seattle.” I pick up the paperwork we have to fill out for the state licenses, attaching it to the budget. My eyes skim the numbers for the millionth time. My heart sinks into the floor, a lump forms in my throat. Those properties meant something to Dad, mean something to me. They shouldn’t. They’re just pieces of land, and nothing I can take with me if I die. Still, they are memories of Dad. Our old home is where I felt the safest. The apartment he loved so much. “I’ll contact real estate agents. On second tought, I’ll call my godfather, he lives close by and might be able to help me.”

Walter takes his role as a second father seriously. He says I’m his only and favorite child. He has two failed marriages, no chidren, and he spent a lot of holidays with us. I’m ot sure why he couldn’t make the marriages work. I was too young to comprehend during the first, and too involved in my high school drama to pay attention to the second one. The man is amazing, and I love him. I have no doubt that if I ask for help he would find the real agents to sell my home.

“You have a godfather?” I jolt as I hear Anderson’s voice imitating the voice of Vito Corleone. Turning around, I spot him marching toward me. He lifts a finger and says, “I’m going to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

“Not a bad Marlon Brando impersonation,” I concede. “My godfather doesn’t talk that way, though. He’s fun, and might laugh if you do that in front of him.”

“It’ll be a pleasure to meet him,” Anderson adds with that beautiful smile plastered on his lips and the sadness behind his eyes.

Anderson leans down to kiss my cheek. “It’s chilly, why don’t you take this party inside?”

“The cold breeze,” Brynn answers to his question.

He arches an eyebrow, crossing his arms giving me that ‘I don’t get it” gaze.

I pick up the budget, handing it to him. “We’ve found it’s easier to discuss important subjects while we are in an uncomfortable place.”

“Phew, those are too many zeros,” he states the obvious.

“Tell me about it.” I huff, frustrated with myself, our situation, and our lack of options. Applying for a job at an already established practice is a solution. Finding a practice who will hire the Brynn and me at the same time is impossible. “How’s Sophia?”

His mom is flying to New York tonight. Her sister will meet her there. They’re staying in the city for a couple of days to watch Hamilton and then they’re traveling to London on Tuesday morning.

“Okay. She texted before taking off.” He shrugs. I take his hand and squeeze it. “I respected one of her wishes, but sent her with a bodyguard and a nurse. The world isn’t safe. Her body isn’t as strong as it used to be and . . . fuck.”

He combs his hair, squeezing his eyes tight for a second. “What if something happens to her? I wish she had let me go with her.”

Sophia wants to spend two weeks in Europe with her sister. They always dreamt of going to Spain to watch Spanish style bullfighting. A trip she pushed for another day.

“You have to live every day as if it’s the last with an open heart,” she said to me. “The heart of a child who is learning about the world and can’t get enough of it. Only then will you enjoy your life fully.”

The message was clear. Brynn and I jumped into action. Here we are, trying to live our lives. Finding that the benefits of a medical practice are insignificant when facing the cost. Choosing a different path is harder than making the initial decision. The verdict was easy to make, finding a way to make it happen is going to take a lot from us. How long can I stay in the hospital without breaking down? I’m going back to work tomorrow. I talked to my boss about Sophia’s health. Once she’s back from her trip and her health begins to decline, I want to dedicate my time to her. I’m going to help with her daily care. A hospice isn’t the place for her. I know in my heart that she’ll be more comfortable at home.

“Any conclusions?” I ask.

Brooklyn’s phone buzzes, her alarm announcing it’s time to go to work. She closes her eyes. And for the first time, I realize she isn’t enjoying the job as much as she used to. It’s not only me.

“Graveyard shift?”

“Yes,” she huffs. “I shouldn’t have gone out last night.”

“It was fun,” I counter.

“The jury is still out on that.” She stands up, waving goodbye and leaving the porch without a word.

What happened? She said she enjoyed the acoustic performance. She danced with Kevin, who stayed in the guest room last night, promising to come along during our next outing. Did I miss something?

“Is she okay?”

“Maybe she’s as tired as I am.” I take back the papers, sliding them inside the folder. “What’s the plan for tonight, Hawk?”

He extends his hand. As I take it, he pulls me toward him. His mouth crashes against mine, the kiss a mix of longing and sweetness. “Movies, bed, sex? You choose, I’ll follow your lead.”

“Netflix,” I respond, walking to the house. “Aren’t you supposed to be working tonight?”

“I made a deal with Kevin.” He smirks, winking at me. “Tonight, I’m all yours. We can snuggle on the couch and eat all the M&Ms I have in my backpack.”

“Well this is going to be awkward, I don’t like snuggling.” I hear Austin’s voice calling out behind me. When I turn there he is with a wide flirty smile eyeying my . . . Anderson? “But I’m down for the challenge if needed.”

Pointing at him, I serve him with a nasty glare. “Eyes off my man, big brother.”

We both laugh as I walk to his open arms giving him a hug. “What are you doing here?”

“I was only a few blocks away, doing a house visit for one of my cases.” He presses his lips tight, moving his attention to Anderson. “Austin Zimmerman,” he extends his hand while sizing him up. My brother is one inch shy of six feet, but looks a lot smaller than my Anderson. “Nice to meet you. You must be Aspy’s boyfriend.”

Boyfriend? My eyes widen. We don’t have a title. We’re hanging out. The sex is good. No, it’s extraordinary. Should we have a title? Boyfriend is too serious. It’s something two people in a long term relationship can say. How is he going to take it? Will he run because my brother assumes he’s my boyfriend? Anderson and I . . .

“Yeah, man,” Anderson responds releasing his hand and hugging me on the side. “I’m the lucky guy dating your sister.”

My muscles relax. My heart beats normally, yet my chest burns. There’s a total ambiguity to his words. It’s relaxing hearing he’s okay with us dating casually. Why would I worry that he didn’t say the word? Boyfriend. He didn’t because being one means we’re serious. We can’t and shouldn’t be serious. We only became a thing a few weeks back. Then why does it feels that we’ve known each other for so long? Why is everything between us so intense? Each kiss and touch between us is like a mark—a tattoo inked into my soul with the most vivid hue of every emotion.

“What did you do with the properties and money Dad left you, Aussie?” I change the subject to the most trivial one I can find.

His eyebrow arches, his head angles and his arms cross. “Why? Do you need money?”

“A loan, yes.”

He scratches his dark beard, those brown eyes similar to mine staring at me. “The two buildings in Boston are affordable housing for families with low incomes, and I sold the apartment in Hawaii to run those buildings. How much do you need?”

I smile at him, kissing his cheek. “You’re the best man I’ve ever known, do you know that?”

“You’d think, but I did it to spite our father. Those low income families are part of the LGBTQIA community. He would hate it.” He laughs, not accepting the praise. No matter the motive, he’s a thoughtful man and I’m very proud of him. “What do you need money for, squirt?”

Shaking my head, I swing the door open holding the paperwork. “Nothing important, just running my options. Come on, let’s make some popcorn, and watch something fun.” I place the papers I have in my hand down on the coffee table, and head to the kitchen. “We should celebrate this. Two days in a row seeing each other is inprecedented.”

“Move to downtown Seattle. I have two extra rooms and there’re plenty of hospitals there.”

“We just might,” I hint, getting ready to spend some time with two of my favorite guys.
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ANDERSON

ON MOST MONDAY mornings, I wake up at six, go for a run, head to the offices to train new recruits, and work on the back end of some missions or help with the next prototypes. Today I’m sitting in my car, waiting for my girlfriend to come back from work. I’m trying to understand why the fucker she dated parked in front of her house for hours while he waited for her to appear. The craving to have her in my arms and the worry in my heart as she continues working a job she used to love both have increased.

I have an offer for her. One I hope she will take; helping with the care of my mother full time. In a few weeks, I have to join Tiago in Colorado. Mom is coming back in a couple of weeks, and according to the doctor in San Jose, her health is going to decline progressively. Knowing that Aspen is with her lightens my worry. If I pay her, she doesn’t have to worry about work. I check the time, seven-thirty and she hasn’t arrived home yet. Wasn’t her shift over at three? I should’ve offered to pick her up.

My phone rings, her name appears on the screen of my dashboard.

“Hey.” I push the button to answer. “Are you okay?”

“Hm. Not really,” she pauses, “there’s this creepy truck in front of my house. Can you run his plates?” She bursts into laughter.

“Smart ass,” I grumble, pushing the door open and climbing out as I see her truck pulling into the driveway.

“Did you sleep?” she asks walking toward me. I kiss her pouty lips, evading the answer. “Brynn says you’ve been parked there since midnight.”

“Three in the morning,” I correct her. “Brynn didn’t see me until six when she went for a run with Hugo.”

“All the same, you’ve been parked stalking my house. Why?”

I couldn’t sleep without you? No, too needy. “What took you so long?”

“Accidents, shootings, baby.” The corner of her lip pulls, her eyes turn hazy. “This little tiny baby I delivered only a couple of hours ago.”

She squeezes her eyes, clapping slightly. “A girl. She’s the reason I stayed longer. A teenage girl arrived with painful cramps and unbearable back pain.” Aspen presses her lips clasping her hands and fidgiting with her fingers. “Contractions.”

“They didn’t know?”

Aspen shrugs, giving me a ‘what can I say?’ look. “Maybe the girl knew and she was trying to convince her parents otherwise. Maybe all of them were in denial and hoped that I would prescribe some miracle medication. Who knows, I don’t judge. My job was to diagnose her, and afterward, she begged me to stay. I did until I delivered the baby. In the meantime, I had a conversation with her about options.

“Her parents interceded and said they would help raise the baby while she continued school.” Aspen smiles. “It was the perfect solution for them. I won’t lie, I almost offered to adopt the tiny, adorbable baby.”

I freeze, staring at her. Did she just say what I think she did?

Aspen claps her hands against my cheeks. “Oh God, you just freaked out, didn’t you?” Pushing herself up, and lowering my face she presses my lips against her. “I better not tell you about baby fever then.”

Gasping for air, I follow behind her stunned. Yes, I freaked out with her comment. Can she blame me? Was she planning on coming home and say, ‘look honey, I brought you some Starbucks and a baby?’

“Oh look, your stalker is here,” Brynn comments giving me a side glance as we enter the kitchen. “Coffee is ready. Muffins are warming up in the oven, and I even squeezed some juice for you, honey.”

“How sweet, Brooklyn. Fresh, bitter grapefruit juice from the bottle. Is there any orange juice?” Brynn shakes her head. Aspen pours herself some coffee, handing it to me. “I’ll go grocery shopping later today.”

“Please don’t confuse your Google search with my Medical degree.” I laugh at her ridiculous mug. “Do all your mugs have a medical related quote?”

“We collect them,” Aspen retorts. “It started as a joke. Then friends, colleagues and family started gifting them to us.”

“Doctors have strange quirks,” Brynn continues the conversation, as she eats her Cinamon Toast Crunch with Froot Loops.

“Like baby fever,” Aspen jumps back into the conversation. When I lift my head to glance her way she’s eyeing me suspiciously, suppressing a laugh. “Do you want a muffin, Hawk?”

Brynn huffs, covering her mouth with the palm of her hand. “Oh no, I knew you were too gleeful. We are not having a baby in this house.”

“What is baby fever?”

They go on with their explanation. It’s some myth that every time a doctor touches a newborn, they want to have a baby. There are stories of colleagues knocking up wives—because the syndrome affects men and women equally. After a few laughs, Aspen talks about the teenager, barely seventeen with clueless parents.

“What about the baby’s dad?”

“She said it didn’t matter,” Aspen responds to Brynn’s question yawning. “I’m glad the parents are supporting her and keeping the baby.”

“Time for bed, Doc.” I rise from my seat, taking the dirty dishes to the sink. “Leave the them, Brynn. I’ll wash them after we take a nap.”

Heading to Aspen, I grasp her hand, pulling her toward me. “You’ve been awake for more than twenty-four hours.”

“And you?” I grin at her, unable to respond.

I don’t want to tell her that I’ve been waiting for her, explain her how hard it was to fall asleep without having her curves molded to my body and her scent soothing my dreams. Her eyes widen just like her smile. “Hm. You haven’t been to bed either.”

“Maybe. Say goodnight to your friend,” I suggest walking hand in hand with Aspen.

“Careful, Anderson,” Brynn’s warning voice halts me. “You’re being a dreamy boyfriend, and she has baby fever.”

“Good night, Brooklyn.” Aspen chides her. Then, turns toward me. “I don’t want to have your baby. This is a phase that will pass by the time I wake up. Children aren’t in my future.”

The word future sounds like a lifetime sentence in her voice. “Ever?”

She flinches at the bark tone in my voice and shakes her head. “This is a conversation for another day. One where I’ve slept a decent number of hours.”

“Did you plan to have some with Michael?”

Her head snaps, moving violently in my direction. Her face falls and her skin dulls. Those whiskey eyes and her mouth are frozen wide open staring straight at me. My question hit a sensitive subject. I’m aware she avoids talking about him or her past. Personally, I don’t mind listening to whatever she has to say. He’s part of her story. His early departure from this world shaped her personality too. Listening to how they met, their plans for the future, and the brief moments they spent together doesn’t bother me. In fact, I appreciate when she opens that much to me.

“I don’t mean to pry,” I speak, folding her into my arms and kissing the top of her head.

“Thirty-eight years, and this is the first time I care enough about a woman to find out everything about her. Who she is, her secrets, her dreams, and her pain.” I press my lips on her forehead, eating some words I want to say but might sound presumptious. Like how I want to reach inside her soul and erase the bad moments, replacing them with something sweet. Tell her how full of life she is when her mind isn’t gravitating to the past. How I want to keep her with me in the present. “Please forgive me if I asked you the wrong question. I just want to know everything about you.”

“It’s becoming too complicated to talk about him,” she whispers, leaning her head over my chest. “The plan was to have children after my residency, perhaps a couple of years after. Two kids.”

I hug her, protecting her from the sadness. She lifts her head, her eyes finding mine. “Do you want to have a family?”

Yes, with you. Those three words scare me because they’re true. I can picture myself waking up next to Aspen in our bed for the rest of my life; having at least one baby and of course, Hugo. “As the days pass, I’m convinced that I would like to have a family of my own. So yes, when the time is right.” The answer I give her is the closest to the truth.

“You surprise me.” She takes off her bulky shoes and unties her hair, letting the dark waves fall onto her shoulders. “Your mom described you as a loner. When I met you, I couldn’t read you. You barely spoke and I hated those five word answers. Now . . . it’s hard to explain.”

“Is it bad?” The question isn’t out of insecrurity, but curiosity. Her mind is halfway across the world, the other is thinking hard; planning ways on shutting me out, placing new walls. I can feel them as they appear around her heart, just as I feel when they melt with my touch or my words. “Maybe you should stop expecting the worst out of me.”

“No, it’s not the worst, just . . .” Her body relaxes as I nuzzle her neck with my lips, her voice is sleepy. “Since the day we met, you have a way of pushing me out of my safe zone without thrusting me to the abyss.”

“The thing is, Aspen, this exchange is mutual. You’re changing my game plan, driving me into a different direction. I’m holding onto you tight, making sure neither one of us falls to a sudden death.” I pull the blankets, take off my shirt and hand it to her. She loves to wear them at night, I love to see her wearing them. At least, that’s what she’s said for the past few days. Later today we’ll make love. For now, it’s time to put the conversation to rest.

I press her close to me, kissing her eyelids, nose and lips. I close my eyes, wishing for more days and night like this one.
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Heaven. Paradise. Nirvana. A few ways to describe the place I’m in since Aspen and I became . . . are we a couple? We certainly act like one. We spend every day together and sleep in the same bed. Yesterday morning was spent in hers, today it was mine. Everything has worked well between us, except she’s not a fan of my room. The lack of blinds or shutters covering the big windows, she hates the bright light casted by the early morning sun. It rouses her, and her fucking morning attitude, out of slumber.

“You need curtains,” Aspen complains walking to the other side of my room, away from the windows. “Did the women you bring home never complain about the view?”

Why complain?

There’s nothing too exciting about my apartment, but I like the simplicity of the place. I pace closer to the window overlooking the street. Everyone is walking, minding their own business. Over the horizon, I spot Mt. St. Helen. It’s so far away, and the sky is so condensed with clouds that I can make out it’s white summit. A woman nearby pushes a stroller. Looking up as she walks, she stops in her tracks as she stares at my bare chest. It had never bother me before that someone would peek into my windows. There’s nothing to see. The walls are bare, the windows are bullet proof, and I’m barely here.

“You’re the first woman I’ve ever brought home, Aspen.” I turn around, pleased to see her in my space.

“Thirty-eight years and you’ve never . . . I just don’t understand.” She lets her long skirt fall. It covers her lucious ass, and long legs.

“I’ve never had a girlfriend before.”

Her eyes grow wide. Fuck, I said the word. Is she going to run because I gave us a label? What is it about us that drives her into a panic? Things are so easy between us. Yes, we argue about her romantic shows and my bloody movies. About greasy foods instead of healthy shit, it’s hard for her to comprehend why I only let myself eat junk once a week. Sweets and sugar are her downfall. Somedays I feel self-consious. I look nothing like the last dude she dated. I don’t shave often, my car is a beat-up truck that works for what I need. My clothing are mainly jeans and a t-shirt, a henley if it’s too cold. Tattoos are my passion, and I don’t look like eye candy to take to a fancy party.

“We’re exclusive, aren’t we, Aspen?” We’re establishing something today, I don’t give a fuck if she tries to jump out the window.

She nods twice, her lips twisting.

“Do you want to tell me what is it that you’re afraid of?” I lean closer to her, taking her in my arms. Her arms get ahold of my biceps, grasping them hard. I stare into her eyes, searching for her soul. It’s hiding behind fear. “Everything about you is special. I enjoy our talks, our rants, our silence. The only part I hate about being with you is when you raise those walls.”

“It’s you. You’re intense, larger than life.” She blinks twice, laughing. “It sounds so much better inside my head, and not as stupid.”

“Nothing you say sounds stupid, please, trust me.”

“There’s something burning about you. Every action cuts deep, altering the person on the receiving end.” I stare at her not getting her words. “When you kiss, you really kiss. Your laugh makes every cell of my body vibrate, making it happy. All the emotions I try to avoid intensify when you’re around. It scares the fuck out of me—I feel like I’m going to lose control.”

“So, you’re not ashamed of me?”

Her eyes darken a little, her cheeks rising as she laughs. “Sometimes, when we’re grocery shopping, I want to punch the women checking you out. It’s more like I’m ashamed of myself.”

“Trust me.” I can’t emphasize those words enough. My gut says to be patient, my heart insists I continue working to win her. “Losing control isn’t bad if you’re with the right person. The fire inside you is as intense, Aspen. If only you’d let it burn with mine—we would be unstoppable.”

Her eyes close momentarily. As they open, they have the coldness I hate. Aspen fights what’s happening between us at every waking hour. She opens her mouth, I press mine against it, avoiding her words. Kissing her with the intensity she proclaims I have inside, with the intensity of my own fears. Facing the biggest one I’ve comfronted in the past years. Like her, I am afraid. I distress when her actions theaten to terminate the best thing that has happened to me. What she’s not counting on is that the warrior in me won’t stop until this fight of powers ends the rightful way, with her being unconditionally mine.
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ANDERSON

FUCK. I BANG the wheel. This traffic is killing me.

“She’s at home with Brynn,” Aspen reassures me, placing her hand on my thigh. “According to her text, your Mom is doing well.”

Maxine, the nurse who traveled with Mom, called me just now to inform me that they are back in Seattle. My mother didn’t want to upset me. How absurd is that? I’m angry because my she flew across the world to take a vacation she cut short and wouldn’t tell me she needed me. She’s sick and getting weaker by the day. I know she came back because she isn’t well. ‘It’s too hot, and there’re too many people around to enjoy the landscape’ isn’t an excuse Mom gives lightly. Any other person believes the story. I know better. This is the woman who waited hours in line so her sons could ride Space Mountain on Independence Day. The same one who drove thousands of miles from Tacoma to Arkansas in the middle of the hottest summer so her children could visit their paternal grandmother.

Why can’t we find a cure for her? I exhale my frustration.

Aspen grabs my left hand and kisses it. There’s no need for her to say any words, I feel them. I’m here with you. I wish I could do more. Share your pain with me. They’re as clear as the phrases she tells me daily.

“Have you hired the nurses yet?” I park the car in front of her house. “Do you have everything you need?”

Aspen suggested at-home care for Mom’s last days. It sounds like something Mom would love. Except, we are moving her to Aspen’s house. That way, Aspen and Brynn can be there for her. We are renting equipment to make those last days comfortable for her. Mom loves her girls, so I know she’s going to be thrilled to be with them.

“Everything’s ready.” Aspen unbuckles her seatbelt, sliding onto my lap. Hugging the back of my neck, she stares at me with sad eyes. “Deep breaths, we are going to get through this together, okay?”

I wrap my arms around her shoulders pulling her closer to me, feeling her soft body against me. We’re so close I don’t know where she starts or I finish. Despite the heaviness in my soul, my heart remains warm, and it’s all because of her.

In her embrace, the outside world doesn’t exist.

Time stops, the pain disappears.

My mind is at peace.

When I think about my mother’s future and the raw emptiness nibbles at my heart, Aspen comes to my rescue. I trusted my men to have my back. My brothers to protect me as I did during our mission. Not once did I thought I would need emotional support, or that someone smaller and more delicate than me would be my shield when reality is unbearable.

“Thank you” I kiss her neck, combing her curly hair, “for being my strength.”

A hand runs through my hair. Her head turns, brushing my lips with hers before taking my mouth. There’s nothing gentle about the kiss. It’s hot, fiery, and filled with raw passion. The world disappears while she runs her fingers down my spine, warmth spreads to my body. I want to pull away before I lose my shit and fuck her inside my truck.

“You don’t have to thank me, Hawk,” she whispers, her breathing uneven after that soul-searching kiss. “I’m here to hold you when things aren’t pretty, just the way you do when I’m breaking down. Couples do that. They stick together during the bad times, and celebrate the good times. Understanding each other, fighting for the last piece of bacon or the remote. Sharing what matters to the other even when it might be insignificant. We’re becoming an us.”

I open my mouth, ready to say the words when her phone rings.

“It’s Brooklyn,” she announces moving away from my lap. “Smile, Hawk. Bright, cheery. Enjoy these days because they could be over at any moment.”

I chew on the words, staring at the beauty in front of me. The millions of emotions I feel every second of the day because of her. Each and every one altering my thoughts, taking me somewhere different than I ever expected. My heart beats harder as I decide to make some drastic changes in my life, like steer away from the missions where I spend months away from home. My pulse accelerates as I have a glimpse of an alternate life where I spend time with Aspen for as long as she allows me. Forever, if that’s even possible.

“Come on, Hawk,” she redirects my attention. “You’re going to be fine.”

“Yes, we’ll be fine.” I copy her smile, ready to face the most painful days of my life.
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“Baby clothing?” I stare at my mother, then at the pile of clothing she brought me. Thank God Aspen isn’t here to see them. “Why would you bring me baby clothing?”

She folds a blue blanket, handing it along with the pink one. “One day you’re going to have children. At least, I hope you do.” Bending lightly, she searches inside her duffle bag that seems to have no bottom to it. “They are going to need knitted clothing from grandma. I won’t be here so . . . just make sure to tell them I love them.”

“Mom, please don’t do this today,” I beg her. Only a few hours ago, my stomach dropped to the floor when I received the call that she’d come back early. Pale skin, skinnier, tired. My heart hurt to see my mother changing so fast. “I’ll be happy to save these presents. There’s no guarantee that there’ll be children in my future. But if we have any, be assured they will wear what you gave me.”

She smiles, staring at me with satisfaction. Happiness. Peace. “You love her, don’t you?”

Love.

Do I? There’s this strange feeling inside my heart that grows every day, taking over my mind and my body. Unknown to me and overwhelming in the same absolute way it exists. The emotion filled up a hole I didn’t know existed. It’s frightening to think how I survived without it for so long. From being a loner, I find myself next to a person I can’t imagine living without. Is that love?

Mom gives me a knowing stare, yes, you’re in love.

“It’s too early to say,” I confess. “We just started going out.”

All lies. It might only be a few weeks, but it feels as if I’ve known her since before the universe existed. As a matter of fact, I requested a meeting with my boss. We need to discuss my future with the company. My life changed when Aspen appeared, and I like the person I’m becoming. I want to spend more time with her. Even though the distance wouldn’t change what I feel for her, I’m not willing to see her only a few days every other month.

“You two deserve each other. I’m glad you found her.” Her hand reaches out, squeezing mine.

We found each other, I don’t say.
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ANDERSON

“SUBJECT HAS ARRIVED,” Tiago’s voice comes over the ear piece. “Everyone in place, the mission is a go.”

I hate suits, crowded rooms, and bright lights. “Why am I here?”

“You wanted to talk, I needed a wing man in this operation,” my boss retorts as we push open the doors to Noir Gold Paris, the newest Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas. “Don’t complain. I’m missing dinner with my family and bedtime.”

We stand in the lobby where I take in the glowing machines: the loud chattering, beeping, honking, and buzzing. Hundreds of people dressed up with their best formal attire. According to the information Bradley gave me, the owner is well established with the Russian mafia. That explains why I’m here. Among my qualifications, I speak Russian.

“What’s the play?”

“Our guy is Aleksei Babkin,” he murmurs.

“Selling guns to some new organization who is trying to take over the world?”

“No. He supplies young women and men around the world.” His fancy way of saying we’re dealing with a fucking human trafficker. My stomach clenches, these fuckers make me sick. There’s no end to them because there’s no end to the demand of prostitutes and slaves. We put down one asshole, and there’s already another one setting up shop. “Are we scouting?”

“No, this is the mission.” This is the last time I text with my girlfriend during the flight, how the fuck did I miss the intel? “Our sources indicate he has a big shipment in one of the ports and is looking for a buyer. Damian Travis might want the load.”

“Let me guess, he owns a prostitution ring?”

“The hotel has a unique service for high profile clientele,” he informs me as we continue walking toward the elevators.

“We are here to stop the sale?”

“No. We’re here to buy the merchandise.”

I do a double-take, frowning. “What the fuck?”

“We need the location to rescue the hostages,” he explains. “I’ll be tracing the money to recover it once we have them. Our second goal is to obtain the name of everyone inside that room. They’re our leads to uncovering more trafficking cells.”

