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Chapter 1

Hudson

May 24th, 2003

“Jesus Fucking Christ,” I groan as my phone blares out “Highway to Hell.” Must be Brody’s fiancée calling about something or other. I take a swig of water from the nightstand next to the bed of my hotel suite to make me sound less hungover. Scratch that—less drunk. 

“Hello?” I try to sound pleasant for her. 

“The wedding photographer is arriving in forty-five minutes. Brody’s phone is off. Where is he?” Claire snaps.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, sweetheart! Slow your roll. It’s not even...,” I glance at the alarm clock, cursing under my breath at how late it is, “...three yet. Brody’s almost ready. We’re just putting some last minute touches on his suit. You know, something borrowed, something blue.” 

“That’s for the bride, nitwit.” Claire doesn’t buy my poor excuse at all. 

“That’