“Fun, and how did we get here?” I want some of the backgrounds, he only sent a text to head to the airport.

“It’s by invitation only. An auction. James Howlett and Kyle Rayner were added a few hours ago.”

“So Wolverine and Green Lantern are here, huh?” I chuckle with the stupid names he comes up with. Of course, he used superheroes alter egos. “You’re an idiot.”

“Shut up, comic nerd. I’m not the one with a superhero last name. Hawk.” He grins because collecting comic books is something we have in common. “Got my hands on the new Justice League movie.”

“Fucker, I hate you,” I joke, the nerd inside me hopes he’ll let me watch it before it comes out in theaters. His wife swears we’re like two little children on play dates. I’m sure she knows about the times I’m at home playing with him and his brother-in-law on X-Box Live. “Am I invited to the screening?”

“As usual. What do you want to talk about?”

Here goes nothing. “Infiltrating, pretending and living a second life was fun a couple of years back, but—”

“Are you quitting or wanting short term assignments?” He cuts to the chase.

“Short term assignments?” I want to say more, but his frown is scaring the fuck out of me. He’s going to fire my ass before we start this mission. “I love what I do. And I’d like to lead a team through the jungle to rescue hostages—from home. I can break into a bank to make sure the security systems we install work or do temporary undercover work like we’re doing tonight. My goal is that after work I can go home right after. I want to be able to sleep in my bed every night, spend a few hours in the tattoo parlor and have a standard life.”

“You’re fucking with me right now?”

“Afraid not, boss.”

“Fuck, I had big plans for you.” He shakes his head. “We have more projects, you’re one of my best men when it comes to long-term missions.”

“Tiago is your man,” I remind him of the guy who came before me.

“No. You keep him leveled. He’s too volatile.” He presses his lips together as we reach the elevators.

I tap the up arrow, then turn to look at him. “Should I take it as a no?”

“Once you finish your current long-term mission I’ll reassign you, move a few assets around.” He steps into the elevator. “You’re talented, I want to keep you around for as long as you’d like to stay.”

Mason swipes a golden card, then hands me over a second one. “It’s your invite, the paper has your account information. You have half a billion dollars to play with. We’re bidding against each other. I don’t care who wins as long as one of us gets the merchandise.”

We reach our floor and step off the elevator to find two guards standing outside a set of wood carved French doors with bronze handles that match the frame. We flash the golden cards. They nod, each grabbing a body scanner. I lift my arms, letting them search for weapons that they won’t find. Our company also develops gadgets, like the unique fibers that conceals weapons.

“You’re the last two, the doors will be locked from the outside until the show is over,” one of them says.

As we enter a conference room, the doors shut; I hear electronic locks engaging. The other bidders are already sitting around the oval table. There are about fifteen guests plus this tall blond wearing only a jacket with patches on his elbows and a pair of jeans. He looks like a teacher. “Gentlemen, I’m glad you were able to join us tonight. You may call me Babkin,” he greets us as we take the empty chairs.

Pointing at the small laptops in front of us, he shows us a card similar to the invite. “Swipe your card, then enter your account information. That will give me free access to verify your funds and transfer them when we confirm the purchase.”

I do as he says, trusting that Bradley has the half billion lined up and knows how to track his money.

Babkin shows us a metal portfolio and sets it on the table. “This contains the instructions on where and how to retrieve the merchandise. We will start with the slide show. I have enough for everyone. Unless, one of you wants to buy the bulk.” He shrugs taking the remote from the table and turning on the projector. “I don’t care how they sell as long as you meet my price.”

“What is your price?” Damian Taylor, the owner of the casino, stands up from his chair touching the case.

Babkin slams his hand against the metal making Taylor jolt. “I don’t give this until I have money.”

Bradley’s hand points to the case. It’s our target if anything goes wrong.

“Fuck!” Tiago yells through the earpiece. The distinct alarming tone sends my mind into high alert. I look at Bradley rubbing my chin, a sign that we are fucked indeed. “You’re not alone.”

“I hear gunshots,” Everhart speaks.

Me too, I want to reply, but watch the door wondering how long until they can disengage the locks or the hinges around the door and come inside. The better question is why are they here?

“We’ve hacked the cameras, and we’re trying to get to the locks so you can escape,” Tiago reports. “The two guards outside the door are down, two men armed with F2000 assault rifles are trying to go inside.”

“Motherfuckers,” I curse under my breath as they begin to shoot the heavy wood doors. They carry one of the most powerful rifles in the world, and I only have two knives with me.

“We’re getting close,” Everhart utters, the gunfire can be heard through the communicators. “I can’t promise we’ll reach you on time.”

“Another day in the job,” I grind my teeth.

Bradley covers his mouth watching the door. “Kowalski, did you hide the emergency supply under the table?”

“Yes sir,” someone else answers through the communicator.

Good, we have something better than knives. I might make it home in one piece.

Bradley’s eyes find mine. He moves his attention to his fingers, and I follow. The five of them are on the table, he begins a countdown and stays in two. Okay, we wait.

“Who sent men?” Babkin pulls a gun waving it around. I look back at Bradley, still holding two fingers. Wait for his signal. He shoots the window several times, then looks at Damian. “Is there a hidden door?”

Damian opens his mouth right when the doors open wide, and the guns start to spit their ammunition.

“Now!” shouts Bradley.

We both duck under the table where two AK47’s and four rounds of magazines are stashed. I grab mine, tuck and roll, and begin to fire. The two men Tiago mentioned have turned into six. Babkin doesn’t flinch or move; he observes, laughing as the bodies fall to the floor. We remain still, waiting for their next move.

“Fucking idiots, I knew they would be an easy target,” says Babkin, taking the case and running outside the room.

As the eight pairs of feet point toward the door, we roll and commence shooting, getting the last two men. We stand, running after them.

“Babkin and the case are our targets,” Bradley reminds me as we run toward the staircase.

“There’s a helicopter landing on the roof,” Tiago warns us. “Hurry.”

Bullets rain from both sides, Babkin reaches the emergency exit that leads him to the stairs. Bradley covers me as I pull the knife from my jacket and throw it at Babkin’s hand.

He curses under his breath, “shoot them.” But there’s no one else to cover him, his guys are on the floor. Babkin drops the metal portfolio pulling the knife out of his other hand.

Bradley shoots Babkin twice. Then orders, “Call Wings, tell him to have the helicopter ready. We need a doctor to save this asshole. I need him alive.”

[image: ]

Aspen sits on the steps of her porch staring at the closed book in her hands.

“We’re here,” I greet her, passing the stretcher that carries Babkin.

She lifts her head. She drops the book, and propels herself toward my arms. “Are you okay?” She chews on her lip in worry, scanning my face.

“I would have told you if I weren’t.” I kiss her forehead and nuzzle her neck, thankful that I can hold her after a hard day at work. This is what I want for our future. Minus the problems I brought with me.

“Where do you want him?” Tiago asks.

Aspen releases me, and takes a look at our man. “Why is his head covered with a black hamper bag? Did you kidnap him?”

“No. This man is a prisoner, and we can’t use him if he’s dead.” Tiago delivers a terrible joke.

“Follow me, and you An-. . . .” Aspen snaps her mouth shut and enters the code to open the garage door. At least she remembered what I explained her over the phone, she’s not supposed to use my name. “I could lose my license if I don’t report this event.”

“This happened in another state. It’s not your jurisdiction,” Bradley intercedes. “They’re clean shots to prevent the subject from running away. You were the best candidate to assist us.”

“He’s lost blood. A hospital will be better suited for this procedure.” Aspen steps forward lifting her finger, and narrowing her gaze at him. “Let me get this straight. You want me to clean him, stitch him up and send you on your way?”

Bradley and I bob our heads.

“He stabbed him in the hand. The wounds are superficial, but they were enough to stop him,” Bradley explains pointing at the knees, the left foot, and his ear. “We followed your instructions, doctor.”

Walking toward us is an older woman. She’s quite tall and slim, her short gray hair neat. She wears blue scrubs and a solemn face. “I better get paid overtime for this.”

“I told you, you will.” Aspen hugs her. “I’ll introduce you once the others leave.”

Then she turns around and points to Tiago. “Please set him down under. Activate the big light that I have on the left-hand corner of the garage. It’s next to the generator,” Aspen orders, opening the bag the nurse gave her. “Start an IV, let me check the wounds.”

A car parks right in front of the garage. Brooklyn climbs out of it and runs toward us. “I came as fast as I could, what do we have?”

“Nothing we can’t stitch. We’ve seen worse,” Aspen responds. “We don’t have anesthesia. We’re adding some sedatives to the IV.”

“Are we calling the police?” Brooklyn’s eyebrows rise as she scans the garage.

“Nope. I’m sorry, if you have to leave I understand,” I respond.

Brynn huffs throwing me a stern glare.

“Sorry, I had no idea what they would bring,” Aspen apologizes.

“Are you kidding me?” Brynn’s face brightens. “Not many doctors can say they’ve had a bunch of spies kidnap them to perform a high-risk surgery.”

“We’re not spies,” Tiago protests. “There’s no kidnapping involved.”

“There’ll be plenty of that when I tell the story to my unborn children,” Brynn winks.

“Stay with them, make sure he doesn’t try anything,” Bradley instructs Everhart and Tiago, signaling with his head that I follow him.

“I get it,” he says as we walk outside the garage. “My priorities changed when I fell in love with my wife. You know, those two could become our private doctors.”

“Aspen is off limits,” I warn him before he asks her to join his company. “Brynn too, don’t approach them.”

“It’s worth asking.” The fucker smiles, he’s not going to listen to me.

“You’re aware that she’s going to know what I do for a living, right?” I have many things to explain to her, and after bringing my work home, there won’t be any way to hide the truth.

Watching the house from afar and not answering my question, Bradley asks, “How serious is this relationship?”

“Serious,” I reply lifting my gaze and watching the full moon. “Be aware that she’s going to know what I do for a living—tonight.”

“The friend too?” Bradley frowns. “Just don’t release much information. Make sure you pay the three of them for their services. Fuck, what if the nurse talks?”

“Aspen said she can trust her with her life.” During our phone conversation, Aspen told me about Victoria, the head nurse of the hospital where she works and a woman who owns some ambulatory patient care company. Someone who I might want to consider hiring to help us care for Mom. “Of course, she expects payment.”

“What the fuck is wrong with that beast?” Bradley asks, I look in the same direction and spot Hugo running toward the garage. My boss starts running to him; I guess to catch him.

“Wait, it’s Hugo, their dog. I got him.” I run toward Hugo stopping only a couple of feet from him. “Hey, boy it’s me.”

He stops and approaches me as I kneel and lower my gaze. I allow him to sniff my hand, then he licks my cheek. “Good boy.” I scratch his ears. “Leave the girls to work, why don’t you come for a walk with me?”

Hugo doesn’t listen and continues his way into the garage stopping only steps away from Aspen and slowly glaring at Everhart and Tiago.

“Woof!”

“Hello, handsome. I’m glad you’re home, but I need you to step outside until we are done.” Aspen who now wears scrubs and a mask looks at Hugo. “I promise to give you a big, juicy bone once we finished, Hugo.”

“No names,” I growl.

“Your man is out for the next six hours.” She glares at me. “We’re almost done, but you have to find a way to get rid of the bloody rags.”

“Don’t worry, Doc,” Bradley assures her. “We have a team arriving in a few minutes, they’re in charge of cleaning the premises.”

It doesn’t take long for the cleaning crew to come. We all wait for Aspen and Brynn to finish working on Babkin. Once it’s over, I introduce Aspen and Brynn to my friends and colleagues before they leave.

“Aspen, this is Harrison Everhart and Tiago Dominguez.”

“Nice to meet you.” She shakes hands with them, introducing Brynn, and giving us instructions about the IV and what they should give Babkin during the next few days if we want to keep him alive.

Harrison and Tiago take him away. Victoria, the nurse, introduces herself after changing her scrubs and leaves.

“We weren’t properly introduced,” Aspen speaks after Victoria closes the door behind her. “I’m Aspen, and this is my friend Brooklyn.”

“Mason Bradley.” He extends his hand to Brynn and then Aspen. “Thank you for your help.”

“Well, Anderson said it was for a worthy cause. I hope he wasn’t lying about that.” Her voice is firm and sounds like a warning.

“That man has information on human trafficking cells.” Mason surprises me as he explains more than I would’ve. “I can’t explain what our company does, but I assure you that we aren’t criminals.”

“Cryptic.” Aspen crosses her arms, clamping her lips. “Are you a government agency? A military unit? Some international organization?”

“We work with all of those, but we’re a private company,” Bradley responds, and I’m glad that I’m not the one having to deal with her scowl. “I provide security in all shapes and forms. We walk a thin line but steer away from illegal activity as much as we can.”

“What I did is illegal,” she blurts. “I want to believe that I jeopardized our careers to save lives. But, this is the one and only time I walk that gray line.”

“Have you ever considered a change of pace? Working in a different environment?” Bradley can’t keep his fucking mouth shut. “I can pay more than what you earn.”

“No.” Aspen shuts him down.

“Unless we get more information,” Brynn adds to Aspen’s speech.

“What is wrong with you Brooklyn?” Aspen snarls, her eyes look like they might pop out. “One and only time.”

Brynn smiles and shrugs in response. “It might be the answer to our prayers.”

I run my hand through my hair twice in quick succession, fixing my eyes on Aspen. This isn’t something I want her involved in. Fuck, I should have installed a security system in her house the moment we started dating. If anyone finds out about my private life, about her, then they’ll kidnap her, torture her, kill her. My muscles freeze; my heart’s pounding through my chest. She’s in danger. I work to slow down my breathing and control my thoughts. Mason’s offer might help them with the money they need to set up their private practice, but is it worth it?

“Stop it, Bradley,” I warn him.

Aspen’s nostrils flare. She lifts her chin and twists her mouth into a sneer. “We’re pediatricians who happen to work in an ER. Being on call for your special needs isn’t my career goal.”

“I see.” Bradly smiles, shoving his hands into his pockets. “It’s time for me to leave. The wife and kids are expecting me before breakfast.”

He walks toward the black SUV we drove from the airport. Touching the handle, he looks over his shoulder. “I have a big family—lots of children. We can work something out. Why don’t you write out your wish list, ladies? We might find something that works for both of us.”

The words, fuck off, remains in my throat. This is none of my business.

“Thank you for your help.” I take Aspen’s hand and pull her to me, hugging her tight as I kiss the hollow of her neck. “Thank you to you too, Brynn.”

“Are you kidding? Thank you!” Brynn claps as Bradley’s car drives away. “Best day ever. It’s like we’re living in a movie with bad guys and secret agents.”

“Great, she’s tired and talking nonsense. It’s time for you to go to bed,” Aspen orders, then angles her face, glaring at me. “You and I have a lot to talk about. His explanation wasn’t enough.”

She turns to Hugo. “After I give this guy the bone I promised.” Hugo barks, giving me a few more minutes to breathe.

“I’ll take care of our boy.” Brooklyn walks away without giving us a glance.

Instead of starting the conversation, I walk around the garage turning off the bright lights, closing the door and making sure the team hadn’t left anything behind. Aspen is in the middle of the room, arms crossed and grimace painted on her lovely face.

“I’m not happy with you, Anderson Hawkins.”

I grab her hand, dragging her close to me and wrapping one arm around her. I stare at her big brown eyes, “Sorry for skipping dinner.”

She frowns. I lean closer, feathering some kisses around her face. “Wanna talk?”
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ASPEN

MY STOMACH FLUTTERS when he dusts kisses on my face just as the adrenaline rush dissipates, leaving my body weak. My insides feel like they’re twisting. My head’s pounding and my eyes are teary. I’m anxious and angry. No, furious at Anderson. He left the house after receiving a call without much explanation, only a “there’s a work emergency.” Hours later, he called asking how to treat gunshot wounds and if I could stitch them.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Of course, baby, just give me a hand here.” I wasn’t crazy about the answer. Adopting my professional voice and forgetting he could be the one in danger, I walked him through everything. “We should be landing soon.”

“I’ll drive to the hospital.” I started looking for my keys.

“No, we need you to do this at home. Please, don’t tell anyone.”

I called Brynn to come home in case Anderson had played it down and he was the one in need of medical assistance. Then, I dialed Victoria, asking her to assist us and to bring equipment for a surgery. She works part-time as a nurse, but also owns an at-home care company and owns medical supplies. Impatiently, I waited for him to arrive. When he did, I wanted to smack him and kiss him at the same time.

“Aspen?”

“Who are you?” My lips tremble, the anger making me shake. I want to detangle myself from his hold but my need to be close to him is stronger. “An agent, some secret ops guy . . . what are you?

“I don’t have a title.” His voice is so calm, his arms so warm. “An agent, a mercenary, a man who uses his skills to catch bad guys?”

“That could’ve been you.” My voice trembles, there’s no way to mask my anguish.

“If that had been me, you’d have fixed me. I believe in you.” The smooth talker is . . . what is he doing by touching me so gently and using that husky voice? “I work mostly undercover, infiltrating organizations and gathering intel.”

His green eyes caress my soul, and I feel lost in a roaring whirlpool. “I have one last assignment and after that, we’ll have time for us.”

When he touches his fingers against my skin I hear the last thunders. The storm is about to end. “I was only gone for a few hours, but I missed your kiss, your touch, and your body.” My body shivers as he whispers against my neck.

I open my mouth to say something, denying the ache between my legs and the desire for my soul to bond with his. The image of the three black trucks and men approaching hit me all at once, along with the fear that clenched my heart when I didn’t see Anderson right away. What if it had been him? The grief feels like lightning striking my chest. The oxygen in my lungs vanishes.

The fear of losing him is like hands snapping my neck.

There’s an internal battle in my heart. An urge to push Anderson away so far that whatever happens to him won’t hurt me. Yet, the need to connect with and to cherish him is overwhelming.

“I’m confused,” I admit. “I don’t know what this is or where we’re heading.”

My breath comes out in a massive rush. The fear of losing him is into drilling the back of my head and hammering the pieces of my already mangled heart. “We’re taking things too seriously.”

Anderson stares at me, looking at me suspiciously. “You’d prefer a casual fling?”

Shaking my head, I look down at the floor, hiding my feelings, feelings I shouldn’t have for a man I only met a few weeks ago. Covering the distress crippling inside my heart, my empty, burning lungs fighting for the oxygen I deny them. For years I avoided feelings. I moved around, evading big emotions. Yet here I am, falling madly, deeply in love with a man who faces danger for a living.

So yes, the answer is I prefer a casual fling, Anderson. An insignificant connection where only sex matters and my heart can feel safe. The irony is I’ve never felt as safe as I do when Anderson is near me.

“Have I mentioned I’m confused about everything? What if we’re pretending there’s something between us?”

“How so?” His inquisitive tone is refreshing. When he said he wanted me to teach him how relationships worked, he wasn’t kidding. Anderson brings his thumb to my face, caressing my cheek before placing it under my chin. My lips part as he leans forward, I gasp anticipating the electrical surge we create when we kiss. He only pecks my lips moving further from me, only a couple of steps.

Don’t go! I gasp. The short space between us feels like miles. The ache in my body is unbearable, I needed his kiss like I need air. Reassurance, that’s what I need right this moment—the comfort of knowing he’s with me. I’m frozen in place and mute. What’s happening to me?

“There’s no pretending. I’m new at this, but you’re fucking scared of your feelings.” My eyes widen, how does he know? He narrows his gaze at me, his features remain smooth, yet he keeps a distance between us. “We can figure it out, together. There’s no path. We decide the journey and the destination. As long as we’re together, we’ll be ok.”

I blink twice, this isn’t the conversation I thought we’d have tonight. Anderson continues making himself comfortable, not only in my life, but also in my heart. He’s not giving up; his soul has said as much. He won’t give up until I fall. And then . . . what will happen to me if I lose him? The air around me disappears. No. Not again.

“Stop torturing yourself, Aspen.” Anderson finally walks to me. Using those long, strong arms he hugs me, halting the stupid ideas swirling inside my head. “We’re fighters, survivors. Please, don’t let your fear convince you that this isn’t going to work out between us. It will.”
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ANDERSON

“NO.” ASPEN GLARES at the boxes Tiago brought. “I don’t care if it’s the best of the best.”

She places her hands on her waist, tapping her right foot. “You can’t just decide that I need an alarm system because . . . why do I need an alarm system? There is something you’re not telling me. What is it?” Her tone is suspicious and fierce, reminding me that we can’t hide much from each other.

“I’ll feel better knowing you’re safe.” Is this a lie by omission? Why can’t she be one of those women who accepts whatever they’re told? Because I wouldn’t date someone like that, that’s for sure.

“Nine-one-one is a three-digit code I can use, and it’s as useful as your alarm,” she retorts giving me a knowing look. “What’s so unique about this system?”

“The police won’t be here as fast as—”

“Tiago, it’s on a need-to-know basis,” I remind him.

Aspen eyes him, sizing him up, then she looks at me. “This is on a need-to-know basis, Hawk.”

She extends her hand to Tiago, examining him. I hope that’s all. With his long hair, Latin looks and tattoos, he’s always getting more attention than the asshole deserves. “We haven’t formally met. I’m Aspen Zimmerman.”

“Tiago.” He swallows her little hand with his massive one. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Let me know when you’re ready to drop his ass. I’ll be here for you.”

“Tame your stupidity. She’s blondie’s best friend.”

“Texas girl?” Tiago arches a brow. I nod. “Hmm. Interesting.”

“The system is connected to the usual emergency services, but . . .” I want to explain but how much is too much?

“Never seen you tongued tied,” Tiago says laughing at me, looking at Aspen. “And for someone so tiny and cute.”

Aspen, who’s a foot shorter than Tiago, puffs her chest and lifts her chin protesting, “I’m not tiny, nor cute.”

“You’re adorable, babe.” I try to weasel my way out of the other subject by redirecting the conversation. “Anyone is tiny in comparison to Tiago.”

“Please, don’t butter me up and try to insult my intelligence.” She leans away, circling our conversation back to the stupid alarm. “What’s with the alarm system?”

“Our systems are designed to connect not only with the usual emergency services, but also with our own call center.” I release a deep breath, take her hand, and walk her through the hallway toward the stairs, up to the second door where her bedroom is located.

“Because I want you safe,” I say, feeling like a dumbass who didn’t think about the consequences of his actions. Every day we spend together is blissful. Aspen is becoming a part of my world, which isn’t as safe. She lives in the worst part of the suburbs. It’s close to the hospital where she works, but an area I would rather avoid. Then there are my enemies. I’m careful. But if someone finds out who I am, they can find her, and I don’t want to think about it.

I lean in and kiss her nose, then the corners of her lips, and finally brush my lips against hers. “Even when I know you can take care of yourself, I’m making it my mission to keep you safe, protected.” My fingers grab hers when she makes a small noise.

“The people I deal with at work are dangerous. This security system will alert the right people about your situation—hence the cameras we’ll install around the perimeter.” Her body trembles. “I won’t let anything happen to you, but the alarm is a little insurance policy just in case.”

I reach out with both hands and wrap them around her waist before closing the gap between us. I keep her steady against me. “Asking for you to trust me is stupid, I haven’t done anything to earn such trust. In any case, I beg you to believe me when I say that the security system isn’t an invasion of your privacy. It’s a safety net.”

Those whiskey eyes stare at me, deciding that what I’ve said for now is enough. I wish I could take her away with me to a place where she’s permanently safe—but I can’t. That’s her decision, and our relationship isn’t at that stage. She’s fearful of what we’ve developed and I don’t want to push her away with fear of losing her.

“Okay, install whatever you consider is necessary.” Her hands cup my face. Our linked gazes don’t break as she pulls me even closer to her. We are only a breath away from each other. Those tender, silky lips touch mine, moving slowly, kissing me lovingly. It doesn’t last long, but I feel it all the way down into my soul. “I don’t know why, but I trust you. There’s something in the way your heart beats that tells me I’m safe with you.”

This is a refreshing change of pace from a few days ago. “Funny, my heart knows he’s safe with you.”

I swallow hard, knowing she might not like what I’m about to say. “After I install the system, I need to see your schedule. I have a mission coming up—we don’t have too much time left.”

Concern flashes through her eyes. She closes them immediately, trying to hide the fear. I feel it racking through her erratic pulse. I kiss her hard, like my life depends on this exact moment. I’m communicating that this is only an intermission before the next big act. That no matter how long it takes, I’ll come back to her.
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ASPEN

“ANYONE CAN MAKE your heart beat, not many will shake your soul,” Sophia explains, sipping her tea. “Lori doesn’t expect direct pleasure. This man, Graham, stirred her life, awakening her from the haze she’s been engulfed for so long.”

“So she’s doing it because of him?” Brynn questions looking at her tablet. This impromptu book club has turned into some soul-searching, life coaching event.

My mind swirls every time I think about my past, my present, and my envisioned future. Right now, I have complete chaos on my hands. Mom left me a message asking me to please call her. Austin texted me to do the same. My godfather emailed me to check how I’m doing and asked if I had finished settling all of my father’s businesses. No. I haven’t. I’m still ignoring a letter I picked up from the Boston house that I was supposed to read years ago. Maybe he’s asking because I asked him if he could help me sell the house in Maine?

There’s this ongoing hurricane of emotions, doubts, and questions inside my head. Every time we read a new book, the winds pick up and my mind is even more confused. Like when we read a few passages of The Secret Life of Bees. Sophia simplified it in a few words: strong female bonds matter and sometimes the best kind of family is the one you choose for yourself. That’s us, Scarlett, Brooklyn and me.

Ah, Scarlett. The other person I’m avoiding like the plague. These books are like a lesson; they’re telling me that I have to stop avoiding my life.

Eat, Pray, Love made it today during lunch. It’s about a fulfilled woman who decides to leave everything behind. “I wished I had done a little soul-searching traveling myself,” Sophia said. “How many people continue doing the same thing every day without stopping and analyzing what they want?”

I am one of those people she’s talking about—wake, work, sleep. Did I work too much that I’m burnt out? Certainly, the book justifies my current state. My purple, leather organizer remains on top of my nightstand collecting dust. Victoria bought the weekly groceries, most of my bills are on auto-pay, and I’m about to ask for a leave of absence from the hospital until further notice. The main reason is to take care of Sophia, but I also want to have a long break from work. I pride myself on doing the best I can with every patient, but what I do isn’t fulfilling anymore. Am I selfish? Do I want to continue working in my field?

All those questions surfaced just as I’m pausing my mindless, fast-paced, lifestyle. I’m always going through the motions and following each line on the daily schedule. My schedule was simple—workout, coffee, work, and sleep. This new pace will be a great change, having Sophia with us is refreshing. She brings an approach to life I’ve read about but never seen up close.

Like this evening, we’re reading and discussing an erotic romance book.

“Make each other happy, I’d agree,” Brynn’s voice refocuses my attention. I’m back in this strange conversation. Why did we choose this book? “Still, I’m not sure if I’ll be willing to blow a guy while fucking his asshole with my fingers. Would you, Aspen?”

“There’s nothing wrong with having a prostate assisted orgasm,” I defend the author or is it the character. Who am I defending here? “Anal is amazing if you’re with the right person. A BJ while stimulating the prostate might be mind-blowing for a guy.”

Brooklyn leans backward, her eyes fully open. “Have you had anal?”

There’s a loud cough. Anderson. “Why the fuck are you talking about our sex life in front of my mother?” The same man who has a pretty extensive sexual repertoire is red like a radish and his eyes are flaring.

“Oh dear.” Sophia Hawkins shuts her book close, placing it on top of her lap and staring at it.

“I guess you’ve had anal.” Brynn smirks at Anderson’s confirmation. “Look at you, all full of kinky surprises.”

“Shut up, Brooklyn.” I stand up, crashing the book I hold on Anderson’s chest. “We were discussing a book. Maybe you should’ve waited for more context before you put your foot inside your mouth.”

He turns the paperback over, reading the blurb, “entrepreneur, philanthropist, and orphan Graham Queen has a black soul and a shattered heart. During his last trip to Italy he meets Lori Ritz, a starving American artist,” he pauses, admiring the cover. A tint of red and black, a pearl in the middle, a blurry image of a Saint Andrew’s cross.

“Bound My Soul—a Dante’s Dungeon novel,” he reads the title. “What the fuck, Aspen? You’re reading erotica books to my innocent mother?”

Brynn and I laugh at his question. Poor man, he believes his mother is pure and naïve. If only. Sophia is the one who suggested reading this book. Her collection of erotic fiction is impressive. She’s gifting her collection to Brynn because the books won’t make it to her final destination. But the words we read will accompany her along with her lifetime of memories.

“I’m collecting memories, son,” she corrects him, standing up from the couch. “Why don’t we start dinner.”

Her body stills and she closes her eyes. I move closer in case she faints. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, of course, I stood up too fast.” Brynn and I stare at each other, not believing that line one bit. “This read has me all flushed. Do you mind if I go to rest?”

“That’s an excellent idea,” I second, reaching for her hand.

Anderson, the ultimate gentleman, doesn’t ask. He carries her in his arms and rushes to my room. “How are you feeling Mom?”

“It’s a little fainting spell.” She tries to play it down. They both disappear. Brynn and I wait outside giving them some privacy.

“What’s a fainting spell?” Anderson comes out of the bedroom.

“Due to everything she’s going through, her body is weak, but she doesn’t want to slow down. No matter how many times she’s been told by her doctors and friends that she needs more rest, she doesn’t comply,” I explain what I gathered from her medical history.

“That’s the way Mom’s always been,” he protests, a deep frown marring his forehead. “Now more than ever, she wants to experience it all because her days are numbered I don’t fucking know how many she has but . . .”

“I wish I could do more.”

“You are doing a lot,” he reassures me. “We’ve talked about it, Mom and me. No matter how I see it, the end is close. And there’s not much I can do to stop it or prevent her from enjoying her last days.”

“I understand, but her body doesn’t agree with her decision.” I angle my head toward the living room where we sat only minutes ago. Then point at the stack of books. “We are trying our best to keep her active while she rests.”

“With smutty books?” He spanks me tenderly switching the gloomy conversation. The atmosphere doesn’t lighten up, though. The pain of what’s about to come is asphyxiating.

“There’s nothing wrong with romance books,” I defend myself and Sophia.

“Just take notes, baby.” There’s a huge smile drawn on his lips, but his eyes are filled with so much sadness that my heart breaks.

“I wish we could find a cure,” I offer, but my words feel empty.

“She’s happy. She’s having fun and being cared for by the best doctor I know.” He opens his arms and pulls me to him.

“Mhmm,” Brynn interrupts. “Victoria just arrived, she went to check on Sophia. Who’s cooking?”

“We will,” I volunteer us, then turn to Anderson who nods once in agreement.
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To: Aspy

From: Walter Glanville

Subject: Real estate sale

Hey, dear girl, I received your email. Are you sure you want to sell? I know how attached you are to the house in Maine. Please, call me soon, so I know that you’re doing fine. I worry about you.

Sending you all my love,

Walter
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To: Walter Glanville

From: Aspen Zimmerman

Subject: All is well

I didn’t mean to worry you! Why don’t you tell me when is a good time to call you, and I’ll give you a long explanation?

Love you,

A
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ANDERSON

MOM AND I find ourselves talking more and more. I learn more about her childhood, her relationship with Dad, and her decision to move from San Diego back to her parents’ home in Tacoma. My brother and I were a handful, and having grandma’s help was the best solution back then. At the end of every conversation we go back to Dad, and the few years they had together.

“We knew from the beginning that our time together was going to be short,” she tells me. “We made every day and every minute count.”

“What was his long-term plan?”

“He didn’t have one,” she continues. “Live life, enjoy it, and leave a mark before you die. Those were his words. The thrill of a being a Ranger and defending his country was bigger than anything in his life.”

“Even more important than you?” Fuck the question is harsh. “Sorry, I didn’t—”

“In a way. He loved me, but he always said that defending his country was his number one priority. His family came second. It was his life, and I knew it. He loved me like he never loved anyone else,” she stops, taking a couple of breaths. I understand what she’s saying. For years, my only goal was to fight for my country. I made a commitment, gave my word, and swore to give up my life. “Not every love story is the same. Each romance is different, and the love he had for me was infinite. I liked the way it was. We fit perfectly.”

“He’s waiting for me, you know,” she whispers a shy smile appears on her dry lips.

She reaches out to grab my hand. “Plus, I have you and your brother.” Her head leans against the couch, her eyes close. “I think I need to sleep for a little while.”

I kiss her hand, staring at her thin body. She’s beginning to waste away. Only a few days ago, she almost skipped joyfully while boarding the helicopter that took us to the airport and had this glow to her when we flew in a private jet. Today, she didn’t want to take a walk, even walking around the house has become a difficult task for her. Our weekly doctor’s appointments won’t happen anymore. In a matter of days everything has changed from the two of us to a team of nurses, a doctor that comes by daily, a nutritionist, and a therapist. I’m not sure why we need a counselor, but I believe that Aspen is doing what she considers best.

These past few months have been life changing. The woman who brought me into this world became my best friend. We’ve shared so much; we’ve discussed life and she’s tried to teach me more than the right utensils to use. With every word, every sentence, and every day, she’s been preparing me to deal with life in a different way. I’m going to miss my mother, but I’ll miss the woman who listens and speaks with so much passion too.

“Hey.” Aspen enters the room, her hair up in some funny bun and held with pencils. “Is everything alright?” She looks at Mom.

“She’s tired.” I open my mouth and close it several times. “How long until . . .

“It’s not something we can predict.” Her voice is tender. “She’s still willing to do things, eating and finding joy in every moment.”

Aspen takes my hand. “She’s strong, and she’s clinging to life. Sophia will be around for longer than you think. She won’t leave until she’s ready.”

She pushes herself into her tiptoes and whispers, “She’s not willing to let go. Enjoy every minute while you have her.”

I don’t have many minutes left. Soon I’ll have to go on my mission. I feel like an asshole, but Mom insisted that I continue with my life. I doubt she’ll forgive me if I park my ass on the couch while I leave my team to some other lead who doesn’t have enough intel. Until I’m called, I’ll continue to spend as much time as I can with her, and pray that she doesn’t leave before I’m back.
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Aspen holds my hand tight, keeping me afloat and strong from losing my shit. They continue singing, Mom’s voice coming short. “Happy birthday to youuu.”

Tens of candles are burning in front of me. I sip enough air and before I exhale, Mom whispers, “Make a wish.”

“Blow out the candles,” Aspen and Brynn sing in unison, my friends joining.

My heart squeezes. I take in the entire dining room. It’s decorated with blown up pictures of my childhood; there are streamers, confetti, and my favorite chocolate cake. I breathe through my mouth, then taking a deep breath, I wish for more days like today and blow out the candles. Aspen went all out to celebrate my birthday. Tiago and Kevin came to celebrate. Austin brought Mom flowers and, per Mom’s request, he talks about Aspen’s childhood—the few years they lived in Maine and their move to Boston. Unlike Aspen, he’s loud.

“Make it count,” Mom adds.

Mom starts coughing, Aspen releases my hand, going to her aid.

“Breathe for me, little sips of air,” she coaches Mom. “You’re doing great, now let’s drink some water.”

I place my hand on top of Mom’s, smiling the best I can while hiding the fear eating my insides. “What’s going on?”

“The singing, I was never good at it.” She shakes her head. “Time to eat the cake. This is the first-time Aspen’s baking it.”

Personally, I don’t want to eat cake. Yes, it’s my favorite. Mom always bakes it on my birthday, and it’s a recipe that comes from my great-great-grandmother on my father’s side. I think I became obsessed with it when I learned it was my dad’s favorite cake. Any other birthday I’d be thrilled that my girlfriend baked it for me, not today. Today is a reminder of what’s to come. But as Aspen repeats like a mantra, Mom isn’t quite ready to go.

I’m not ready to let her go.

“The doctor is here,” Victoria enters the room.

“Why did you call him?” Mom protests. “I’m feeling well.”

“This is my daily visit, Mrs. Hawkins,” Dr. Morgan clarifies. His almost white brow arches as Mom frowns in confusion. “We agreed yesterday, you’d be sharing some of that cake with me?”

Mom inhales a couple of times, her hand trembling and her shoulders sag. “You’ll excuse me, but I don’t remember well.”

“Time to cut the cake.” Aspen hands me a big, red, plastic knife, while she plucks the candles out of the frosting.

“What the hell is this?” I stare at the light flimsy object in my hand.

“A dessert knife.” Aspen’s voice includes a hint of mockery. “It’ll cleanly slice your cake, without leaving a trail of crumbs. And it can be yours for a limited time only for the low price of nine-ninety-nine plus shipping and handling.”

“That my friend,” Brynn points at the knife, “is the product of a night of too much wine and infomercials.”

They both laugh giving each other a knowing glance. Whatever happened that night continues to amuse them. Mom smiles at them, then at me, mouthing, “thank you.” I get it. It’s those moments when you do something silly, something unexpected, and you share it with your loved one. Bringing her to Aspen’s house helped me, but it’s giving Mom something special too.

We go through the motions: serving cake to everyone accompanied with coffee, tea or wine for the two besties—as they call themselves. Beer for the guys. Everyone takes turns talking about everything and nothing. Brynn and Aspen remain by my mother’s side. Once it’s over, I help Mom to her room. The doctor comes along. He checks her vitals and asks me to follow him while the nurse stays behind.

“She’s doing well. I hate to say this, but she’ll continue forgetting things. Soon she’ll talk more and more about the past.” He squeezes my shoulder. “I offered her pain medication, she declined—for now. As long as she continues fighting, you will continue to have her around.”

His words don’t ease my worry. My only comfort is knowing Mom is happy. “Thank you for coming tonight.”

“Happy birthday,” he responds, shaking my hand. “Call me if you have any questions. I’ll be here tomorrow around the same time.”

He waves at Brynn and Kevin who are clearing out the dining room. I march into the kitchen, joining Aspen, Austin, and Tiago. They’re cleaning the kitchen, washing dishes and putting the leftovers away. We finish picking up within half an hour. Kevin stares at me, unsure of what to do.

“You want us to get the fuck out or stay to keep you company?” Tiago, who doesn’t have filters, speaks.

“I’m off to change, my shift starts in an hour.” Brynn waves. “Happy birthday, Anderson.”

“Thank you for everything, Brynn,” I say, waving back before I hug Aspen. “What are our plans for the night?”

“I’m leaving,” Austin declares, hugging Aspen and whispering something in her ear. She nods, kissing his cheek. He then turns to me. “Happy Birthday, man. Call if you guys need anything.”

Once he leaves, Kevin turns to Tiago. “I guess it’s you and me, want to go to the Silver?”

They both excuse themselves, leaving Aspen and me alone. “So it’s the two of us, any suggestions?”

“Whatever you want, it’s your birthday,” she whispers in my ear making me shiver. Placing her hands on my chest and looking up to me, she does what Aspen does best—worry about others. “Please, don’t lie to me. How are you?”

“It’s close. Every minute I feel how she’s being taken away from me,” I explain to her.

She cups my face, giving me a quick peck. Touching my heart, she murmurs, “She’ll always be with you, guiding you and loving you from Heaven.”

I take her lips, kissing her and sharing my grief. Thankful that I have her by my side. She’s the support I need to get me through this tough time.
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ANDERSON

THE DAY ARRIVES too soon. Bradley didn’t give me enough time. The mission is critical. I play a big roll and leaving sets us back a few months. This is who I am, and what I chose to do for a living. I have a deal, but the last thing I want to do is leave this sanctuary behind. Mom isn’t feeling well. Her strength disappears more as the days go by. Earlier today, her new doctor came by to introduce himself and learn about her case. He only said the same as every other doctor had said. “She doesn’t have long, prepare yourself.”

“I wish I could do something,” Aspen said as she closed the door behind the doctor. “We will do our best to make sure she’s with us for as long as possible.”

Tiago: The plane is set to depart in one hour.

Me: Anything else I need to know?

Tiago: Read through my reports. Text if you have any questions.

Me: Done.

Tiago: Don’t expect me to kiss your hand like in the Godfather.

I chuckle. The tightness of my chest loosens up a bit. I’m not concerned about the mission. My concern lies in my mother’s declining health which is gripping my soul. We don’t have much time left.

A hand on my arm settles the anxiety. “Sorry, I can’t imagine what you are going through.”

I glance down at her long fingers resting on the inscription along my forearm. She’s always been drawn to those words. She lifts my chin. I’m looking back at her expressive brown eyes. Their sympathy and love knock down my pity party.

“You lived through something similar with your dad.” I take her hand and kiss the inside of her wrist. “Is there something I can do for you?”

For the past few days, I’ve been the one leaning on her and she’s going through so much also—career changes and expenses. She still needs the money to open a practice. Once we’re more comfortable with each other, I want to offer her the money. Call it a loan or a gift. Whatever the fuck she wants to call it, I want to help with her plans. For now, I can only support her emotionally. “Have you called your mother?”

“Tomorrow we are ordering some equipment,” she announces, staring at her hand. She doesn’t want to discuss her mom. There’s been a recurring message on the answering machine, “Aspy, please, call me.” I have no idea what transpired between them, or why is it that Aspen continues saying, ‘I’m not ready to do it. Not yet’. “I believe your mom is in more pain that she wants to admit.”

Mom never wants to acknowledge her pain and struggles. She only shows the bright side, the optimistic shit. She’s so much like Aspen.

I cup Aspen’s face, aligning my mouth with hers. Unleashing the pent-up frustration of the day, I kiss her hard and fast. Her hands link behind my neck. Her fingers tighten in my hair as we deepen the kiss. Wrapping my arms around her lower back, I press her tight against me. The throaty whimper she produces makes my dick ache. My heart thunders inside my ribcage.

Aspen’s mouth moves against mine. Our tongues battle, moving at their own tempo. We’re driven with need, desire. It’s been too long since I’ve had her, and the moment is too familiar for both. My head says stop while my heart and my cock beg me to keep it going. Live in the moment and ask for forgiveness later.

She releases her hold and she stiffens. I open my eyes to find hers studying mine.

I pull my mouth slightly, leaving a small gap between us. “Beautiful?”

“You’re leaving.” It’s not a question, she just knows. A fear flashes through her eyes. She closes them, grasping my shirt tightly. Once the tension is over, she releases me, leaning her head on my chest and encircling her arms around me. “How long will you be gone?”

“I’ll try to be back soon.” I kiss the top of her head caging her inside my arms. “To be honest, I’m reluctant to leave you.”

“Can you call in sick?” She giggles angling her face, showing me that everything is perfect. The fears she harbors are deep inside a vault. “How important is your presence?”

“We can’t switch the teams once they’re formed. And we are on the second stage of the mission.”

Her gaze is foggy. It’s switched into something feral, with a pinch of lust. “How long do we have?”

I cock a brow at her raspy voice. “Minutes?”

She caresses my jaw. Her other hand travels down my torso until she meets the waistband of my pants. Undoing them fast, she pulls them down past my hips along with my boxers while she drops simultaneously on her knees.

She takes my hard erection between her hands stroking it slowly.

“Aspen, we don’t have to do anything.” Her touch draws a massive groan from the bottom of my pit.

Her hot mouth is on me before I can protest. I buckle my knees to avoid sinking to the floor when she makes me fall apart. My balls throb as her hand plays with them. In and out, curling her tongue against my shaft as she sucks me. Suddenly, she stops popping my length out of her tongue. “It feels like a bad omen.”

“What exactly?” My dick is throbbing as my heart beats faster with those words.

“I don’t know. I just don’t want you to leave.” Her posture goes from stiff and angry to defeat. “It’s maddening to know you’re leaving again to God knows where to do God knows what. Legal or illegal, whatever you do must be dangerous if you can’t say anything about it. Your friend, Tiago, could easily make it to the FBI list of the Ten Most Wanted Fugitives.”

“Tiago hunts men on the most wanted lists of any agency,” I defend him. “He’s a softy. His Cuban mother would kill him if he doesn’t behave like a gentleman.”

She laughs, my joke lightens the mood.

“I love you and we don’t have to do anything just because I’m leaving.” I adjust my dick inside my pants. I take my phone and text her my boss’s number, along with his father’s. Bradley Sr. is part of the company and assists during operations too.

“What did you just say?”

“I’m leaving—”

“No,” she breaths, eyes widen breathing shallow. “The first three words.”

“I love you?” I smile at her. She bites her lip, holding her breath. Fuck, this is the worst timing to blurt that out, isn’t it? “You don’t have to say or do anything about it.”

Her eyes look teary, her mouth opens slightly. Her pain flares like a wave of heat in the middle of the desert. “Please, come back to me.” I wish I knew what she’s thinking. I only feel her heart aching.

Capturing her luscious lips with mine, I kiss her hard, my arms looping around her waist, her hands holding my face then gliding to the back of my neck pressing herself closer to me. My fingers map her body for the billionth time, ingraining her scent. I’m making sure I leave a piece of my heart as I take hers with me.

“I love you too,” she whispers. The words slam my chest with such a force that I stop breathing. They fill my body with a dose of energy that might help me finish this mission in less time than I thought.

Fuck, she loves me. I feel like the luckiest guy. “Can you say it again?”

“I love you,” she whispers her eyes looking directly into mine, her soul shining so brightly that I’m blindsided. To anyone else, they would sound like weak words. These three words mean everything to me, to her. She’s finally letting herself do it, fall. We’re finally falling into each other. Adrenaline rushes through my veins furiously, rapidly. I want to tear her clothes off. Bury myself deep, turning ourselves inside out while loving her. Fuck timing. Cool down, Hawk.

Leaning close, I press my lips to her ear, pushing her against the wall. “I wish we had more time.” I kiss her neck. I work my way to her mouth, taking it and giving her the rawest, urgent, most demanding kiss in the history of the universe. Nothing tame, there’s no fucking way I can stay calm when the woman I love is feeling the same way.

But I try.

“You do, huh?” I smirk at her, and she rolls her eyes at me.

“Are we being cocky?” She closes her eyes for a couple of beats. Then she opens them with a new light. I sigh. Thank fuck it’s not a new wall. Grabbing her phone, she asks, “What are these numbers?”

“Mason’s number, remember the guy who offered you a job?” She nods. “He’s my boss. If you need me, call him. He knows how to get ahold of me.”

Aspen nods and taps her phone. “The second is in case you can’t find my boss. His father can help you too. Once I’m back, we can discuss our future.”

Placing my hands on the sides of her arms, I level my eyes on her. “Wait for me. I will come back.”

“Are you sure you’re not a drug dealer?”

This time I don’t hesitate to answer, serving her with a smirk. “As a matter of fact, I am.” Her eyes widen. “For this mission.”

“What?” she squeaks.

“Never mind.”

“Come back to me,” she whispers her mantra.

“I will.” Kissing her temple, I give her one last hug. “Enable the alarm after I leave and stop reading kinky books to Mom.” I wink and shut the door.
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The storage unit is hot as hell. I hate Texas during summer time. My hand reaches out flicking the light of the small room. One wall is covered with shelves containing neatly stacked trunks. “I’ll email Bradley while you set up the rest.”

I open a box, pulling out a laptop. I place it on the dusty desk pushed on the other side of the sheet metal wall and connect it to the hotspot of my phone. Tiago pulls out his dress up kit from the trunk: facial hair, dentures, and contacts.

“What do you need sweetheart?” He pulls out his brushes and the mirror. “Some lip gloss to highlight your beautiful lips?”

“Fucker.” I run a hand through my hair while touching my two-week old stubble. I pull out my new I.D.

My alias for the next mission is Winston Jolly. He has blue eyes and light brown hair. There’s now a bump on top of my nose and a scar on my left brow. “Blue contacts, hair dye—light brown, and the makeup shit I hate.”

“Bradley hired a new makeup artist.” Tiago meticulously takes each item out of the box including a second mirror that I can use. While he’s at it, I send an email reporting our status and location to my boss. Tiago plugs the hair clippers into an outlet and begins trimming his beard leaving a light stubble. He removes the rest with a razor. “He has state of the art machines and products.”

I nod, not mentioning that this is my last undercover assignment. Tiago enjoys changing names, voices, and personalities. He can act for months. Bradley and I discussed my future with the company. I want to continue doing strategy and go into the field only for operations that will take a few hours. On missions that are fast, tough, and will pump some adrenaline. I also want to spend some time training new recruits.

“How long will we be in jail?” He asks as he applies spirit gum before his goatee. “Because I can’t have this shit on my face for more than a week.”

“We have two days to find Garret, interrogate him, and pay someone to kill him.” I stare at my reflection. The spray lightens my hair color enough, the scars are in place, and my eyes are a dirty blue. “On day three we escape, make our way to Mexico and finish Amador.”

“Escaping? Is Bradley erasing the charges afterward?”

I take a deep breath. “Not this time.”

“Fuck, we’re going back, aren’t we?”

“Yes, we’re going to ADX Florence.” He growls. That’s one of the best maximum-security prisons in the country, and he hates it. I close the computer after receiving the all clear from Bradley. “There are three stages to this mission, and the last one includes being captured.”

“What the fuck?” He tosses his hands up in the air. “If I didn’t know better, I’d believe he’s setting something up to finish us for good.”

“You’re fucking insane.” I can’t tell him what’s going to happen next. The end is between Bradley and me. Things might not work as I plan and Tiago won’t be on board. I don’t have enough time to convince him. Explaining to him what will happen only minutes before the execution will be my best bet. “Trust him, trust me.”

“Always,” he reiterates.

I press some of the temporary tattoos I carry with me on top of my ink to modify it. The armored clothing is already tucked inside the duffle bags we hid in the runaway vehicle along with fake documents and cash. The last box I open contains eight kilos of cocaine and a thousand pills we agreed to sell to a drug dealer in town. We’re handing over one of the big sellers in town while making our way into prison. “There’s a plan b in case I have to go back home, but we’ll go back to jail—together.”

“How’s your Mom?”

“Hanging in there.” I fake disregard. My problems can’t affect the mission, I can’t think of what’s happening over there.

“If you have to leave, I have your back.”

I nod, pressing my lips together, staring at the mirror in front of me. Not recognizing that man. This man walks a fine line between crime and justice. I do bad things for the so called “greater good.” But is that true or am I just justifying my sins? Will Aspen care about my sins? The guy she deserves is the opposite of who I am while I’m working.

I stop as my mind seems to no longer be thinking straight. The selfish side of my heart doesn’t give a fuck about who I am and wants to drag Aspen into this world, while the other wants to protect her from me and what I do. I don’t know what to do. All I know is that I love her enough that I’m willing to sacrifice everything for her. I’ve fallen for the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. Her flaws, her scars, her quirks, and her inner beauty—all of her is perfect. “We’re on our way to a mission. There’s no room in my head for her. Applying makeup doesn’t imply chatting as if we’re about to walk to a photo shoot.”

“Whipped, she has you whipped.” He slaps my back. “Come on, man. Time for the show.”
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ASPEN

“I WANT VIVID colors.” Sophia points at a bright Mardi Gras color scheme. “New Orleans is a beautiful city and their Carnival is so much fun. We could recreate it.”

Pinterest is my best friend. It walked me through my father’s funeral and we are using it to create the best life celebration for Sophia. She’s creating her own boards and choosing her theme. She has chosen cremation, mass, and a big party.

“Have you called your mother?” she suddenly asks. I shake my head, searching for souvenirs. “What if she’s trying to contact you because she’s sick?”

Burning rage hisses through my body, I hold the iPad in my hands so tight that my knuckles turn white. Any other person would be upset or sad at the possibility of their mother being sick, but not me. It angers me that her insistence is because she needs me to care for her. Just like I had to do with my father. She left me alone in the hospice, and then shoved the funeral arrangements in my hands.

In general, I’m easy going and well-organized—like Mom taught me. So I expected that between the two of us, we would be able to arrange the funeral in only a couple of days. Except my mother didn’t want to deal with that part of the affair, or anything else that involved Dad for that matter. Until now, I thought she was a grieving wife. After analyzing every conversation we’ve had, it hit me like a tidal wave. Mom delegated Dad to my care, from hospice all the way to the grave. Well, not grave. We’re cremating him. Therefore, we have to find a suitable place to rest his ashes.

She’s moving away from Boston. My brother and I don’t live here. No one will visit Dad. Do we want to visit Dad? Organizing a funeral is almost as hard as holding a wedding.

“Money isn’t a problem, Aspen,” Mom informed me after she said over the phone. “I guess there won’t be a final conversation with him. Let me know about the funeral once you’ve decided what to do.”

Me, Aspen Winter Zimmerman, has to organize an entire funeral.

I’d rather be resetting broken bones, reading x-rays, performing emergency surgeries, or delivering babies just as the mother is being unloaded from the ambulance. Can somebody take me back to my ER? Instead of trusting my steady hands to help a patient, I’m trusting multiple boards of Pinterest to give my father one last goodbye. Brooklyn and Scarlett have been helping me create my own board.

“Creepy,” I mutter, their gazes move to me and I turn my laptop so I can show them the small silver souvenir. Scribbling no sharing ashes on my notebook. “Keychain size urns to give as a souvenir.”

Scarlett hands me her car keys. “Thank you for coming over, here is a piece of my father.” I curl my fingers letting the keys drop as I imagine those being ashes. “Sorry, babe, I didn’t want to ban it before I tried it.”

“Memorial garden seeds? We can have a beautiful poem and ask them to plant them in memory of your father,” Brooklyn suggests handing me her iPad.

“Dad wasn’t a flowers and chocolate kind of guy.” I click on a “how to plan a funeral” link. The first line adds another ten pounds of weight to my back. “Inform family, friends, and coworkers by calling or sending a short email. The second line says that most people will come around and offer to help if I accomplish step one.”

“We are here, aren’t we?” Brooklyn hands me her tablet. “Look, I suggest you go with the white carnations and roses arrangements, everyone likes roses.”

“Not me,” Scarlett protests.

“I anticipate that he won’t care.” Scarlett exhales loudly. Brynn and I glare at her. “Not even a smile? Wow. You people are a tough crowd to entertain. What else can we do to make this easier on you, Aspen?”

“Come with me to visit the funeral director?” Reclining my head against the chair, I close my eyes for a split second. “Mom should’ve told me from the beginning that she wasn’t going to help me. I don’t mind doing it, I resent that she blindsided me.”

“Why do you think she’s behaving like this?” Brooklyn peeks over my shoulder to look at my screen.

“She loves him so much that the thought of not having him around anymore is crashing her soul?” Once I hear myself, I understand my line is over the top, but I want to believe that much. Mom doesn’t show emotions. It’s hard to know what she’s thinking and what I should expect when it comes to Dad’s passing.

“Deep.” Brooklyn sighs. “That’s the kind of love I want to find, unconditional, endless, and fearless. A man who I want to be with.”

“Never need,” I recall a book we once read. “A man should be wanted, but a woman must be aware that she doesn’t need a man to survive.”

“Look, this is a nice way to set the biography.” Brynn points at the picture of a woman by the name of Aida LaGrange and her funeral program card. The journey of a woman who lived almost ninety-two years. From her first job to her marriage, children and when she met Jesus. “We can order it from Etsy, there’s a form we can fill out.”

Full name, place, and date of birth, job, if married the spouse along with the wedding date. If children, names. Optional: first job, hobbies, teams, education, favorite teams. The ‘optional’ overwhelms me. Fresh tears spill over with the realization that I have no idea how to fill out some of those spaces. Everything before Mom is unknown to me—except that he were from Boston and had a girlfriend named Helena who he loved. Where was his first job? Perhaps in the old grocery store, or maybe he didn’t work before going to college? When or how did he meet Mom? Sometime in New York City? My parent’s never shared their stories with us, I think. Did they?

The emptiness inside my heart intensifies.

I balance my head between both hands. What if he told us about them, but we never paid attention to those conversations? If I did or didn’t doesn’t matter anymore because we won’t have the chance to share another meal. Unable to fight back the onslaught of emotion, I release a guttural cry. He won’t be the first call on my birthday. We won’t spend future holidays together.

What if that letter he left has the answers I need? More tears roll down as my lungs stop functioning, I can’t imagine reading his last words. My heart isn’t ready to let Dad go. Scarlett fumbles for the tissue box on top of the table. I snatch one and blow my nose, then take a second one dabbing the corners of my eyes. Brooklyn and Scarlett hug me simultaneously, assuring me they have my back.
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“Miss Zimmerman.” Dad’s lawyer enters the conference room. “Thank you for letting us know that you’d be a few minutes late. Now that we are all here, I will be explaining why I called you.”

“To read the will,” Mom offers. “Please continue.”

“Afraid that’s not how it works, ma’am,” the attorney says. His assistant hands each of us a package. “I’m here to name the executor and give each of you a copy of the will. There have been a couple of modifications throughout the years. You now have in your hands a copy of the last will and testament made by Jonathan Zimmerman.”

Last Will and Testament of Jonathan H. Zimmerman

I speed read through the beginning finding what Dad mentioned the last time we spoke.

Article 4

Executor and administrative powers

I nominate my daughter, Aspen Winters Zimmerman, to serve as Executor of my state.

Mom chuckles. “He loved to have the last word and humiliate me. This is such a Jonathan thing to do. Leaving his youngest child as the executor. Another way to remind me he didn’t love me.” She drops the papers on the table, her amber eyes focused on me. “I don’t need his money. I have my own. You can keep everything.”

Stunned, I rise from my seat taking my package and head to the door. Then, turning around I ask the only questions I need to for now. “After reading it, should I make sure every item is disbursed accordingly, and that’s all?”

“Exactly.” The lawyer nods.

“Any questions, I should contact you?”

He nods once more. His skeptical look matches my mother’s. “There’s a clause where he explains some letter he left. You should know where it is, and how to proceed.”

“Things can’t get any more fucked up, can they?”

“Aspen, language,” Mom chastises me.

“Mom, I came back home because you needed help, and for the past couple of weeks, I’ve overseen everything. You disappeared on me. My mother only shows up when I need to be reprimanded, like a child.” I wave the folder like a flag. “While you played victim at home, I sat by Dad’s deathbed. Do you care if I even slept during that time? No, you ordered me around. ‘Throw a funeral, Aspen, I can’t because . . . ’ why couldn’t you? Was it because you were grieving, celebrating, or you just don’t give a fuckytifuck about the man who you were married to for thirty-six years?”

She stiffens, scrunches her nose and looks at Austin. “Would you mind taking me home, Son?”

They stand up, shake hands with the lawyer and walk toward me. “I gave that man forty years of my life, Aspen.” She tilts her chin slightly; her eyes meet mine. “Forty years, two children, and I still had to put up with him. The man you called Daddy wasn’t as perfect as you think.”

She brushes a strand of brown hair behind her ear. “Why did I hand you the responsibility of your father? Because I knew you would handle his last days and his remains with love. In the end, even the honorable Jonathan Zimmerman deserved respect and someone who would show him love. The respect I couldn’t give him anymore.” Her hand lifts, caressing my jaw as if I were a little girl. “No one escaped from his tyranny. Jonathan hurt everyone he knew, and most of all the ones he loved. I learned after a while that just because he spent time nursing your wounds, it didn’t mean he’d hurt you unintentionally. Everything he did was premeditated. You’re strong, brave, and forgiven. I wonder what you’ll do when you find out each and every one of his lies.”

My lungs stop functioning. Dad asked me not to hate him when I found out, but what is it that he did?

“I am not the bad guy, baby girl. Giving you the responsibility was an act of kindness toward him.” She kisses my cheek and departs the office gracefully, leaving me cold.

“Aussie, what is she talking about?” He shrugs, kissing my cheek and leaving me behind.

I lean against the wall, squeezing my eyelids closed against the force of emotions threatening to break me at any moment. First Michael, now my father.

Dad, what did you do?

The big envelope I retrieved from his safety deposit box last week remains in my hotel room, tucked inside my luggage. I’m not ready to learn what Dad had to tell me.

Sophia’s looking at me, wondering what happened but also hinting that I might not have much time with my mother. Anderson said it too, “You have one parent left.”

Maybe he’s right. Why not try to rebuild the bridge? It’s not about who burnt it down, what matters is that you reach out to her. Whatever happened, it can be fixed.

Can it?

There’s so much resentment in my heart. Mom wasn’t the nurturing kind, not like Dad. In my eyes, it was her who failed to love my father the way he deserved. But the thing is that she’s not the only bridge in my life that’s damaged. Scarlett and I went from calling each other daily to a painful silence. I miss her.

“I’ll call her later tonight,” I say out loud. I don’t know if I’m referring to Scarlett or my mother. Either way, one of them will get a call from me. “How about pens? Mugs?”

“No, you have to give away something that will last long.”

Searching through Pinterest, we continue deciding what to do with her house and her things. All her clothes should go to charity. Anderson should decide what to do with the furniture. He owns the house now. I refrain from asking why she’s leaving the house to him and not dividing it in equal parts.

“Tomorrow let’s start sorting my thing,” she says. “Pictures, gradeschool artwork and everything I’ve collected throughout the years.”

Some will go to charity, others to Anderson or Carter, and a few for her grandchildren. Some lucky children who are already loved by one of the most perfect woman I’ve ever known. For a second, I think about them. The kids Anderson talked about having with “the right woman.” That was the first time baby fever disappeared within hours. Not because I didn’t want a baby or because I can’t see myself expecting Anderson’s baby. It’s the fear of how much I wished everything with him.

I loved Michael with all my heart. We were together for two years before we started talking about forever. With Anderson, it hasn’t taken long; and the way I love him is . . . it scares me how much I care for him. I panicked at the realization of being the mother of those children he wants. It’s too soon, too fast, and it feels like a betrayal to the man I promised to always love.
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ASPEN

Me: I love you. Sorry for disappearing on you.

Scarlett: I hate you.

Me: You don’t.

Scarlett: No, I don’t. You should hate me.

A KNOT FORMS in my throat, as my heart stops. Why could I possibly hate her? “What do you think, Hugo?” He’s laying on top of my bed. Anderson visited her ranch once already, what are the chances that he visited again and they . . .

Me: Why?

Scarlett: You lost him too. I’ve never let you mourn Michael. I was never there for you.

Me: That’s in the past.

Scarlett: It was wrong. All these years I’ve behaved as if I was the only one who should be in pain. I understand why you stopped talking to me.

Scarlett: That doesn’t mean that I like it.

Me: It’s not . . .

I stop typing the explanation of why I’ve avoided her for the past few weeks. It isn’t time to open the box and let all the thoughts inside out into the world. Not when I have to deal with Mom, and the loss of Sophia is so freaking close.

Me: Sorry, I won’t let it happen again. We need to talk but not now.

Scarlett: You’re not coming to the party, are you?

Me: No, sorry.

Scarlett: Mike would’ve made you his excuse to skip his own party. He did that a lot. I think that’s why Mom hates you.

Me: He adored you. You were his little sister, the best little sister he could’ve asked for.

Scarlett: Did he say that?

Me: Often, except when you were being a pain in the ass.

Scarlett: Thank you, I know he loved you too. Now can you tell me the other reason why you’re avoiding me?

Me: Soon. I just wanted to say I’m sorry.

Scarlett: I can live with that for now. Just know that for what Brynn says, he seems like a good guy.

Me: Who?

Scarlett: Anderson.

Me: I don’t want to talk about it.

Scarlett: I’ll be here when you’re ready.

Loving Anderson feels like a betrayal to everything I promised to Michael. It shouldn’t.

Me: TTYS, I’m calling Mom.

Scarlett: Are you dying?

Me: No, why?

Scarlett: Sounds like you’re trying to make amends before leaving for a long trip or . . . please don’t leave me.

Me: No, I just feel like it’s time to try to fix what’s broken in my life.

Scarlett: Good luck, babe. Call if you need me. I know how cold she can be.

Me: Thank you.

“That wasn’t so hard, was it, Hugo?”

“Woof!”

“I agree, boy. Time to call my mother.”

“You’ve reached Addison Zimmerman. At the moment I can’t come to the phone, but leave a message after the beep.”

“Mom, it’s me, Aspen.” My voice sounds childish, my heart is beating fast at the idea of my mother going through the same pain Dad did. What if I let things go too far? She did too. That’s not the point. Even when we both should’ve tried harder to have a better relationship, there’s no point in blaming each other. “I . . . I guess I’ll try back later. Please, let me know if you’re well. Like you’re not sick, or you know . . . just call me.”

Hugo nuzzles my leg, my phone buzzes. Mom.

“Hello,” I answer.

“Aspen, sweetie,” she sighs in relief. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I’ve been busy.” The excuse comes automatically without a question.

“I understand, that’s why I never call this phone. You’re a doctor.”

“What does that mean?” I didn’t intend to sound defensive, but I don’t understand. She never uses my cell phone because I am a doctor?

“I would hate to interrupt you in the middle of work, that’s what it means.” She exhales in frustration. “Sorry, I’m not your father. And I don’t know how to talk to you the way he did. I don’t mean to yell.”

“I know,” I speak in the smallest voice possible. A thirty-three-year-old woman still cowards at her mother’s loud voice.

“But I love you.”

“I know.”

“My family insisted that I should toughen you up; teach you to use your voice and stop you from hiding when things were scary for you.” She tried so hard to teach me her ways and I just couldn’t. “Instead, I should’ve learned how to protect you and how to speak softer—at least to you.”

“How are you, Mom?” I wanted to tell her how much I appreciated her and her family. Learning to deal with them helped me in the ER. Maybe it’s a conversation for another day. Tonight, I want to find out what is going on with her. “Are you sick?”

“No. I’m healthy as a horse. Why would you ask that?”

“You’ve been calling daily, Mom. That’s not something you do.”

“Well, I promised to be there for you when I healed,” she says, as we had agreed to meet after her two o’clock appointment. As if nothing had happened between us; as if she didn’t leave me alone while Dad was dying. “To apologize, I didn’t think about your loss. Things were so bad between your father and me that I just wanted to be away from him. So I dumped him on you.”

I remain silent, swallowing back the tears and the nasty words I’ve saved for her. If it hadn’t been for my best friends, my sisters—my family—I don’t know if I could’ve gotten through it. Walter, my godfather, tried his best. But like me, he had to deal with the stuff Dad left behind. My brother and my father had a terrible relationship. In a way, it was just Dad and me, and that’s how he departed this world. Apparently I was the only person who loved him and remained by his side until the end.

“Yeah, well. It happened years ago.”

“Yes, and our relationship continues to deteriorate, Aspen. I don’t want that.” She laughs nervously in a way I don’t understand. “I adored you from the moment I conceived you, and knowing you were going to be a girl filled me with joy. It pained me that I couldn’t understand you, that your father was the only one who got through to you. Everything I tried pushed you further away from me. The link between us was your dad. And I hated him.”

She hated him? Since when and why stay for the sake of the children? “Why didn’t you divorce him?”

“It’s a long story, I don’t want to talk about him. I want to talk about us.”

“Mom, I love you. Even when I don’t get it, I love you,” I assert, thinking carefully about my next words. A few hours ago, I believed this was the best time to mend our relationship. Now, I can feel that our conversation is going to hit me emotionally on a level I can’t deal with. Not when I’m losing Sophia. The woman who I’ve leaned on for the last couple of years. “Right now isn’t the right time, not for me.”

“Is there something I can do for you?” I remain quiet. “Walter mentioned you’re planning on selling the house in Maine. Do you need money?”

“Brynn and I are planning on opening a private practice,” I explain, excited by our project. The money we can get from the sale of Maine will help a lot. We still need more, but that’s what loans are for. “It’s coming along.”

“Pediatrics?”

“Yes.”

She sighs, and I wonder if she feels that the conversation is strained and we’re avoiding subjects. Should we yell at each other? No, I couldn’t.

“What’s your news?” I ask her. “Austin said you had something going on.”

“A few things. We opened a restaurant, Latin America cuisine.” Who is we? Her and my grandparents? It doesn’t matter, at least she’s doing something with her life. I close my eyes and I can see it effortlessly. Mom in the middle of a kitchen ordering people around, mixing spices, stirring the sauce and serving a beautiful plate of picadillo. “It’s new. I’d love if you and Austin could come to visit. It’s been so long since the last time I saw you. Are you still single?”

“I wouldn’t marry without telling you, Mom,” I snap, rolling my eyes.

“No, I meant are you dating.” Her voice is so silent, serious. “I don’t mean to pry. You haven’t been with anyone since Michael died.”

“That’s not true. I dated a guy for a couple of years,” I correct her, getting ready to hang up. She would know if she hadn’t abandoned me. The conversation is stealth like our relationship, and I don’t know how to push away the struggle. How to have a relationship like the one Anderson has with Sophia. They are so close. “I’m going out with someone I met a few weeks ago.”

“What’s his name?”

“Anderson,” I whisper, closing my eyes, thinking of his forest green eyes and his strong arms. Jesus, I miss him so much.

“You’ll have to bring him to the Keys for a mini vacation,” she suggests in that loud voice that seems like she’s ordering me or mad or . . . I get anxious not knowing what she means and I wish Dad were here to translate her mood. Right, this is why we don’t understand each other. We used my father as our way to communicate. “I have to meet him.”

“Maybe later, Mom,” I blurt, exasperated with the conversation. “His mom has cancer and . . . we’re going through a tough time. We’re not in a place for social visits.”

“You like her?” She sounds jealous? Or is it just curiosity?

“I love her. She’s my neighbor. She’s fantastic, you know.” I stop, swallowing the rest of the words. Feeling like I’m betraying my mother for having a better relationship with the woman next door. “Why don’t I call you when we’re in a better place?”

“You can’t go through life thinking that way,” she chastises me. At least, that’s how it sounds.

“What do you mean?” Oh, Dad, how I wish you could decipher everything she’s trying to say. No. I have to work harder.

“Life keeps going, Aspen. It doesn’t matter where you’re at or how you feel. The Earth never stops spinning around the Sun. I regret letting your father be the one who dealt with you instead of learning about who you are. I’m sorry for leaving you when you lost your daddy, knowing how much you loved him. Most of all, I regret not having a relationship with you.” My eyes drip with tears. The salty drops fall from my cheeks, drenching Hugo who I’m using as my support and my pillow. My hand clutches the phone. “I’m sorry for abandoning you. It’s okay if you’re not in a good place, we can start the conversation anywhere. It seems like you need support, a loved one is sick. Why don’t you let me be there for you? This time you don’t have to do much, only answer your phone when I call. Call me when you need to talk.”

“Mhm,” I respond as the loud sobs echo through my room.

I don’t even know why I’m crying. Is it because I miss Dad, miss her, or I just need someone to hug me after everything she said? My door swings open, Brynn steps inside.

“Hey, what happened?”

She takes my phone and shakes her head, giving it back. “Say goodbye, I’m heading to the freezer for some ice cream. I’ll bring the chocolate syrup and candy. We can talk once you’re ready.”

“Mom, I have to go.” I sniff.

“I’ll call you tomorrow, have a good night sleep.” I make a noncomittal sound.

This isn’t what I expected. I break down as she talks. I wanted her to see me as the grown woman who didn’t need her; someone who has done well for herself. Have I? I guess I have. Everyone at the hospital loves me, and they recognize my hard work. I’m now taking on a new responsibility. And I understand it isn’t that I failed, but that I am ready for the next step. Still, here I am crying because Mom and I can’t understand each other the way most mother and daughters do. The question is, will I answer her call tomorrow?
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ASPEN

“HEY, GORGEOUS,” I plant a smile on my face as I enter Sophia’s room. “How are you feeling?”

“Like doing the cha-cha,” she responds with the same joyful energy she’s had since she arrived at my house. “But today I was thinking about running away.”

“Hold your horses; I’ll get the car.” I check her socks, make sure the blanket is warm and clean and her pillows are fluffed the way she likes them. “You can’t leave without me. Where are we going?”

Her lips press into a tight smile. “You know when the last time I saw him was?”

I raise a brow, wondering who she’s talking about. “This is about finding some old beau? Because I could use a new one.”

“Anderson might not like it,” she says, smiling at me. My insides tense. In the three weeks he’s been gone, he hasn’t texted. I know he’s off the grid, but thinking of him gone is killing me. She doesn’t mention him. “I’m talking about Simon.”

I freeze. Simon is her late husband.

“He’s on a special mission,” she continues, as I check her temperature, and wonder what is causing this episode. “But as soon as he ties all those loose ends, he’ll be back for me. He would’ve loved you.”

“Simon?” I ask very confused because the one in the mission is Anderson, not Simon. She nods. “Do you want to talk about him?”

“He was as tall as Anderson. They share the same green eyes. When I looked at them, it was like staring at a forest.” Her eyes are lost in memories. “He had many smiles. My favorites were his boyish smile and his scorching smile with the intense gaze that hit me hard in the pit of my stomach.” She giggles.

I imagine Anderson, who’s the same way with his many smiles that say anything from “I hate this” to “I want to eat you for breakfast”. The latter one is my favorite.

“How did you meet?” I hand her a cup of water to make sure she’s hydrated. She’s been eating less and less. She drinks her protein shakes, but only the strawberry banana flavor.

“During a vacation to San Diego with my parents,” she says rubbing her hands. Worried about the temperature, I take them between mine and rub them. “Love at first sight isn’t acceptable, but it only took us a matter of days to comprehend that we were meant for each other.”

She closes her eyes momentarily. “Do you think I’ll be around when Anderson comes back?”

“Of course.” I don’t hesitate to respond. “He’ll be back soon. Trust me.”

“You’re a good kid.” She holds my hand. “This was a good choice. You girls are wonderful with me. The nurses are caring, better than any other place in the world.”

“I’m glad you’re here.”

“But enough about sad things, what are you going to read me today?” She points at the e-reader on top of her nightstand. “Maybe that Fifty Shades book?”

I laugh because she insists on reading a little of everything before she leaves. She’s leaving, just like Dad. Even though losing my father hurt, losing her feels ten times harder. Over the years, I’ve learned to love her, to view life from a different perspective. I feel like I’ll miss out on so much more after she goes.

“We have to finish One Hundred Years of Solitude,” I remind her of our current book.

“More like one hundred dreading pages of painful solitary words.” We laugh together. “That’s not something I’d like to read before I die. It’s a ridiculous book. An arbitrary novel where the author makes up bologna about this family for One. Hundred. Years.”

“Arbitrary?”

“Senseless, like a fantasy. I don’t want to die pondering about the book.” She gestures at the tablet. “When I was in my thirties, I enjoyed reading the book. But now . . . I want to leave with something happy, exciting, profound. Not sure how things will be or where I’ll go, but if I bring my memories along I want to bring the best.”

When Dad was dying, I spent days holding his hand and listening to all the cases he oversaw throughout the years. The wicked men he sentenced, and the ones he let go. His biggest accomplishments in life had to do with his career. Not his wife, or his children. Austin, my brother, didn’t bother to visit him. He came for the funeral.

“Our family was far from perfect.” Sophia Hawkins looks at her bony hands. “My parents immigrated from France in the late sixties. Mama was always sweet. Dad was always busy.”

It reminds me of my father who was always busy, but he always made time for me.

“If there’s something I taught my children it’s to be gentlemen, appreciate the women they date and to never disrespect them.” Her eyes close. “Like their father was with me.”

“What happened to doing the cha-cha?” I ask her trying to cheer her up.

I touch the screen of the e-reader, searching for a new book.

“Are you going back to the hospital soon? You should, you have a healing touch,” she continues, her thin arm reaching out, searching for my hand. I meet her half way, setting the e-reader back on top of the nightstand and holding her hand tight between mine. “Being a doctor must have taken you years, don’t miss the chance to reach your dreams.”

“I won’t.” Brynn and I just applied for a bank loan and are waiting for the response. There are several places we have an eye on, and the applications for the licenses are ready. We are waiting for a permanent address for our offices. “For now, I’m focusing on you.”

“Remember, life doesn’t wait for you. Reach out and conquer your fears. Work for those dreams.” She closes her eyes. “I think I’m going to take a nap. Will you be around when I wake up?”

I angle my head, lifting my gaze toward the window of her room. The sun is shining and I wish I could’ve taken her out for a nice stroll. “Of course, I’ll be in the next room.”

I adjust the blankets after taking her vitals and kiss her forehead.

“A Tree Grows in Brooklyn,” she says right before I leave the room. “We should read that one.”

“Why?”

“It’s about family and the sacrifices that some make for their spouses, parents or siblings,” she explains, and I try to recall the name of the title. It’s not one I’m familiar with, am I? “About faith, about growth, about finding the strength to overcome those difficult situations. Even finding forgiveness within your heart. A tale where the heroine’s strength is tested on almost every page. She has a hard life, her father dies, and her mother asks for plenty of sacrifices from her.”

“Does it have a happily ever after?”

“Maybe I won’t find out, dear. But I hope she does because everyone deserves to receive what they give—and you give love and happiness all around.”

“The Alchemist,” I counteract. “We should read that one. You recommended it a couple of years ago. I remember liking it, but maybe I should read it again.”

“The truth cannot be veiled by smoke,” she mumbles. “The truth withstands the test of time. The thieves always taking from others in the name of peace, love or family. You’re right. We should read it.”

Shutting the curtains and her door I pull out my phone.

Me: She’s taking longer naps, and today she finally asked for something to ease her pain. It won’t be long.

Brynn: You have to rest. Victoria is staying with her tonight. My vacations start tomorrow and continues until further notice.

Me: Where are you?

Brynn: At the grocery store, buying supplies. Are you contacting Anderson?

Me: Yes. I’m going for a run with Hugo while she’s sleeping. Ella, the nurse, will keep an eye on her. Afterward, I’ll call Bradley.
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I went for a run, showerd and finally dialed the number.

“Bradley speaking.” I hear the husky timbre on the other side of the phone.

“Mr. Bradley this is Aspen Zimmerman. I’m—”

“Ready to talk about my job offer?” His voice sounds excited.

“No.” I sigh, at this moment his offer is at the bottom of my priority list.

“Then how can I help you?”

“Mrs. Hawkins’ health is deteriorating rapidly. I wanted Anderson to be aware of her condition.”

“How long?”

“Excuse me?”

“I can’t contact him just because you want him to be aware of his mother’s condition. I need a time frame.”

“You’re an insensitive asshole,” I protest.

“Pria, can you take this fucking call? Apparently, I’m coming off as an insensitive asshole.”

“You are fucking insensitive,” a male voice says on the other line with a blast of laughter.

Did I interrupt something? I check my calendar and the time. Sunday eight o’clock at night.

“I’m charging you triple for this,” a woman mumbles. “Good afternoon. I’m the public relationships director of HIB. Is there something we can do for you?”

Why do I want to speak to a PR person? Shouldn’t I try human resources? I take a deep breath and let out everything at once. “Anderson Hawkins, who works for Mr. Bradley, gave me this number if I needed something. I’m Dr. Zimmerman and I’m in charge of his mother’s health.”

“Yes, I’m familiar with him and his mother’s condition. How is she doing?” The genuine concern in her voice takes me aback. Why does a PR person care?

“Not well,” I respond, jealousy crippling through my veins. Who is this woman? One of the bimbos Anderson slept with? Fuck, that’s a petty thought. Where is that coming from? I’m tired and missing him. Give the report and see if you can contact him, then hang up. “We believe she doesn’t have much time left. She’s starting to mix reality with her past.”

“Mase, is Anderson on the field? Can you bring him back?” She grunts at his response. “Is there something we can do to help while he’s absent?”

“No, I have everything. And we can care for her during his absence. I worry that he won’t see her before . . .” I can’t say it. She can’t leave so soon, not after we have found our routine. What will happen to our daily talks? What book will I read when she’s gone? The family recipes she’s passing on from memory . . . what’s going to happen to all of them? I need more time with her. “I just feel like he should be back soon.”

“Can you give me a moment? I’m placing you on hold.”

It takes minutes for her to come back to the line. “Thank you for waiting. Look, I understand this is pressing. I’m too familiar with what you and Anderson are going through—losing a parent. I can’t tell you where he is or when he’ll be back. However, Mason assures me that this stage of the mission is almost over and he’ll be arriving home soon. If things worsen or you need anything, please don’t hesitate to contact him. You can text this number, Mason is better versed in the art of texting.”

“Thank you for your help.”

“I’m glad to help. And please, when Ms. Hawkins passes, call us too. Anderson is important to the company, and we would want to be there for him.”
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ANDERSON

TWO SUDDEN EXPLOSIONS pierce the sound of the jungle. They came from the north. Tiago and my men draw their arms after the first explosion. The men from the cartel we’re doing business with are pointing their weapons at us. I remain unarmed, hands held up staring at Joaquin Amador, their leader. The plan is going accordingly. Only a few more minutes and it should be over. “We didn’t fire that. It would be wise if your men lower their weapons before there’s a massacre, and only the two of us are left.”

A man lunges toward me, raising his gun toward my head. I duck and hear a second gunshot. The man whips both his hands up to his head falling after the impact of a second bullet. Taking cover, I pull my gun and begin targeting the enemy. Amador lays on the ground with two holes in his head, Tiago’s specialty. Mission accomplished.

Amador is a former government prosecutor who deserted his life and went to work for the Olmecas, a cartel stationed on the southern Mexican border. The man planted moles along the Mexican army and the agencies killing anyone who would try to obstruct his way. His next plan was to run for governor of Yucatan, a southern state in his country. His death was paid by the government, but taking him down opened the door to bigger fish. The Gulf cartel is looking for a foreign group to join forces with them. With this operation finished, I have won their trust.

“Ten minutes left, gentlemen. I recommend you head to the helicopter,” Harrison’s voice comes through the transmitter. “The DEA is picking up their own men.”

“Sir, we’re on our way out,” I salute Vincent Gore, pull my gun again and shoot the man he’s handcuffing. “No survivors. We agreed.”

“We want to bring them home for questioning,” he growls.

Tiago shoots two more men. “With all due respect, sir, our agreement stated that you can’t bring souvenirs home. One of them learns about you, your guys or us and they will retaliate.”

“We would be careful.” His smug posture makes me want to shoot him too.

“I don’t give a fuck if you endanger yourself or your family,” I roar pulling him by his collar. He’s about five-eleven, shaved head like Tiago, but too lean to take me down. Staring down at him, I give him an ultimatum. “But I do when your stupidity puts my men in danger. I’ll have your job by tomorrow morning.”

“You’re a nobody. You’ll be out of the job before you touch American soil.”

I could kill Gore. Many things can happen during a mission, men die. I don’t. Knowing he’s out of the job will serve him better. “You can have my job, but can you handle it? I advise you run, there’s one more detonation coming this way.”

We rush through the thick greenery. The third explosion happens when we reach the helicopter.

“The third explosion, we are done with these fuckers,” Tiago’s voice comes through my headset as we load our equipment aboard the aircraft.

“We have the merchandise, boss,” one of my men waiting inside the helicopter confirms. “The Gulf cartel will be waiting with the weapons in Texas.”

“Did we send proof?” I question Tiago who oversaw Amador’s execution personally.

“Yes.” He sighs and shrugs, cussing under his breath, pointing at the fire spreading in horror.

Me: Need you to control the fire.

Bradley: Already have people working on that. What happened to Gore?

Me: He already whined?

Bradley: Just answer.

Me: The fucker was trying to bring some men alive for questioning.

Bradley: I trust you took care of it.

Me: Of course, boss. What are you going to do with him?

Bradley: Don’t worry about him.

Me: When do we take the next step?

Bradley: Wings is flying you back home.

Fuck! I cover my face.

Me: How is Mom?

I text. My hands tremble as I wait for an answer.

Bradley: Your girlfriend called on Sunday. Your mom isn’t doing well. Take all the time you need, just stay within range. The Gulf cartel will be contacting you. I’ll redirect their calls to your phone.

Me: Thank you, Bradley.
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Everyone has good days and bad days, good thoughts and agonizing thoughts about their future. Here I am driving through the highway toward my mother. Dragging every mile, I pushed closer to her. I’m regretting my absence. The time I was away took from our last days together. Did I waste the opportunity to be with her? Then I go back to the days I spent away from her. The time I spent hunting men who are no longer able to kidnap women and sell them to prostitution rings. They’re the same people who won’t sell any more weapons to the terrorists. Mom doesn’t understand how it works without working for the government, but thinks that my job matters if at the end of the day I save lives.

Once I reach Aspen’s house, I prepare myself for what I might encounter. When I left Mom, she looked frail, working hard to keep her weight up as the doctor recommended. Her dark hair is thin, gray, and brittle. I remember when she was diagnosed. Full of hope, she swore to fight until her last breath, and if cancer won, she’d have gone a fighter. Once her body stopped responding to the treatment, she continued fighting. Not for her life, but for her happiness. Cancer wouldn’t take away the joy she experiences every day; the smell of the roses, the feel of the sunshine on her skin, and her friends or the love of her sons.

My therapist told me that in the battle between cancer and the patient, it’s the loved ones who lose the most. They can’t only watch from the sidelines, cheering and waiting for the outcome with hopes that it’s a happy one. Mom’s isn’t a happy ending. Now we wait for it to unravel. My mind is ready. My heart is not.

Mom sits on the porch, on the brown wicker couch. On her lap is a purple blanket. Her head’s covered with a pink beanie and she wears an ivory colored poncho. Hugo lays on the floor next to the couch. Aspen and Brynn sit on the other chairs both holding mugs and laughing.

Maybe something is in the air, but Mom looks radiant and full of energy. She’s thinner than the last time I saw her. The dark circle under her eyes are darker, but her smile brightens my afternoon. We made it to today. Neither one of us had any guarantees of seeing each other again. And yet, here we are.

“How’s the most beautiful mother in the world?” I lean in to kiss her.

“Flattery won’t help you, Anderson.” She caresses my bruised jaw and kisses my stitched eyebrow. “What happened?”

“Will it make you feel better if I tell you the other guy looks worse?” He’s burnt beyond recognition. I laugh when she shakes her head. “How are you feeling?”

“Too tired.” Mom tilts her chin to the left. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

The pang inside my chest constricts my breathing. Those words sound final. “Well, I’m back and ready to spend all my time with you.”

“Would you mind taking me back to bed?”

In seconds, two sets of arms are taking the blanket away her while the other moves Hugo away from the couch. For a moment, I had forgotten about Aspen and Brynn.

“Victoria, can you please help us?” Aspen calls through a headset she carries. “We’re taking Sophia back into her room.”

Victoria and another nurse I haven’t seen before come out to meet us.

“Finally, it’s time for the two of you to take a break,” Victoria says eyeing Aspen and Brynn who ignore her.

The other nurse takes the IV cart next to the couch and roll it slightly before turning to look at me. “Ready whenever you are, sir.”

“She’s still in the downstairs room.” Aspen opens the screen and then the main door. She holds an iPad, a mug and the blanket. “Victoria will follow. Brynn will get some chicken noodle soup for her while I get some fresh, warm blankets.”

“Victoria, can you massage her legs, please?” Brynn adds, making her way into the house holding the rest of the stuff they had with them.

I take Mom into my arms, she’s lighter than a feather. There’s not much left of Mom inside this fragile body. “Are you eating well?”

“You know why I don’t weigh much?” Mom smiles as if she has a big secret and will share it with me because I’m her favorite. Her hand trembles as it reaches out, touching my cheek, wiping away the tears escaping from my eyes. When did I start crying? “It’s because the only part left of me is my soul. It’s light, but able to carry all the love I have accumulated throughout the years. That’s all I’m taking when I leave.”

“Mom.” I press her closer to me, trying to keep her alive.

“I met him,” Mom speaks.

Aspen shrugs, shaking her head.

“He’s beautiful,” Mom continues. “Stop searching for what you have in front of you, Anderson. Have faith, open your heart and learn to live.”

Her eyes close as I put her on top of the bed. “Hugo, where is he? I like when he’s by my side.”

Victoria helps me with the sheets and starts massaging Mom. The other nurse adjusts the IV, leaving without a word.

“How was your mission?”

I disclose what I can. It’s not much, but she hangs onto every word I say until she falls asleep and Victoria leaves too. The silence in the room kills me. It feels like hours before Aspen enters with some blankets and I notice her changing Mom’s socks.

“Damn,” Aspen draws small circles on her forehead with her index finger. “She hasn’t eaten today.”

“She ate some of your M&Ms,” Brynn enters carrying a tray. “Crackers and her tea.”

“How is she doing?” I ask.

Aspen doesn’t answer my question, and her eyes are lost somewhere.

“I’m officially relieving you from duty, Aspen,” Brynn whispers. “You’re too close to the case and tired.”

“You both are done until you sleep at least eight hours straight.” Victoria comes back holding a plastic bag with water inside. “We have an agreement. From this moment forward neither one of you is allowed to treat the patient. I’ll have more nurses within the next hour.”

“Did you just fire me?” Aspen starts laughing, Brynn joins her. “She fired us.”

Yes, I see it. Her eyes are droopy and they have black circles underneath them.

“I want the two of you out of this room.” Pulling Aspen toward my body, I nuzzle her neck feeling better having her with me again. Victoria glares at me pressing her lips. “They haven’t slept much in the past couple of days. Your mom is sleeping, but I’m giving her nutrients through her IV along with morphine.”

“I’ll take her to bed,” I say, dragging Aspen with me. “How are you, gorgeous?”

“Been better, and you, handsome?”

We arrive at her bed, and I realize that Brynn is already on top of it, Hugo right next to her. “Bedmates?”

“We’ve been waiting for you,” Aspen mumbles, her eyes closing. “Wake me up if there’s any change. I wish I could stay next to you, but I’m done.”

“I love you,” I whisper.

“Love you too.” She gives me a chaste kiss before climbing into the bed. Covering her with the comforter, I leave them behind and going back to Mom.
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I stayed up all night reading The Alchemist to Mom, who has been in and out of consciousness, drifting from a state of dream and reality where she’d ask if my brother was with us or tell me that Dad waited for her. That my children are excited, waiting for me to call them. She makes no sense, but I nod and smile at her. I’m thankful for the last moments we’ll spend together. The next morning, Aspen and Brynn come to relieve me. They suggested I take a shower and sleep for a few hours. Mom needed me rested.

“The worst is yet to come,” Brynn said holding Aspen’s hand.

Any other day I would’ve declined their suggestion. Today I had to recharge myself. I finished an exhausting mission. It had been only a few hours after I had set my head on the pillow when I sit up at that voice coming through the door and Mom’s words: I have my boys with me.

Grabbing a pair of jeans and a shirt from the duffle bag Aspen stored in her closet, I saunter down the stairs and find him standing in front of Aspen.

“Your invitation to this house has been rescinded,” Aspen yells at him, her torso leaning forward and her hand pointing at the door.

“I don’t give a fuck. I’m taking her with me, today.” Carter’s voice resonates through the walls. “You have no right to keep my mother in your house.”

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I stand between him and Aspen, pinning him down with my gaze. He steps backward, the wall breaks his fall.

“Aspen called to let me know Mom’s not doing well. It’s time for her to go home with me.” He lifts his gaze trying to level our gazes, but it’s hard as he’s a couple of inches shorter than me.

“Leave,” I order him.

Aspen puts herself between us, separating us. “No. Sophia wants the two of you with her. I need you to forget your feud for a few days and try to get along for her.”

“Do you mind keeping your voice low?” Brynn suggests coming out of Mom’s bedroom. “Her eyes flutter each time you scream. She can hear you.”

“If you can’t get along, at least ignore each other while you’re in my house,” Aspen concludes going back to Mom’s room.

My eyes narrow and my hands shake as I close the space between us, lowering my head just enough to make sure he hears me. “I want you out of here after Mom is gone. If I see you snorting any shit, I’ll kill you.”

“Hawk!” Aspen calls me, and I rush to her. “I said try to get along. Threats aren’t allowed either.”

Mom doesn’t talk about Carter, she hasn’t told Aspen or Brynn that he’s a drug addict, that she almost lost her house because my brother took out a loan to finance his lifestyle. I saved the house and to make sure he wouldn’t try the same thing again, I put it under my name. The low-life doesn’t care whether Mom dies today or tomorrow, he’s expecting to cash in from Mom’s death. He won’t. For the past ten years, I’ve been supporting her, and the hell if I will fund his addiction.

“Stay clean,” I warn him turning around and heading upstairs for my clothes.

Victoria creates a chart for Aspen and Brynn so they can rest while caring for Mom. She tried to tell me when I should sleep, but I don’t plan on moving from Mom’s side.

We spent three days by her side without many changes. Aspen and Brynn talked about their college years, their experiences while driving in ambulances, and all about the two vacations they’d taken since they started college. Even when her eyes wouldn’t open, Mom smiled during the funny moments. Carter and I remained quiet, he only came a few hours during those days.

“I never asked you, how was the mission?” Aspen asks as she massages Mom’s feet to help with her circulation.

“It was a success, or I wouldn’t be here.” My stupid comment grants me a growl. “It’s not over yet, there are stages, the next one happened last night. Tiago was able to lead it successfully.”

“While you were in my room with your computer?”

I nod. It was a team effort. I was able to direct them through the communicator and see everything as it happened with the camera Tiago wore.

“Brynn and I found a couple of options for our offices,” she blurts. “Both in Seattle, I’m selling the house.”

Her head drops. “Maybe the apartment too.”

Lifting my hand, I wiggle my fingers hoping she’ll move closer to me. She sits on my lap resting her head on top of my shoulder. “Is this sudden?”

“No, we’ve been talking about it. But Sophia has awakened something inside me. What’s the point of following a schedule and outlining your life when we don’t have a goal?”

“Those are big words.” I sprinkle kisses on her jaw, then take her lips. “Do you really want to sell the apartment?”

“No, but I have to.” She doesn’t hesitate to answer. “What’s next for you?”

“There’s another stage to the mission,” I repeat. “After that, it’s up in the air. It all depends on how successful it is.”

She smiles and nods. “Let me finish massaging her, and I’ll go to bed after.”

“Can you stay with me tonight?” My stomach tightens when I say the second part, “I have this heart-wrenching feeling that she’s leaving soon; I don’t want to be alone.”

Call it instinct, the foul smell of death, or coincidence but around one in the morning as Aspen is about to add another dose of morphine Mom’s eyes flutter open.

“I love you, sweet boy.” Her voice is barely a breath. “It’s time to let me go.”

“No.” Tears well in my eyes, my insides scream don’t go. The ache in my chest becomes unbearable. It’s those loving eyes and pleading words that give me the strength to say it. “I love you too. Thank you for being my mother, and for staying as long as you could.”

She moves slightly finding Aspen, smiling at her. Her eyes close and she sighs one last time before leaving me. My girl draws circles on my back as I hold Mom for one last time and cry. Because even though I know she’s no longer suffering, the pain is unbearable.
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ASPEN

SOPHIA’S LIFE CELEBRATION was unorthodox and fun. A happy occasion where we gifted books to the children who attended; and as souvenirs, everyone took a plant your future kit home which included a hemp tote containing a small clay pot, daisies seeds, and dirt along with instructions. Brynn hired a graphic designer to create a biography card. The weather was perfect, no overcast or rain. A seventy-five- degree weather forecast allowed us to be outside all afternoon, listening to some band Anderson hired to play—as his mom requested. Kevin, who has been with us since Sophia died, played a few songs too.

Neighbors, all friends of Sophia, and Anderson’s friends came to pay their respects and enjoy the evening. I met Arthur. He was Anderson’s Dad’s best friend, and the man who stepped into the role of uncle. He helped Anderson with his training, and ultimately pushed him hard enough to become a Delta Force. Mason Bradley, his boss, came too, along with his family. His wife, Ainsley, is gorgeous, and their three children are sweet. I had no idea that Anderson and Mason were as close as cousins.

As I held his hand during the mass, I felt as if I had stepped into a different role. Now I’m trying to hide while taming the panic inside my heart. This is so much more than a causal relationship. Yes, we’ve said I love you, but he’s calling me his woman, his girl, his. I’m his. I don’t want to be his or him to be mine. It takes us to a place I don’t want to be in ever again. It’s a place I’m afraid to visit again.

As the sun began to dip behind the horizon, Sophia’s friends and former neighbors said their final goodbyes and left. Only Anderson’s friends, coworkers, and his boss’s family remain with us. The fire pit is on. Everyone around is either singing or playing guitar. Wherever Sophia is, she’s enjoying this day. Maybe, like me, she’s beaming at the big smile drawn on her son’s face while he hangs out with his guests.

“Hey, Aspen.” Kevin enters the kitchen to grab another beer and a bottle of red wine. He tops off my glass. He’s been spending all his time with Brooklyn, they are becoming good friends. “Why aren’t you outside with everyone?”

“Thank you,” I reply, taking a sip as I stare at the scene in front of me. “He’s doing better than I thought.”

“Who? That motherfucker?” He points at Anderson. “It’s you.”

I lightly touch the base of my neck. “Me?”

“Yes. I’ve known him for years. We’ve shared a lot of shit,” he pauses looking toward the backyard where everyone chats and laughs. “The news about his mom’s illness cut him deep. You coming into his life is what softened the blow. I’m thrilled that he finally found his soulmate.”

I choke on my wine, what the hell is he talking about? No, we’re not soulmates. This isn’t what everyone is thinking.

“Calm down, little sips.” Kevin sets down the bottles he’s holding and takes the glass away from me, rubbing circles on my back.

“I’m okay,” I lie.

“Cool, come out to play with us.” He angles his head toward the fire pit.

“Be there soon,” I lie. Why am I hiding from them? What am I hiding from?

He continues through the patio, until he meets Brynn. He bends closer to her, either kissing her ear or whispering something. She lifts her gaze finding mine. Tilting her head, she says something to him and saunters toward me.

“You’re going to choke in the sea of tears that’s inside those big eyes of yours,” Brynn mumbles, standing right next to me. “Why so sad?”

“Sophia died . . . I don’t see why not?”

“Unbelievable,” she chuckles. “You can’t lie to me.”

Moving my head to the left, I find her staring at me in interest, reading my posture and coming to some absurd conclusion. “No. Losing her has brought an entire ocean of doubts about my past and my future. These strange relationships with Mom and Scarlett are too much.”

Mom has called daily asking about Anderson, Sophia’s health and how I’m doing too. She offered to fly here when I told her Sophia has passed. She wanted to be here for me. I appreciated the gesture, but I think we have to talk more before she shows up at a family gathering.

Swirling her glass of wine, she bites on her lip. “Are you trying to think about the plant your future list?” She shakes her head. “Tell Dear Brooklyn what’s really bothering you.”

I walk outside, scanning the backyard, finally taking off my heels. My feet are relieved as I step on the fresh green grass and wiggle my feet. “There are too many changes happening all at once. You know how I hate change.”

“And emotions.” She waves her hand around the area where Anderson’s boss and his wife sit. “That man, Bradley, is persistent—and hot.”

“He’s married,” I remind her, flinching as my tone comes harsh.

“I know,” she responds starkly. “I’m not Scarlett. The point is that he and his lovely wife asked many, many questions about our jobs, experience, and schooling. She studied and lived in Austin for several years. Between laughs and lifetime experiences the question of ‘what’s next?’ came up.”

“What do you mean?” I look at my empty glass wondering if I should pour some more.

“He offered me a job at a hospital in Seattle, and to help us set a private practice—as long as we accept his emergencies. Like the one, they brought a while ago.”

“We?” I frown, taking her by the hand and pulling her through the backyard door and toward the dining room where it is quiet and more private. “Do you want to go back to work at a hospital?”

Sighing, Brynn rolls her eyes. “I never said yes, they offered. Do I want to transfer?” She snorts. Tacoma Medical was never my choice, Aspen. I matched with John Hopkins, one of the best hospitals for residency and far away from my mother. He’s offering seniority, no more late-night shifts.”

Seniority, something we can’t get unless someone quits, gets fired or dies because for some reason we don’t have much rotation at Tacoma Medical. Brynn is considering it. Wait, John Hopkins accepted her? I knew she gave up a residency for me, but she never said—

Looking at her, it dawns me. “You moved here just for me, didn’t you?”

“In a way. You’re my family, and some days we are all we have.”

We both threw ourselves into the fast paced, never slowing down life of the ER and barely analyzed where we wanted to go. I never stopped to think what my best friend wanted. There’s a knot in my throat as well. What if Brynn finds something without me? I will support her. The same way I’ve done for the past fifteen years.

I stare at my feet, silent for a few seconds as I assimilate what my best friend told me. “We can search for something else. Not what this man offers, but perhaps a different city.”

From the corner of my eyes, I spot Anderson’s dress shoes. He wore a pair of khaki pants and a button down shirt for the occasion. “There you are. You’ve been hiding way too long.”

“This isn’t hiding, I was just wondering when I should start cleaning.” I wave around the house at all the beads and decorations I set earlier today. That’s a lame justification.

“If you’ll excuse us,” he announces, entwining our hands and taking me to the living room that’s empty.

“Hi,” he says with a husky voice that travels down my spine making me shiver. He bends over to give me a hug and kisses my nose. “I feel like I haven’t seen you all day.”

I give him a warm smile. My hands come up to his chest, pushing myself slightly on my tiptoes to brush his lips. Instead, he grasps the back of my head, pulling me in for an urgent, hot kiss.

When he draws himself back, he places his forehead against mine circling his arms around my waist. “Are you avoiding me?” His hands slide up and down my lower back.

Yes, avoiding you and the feelings, the people, their assumptions about us—like we’re a couple. Avoiding the growing fear that you have to leave for another mission.

“No. Not avoiding you. Just thinking.” I shake my head shrugging. “There’s something bugging me. Sorry.”

“Don’t be . . .” His face tilts to the side, his eyes narrow.

I turn around. The front door opens. Carter, who I invited but doubted would come, walks into the house. His eyes scan the area, and when they find mine, he nods.

“You started the party without me?” Carter snorts as he stumbles onto the floor.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Anderson’s voice booms against my chest, he saunters toward the entrance, pulling his brother from the floor like a rag doll. “You’re high as a kite.”

“She was my mother too.” Carter shakes Anderson’s hands, but his legs continue wobbling. “I have the right to hold onto her ashes, organize her party and keep the house.”

Anderson crosses his arms, the veins in his neck pulsing. “What would you want the house for? To sell it so you can finance your addiction.”

“Whatever I do with the money is my business,” he snaps, his voice getting attention from the staff, but hopefully not the guests in the backyard. “Mom isn’t here to judge me, or to remind me how I’m not like my father or that my little brother is a God.”

“Shut the fuck up and leave,” Anderson orders.

“She was right. You are like him.” Carter laughs, a cruel, nasty cackle sending shivers and panic into my heart. “You’re going to die like him. Alone, unloved in a foreign country, and no one will give a shit about you.”

My heart beats fast, my eyes open wide. Shut up, shut up.

Then, Carter turns his attention to me.

“He’s going to leave you, alone.” I gasp, shivers running through my body as he speaks. My heart falling apart, all the pieces that I had glued together breaking into much smaller ones. He’s right, as much as I am aware that when it happens, I won’t survive. “The way our father did to our mother. She cried every night begging him to come back—he never did.

“Shut up!” Anderson slams Carter against the wall. “You almost left our mother homeless. The house is mine because I paid for it.”

My stomach clenches, my entire body shakes. What will happen if Anderson dies? My eyes slide over to Anderson who has released his brother and is working to calm his shallow breaths. Clutching tightly at the sleeves of my sweater, I gawk at him. Speechless, sad, embarrassed, angry at myself for letting my guard down. Staring at the floor, I work to find my balance as the weight of it all crashes onto my chest. The tornado of “what if’s” swirls inside my head.

I want to ask him what he thinks, to make him promise me nothing will happen. Anderson’s mouth is set in a grim line, his jaw tense. His eyes lower. Something inside me tells me he can’t promise me that.

“Is everything okay?” Kevin, who is taller than Anderson steps between him and Carter. He places his hands on top of his shoulders giving him an easy smile. “Dude, you’re scaring the fuck out of me.”

Anderson squeezes his eyes shut, rubbing his temples.

Tears sting my eyes. I predicted this, didn’t I? We let the sorrow drive us for so many weeks to soothe the pain of losing our loved ones. The broken pieces didn’t melt, they became dust. I chew on my lip, looking at Carter and Kevin. There are too many people around to open up to Anderson. This isn’t the time to be brave and tell him what I feel, but this might be my only chance.

“This is a hard period for both of us. You lost your mother, and I’m a little lost.” I adopt a calm voice, praying that I don’t lose my composure until I finish my piece.

Taking a step forward I take his hand into mine, placing the other on top of it and looking into those green eyes of his that I love so much. “We confused lust and desperation with love. It’s time to step back into reality.”

He huffs and runs a hand through his hair. “What the hell are you talking about?” He exhales, looking down at the floor for a few beats. “Yes, I don’t need you because my mother died. I need you because I love you, Aspen.”

“I can’t lose you,” I choke on my words, the walls closing on me. The waves of grief slamming hard against my chest, drowning me. My legs buckle, my knees sinking into the core of the earth as the image of a wooden casket is lower into the hole. This time it’s not Michael, this time it’s him. Anderson. The shear of nothingness is covering my soul. “That’s something I can’t survive, Anderson. I fooled myself by letting this go so far.”

“Aspen, what the hell are you doing?”

Brynn steps closer. “Is everything okay?”

I capture her hand, absorbing her strength and fighting everything inside me. “Can we go home?”

“Aspen,” he calls after me.

“Sorry, I need space. I can’t breathe.”
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“What happened?” I move my gaze to Austin who came rushing after his sister too. We stand on the porch. Aspen isn’t responding to my loud knocks. “What was all that yelling?”

Carter smirks at me, heading to his car, the satisfaction that he fucked up my night painted on his fucking face. Aspen isn’t here anymore. There’s no reason to hold back. I charge making my way toward him but get stopped by Tiago and Kevin.

“No. You’re not doing anything stupid. There are children around,” Tiago warns me. “Tomorrow we have an early flight.”

“What happened?” Austin repeats the question.

Kevin is the one who recounts the exchange between Carter and me. He doesn’t say the last words, the ones that I’m just repeating inside my head, sounding like arrows cutting through the wind and aiming for Aspen’s heart. Carter doesn’t know what I do. He just spewed venom hoping they would create pandemonium. The fucking asshole triggered Aspen’s biggest fear.

“Need any help?” Bradley walks toward me, his wife and children in tow.

“No.” I look around the house. Aspen helped Mom organized every last detail from her funeral to boxing and labeling all her belongings. We have staff to clean up from tonight. The only mess on my hands is the one Carter made with my future.

“Unless we can delay the operation for a few more days.”

“I hate to say this, but you’re leaving tomorrow.” He clasps my shoulder. “I can delay it until noon, but that’s pushing it too close. We can’t wait any longer.”

“Don’t worry, I’m always ready,” I lie. I’m not ready to leave. Not until Aspen and I have a chat. She can’t fucking leave me.

We won’t let the fear win, we are stronger.
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“ASPEN, WE NEED to talk.” Anderson bangs the door of my room.

Thank you, Brynn, for always having my back.

What happened to “don’t worry, A, I’ll just go outside to tell him to fuck off and make us some breakfast?” That was an hour ago, I think.

“I won’t leave until you hear me out.”

“You have a mission,” I remind him, hiding under my blankets.

“Exactly, you’re putting the lives of others in danger by not listening to me.”

For fucks sake, did he have to say that? Blame me for the failure of an entire mission. Now, I’m the selfish bitch who killed thousands of people just because she decided not to hear whatever her . . . what are we now? Ex?

Breathing out loud, I get out of my bed, pull a pair of leggings and a sweater on before going out to confront Anderson. Am I confronting him? I shake my head getting rid of the irrational thoughts. As I open the door, I spot him right in front of me. Arms crossed over his broad chest, leaning against the door frame.

His gaze slowly slides down my body; a smile curves those lips upward as his eyes fall on my breasts. It’s now when I realize I’m wearing a tight, low-cut sweater with no bra. “Nice, never seen you in that before.”

I push my shoulders back, tilting my chin up and let him appreciate the view because . . . well, it’s not like he hasn’t seen them before. I think I’m still drunk. “What are you doing here?”

“How are you feeling today?” He pushes himself off the wall uncrossing his arms and picking up a tote bag I didn’t notice before. After a quick rake of his eyes down me, he extends his hand. “Brought you something.”

“No, thank you.” I glare at him.

“So, you don’t like tater tots?” My eyebrows rise in skepticism, cautiously I take the tote bag. Moving my eyes back at him, I spot a smug smile on those lips. “Homemade. Just like Mom used to make them.”

“You made them for me?” I narrow my gaze on him, he smiles. “There’s no ketchup.”

He pulls a couple of ketchup packets from his pocket. “That’s going to cost you.”

I extend my hand, palm up wiggling my fingers twice. “What do you want?”

He places one packet on my hand, his fingers caress my skin. That electrical surge of desire swells through me. His green eyes darken, he lowers his voice. “Many things.”

“Are yesterday’s texts still open to discussion?”

“What texts?” I frown, running to my nightstand to check my phone.

Me: Why can’t you be an average citizen?

Me: Why did you make me fall so hard?

Me: You broke me, I can’t live without you, but you will leave me.

Me: I want to marry you and have children and have a beautiful life and dirty sex.

Why did Brynn let me text him? Friends don’t let friends drunk text!

Brooklyn, I hate you. I swallow the words for a later time.

“I was drunk.” Opening the container, I stare at the pieces of golden potato goodness. All of those are just for me. “It meant nothing.”

“I love when your mouth says one thing, but your heart tells me a different story.” My connection with the tater tots is interrupted by his words. When I look at him, his smug smile grows wider. I feel my frown deepen. “Aspen, give me a chance to—”

“We are over,” I cut him off, lifting the container, checking if I wore shoes because getting more ketchup is part of my new mission. “Thank you for the tots and have a nice life.”

Bravo, a dignified goodbye. Much better than yesterday’s breakdown.

“If you say so, I understand.” He hunches his shoulders. Have I finally defeated him? Shoving his hand into his pocket and showing me a handful of ketchup packets. “Five minutes?”

“You, dirty player, you.” I grab them from him. He made them, for me. “You’re taking advantage of someone who has a killer hangover and loves homemade tots.”

His pins his hot gaze on me, hungry. “I’d like to play dirty with you.” His voice lowers, he runs his hand along my face. “Just imagine all the filthy things we can do to each other.”

Dirty, filthy.

I swallow hard, my pulse skyrockets and heat courses through me as his fingers trace my jawline. He leans in, his mouth brushing my ear. “There’s our spark, ready to ignite the fire. You love to burn inside with me.”

“Spark. What spark?” I sound like an idiot or a foreigner learning a new word. “We are not fireworks or . . . what do you mean?”

“You want me to give you a scientific explanation?” The amusement in his face is calming my need for him, but the husky voice is making every cell of my body vibrate—for him. His hand travels down my neck, continuing down my spine. My back arches, my hips almost press against his. “There’s none. It’s like air, like love. No one can see it, but you know it exists.”

He places a kiss on the back of my ear sending a thunderous shock that travels all the way to my toes. “I missed you last night. I missed having you in my arms. Did you miss it?”

I try to sober up. Stepping away from him, I inch closer to the wall in front of my door.

“I know you did, you miss the heat we create while I devour you.”

My throat is thick as if a hand is grasping it tight, squeezing every word out before they can reach my mouth. No, stop him. Stop this madness before you lose your mind forever.

“Hawk,” I gasp.

Breathe, try again. “I’m going to stop you right there and ask you to think for one moment. We’re both vulnerable and can’t think straight,” I say, the adult in me is in charge. No more hall passes or free days for me. I have to get over him. “Whatever happened between us is due to us needing comfort.”

His palms lay flat on the wall, arms caging me like a prey. “Is that you speaking or the fear?”

“What, what are you saying?” I stutter, holding the tote bag for dear life with both hands—I swear it’s the only thing that’s keeping my noodle-like legs standing.

“Carter said some really fucked up shit to you. I think you’re running from his words.”

“No, this is my decision because I can only do casual.” I find the right excuse for my weak behavior.

“You can’t let the fear win. You can’t give up on us so quickly.” His arms release me and run both hands through his dark hair, fisting it. “Aspen, you’re the best reason to return from every job. My heart and my soul belong to you.”

I stare down at his combat boots, wishing . . . what do I do with that? I’ve never been as confused in my adult life as I am today. I feel lightheaded, tired. This time I recognize that I’m right on the edge of the abyss. I’m too close; and if I take a misstep, I’ll fall. It’s a place I don’t want to visit. The last time it took me years to come out of it. Anderson’s presence is pushing me to the black hole.

Breathe, Aspen. Don’t lose it in front of Anderson. You’ve done great for the past few weeks.

Anderson tilts my chin up, forcing me to meet his eyes. “I hate to leave this situation hanging like this. Yes, this can be my last mission. The thing about life is that we all die, Aspen.”

“My feelings for you are stronger than the ones I had for him, Hawk,” I mumble, chewing on my lip. “I told you, everything with you magnifies into the biggest exponent, infinite. My love for you is eternal, I fell hard.”

Inhaling, I bring myself to finish us, to free myself from further ache.

He nods once, waiting for me to say more. “Do you really want to break up?”

My brain says yes, my heart yells to shut up and my mouth remains close. Why is it that I can’t breathe?
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She remains quiet, assimilating my words while fighting whatever is going inside her head. I remain as close as she allows, anticipating a backlash or a full-blown panic attack. Biting her lip and shaking her head, her eyes meet mine again.

“Maybe.” Her voice shakes, her eyes fill with moisture.

Fuck, she’s stubborn.

“Aspen, I can die at any time.”

She chokes, the pain flowing out of her pores. Shit, I forget she can’t fathom the thought of me dying.

Continue, you have to destroy these walls before you leave.

“Whenever I die, I’ll die a happy man. I experienced the perfect love.”

The darkness in her eyes lightens up. She’s so beautiful, and I’m so lucky to have her. I still can’t believe that this gorgeous woman who hid her heart for many years opened it for me.

She loves me.

She chose me.

She has to battle those demons for us.

I rub the back of my neck, finding the right words to convince her to at least think about us. “Look, not many experience the joy I have for these past weeks. You held my hand during the hardest moments of my life, and took the pain away from me.”

Taking her hand, I kiss it. “I’d rather live one day with you by my side than a hundred years wondering if I had a soulmate.”

“I’m a coward,” she mumbles.

“No, you’re hurt and the people you loved abandoned you when you needed them the most.” I don’t say her mother.

“Will you come back?” I nod.

“Of course, I have something in my apartment waiting for you,” I say, smiling at her. “Including candy.”

“The way Carter said it. I . . .” She throws her arms around me, holding me so tight. I return the embrace. “I love you, don’t doubt it. With all my heart, and I’m the lucky one because you brought me back from a dark place. You’re so patient and caring.”

“Anderson, I hate to say this, but we have to go, buddy.” Tiago’s timing sucks.

“You’ll be back,” she says with conviction, her eyes staring into mine. “This is something I have to work on, fix my life and face everything I’ve tried to avoid. I’ve already faced my biggest challenge.”

“What was it?”

“Falling for you.” She kisses me. I groan into her mouth, murmuring how much I love her. It will only be a few weeks without her.
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ASPEN

“WHY ARE YOU in the garage?” Brynn calls from the door. “Are you okay?”

No. Hawk left only a few minutes ago, leaving me heartbroken and hopeful. It’s a very strange combo only he can accomplish. Now, I have to fix all my shit. I mean, I was half way through doing that, but this is a mission that I’ll see through before he’s back.

“Remember the box that says, Michael, Dad and other corps?” I read the labels of every box stored in our garage not paying much attention to her. We have cookie cutters?

“The morbid box?”

“Mhm.” That’s how we called it. I did see that one back in the corner. I move through the maze trying to retrace my steps. “We have to do something with all these boxes.”

“You think?” she says, leaning against the closed door staring at her nails. “I say all the boxes older than a year go to the trash.”

“We would finish right away, everything is . . . a-ha, I found you.” It’s much smaller than I remembered, and it’s been re-taped. My blood boils as I remember Scarlett coming to the garage the last time she was here. Fucking bitch.

There’s a note when I open it.

If you want to recover his stuff, you’re going to have to come to the ranch for them. I’m sick and tired of you ignoring me.

“Did you know about this?” I march to Brynn holding the box.

She takes it narrowing her gaze and laughing. “Typical Scarlett. Of course not, I would’ve whooped her ass.”

“You need anything?”

“I’ll come to get you soon, we might travel to see the blonde thief.”

“You’re not mad at her?” I shake my head. “Explain.”

If I didn’t notice, it means I really didn’t care. Michael means a lot to me. He was my first love, the guy I fell for when I was only a kid, who I had planned to live a happily ever after life. Our love wasn’t as strong, as powerful, or as intense as the one I share with Anderson. Was that something Mike and I would’ve developed over time? Maybe. Life turned out to be different and I will never know. The girl who loved Michael is in the past. I’m not her anymore. I have grown, but I hid my heart from the world for so many years.

I had to do it. Losing the man I loved was the most jarring pain I’ve ever experienced. It altered me forever. I became a coward who feared living.

“I held onto his memory to avoid feeling,” I blurt. The countless shots of tequila cleared my mind. The fucking asshole who hit me with the truth and made me see what I’ve been avoiding. His brother didn’t care about my façade or the barricades I built to avoid everyone around me—even my mother. “It doesn’t mean I don’t love Mike. The hole he left can’t be filled by anyone. It’s his. I just love him in a different way now. He’s a part of me, and what we had meant everything—back then.”

She smiles. “Finally, my little girl is growing up.”

“I am, when will you take that step?” I switch scenarios because I’m not the only one who’s been avoiding life.

“One crazy doctor at a time. It’s your turn.” She gives me a sad smile.

“I know.” I side hug her, then march to my room. “Wish me luck.”

“I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

I drag my tired ass into the bedroom. My heart beating erratically as I reach it. My body’s breaking into a sweat as I spot the yellow padded envelope under old pictures of Michael, Brynn’s exes, and Scarlett’s old skeletons. I can’t believe she was brave enough to go through it just to fetch Mike’s stuff.

I hold the heavy envelope, why is it that I have to read it? Should I? Does it matter what it says?

Dear Aspy:

The only guarantee you have from the moment you’re conceived is death. Death claims you without warning, at any given time. And when it arrives, it still takes you by surprise. I wasn’t ready for the words: you have cancer. I thought that with my position, my fortune, and my daughter this cancer would be gone. So, I planned for my future. A nice retirement place somewhere sunny to be with your mother for the next thirty years. I negotiated with God, promising I’d change after I was cured.

Somehow, I believe this cancer is a punishment. A silent killer sent to pay for all the lives I ruined through the past years. The priest who came to the hospital during one of my chemotherapies said God doesn’t work that way. He forgives. Cancer is an illness that kills without looking into your sins—it’s not Santa Claus. I believe his joke was meant to lighten the conversation. After I had recited all my sins, he smiled and asked, “do you repent?”

I still held hope and responded with an arrogant tone, “Only in a few of those cases.”

He looked at me in the eyes, pity written all over his face. “Your soul is lost, my son, no matter if you live or die. I hope you find some good inside yourself before it is too late.”

The only good I believe in is you, sweetheart. You’re the light that illuminates my days. I am hoping to heal—at least my relationship with you. I leave you this letter along with some of my secrets. Where do I start?

I love your mother. Neither one of us knew how to treat our relationship from the beginning. We had an on and off relationship for a long time. Once my high school sweetheart married, I tried hard not to fuck up. But during one of our off periods, your mother had a relationship with another man. To this day, we don’t know if Austin is mine—he looks nothing like me. I love the kid, but the uncertainty became a wall between the two of us. For years, I waited for him to have something that would remind me of myself when I was younger. Sometimes I think your mother enjoys torturing me with the uncertainty of his paternity.

Please, tell Aussie I love him. No matter how stupid I was and how poorly I treated him. I loved him.

Your mother’s family didn’t like me. They swore I knocked her up and married her because of her money. That’s a dirty lie I worked hard to erase. I found easy ways to make money, sweetie, it was too easy not to cheat the system. People paid me to lose evidence, file the wrong paperwork or switched dates in official documents. It was simple. So effortless, my hunger for money was insatiable. I provided for my family, and showed those snobs that I had more than them. During this time, the best thing in my life arrived. My little girl. You were so tiny, precious. Let me tell you that the first time I held you I cried. It was pure and unconditional love, the one you hear about but never feel until you have your own child. I swore to care and love you over everything.

Your first word was Dada. You decided to be a doctor at an early age because making others feel better was nice. From a very young age, you’ve been shy but fierce, cautious yet an adventurer. You were a weary little kid who trusted everyone. You aren’t perfect, and you wear your flaws as badges of honor. I’ve always been so proud of who you are and I had so many plans for you . . . at one point I believed I owned my children. Little did I know they would grow up and become so independent.

Life from my perspective was almost perfect. My marriage wasn’t the best, but we managed until she came back. My beloved Helena had lost her husband and decided to move home with her parents so they could help with her two sons. They lived a couple of houses from me, and I couldn’t help myself. I visited her often, tried to become the husband she had lost. It was when I asked her to make things more official when everything changed. She demanded I divorced before her sons learned about me. We planned our life together. I requested my transfer to Boston. Austin and you would join us. You loved your brother too much to separate you from him.

Addy threatened to take you with her if we divorced and ruin my career. She claimed to have evidence of my dirty business. I stopped the legal procedure. Helena broke off the affair—she refused to be the other woman. I chose my children over her. I couldn’t lose you, not my kids. If I wanted to divorce and to take you with me, I had to work harder, make more money. The hunger increased along with the resentment of what had transpired. I hated both women. The transfer came through, and we had to move to Boston.

The first year was the hardest. You couldn’t cope with the new changes—the loss of your friends, your old school, your grandparents, and the dollhouse I built for you. Your mother had no idea how to handle you. Instead of searching for someone to help us with the loss you carried, I became the mediator. That was another big mistake on our part. Please, try to look after your mother, she loves you. Her voice is bigger than life, just like her heart. Never doubt her love for you.

Today, as I’m close to meeting my maker, I recount everything I did. I’m ashamed of my behavior toward the two women I loved. Everyone who came in contact with me suffered.

I deserve no absolution. I beg for your forgiveness.

Here I am, sentenced to die in only a few weeks. If I’m lucky, I have some extra months to live. Ah, the sweet irony of being incarcerated within my own body feeling nothing but pain and alone. Your mother had told me that she wants me to die outside her home. She is done with me. I don’t blame her. Everyone hates me, except you; only because you don’t know the truth. In this envelope is the list of every bribe I received. Also, information on an account only you can access. It has most of the money from the bribes I collected—with interest. It’s yours. If there’s one person I trust to do the right thing with it, it is you.

Why you?

You’re only good thing I have to hold onto in this life. You’re the light that will guide me to my last minutes. I know in my heart that it’s you who will write some rights out of all the wrongs I made. My little healer who can set a smile on anyone’s face. Even when you hide your emotions, you’re giving, caring and kind. A born leader who fights her demons and continues standing up even when life knocks her down. A successful doctor and a wonderful person who pursues her dreams.

My words might be meaningless but know that I’m proud of you. Create something special for yourself. It’s time for you to stop working twenty-four hours a day. Money is necessary, but it isn’t everything. Love yourself, trust yourself, and be yourself. Be bold, be brave, be fearless. The world is a beautiful place. Look around, enjoy it.

Yes, enjoy it. The death of your fiancé was a tragedy. You shut yourself out from the world and buried yourself in work. I beg you to come out. It’s time to find the life you’re supposed to live.

Live.

Never be static, but move wisely.

Follow your dreams, believe in them.

Never stop dreaming.

If I had one wish: I’d go back to the day your mother told me about Austin and celebrate with her instead of offering marriage with a cold voice. I would make sure to tell him how much I loved him every day. Even if he isn’t my biological kid, he’s mine. I wouldn’t have cheated on your mother so many times. I’d repent for every bad thing I did while I was thirsty with power. May God forgive my soul and may you find a way to absolve your old man.

Love you always and forever,

Dad

He was a horrible person. Mom suffered but it sounds like she isn’t the victim she presumes to be. They both failed each other. Mostly, they failed their children.
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ASPEN

“I’M IN LOVE,” Austin answers his phone.

“With who?” My brother is in love with the entire male population of the world.

“Asher Neville,” he retorts, the voice in a dreamy state. He’s a goner.

“Wait, the guy at Sophia’s celebration? You said you wouldn’t fuck him.”

He laughs. “I didn’t sleep with him. He made me feel special, asked about my life, my job,” he pauses inhaling deeply. No, sighing like a puppy in love. “He drove me home. Once we arrived at my place, he walked me to my door.”

“A gentleman, I like it.”

“Asher is a noble English gentleman.” His voice is jittery and filled with excitement. “As I opened the door and thanked him for driving me, he kissed my cheek and said, ‘I had a great time, Aussie. Talk to you soon’.”

“Hey, why is he using my nickname?” I protest.

“Ash thought it was adorable that you still called me that.”

“You have to keep me updated about this new beau of yours.”

“I will, why don’t you tell me what’s with you. That voice is giving you away.”

“Dad’s letter.” My voice shakes.

“You finally opened it?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you read it to me?”

“I don’t think I should . . .”

“Please?”

I read it to him from beginning to end.

He chuckles. “Mom said once that she was happy I looked like her brothers. I guess she liked to torture him.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I let go of Jonathan years ago, Aspen. I thought he hated me for being gay. It feels better knowing it was his insecurities and my mother’s mind games.” He pauses, I don’t understand why it’s better for him. “I’ve had years of therapy to get over my daddy issues, sweetheart. Don’t worry about me. You are the one who concerns me. What’s going on with Anderson? You left him hanging yesterday.”

Promptly, I explain everything up until the letter I read only a few minutes ago. This conversation doesn’t go without the ugly tears.

“From a counselor standpoint, it sounds like Jonathan made too many bad decisions to show the world his worth. Their marriage was a clusterfuck. Mom shouldn’t have played with my paternity.”

“What do I do?” The bank papers have a radioactive glow to them. It is suffocating to have so much money tainted with my father’s hands in my hands.

“With what exactly?”

“The letter and his money.”

“I’d enjoy making a hefty donation made in his bigot honor to any or many LGBTQIA non-profits.” He laughs. “Aspen, you’re a millionaire. Blow it, save it . . . don’t think where it came from. Think what you can do with it. Solve world hunger. Donate to low-income families so they can afford health insurance . . . forget about the guilt. That’s Jonathan’s, not yours.”

“Sounds effortless.”

“What are you going to do with Mom?”

“Meaning?” I avoid talking about her because I don’t have an answer. “Wait, how did Asher ask for your number?”

“Smooth.”

“Can you explain better, Aussie?” There’s nothing better than a sweet story to erase the heavy weight the letter left on my chest. “Smooth isn’t exactly something to swoon about.”

“No. I mean your transition from Mom to Ash. Aspen, you lost Father. Can you afford to ignore Mother?”

“What do I say? ‘Hey, I’m sorry you married an asshole, but you were kind of a bitch to him and to us’?”

He sighs. “All true, not what you should say. You two had a good relationship—better than the one I have with her.”

“I think I’ll drive to the Keys and visit her.” I head to Brooklyn’s room. “You want to come over?”

“No, Mom and I are working on our relationship, but from afar. Please, keep me updated. I love you, sis.”

“Love you, Aussie.”
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Brooklyn stares at the letter. She narrows her gaze taking the statement from me. Her hand flies up to her mouth, shaking her head she continues. “Damn, girl. You won the lottery without buying a ticket.”

“If I decide to use it, I’ll stop the sale of the properties. Will that be okay?”

She flags the papers. “We’re rich, why sell?”

“I want to visit Scarlett, and then Mom. Can you come with?” I hear noise coming from her phone and point at it. “Did you leave someone on the phone?”

She shrugs. “We are waiting for you to have a meltdown.”

“Scarlett?”

She nods, smiling. “She’s part of us.”

I take the phone, putting her on speaker. “Hey, you.”

“What is it?” Scarlett is on speaker. “Bitch, I’m not there to see. What did you win?”

“Hundreds of millions of dollars.”

Brynn’s mouth remains agape.

“We are fucking millionaires!” Scarlett celebrates. Knowing my friend, she’s dancing all over the place. “What’s the plan? Maybe an island in the Pacific with entertainment . . . if you catch my drift.”

“Focus, Scarlett.” I snatch the papers from Brynn to get her attention. “It’s not that easy. The money is tainted.” I fold it putting everything together.

“What’s the plan?”

“There’s no plan, yet. Brynn and I want to start a practice. Maybe this can pay for it. I have to talk to Mom . . . wanna drive with us?”

“Just drive to the Keys?” Scarlett questions, Brynn is rolling her eyes. “We should celebrate, make it big and better.”

“Well, if we have to be on the road, why not have an adventure?” I blurt out of the blue. “Like Wild.”

Brynn tilts her head moving her lips from side to side. “Right. Like Into the Wild where the guy dies in Alaska?”

“We could do the one where that woman left everything behind,” Scarlett adds.

Brynn searches around her room and hugs herself tight shivering. “Around nature? Are you insane?”

“We can do Thelma and Louis,” I counteract.

“Thelma, Scarlett, and Louis,” Scarlett corrects.

“A walk across America?” Brynn continues.

“Paper Towns?” I disregard her walk. It’d take forever.

“I refuse to read John Green. Not after he made me cry in that movie.” Brynn mimes clearing a fake tear. “Why did he kill him?”

“Move on, Brooklyn,” Scarlett and I protest.

“No ladies, we have to do some grown up adventure—but not extreme.” I raise my eyebrow waiting for Brynn to finish her statement. “Well, most books are written for teenagers. We aren’t teenagers. What kind of teenager can afford a road trip? In all honesty, we can provide for ourselves while driving around the country. We can stay wherever we want and do whatever we want. No matter the movie or the book, we are doing what we never did because we were too busy studying and being responsible.”

“I like where Brynn is going.” Scarlett claps. “Let me talk to my uncle and Dad. We have new farm hands on the ranch. How long do you think this will take?”

“Weeks?” I suggest. “We need to map a route; find hotels that’ll accept Hugo.”

“It’s set, ladies. You two strategize,” Scarlett says. “I’ll find a way to escape and be with my girls.”
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ASPEN

THE THING ABOUT best friends is that you don’t have to say much to fix your shit. But you must grovel all the way to Texas, and bring offerings along the way—like a big box filled with Sriracha flavored jerky.

“Now, fess up,” Scarlett says, snatching the box away from me.

“Hello, how are you? I missed you, bitch,” I initiate the conversation.

“Nope, I want to know the fucking reason you distanced yourself from me.” She places the case on the floor and takes out a bag, opening it while munching on it and staring at me. “Then, I can forgive you for abandoning me.”

“Those are bad for your esophagus,” I remind her as she masticates with enthusiasm.

“Talk,” she shoves an entire piece of jerky inside her mouth, licking her lips with smug satisfaction.

“Anderson,” I whisper.

“I wasn’t going to fuck him. If I flirted, it was because I wanted to taunt you. Also, I wanted you to tell me you were finally open to falling for someone else. Plus, you have these uptight rules. Don’t sleep with our friends—boyfriends and ex-boyfriends are included,” she mocks me.

Then, she looks from Brynn to me. “It was one fucking time, and I had no idea that Doctor McCheater was married.”

There were several others guys she slept with. McCheater takes most of the list of offenses. It was an ongoing affair. Even after we told her that he was married, she continued fucking him.

“No, I wasn’t afraid you’d sleep with him. It was . . .” I sigh. “The attraction I felt for him was—is strong. I love him. We fell hard and fast for each other.”

Scarlett sighs exasperated, as if she knew already. Maybe she did. We’ve known each other for so long. However, she lets me explain my feelings for Anderson. In fact, she encourages me to tell her everything that transpired between us from the first moment we laid eyes on each other until the end, including the ugly part. All this time I ignored her because admitting my feelings to her felt like a betrayal to Michael.

“I knew him too, and I doubt he would feel that way. Come with me.” Scarlett picks up the box, tilting her head so we can follow her.

Brynn arches a brow as I send her an inquisitive look. We both shrug, better follow her. The ranch sits on acres of land. The house where they live is long and narrow, like a two-story shoebox. The inside though is . . . busy. The living room has so much stuff and it’s so bright. The walls are all burnt orange and reds. The furniture is rustic and dark, sprinkled liberally with vibrant cushions. The walls are more photographs than paint. There are family pictures from the late eighteen hundred to now.

We climb the stairs, heading to Scarlett’s room. I stop by Mike’s, which remains the same as when we started dating. The room is blue with posters of old rock bands. His bed is neatly made with the same old bedding. I walk inside, studying it all. The collectible baseball cards piled where he liked them; his autographed balls guarded in crystal cases and the picture of us at Yankee Stadium hanging on top of the baseball shrine he created.

“You stole that picture,” I call out to Scarlett. “I want it back.”

“Borrowed. I made a copy for Mother. The original is with the pile of things I took from you.”

Mrs. Reynolds is trapped, waiting for him to come back. I understand her. For years, I waited for him to call me and say, “baby, I’m home.” He was unique. I was fortunate enough to have met him, to have been his. We spent four wonderful years together.

“Here.” Scarlett hands me a letter. “Mom finally went through the boxes they sent and found this.”

A yellowish envelope with my name on it.

Shaking, I open it, carefully afraid to damage it or the content.

 

Babe,

If you’re reading this is because I didn’t make it. There’s no other explanation.

Let me start with an apology. I’m sorry that I didn’t keep my promise, to come back home to you. I’m sorry for leaving you before we became Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds, for leaving before we started our lives. We left so much unfinished, so many unfulfilled promises. But I leave a happy man because you trusted me with your heart. I leave thinking of you, treasuring our memories, taking them all with me. For the next eternity, I will have something good to hold onto.

I assure you that you were my last thought before I died, that I’ll be in Heaven watching over you and by your side walking along with you. Carrying you when you feel like the world is too loud, pretentious and overwhelming. I’ll pray every day that you find someone who will understand how your mind works and will crack the combination to your heart. Who loves the amazing woman I fell in love with.

My vision blurs, my heart squeezes tight. I can’t continue reading this, but I know I have to do it. Was this meant to be read now when I was ready or was it a letter that could’ve helped me moved on faster? Wiping away my tears with the sleeve of my sweatshirt, I continue.

Yes, baby. You’re going to have to let me go and open that beautiful heart of yours again. I trust you to do that and follow my last wish. Fall in love.

This isn’t me asking you to forget us, just that you continue living and forge a future. Please hold onto our memories as a reminder of a great love affair, but keep walking. Keep going, you never know what the future will bring, or what you can lose if you don’t live fully. I know today it hurts. I’m hurting along with you.

To the guy who steals your heart, please tell him to care for you and make you happy.

Please, take care of Scaredy. She’s going to need you. I won’t be there to protect her from Mom’s craziness. If you can, get her out of there for good.

I love you forever,

Michael.

P.S. If you have a boy, name him Michael. That would be spectacular—and I’ll know. I’m watching you.

 

“Miss Scarlett,” her communicator sounds. “The same men from the other day are here—armed.”

My heart beats fast as Scarlett goes to her dresser, opens her drawer and pulls out the safe where her gun is. Terror is running through me, I know what kind of men visit sometimes. Anderson is off the grid, who can I call to help and how fast can they come?

“I’m on my way,” Scarlett answers. “You two, stay here.”

“Are you insane?” Brynn and I protest, following behind her.

As we walk outside the house, my heart stops. I have never seen a high caliber rifle before, or men wearing big vests with tons of pockets and things inside them. What are they carrying? And this is not a drill or movie prompts. When the two men turn around, my heart stops. I look around because there’s the static again. That crackling in the air that always happens when Anderson is around.

“Fuck, fuck!” I jump at the loud, angry voice of the man with blue eyes and long hair. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

I blink twice staring at the guy who sounds like Anderson but doesn’t look like him. He’s pulling a phone. “I need a helicopter, now!” He pauses, watching the ground.

The guy beside him winks at Scarlett who glares at him while pointing a gun at him. What kind of bizarre world did we step into?

He straightens up when he spots Brynn, turning pale and worried just the same way Anderson worried when he saw me.

“Tiago?” I mouth, he puts a finger in his lips.

“You know him?” Scarlett whispers, I nod. “Does he look like that?”

“Shh.” I point at Anderson who is spitting angry words.

“I don’t give a fuck. I need you to transport three females and a dog to safety.” Great, I’m only a female. “Yes, the plan is coming along except for the fucking detail that we have civilians on the ground.” He pauses, his eyes grow wide as Hugo charges toward him.

Anderson gives me a ‘stop your dog’ glare. “No. I had no fucking idea.” He pauses, exhaling as Hugo runs to me and looks around with the same confusion I have. “How do you know, Bradley? Couldn’t you stalk her before I called? Well, then you know this has to be done—now.”

He shoves the phone inside one of the multiple pockets of his vest and stares at Tiago, then at us. “Into the house, now,” he orders closing his eyes briefly.

“How long?” Tiago asks.

“They have ten minutes to gather their things.” Anderson huffs. What is going to happen here? The vein on the side of his neck throbs. Anger, maybe fear. “Have everyone on maximum alert. Call me if you need me, I have to—”

“Go. We have the same time we had before you discovered the . . . issue.”

“Why are you here?” he barks at Scarlett first. “Your mother is out of town with her sisters; your father and uncle went to buy the horses—you’re supposed to be with them.”

Scarlett points at Brynn and me. “My besties were coming to see me.”

Anderson closes the door, goes through every window closing the curtains. Once he’s done, he takes off his armor, leaving it on top of the table along with his gun. Then, he walks toward me. Long hair isn’t a good look for him, Scarlett is right. He finally stands in front of me and picks me up with his strong arms, holding me tight.

“What happened to you? Why were you crying, love?”

“Oh, now you know me?” I hug him back with my dear life.

He kisses me hard, transmitting the fear he holds so close to his heart. “Two of my men will drive you to the point where the helicopter is picking you up; from there you’re going to Nebraska, then Seattle. Unless, the pilot feels safe to land the helicopter on the property.”

“No, I’m going to see Mom,” I protest.

“Nebraska, then the Keys. I just need you out of here.” He doesn’t let me go. “Where are your bags?”

“The garage,” Scarlett says climbing down the stairs holding a duffle bag. “I know you think you know shit, but you have no idea how this ranch works. This isn’t the first time you people try to run us out of here.”

She glares at me. “Michael would be disappointed in you.” Scarlett walks toward the basement door. “We have ways to disappear without your help.”

“Stop!” Anderson’s powerful voice booms across the house, making my body vibrate. He grasps me tighter. I have no idea what’s going on outside, but I know he’s worried for me—for us.

“You can’t tell me what to do,” she challenges him. “My friends and I are leaving without your help.”

“They’re using the tunnel that runs through the property to store their merchandise.” He kisses the top of my head.

Scarlett freezes, and her eyes widen and she blanches. I have no idea what the tunnel does, but I have never seen her so scared.

“This isn’t part of the operation, Miss Reynolds.” He scans the area and looks at Brynn who squats next to Hugo with her eyes closed. “I have to add it as a courtesy to my girlfriend and my friend Brooklyn. We’re fumigating your property—in a manner of speaking.”

“What’s going to happen?” Her voice is shaky.

Anderson doesn’t explain, only assures her that by the time they leave there won’t be a tunnel or a drug cartel using their property. She runs upstairs, leaving her bags on the floor. He calls Mason again, asking to reroute us to the Keys and to add the necessary decoys. He adds a list of supplies for Hugo. I stare awestruck at the guy who oversees an entire operation with men outside getting ready to . . . what are they going to do?

Angling my face, I find his eyes. They’re hiding behind the blue hue of contacts and an authoritarian attitude. He’s in charge and ready to strike. I think I’m falling more in love. His voice is cold, bossy and with purpose. There’s nothing sweet about this guy, except his touch—the caress of his fingers under my blouse. He winks at me, giving me that boyish grin I love so much.

“We’ll return your car to the house,” he speaks. “What are your plans?”

“It’s a rental,” I explain. “As long as you can ship our bags . . . wait, our medical bags are there. Anyway that you can send them to my mother’s?”

He nods, then smiles. “Someone has been busy, why the early tears?”

I shake my head, not wanting to share Mike’s letter with him—or anyone. Anderson glares at Scarlett who is coming downstairs holding a box.

“Nothing is going to happen to the house,” he explains, releasing me and walking toward her. “You’re going to leave in a minute without anything but—”

The loud sound of blades cutting through the air doesn’t allow me to hear whatever he’s telling Scarlett. Brynn stands up, I open my bag and pull the leash out handing it over to her. Hugo isn’t going to like this at all.

“Are we good?” Anderson is holding Scarlett’s arms, his eyes holding hers. She nods. “Leave the gun. I’m sure you know how to use it, but for now, trust me and follow all my instructions.”

Scarlett’s gaze is unreadable, but she pulls the gun out of the waistband of her jeans leaving it on top of the table. “I’m sure you can place it back where it belongs.”

“Time to go, ladies.” He stops me, giving me a small peck on the lips. “Text your plans to Bradley, please. I love seeing you. I hate to think what could’ve happened to you.”

“Come back to me, warrior.”

“I’m not a warrior.” His voice is harsh, but he winks at me. “I’m your warrior.”

We march outside the house where a gray aircraft is enveloped in a cloud of sandy dust. The blades beating the air have the effect of a small tornado, or a typhoon. Anderson takes the leash from me, carrying Hugo to the aircraft. I take Brynn and Scarlett’s hands, hold my breath and the three of us run to the craft.
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“Do you think they torched my house?” Scarlett squeals and my torso bows as she presses the break without notice. The car behind us honks. I want to take the wheel away from her. I hate coin tosses; I always lose. “When are they going to call us with the results?”

“This isn’t some colonoscopy, Scarlett,” I clarify. “You won’t find out until you’re back home.” I’m assuming, because once I climbed into the helicopter, he shut the door and we took off.

Brynn, who hasn’t talked much during the past eight hours glares at me from the front passenger seat.

“What did I do?”

“I don’t know if I want to kiss you or kick your ass, I’m still debating.” She looks at the back of the big SUV, Hugo’s kennel to be exact. Our dog is unhappy too. He’s been traveling inside the kennel and only taking a few breaks at a time.

“First day of vacations and I almost peed my pants thinking I would die.”

“Why is it my fault?” I point to Scarlett. “It’s her parent’s fault for having an infestation.”

“Oh, I’m already planning her funeral,” Brynn replies, smirking. Her dark skin looking less ashy. “You okay?”

I shrug and flinch. Shit, I left the letter at Scarlett’s house. Her mother, everyone is going to read it. Well, she can read how awful she is with Scaredy. Well, no. It just mentioned that their mother is crazy. She’s too judgmental and demanding with Scarlett. If he knew that Scarlett lives at home and works at the ranch . . . I wish I had read that letter years ago.

“So, what’s the plan?” Scarlett turns left as the navigation system indicates.

“To see Mom?”

“I don’t want to see your mother,” she protests, continuing to our destination. “A thousand hours driving and flying to paradise to see that woman. You could’ve picked me up on your way back to the west side.”

“What’s she bitching about?” Brynn growls. “She almost got us killed.”

“We’re heading to New York after visiting Mom,” I remind her. “It’s only for a few days. Think about the sun, the beach, and the hot guys.”

“Your Mom hates me. All mothers hate me; even my own mother detests me.”

“Mom doesn’t hate you. She just thinks you’re a bad influence.”

“I’m the bad influence, bitch.” Brynn grins, frowning at the sign and the gates.

“You’re worse than I was in college, Aspen,” Scarlett protests. “Does she know that?”

“No. I don’t make it a thing to tell my mother that I’m up to no good.” I pull out the code Austin gave me. “Seven-two-three-one.”

“Why is she living here?” Brynn takes off her seatbelt and leans closer to the front seats. “Active senior living?”

“Are we staying with you?” Scarlett frowns following the signs and the GPS.

“No. Just drop me in front of the door.” I grab my purse. “I’ll text you or I’ll get a Lyft when I’m done.”
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ASPEN

THE TOWNHOME ISN’T unique. It’s nothing as luxurious as I imagined for the Florida Keys. All the houses look the same, different earth tones with dark trims. Mom’s is a light tan with an olive-green trim. There’re a couple of pots with petunias outside the green door. I knock twice, balancing myself on my heels as I wait for her to receive me.

She opens the front door and steps out to the porch. Her dark, curly hair is now auburn with chestnut highlights. It goes lovely with her olive skin tone. There’s a warmth to her that I haven’t seen in a long time. Her amber eyes beam and the smile on her lips is so big I take a step back. Who is this woman?

Her hands reach for my shoulders, pulling me into a tight embrace. “It’s so good to have you here, Aspen.”

My arms go around her, my head leans on her shoulder. “It’s good to be here.” The friction and pain between us dissipate as we continue holding each other. She’s not innocent by all means. Her attitude was the beginning of my father’s behavior. They were each other’s victims.

Breaking the embrace, she steps aside to let me inside her cozy place. It’s tiny, a narrow entryway with a credenza and a large oval mirror. “It’s not much, but plenty for . . . to live here. Come on in. Let me give you a tour.”

She pulls me toward the steps. The mocha hardwood floor ends and a similar dark color carpet begins. The space holds a large leather couch, a recliner, and television. The coffee tables are decorated with frames. I walk to check them out; they are pictures of Austin and me when we were children. My eyes mist over remembering the good times we had as a family. The four of us.

“Did you love him?” I pick up a framed picture of the four of us in Aspen, Colorado. I was a toddler. Dad carries me, holding Austin’s hand and kisses Mom on the cheek.

“Yes. I loved him from the first time I met him. It wasn’t infatuation as my mother said. It was real love. He was kind, generous, loving.”

“What happened?”

“He’d go back to her . . . we’d break up. She wouldn’t take him back and I would. The story itself repeated until she married.” She hugs herself, looking at the many pictures. “I met a guy. He was decent but didn’t make my heart flip the way your father did. He had money, my parents liked him . . . I chose your dad over him.”

“Austin?”

She covers her mouth. “He’s your father’s. I wasn’t sure what to do. Henry—that’s the name of the other man—he offered to be a good father to my child.”

“You knew who the father was?” I bite back a snarl. It’s over. It’s done, and nothing I say to her will change the past. Dad is gone and as much as everyone hates him, I can’t. I am mad at him and upset that I can’t say anything to him. He’s gone. The words I want to say to him will forever stay inside my heart. Somehow, I’m going to push them out before I become bitter.

“All along. I’m not proud of what I did to your father. He tried to be a good husband. My family didn’t believe he could. He started changing with me. Then, that woman became a widow. I feared he’d look for her. I pushed him to her. I should have left him.”

“Why didn’t you?”

She laughs, holding herself tight. “She would’ve won. He was mine, and I wouldn’t let her have him. Such a stupid reason.” She covers her eyes with one hand shaking her head. “We had an unhealthy relationship. Everything we did was wrong. I should have let him go. In the end, I hated him until I forgave him.”

“You look better.” I attest to her radiance. “More like the mother I remember when growing up.”

“It’s a bit of therapy, tai-chi, and forgiveness. Focusing on the good, forgetting the bad.”

I rub the back of my neck staring at all the pictures. Focusing on those good times.

“How are things with Anderson?”

“We’re on some kind of break.” I twist my lips, thinking about him. The few minutes we were together on the ranch, we both orbited toward each other. “A lot is going on inside my head. I have to work on myself first.” Telling her about the mission and my fear doesn’t make sense. Not to me. Instead, I hand her over the letter Dad left me.

Her eyes scroll through it slowly. When she meets my gaze again, hers are shining with unshed tears. “How did your father die?”

I take a step back. She never asked about him. It’s been years. Why now?

“He died in a lot of physical and emotional pain. He had so many regrets. There wasn’t an ounce of peace until I told him to leave and that I loved him.” I feel a sob forming in the back of my throat. I stop it, trying to control myself but I can’t. Crying I continue, “I promised him that I wouldn’t hate him. After reading the letter it is so hard to forgive him. He caused so much damage to so many people.”

Mom holds me against her chest, the same way she did when I was younger and fell to the ground or some mean child had bullied me. She didn’t avoid me as much as I want to think. Maybe I believed she was mad at me because her voice is so powerful, but she was loving.

“Sometimes, we are so blinded by hatred that we don’t think of the consequences or look at who we are hurting.”

“He said he loved you.” I sniffle.

“If we had communicated with each other from the beginning. If we had been honest with one another. It became a sick competition. We lost. He’s gone. I hope he forgives me for what I did to him. As for you and Austin, please, excuse everything that I did. I used you as my peons so many times. Not once did I think of what I was doing.”

“What do I do?” I take the letter and put it back into the envelope.

“Forgive him. He adored you, I can attest to that. If he had to choose one title, that’d be Dad.”

“The money?” She asks and continues not waiting for my answer. “It’s yours, for you to do what you think is best. He’s right. You have a kind heart.” She combs my hair with her hand. “You’re the way he used to be when I met him—idealist, seeking justice, saving lives. Follow your heart, and help those in need.”

“How about us, Mom?” I feel like a four-year-old girl seeking guidance from her mother who used to know everything. She still does, doesn’t she?

“I want us to have that relationship.” She kisses my forehead and releases my hold. “This is me, searching for a second chance in life at fifty-seven. There’s that saying, ‘it’s never too late.’ I trust you’ll give me an opportunity to be a part of yours.”

Mom gives me a tight squeeze, drying my tears with her hand. “Are you hungry? We can prepare some lunch, and you can tell me about your plans. Austin mentioned something about a road trip.”

“How are things with you and Aussie?”

“He forbade me to create an online profile for him. I think if he tries to date—”

“Mom, he’s gay. You have to stop fixing him up with women.”

“I was going to say, guys. He’s not getting any younger, you know?”

My mother will never change that mentality. I laugh instead of grinding my teeth or snapping back at her for wanting us to be married and have children.

“When you have kids, are you coming to visit me with them?”

I laugh, wiping my face. I guess her new attitude about life didn’t erase her personality and her obsession for us to have children. We chat for a couple of hours. As I’m about to call the cab, the front door opens. My heart flutters as I spot Walter. His tall, lean frame standing in the small foyer gifting me that smile I love so much.

“How’s my girl?”

I feel three years old again and launch myself into his arms. It’s been so long since the last time we saw each other, since Dad’s funeral.

“I’m doing well,” I scrunch my nose inhaling the scent of spices and homecooked food. “Where were you?”

“At the restaurant . . .” He huffs.

“You didn’t tell her, did you?” he says, kissing the top of my head. “Addy, we are not repeating this pattern.”

“We got busy talking about other things. I meant to tell her, Walt.”

“Tell me what?” I frown looking at the two of them. Why is he here and not in Boston? “What’s going on Mom? Are you sick?”

She shakes her head. “No. Remember I mentioned a restaurant?” I narrow my gaze, waiting for more. “Well, I opened it with Walter.”

Walter clears his throat, tapping his loafer against the floor.

“We’ve been dating for the past year. That’s the news,” her voice cracks. “I—”

Turning my body slightly, I look at him, staring at those mud gray eyes of his. “What are your intentions with my mother?”

“You don’t want to know.” He winks at me. “I love her. Does that count?”

I chew the information, looking at them both. Such an interesting turn of events, I wouldn’t have guessed. But I’m happy for them. Taking a few breaths, I wonder how many decisions you make as an adult without thinking of the consequences. How many times do we sabotage our happiness because we are scared, or we want to show someone that we are much better?

Like I did for years, blocking everyone around me. For a moment, I think of how many times I pushed Anderson away. How hard I tried to keep myself away from everyone. I was afraid of desire and emotions. Forcing myself to forget how great it is to fall in love until Anderson walked into my life. His soul accepting the darkness within mine, sharing his light and bounding us through a succession of struggles. We surrender to the peace of the sound that our heartbeats produce when they are together, living in a blissful haven.

Maybe Mom is as lucky as I am and after all the afflictions she lived with Dad, she finally found peace and let herself find a good man who loves her.

“Yes, loves matters. Just don’t hurt each other,” I order them pointing at the two. “Having to choose between the people you love is hurtful.”

“The house in Maine got an offer,” Walter changes the subject. “I emailed you the papers to sell New York. Are you sure you want to do it? I can lend you the money, kid.”

Biting my lip, I turn to look at Mom who shakes her head. “Use the money, Aspen. He would want you to do so.”

“Please, don’t sell.”

I explain myself. Walter remains quiet until I finish everything I have to say. He offers his help for the applications and any legal matters we might need for the practice. His firm is licensed to work all over the country. Even when he prefers to be in the kitchen helping Mom, he continues taking clients and doing what he loves best—defending the innocent.

Around midnight, he drives me to my hotel room. I agree to have dinner with them at their restaurant tomorrow with my friends, and to hang out one more time before leaving town. My heart feels more whole as I enter the hotel lobby. The darkness disappears as the light coming into my life gleams.
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ASPEN

WE FOUND A better way to travel thanks to the suggestion of my snobbish grandfather. I hadn’t seen the shrew in a long time, but he said with disdain during dinner that a trip like ours would be better enjoyed on a plane. A private charter would accept our dog in the main cabin. He joked about it, thinking we had no money. The account my father left said differently. In a way, it was an eye opener on how my dad felt among my mother’s family. He wasn’t worthy of her. He wasn’t enough to be with her and his children aren’t either.

Walter glared at them, squeezing my hand. I gathered he isn’t a fan of Mom’s family either. Mom and I promised to understand each other and be more open with our emotions. Call often, not daily, but we will try to keep in touch.

After the visit with mom, Brynn, Scarlett and I took a few days off to enjoy the beach. Boarding a charter to New York, we stayed in Manhattan for five days before taking the train to Boston where we rented a truck. From there we drove south to Connecticut, Rhode Island, Virginia and Washington DC. Scarlett demanded we camp, be one with Mother Nature. Brynn threatened her with creating severe bodily harm if she mentioned the word camping in her presence.

We flew to the West Coast. We started in San Diego, went to Disneyland and drove up to I-5, stopping in every major city and little town to take selfies of the three of us. As we arrived home, Hugo ran away, not giving us a glance. He enjoyed playing fetch at the beach—any beach we were able to take him. I think he hated not being able to bolt to other places without our supervision.

Once we settled, I finally walk outside rolling our cooler filled with snacks and drinks. I’m tired after this long vacation. “Everything okay?”

Scarlett rolls her eyes setting her phone down. “My father thinks a month away is not taking my job seriously.”

“You work as hard as he does,” Brynn protests.

“Your farm hands report daily, you’re up at the freaking-crack-of-dawn checking that everything is functioning properly.” I give her a wine cooler. “Have they mentioned anything about . . . you know?”

“Nope, we have three new horses.” She sips from the bottle, placing it on the table and taking the deck of cards. “They haven’t reported any unusual activity or . . . if your boyfriend blew my house up, he rebuilt it the same day.”

“You want us to go to the farm with you?” Brynn suggest,s I nod in agreement. We have to sign the lease contract and start construction on our new offices, but Scarlett comes first.

“Nah.” Another text comes, she reads it, and her face turns a crimson red. “Fuck him,” Scarlett declares. “Two more days with you and then I’ll fly in a private jet home.”

“By all means, I’ll pay for your ticket.” I laugh knowing she’s joking about the private jet. I will pay for her ticket, though—first class.

Then, I remember Michael’s letter. “What if you move up here?”

“To do what exactly?”

“Open your own practice.” Brynn smiles at me, satisfied with my offer. More than satisfied. “We can be roommates again.”

“Are we looking for a new house?” Brynn asks. We’d both like to live close to where we work, the commute to Seattle is draining.

“Yeah, our lease expires in a couple of months.” Then I look at Scarlett reinforcing what Brynn said, “We can live together again.”

“I don’t know,” Scarlett says, stopping our planning. “Dad needs me.”

“No. He has plenty of people working for him. You need to step back and think about your future.” Brynn, the voice of reason takes the lead. “What you really want to do in life? She’s moving on, you can move on.”

Damn. If I had the letter with me, I could’ve shown her that Michael wants her out of the house.

“Mike didn’t like you living there,” I whisper waiting for the backlash.

“Yeah, I read the letter.” She bites her lip. “When I went upstairs for my things. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry but . . . I was scared. Your boyfriend isn’t friendly, what if he was going to kill us?”

Her shoulders slump, her eye concentrate on the cooler she holds. “I wanted to know what his last wishes were.” Reaching out to her, I squeeze her hand. She lifts her gaze smiling at me. “Can you please not name your children Michael? I want that name for mine.”

“It’s yours, as long as you move to Seattle.”

“I’ll have to think about it.” She looks around.

Scarlett wiggles her eyebrows. “Have you heard anything from your man?”

I check my phone. Still no messages from him. “He’s on a mission.”

“It’s been almost a month, is he okay?” Brynn had to say it out loud.

Four weeks and three days since the last time I saw him. I shrug, giving them an I don’t know, but the wait is killing me. “We can drive around town.” I brush away the uncertainty and fear. “I’d love to visit the tattoo parlor. We can contact Kev or Austin.”

“Yes. Part of scouting the area, searching for a house.” Brynn agrees her dark eyes bright and I’m suspicious about this sudden burst of energy.
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Mason Bradley invited Brynn and me to his home for lunch. We brought Scarlett along because the three amigas can’t just leave one behind—not again. He said it was his turn to be in charge of the motley crew. We didn’t understand until nine children, none older than eight, sat at the table eating their chicken nuggets, carrots, and fruit. They chatted and exchanged food as some liked carrots more than nuggets and others preferred not to eat bananas. Charming, polite and noisy, all of them finished and asked if they could go out and play.

“Are all of them yours?” Scarlett panics.

Ainsley, his wife, laughs at her question. “No. Only Grace and Seth. Nathan, our baby, is asleep.” She shows us her phone, on the screen is the video of a crib and a sleeping baby. “He’s at my parents with the other babies. The rest are my brother’s children.”

“It’s hard to have a doctor on call who is trustworthy.” Mason walks in front of us trying to catch up with the children. We pass two homes before reaching a fenced playground. The gate opens automatically, and everyone runs inside. The gate closes behind us. Brynn and I are in awe of the technology they have. “With our hectic schedule and high profile family, we need the doctors to come to them.”

“High profile?” I tilt my head arching an eyebrow.

“All will be disclosed when and if you accept working for us. You can work in the ER of Seattle Memorial, or have your own practice. Our only stipulation is that one of you come over during their regular checkups or if we have an emergency.”

“We are already setting up our own practice.” I angle my head to Scarlett. “She might move close and open a veterinary practice if you’re interested.”

“What about the ranch?” He studies Scarlett who has a pale face and is staring at him either confused or with a big crush.

“He’s Anderson’s boss,” I inform her.

“Partner,” he corrects me. “We made a few modifications before he left for his last mission. I’m glad to hear that we were able to help with the issue you had ongoing at the ranch.”

“Thank you,” I answer for my bestie who is mute for the first time in years—or since I met her.

“I have a few questions for you.” He gives me a glance. “How willing are you to drive to this area when we need you?”

“There’s always an emergency,” Ainsley sighs not moving her eyes from the children. How does she do it? “We try our best to . . . Gabe, sweetheart, no!”

One of the cute, little blond boys tried to use the slide standing up, losing his equilibrium and falling down to the side. I rush along with her to check on Gabe. She picks him up and hugs him tight. “You’re okay, baby. Aunty Ainse has you. Where are you hurt?”

His knee has a big scrape, his chin rests on Ainsley’s shoulder. I touch his hand. “Hi, my name is Aspen. What’s your name?”

“Gabe,” he says, big fat tears sliding down his cheeks.

“Gabe, I’m a doctor. Can you tell me what hurts?” He shakes his head. “Can I check your leg? It looks like you need a Band-Aid.”

“I want mommy,” he cries louder.

“While your mom arrives, I can clean your wound. In my bag, I have special Band-Aids.”

“Superhero Band-Aids,” Brynn adds handing me over the small first aid kit from my messenger bag. “You can use my special stethoscope while she cleans that ugly scrape.”

Brynn and I have some plastic medical equipment for children to play while we work on them. Ainsley sits on a bench; three other children approach us. One of them identical to Gabe. That boy is the one who reaches out for the stethoscope, inspecting it. “It’s not real. Do you have one that works? If not, he won’t touch it.”

“Is that so?” I smile, taking out the case of my stethoscope, opening it and checking his heart. “Your heart works well. Anyone else would like to volunteer?”

“I do.” The little girl with pigtails next to him raises her hand. “I like you.”

“Thank you. Would you like to help us with your cousin’s wound?” She nods. “Brynn, we have a nurse.”

Releasing his aunt, Gabe pays attention to his cousin who is holding the container with cleaning pads. I wipe the scrape, put on an X-Men Band-Aid and check his other extremities making sure he didn’t break a bone.

“You did great, Gabe, how about I give your aunt a special candy for later?” He nods. I search for one of the lollipops I carry around and give it to Ainsley for later.

Thank you, she mouths standing up and going around the playground gathering all the children.

“I want to be a doctor,” declares the little girl with the blonde pigtails and mischievous smile. “Help others feel better and give them candy.”

The words hit right where I needed. She reminded me why I wanted to be a doctor and this moment made everything better for me. In practice, I can do exactly what I like. No more rushing patients, fix them up or lose them. This time I get to forge relationships, care for my patients and see them grow.

“You want to be too many things, Piper.” Mason picks her up gives her a kiss on the cheek and puts her back down.

“Daddy says I can be as many things as I want to be.”

“Of course Mattie said that.” Ainsley laughs shaking her head. “My brother has no sense of the word limitations.”

“Do I get a special candy for being your helper, please?” The child has no problem asking for what she wants—in a very polite way.

“Yes, I’ll give it to your aunt. She’ll decide when to give it to you.”

Ainsley takes it as she suggests finger painting in the house. They rush out as the gate opens, and we follow behind with Mason beside us.

“The offer is open. I can help you with housing, and we can discuss salary at my office tomorrow.”

“I don’t mind working part-time—during the day—at Seattle Memorial. What do you think, Aspen?” Brynn jumps into the negotiation.

“Part time . . . maybe, I want to focus on children,” I remind her that the ER isn’t my favorite place with just a glance. She can work at a hospital, bring in new patients. I can work at a free clinic or . . . can we set our own free clinic? “You and your siblings have thirteen—and growing. I could provide a few services. We’d have to agree on the schedule, though.”

“That’s all possible. I’ll have a look into those applications tomorrow morning.” He shakes our hands. “Dr. Zimmerman, confirm tomorrow if you want a position at the hospital, or maybe permission to work in case we require you.”

“I like the latter, is it possible?”

He gives me a sharp nod.

Brynn blinks twice, then grins.

“Thank you for lunch,” we say in unison as we approach the entry door.

“How is Anderson?”

“Hawk is well, working. Give him a few more weeks before he comes back home.” His face remains serious. There’s no worry or fear, I relax some knowing Anderson is okay.

“Thank you.” I shake his hand.

“Dr. Ward, Dr. Zimmerman, I’d love to have you both on board. According to your records, you are both talented, hardworking doctors. If either one of you decides not to take my offer I understand, that doesn’t negate my offer to the other.” He gives a light nod as he opens the door. “Please, don’t hesitate to contact me with questions and to discuss your salary.”

“Salary?” We both say in unison.

“Once you accept my offer, you’ll have to sign an NDA. You’ll receive a monthly wage. We expect you to drop everything if I have an injured agent or come and check on the children if there’s an emergency,” he continues, tapping his phone. “Some months you might be here daily. Others, we might not see you. We’ll pay for the convenience to have you around.”

We leave his house, not saying a word; both thinking about our future. This might be Brynn’s call. I could be their doctor when it’s convenient for both parties.

“What do you think?” Brynn interrupts my thoughts during our drive home.

“He’s hardcore,” Scarlett finally speaks. I was starting to worry about her. “I think I’m in love with him—not that I’d do anything. Just . . . he is so bossy, but so sweet with all those children.”

“He seems to want everything right away. I can work with the children on a ‘we both have time’ basis,” I breathe out the words, excited for what can come next. “Where do you want to live, ladies?”
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ASPEN

WE NOW LIVE on the West side of Seattle. Lake Washington is in our backyard. Hugo is the happiest dog on the northwestern side of the country. He loves his new house, and is enamored with the lake and the parks where I take him for walks. We spent the morning working out, overlooking the remodeling of our new offices, and studying an associate business degree online to know how to handle all the money my father left. I have no idea how to administer a charity or anything for that matter. My only knowledge when it comes to money is on how to balance my checkbook and create a budget for my house.

I have credentials to work at Seattle Memorial any time that Mason Bradley needs me, either to treat an injured agent or his family. The NDA prohibits me from telling anyone who I work for, where they live or that I can get the autograph of Chris Decker, the former frontman of the band Dreadful Souls for Walter’s birthday. Life is shaping up, and I am stopping to enjoy every minute without hesitation. Yes, I still take my medication. Anxiety doesn’t just disappear, but it’s getting easier to manage.

Scarlett hasn’t decided about moving out of the ranch. She’s back in the hole, dealing with an angry father because she slacked off and a mother who can’t understand why she’s the way she is. Happy, free and loving, what’s so hard to understand?

The only one missing in the picture is Anderson. “A few more weeks,” was a month ago. Still, there’s no sign of him. Not even a text telling me he’s okay.

“We need to buy groceries.” Hugo lifts his nuzzle barking once. “Yes, you need a juicy bone.” I start writing the list when the doorbell rings.

Kevin is outside, his eyes red and his hair strands all over the place. “We have to go.”

“Where?” I hold my breath, my stomach drops. Anderson. No please don’t. “What happened?”

“I got a call. Anderson is being airlifted to the hospital. He lost a lot of blood and . . . we have to go.”

I choke back a sob. This can’t be happening. Please, don’t take him away from me. I stop myself, controlling my breathing, my emotions. He needs me. I run inside my house for my keys, my purse, and my phone. “Ready, let’s go.”

Me: Where are you?

Brynn: The helipad, waiting.

Me: You knew?

Brynn: Only learned a few minutes ago. Bradley had me paged. He’s going to be okay.

Me: I trust you.

Brynn: They’re here. I can’t text you anymore. I’ll see you when he’s going to recovery. Love you.

Me: Love you too.

“What happened?” I arrive at the waiting room where Bradley and Tiago pace back and forth.

“We wrapped up the last mission.” Tiago’s voice is distraught, shaky. “Everything worked out perfectly. Anderson faked his death, we transported him to the hospital yesterday where they made sure his system wasn’t compromised after taking some shit to lower his heartbeat. He wanted to surprise you . . .” Tiago stood in front of me, his eyes red. “As we landed in the private hangar . . . He was waiting for us. It was an ambush.”

“Who?”

“A DEA agent. We reported his incompetence to the agency. Unfortunately, he knew the plan . . . fucker.” He places his hands on both sides of his head, closing his eyes he squeezes his crane. Ouch. “I’ve never taken so much pleasure in killing someone.”

Tiago’s face hangs, his big frame shaking. “Anderson held onto me all the way. Bradley was on the radio, coaching me on how to prevent him from bleeding—the way you taught them.”

Good, they didn’t travel far, and managed the blood loss. I want to ask him more. Where was he shot? Why wasn’t he wearing the fucking armor? Tiago is pale and his eyes look lost. Questioning him won’t help either one of us.

“He’s going to be fine,” I say out loud, hugging my midriff. Please be okay, Hawk. “Brynn is with him. He has the best doctor I know.”

Kevin wraps an arm around my shoulders, squeezing tightly. “This isn’t his first rodeo, Aspen. The fucker bounces back, he’s strong.” My heart constricts. I wish I could be inside the operating room helping, saving him.
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I remained glued close to the door. Austin arrived as soon as Kevin called him. I’ve been numbed. I couldn’t sit or think. It might have been only hours, but it felt like days. From only having four people in the waiting room, at some point, there were dozens of them. Everyone that had come to his mother’s celebration. I shook hands with his friends, who hugged me and told me Anderson would be okay. They brought me coffee, water, and food but I couldn’t stomach anything. At some point, even his therapist was here. Now it’s back to only a few including Bradley, Kevin, and Tiago.

Finally, the doors opened. Brynn and another doctor wearing blue scrubs and a tired look walked through them.

“How is he?”

“He’s doing fine. The gunshot on the left side of his torso broke a couple of ribs, but there was no internal bleeding or damage to his organs.” Brynn hugs me tightly. “The gunman used a standard caliber handgun; the damage was minimal. His left arm is broken. There’s a hole in his radius bone, the orthopedic surgeon fixed the displacement.”

“Can I see him?”

“Are you family?” The other doctor narrows his gaze.

“She’s his fiancé,” Kevin barks stepping closer, Tiago right next to him. “We’re his brothers. When can we see him?”

“Follow me please.” We walk through the narrow, white halls, take the elevator and go to the fifth floor. “We’re going to have him in the ICU for the night. As Dr. Ward mentioned, there was no internal bleeding, but he has a concussion and was having trouble breathing when he arrived.”

“I threatened him if he didn’t make it through,” Brynn murmurs in my ear, making me chuckle. “True story. He can’t leave you hanging.”

Anderson is in a small bedroom with glass walls and curtains for privacy. The bed takes up most of the space. He’s hooked up to a heart monitor—which is also checking his pulse and arterial lines. The plastic tube snaked to his arm is feeding on the IV. I’m about to reach for his chart when Brynn beats me to it, keeping it away from me.

I smile, walking closer to him, inspecting every inch, looking at left arm which is immobilized by a cast. The left side of chest has a big white patch on it.

“He was aiming for the heart?” Brynn’s lips are sealed together, she doesn’t answer but nods. I sigh, relieved that the gunman didn’t succeed.

“The sedation will wear off in a couple of hours,” Brynn discloses. “Tomorrow we’ll move him to a private room. And depending on how he’s doing, we’ll talk about sending him home.”

“Tomorrow?”

“No, in a few days—maybe a week.” She points at the buttons on the wall. “Call if you need us, press the blue only if there’s an emergency. We have to find someone to look after Hugo.”

“I’ll check on him,” Kevin mumbles, looking at Anderson.

Brynn smiles and bobs her head a couple of times. She turns around and leaves along with the other doctor.

“Thank you,” I say to Kevin.

“Now that we’ve established our relationship with the patient, I can leave. Bradley will sneak in in a few minutes. He always gets his way. In the meantime, I’ll head out to check on Hugo and fetch some food for us. We need to eat. He’s a handful when he’s sick.”

“Sounds like you’ve taken care of him before.” I pull up the red chair in the corner close to the bed and take a seat. “You two are closer than I assumed.”

“Yeah, we work together and live close by, like you and your girls. At some point, we became a family.” He smiles, shaking his head. “Anderson has done a lot of shit for me too. One of those bullets . . . he took it for me . . . crazy stalker. See you soon, Aspen.”

I nod, understanding their relationship a little more than before.

“Hey, I’m here.” I take Anderson’s hand. “You scared the shit out of me. Next time I’ll say ‘come back without a scratch—or a bullet shot’.”

I chuckle, sob, and rest my head close to him, letting the fear and adrenaline wash away with the tears I held while he was in surgery.
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ANDERSON

THE ROOM IS fucking bright. My body aches and where the fuck is the pain medication?

“Hey man.” Kevin pushes himself from the curtain. “We agreed to stop meeting each other in this fucking room, didn’t we?”

I chuckle, flinching at the same time. My left side hurts like hell. I take an inventory of my body. My left arm is in a cast, and my right hand is heavy because my beautiful woman is resting on top of it. Her eyes are closed, dried tears crusted on her cheeks. She’s close to my wrist. Her fingers are pressed close to my veins as if feeling my pulse. I hate that she had to see me like this after what happened with Michael. I feel stronger as I see her by my side.

Fuck, Michael. I swear at some point I saw him, he told me to hang in there. I couldn’t leave Aspen the way he did. Hallucinations, the result of pain medication and reading the letter he left for my woman. Either way, I’m not naming any of my children Michael. I told him that in my dream, he said, “Fine, name your daughter Michelle. That’s close enough.”

“She’s brave.” Kevin sighs. “She tried to hold back the tears until you two were alone. I made her eat a sandwich.”

“Thank you.” My voice comes out dry.

Her eyes flutter open, her lips tug slightly forming a small smile. “You’re awake.” Her eyes widen as she spots my hand. She springs out of her seat and checks the needle and the plastic tube attached to it. “I didn’t move it. How are you feeling?”

Aspen pushes a button on the wall. “Any pain?” She kisses my head, the anguish in those whiskey eyes is killing me.

“Fuck, everything hurts. Did Brynn cut my dick?”

“What?!”

“She threatened to cut my dick if I made you cry.”

She laughs, shaking her head. The sweet ring of that voice loosens up my constricted chest. Yes, the pain leaves too. “No. She wouldn’t dare touch you. She wants godchildren.”

“How long have you been here?”

“I don’t know. Since Kevin picked me up?”

“Go home and rest, baby.” I search for her hand, pressing it lightly to my lips. “I worry about you.”

“Please, don’t think about me.” She combs my hair and scrunches her head. “Just as I was beginning to get used to the long hair and the permanent stubble.”

“Time for me to go. I’m going to check on Hugo and Brynn.” Kevin pulls out his phone. “She had a long day and is shaken. If you need me, just send a text.”

Aspen smiles, putting her hands on top of mine and finds my eyes. “My parents had a terrible relationship. They used others to hurt each other, even my brother and me. Many things drove them to behave so badly, most of all miscommunication.”

She inhales and exhales twice, swallowing too. “It’s hard for me to do it, but you make it easy. The way I reacted during your mom’s funeral was atrocious. I can’t promise that there won’t be another meltdown ever again. I’m human. Living is scarier than hiding behind unfounded and old fears.”

I squeeze her hand, encouraging her to continue. “Waking up in the same bed, making sweet love at any time of the day . . . or having rough, kinky sex. I want us fighting for the toothpaste and for who’ll be cooking dinner since we both work.”

She exhales. “I love you. And for the first time, I don’t want to hide or avoid it. Honestly, I’m scared that during the next mission you’ll be gone for months, that you might not even come back. That will stay in my heart. It’ll hurt, but I’ll be happy because I’ll carry the best memories of us with me for as long as I live.”

“This was my last long-term mission,” I say, holding her gaze. “From this day forward—or as soon as I’m out of here. I want to come home after a long day at work to you.”

“Bradley told me you’re his partner now.”

I nod. “Tiago, another friend of ours, and I paid him some money to buy into the business.”

“What are you going to do now?”

“I’m going to focus on short-term missions, planning, and training new recruits.” I disclose some of my plans. I still have to talk to Mason some more. “I want to come home every night, to our bed. What do you think?”

“Yes.” She leans forward kissing my lips. “I want that too.”

“Marry me, beautiful,” I reach for her hand, kissing the inside of her wrist. “Big wedding or small. Your choice as long as it’s soon. I don’t want to wait long to start our life together—future Mrs. Hawkins.”

“It doesn’t have to be big or fancy . . . any place is perfect, as long as I marry you. That’s my dream wedding. The one with you as my groom.” She takes my mouth in a slow, deep kiss. Our tongues dance, erasing the distance, the pain and the fear of never seeing her again.

“I saved his life, I should be the maid of honor,” Brynn demands, interrupting the kiss.

“Why did I call you?” Aspen growls, kissing me one last time before moving out of Brynn’s way.

“Technically, you called the nurses. I happened to be walking by and offered my assistance before going home. Kevin is waiting for me.” She starts writing the numbers on the monitor in my chart, then looks at the plaster on my arm and the bandage on my upper ribs. “From one to ten, what’s your pain level?”

One hundred? “Nine. When can I go home?”

“I’d say a week from today. If you heal faster, we can work something out. Knowing Aspen, she would rather have you at home.” Finishing her notes, she lifts her gaze. Her attention is now on Aspen. “You have to go back to rest. I’ll be back at six tomorrow morning. Promise me that you’ll go to the house. Once he has a room, we can find you a bed.”

“Fine.”

“Don’t fool around, and go to sleep.” She squeezes my hand. “You did well, Anderson. I’m glad I didn’t have to do anything drastic.”

We exchange a glance. I told her my last words to Aspen in case I didn’t make it. She asked me to shut up and be a good patient, or she’d castrate me.

“Sit by me, Aspen.” I move to my right side making some space for her to join me in bed.

Carefully, she shifts the tubes, then walks around the bed and sits right next to me. “So, one in a seven billion, huh?” She traces the newest tattoo on my chest, the one I had Kevin ink the night before I went out on this last mission.

Among seven billion I’ll always find you. I’ll always choose you. Even before our souls branded each other, I knew we were meant to be together forever. I’m yours, yesterday, today, and always.
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ANDERSON

“A NEW ONE?” Aspen enters the kitchen staring at the mug in the middle of the table. “This time you wrapped it, why?”

I shrug, waiting by the side of the table, anticipating her reaction.

“I think is my favorite, right next to the one you gave me last week.” She smiles, sighing. “Doctors Heal with Love and Band-aids.”

It’s cool, the band-aid has her name. Kevin and I found a guy who hand paints mugs, we just create the drawings for him. Brynn and Aspen are on cloud number nine with those things. I just have to find a place to store them all. Today’s mug has a drawing of her favorite chocolates and reads,

Pediatrician, will work for candy

She pulls it by the wrapping, her brows knit together as she stares at the plastic covering. Her attention moves to me as she shakes it and it rattles.

“Hmm.”

“Open it.” I shove my good arm inside my pocket, the box burning my hand.

Carefully, she opens it, smiling at the treasure inside. Her eyes squint as she stares at the M&Ms, and then they open wide, taking a few out and reading them out loud. “Will you . . .” she eats it and then the next one, “Marry me?”

That’s my cue to go down on one knee.

“Aspen Winter Zimmerman.” The tip of her hand touches her lips, her eyes are wide. I kind of proposed to her at the hospital a few weeks ago, but we didn’t talk about it afterwards. I had the ring ready inside my drawer before I left for the mission but I wanted to have the custom chocolates done before I could make it official.

Opening the red velvet box, I exhale the words I harbor in my heart, “Remember the first words we exchanged?” She narrows her gaze, those eyes watery but holding the tears.

“You asked, ‘When did you get here?’” I answered, “The question is ‘where have you been all this time, beautiful?’”

She laughs, shaking her head. We both know she was talking to Hugo, our dog. “My soul, along with my heart already knew who you were, that I had finally found you. Since that day, we started building this relationship, adding love to it and seeing it grow. You taught me to love. That love is an intangible feeling—totally unpredictable, unstable, and worth having and fighting for. My days have never been this bright, and my worst days are bearable because you are with me. We learned that love is the only thing that matters and that it doesn’t hurt. Love is a place where we can be safe. I’m here to ask you to marry me: to be my wife, to be my safe haven, to let me be everything you need. I want to spend eternity with you while we make each other happy.”

Aspen sets the mug on top of the table, bends down, and holds my hands while looking into my soul. “Yes, a thousand times yes. I . . .” She breaths, the tears breaking the barrier. “I . . .”

She can’t talk anymore, the emotion overwhelms her. I take her into my arms, standing up and kissing her the way we always do. I surrender my heart to her, my soul melding with hers. Remembering this might be our last kiss, and praying for a billion more.


[image: ]

THANK YOU FOR reading Until I Fall: A story that is near and dear to my heart. A small tribute to some of my loved ones who are now in heaven. Perhaps that’s why this is the one book I’ve written that has made me cried the most. Some scenes gutted me when I wrote them, and each time I’ve read them afterward. This time I made it too personal, and too close to home.

As many of you know, I was raised in Mexico City by my grandmother and grew with a close family. My maternal grandmother’s family was pretty tight-knit while I was growing up. Every birthday, Christmas, Easter, or special occasion, my great-uncles, great-aunts, uncles, aunts and cousins would gather at my great-grandparents’ home.

My grandmother is the oldest of six. And at ninety-seven, she’s still healthy and full of life. She had three sisters and two brothers. Last October, I received a call from my aunt telling me that Natalia, her sister, had died. I saw Natalia almost daily as a child. My aunt was exceptional, and among all my great-aunts and uncles, I loved her the most. She was wise, kind, and loving. But there was a certain sadness in her heart.

When she was eighteen, her fiancé died in a car accident—only a few days before her wedding. She never dated, and always spoke about Octavio, as the most amazing man in the world. She never moved on; she never learned to love again. For almost seventy years, she lived with the memories of her teenaged-love. Was that enough? I’ll never know. As I mentioned, she died last October. She was in the hospital only for a few weeks before we lost her. It was too fast and too soon. Yet, I felt like she needed her happily ever after. Maybe she has it now, in heaven with Octavio. One way or another, I wrote a different story, with a different outcome.

As I got ready for NaNoWriMo, I thought about writing this story, but chose a different plot. Little that I knew, at the end of January I was making so many changes while making sure my Aunt Natalia got her happily ever after.

From all those little bits and pieces of my family’s past—their personalities and mine—came all of my characters. One of the things my aunt did was take care of my great-grandfather and great-grandmother when they died. Just like Aspen did for Jonathan. I used a little of that, as well as the memory of some of my family members who we’ve lost to cancer.

There are plenty of reasons why I chose pancreatic cancer, among them my cousin Efren, who died fighting it. Unfortunately, it’s the most aggressive form of cancer. The survival rate is very low, and there’s not much awareness for it.

Anderson and Aspen aren’t perfect. I love flawed characters who don’t do what we expect from them.

Thank you for reading this. For accepting a little piece of my heart: my loved ones, the family I miss dearly. I wish I had at least one more celebration to share with them.

After you finish the book, and if you enjoyed it. Please, do me a big favor and leave a review. Let other readers know about it and spread the word. I love to hear from readers, so please don’t hesitate to email me

Thank you much. Love you all,

Claudia
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FIRST AND FOREMOST, thank you to my family. Without their support, I’m not sure where I’d be, but definitely, I wouldn’t be able to remember what day I’m living in.

Talking about family, thanks to Paulina who has always pushed my boundaries and reminding me I can take a step outside my comfort zone—drawing outside the lines. Thank you for going through the manuscript correcting, adding and loving the story.

The hardest part about writing the acknowledgments is trying to remember everyone. My apologies if I don’t mention you, but know you’re in my heart.

Virginia, welcome to the team. Thank you for accepting my story and being so meticulous and wonderful. Such a joy working with you.

Thank you to my alpha readers, love you ladies. Suzanne, what can I say that haven’t yet? Thank you for being there for me. For all your support. Monique, thank you for finding those loose ends and for loving my characters as much as I do. Melissa, your feedback is always great, you saved the tots. Colleen, thank you for jumping into this adventure, I’m so happy we met.

Malia and Amie, thank you for reading the manuscript, and for your input.

Every book I write is different, my timeline is never the same; just like my life. The book didn’t go to my second team of beta readers, but ladies I love you and thank you for all your support.

Jacinda, thank you for being my final read.

Lily Mahoney, thank you for the nightly sprints and pep talk. Sorry for all the changes, but hopefully you love them as much as you did before.

Kristi—thank you isn’t enough. But thank you. For your support, guidance, friendship and for everything you do. I love you!

Taylor, thank you for joining the team and help me get organized.

Hang, I’m so in love with this cover. With all your covers. You’re such a talented artist. I’m lucky to have you on my team.

Christine T., thank you for listening to my rants, my plots, my titles and just being there to support me. For being my friend. Love you!

Christine B, thank you for making the inside of the books astonishing.

Babes! Ladies, having you is a treat. Thank you for supporting me and answering my questions. I’m grateful to have you in my life and to be able to interact with you often. To all the bloggers, thank you for everything you do. Sharing, supporting, reading. You are the fuel that helps us authors continue through this long journey.

To all my wonderful readers and reviewers. Thank you for reading, sharing and loving my characters. Thank you for your messages, they mean so much to me.

My author friends and colleagues, this indie world is scary but having you by my side makes it all better. Thank you for your continuous support.

Luis. The love of my life. My soulmate and best friend. Thank you for supporting me in this journey. It’s always fun to walk along with you.
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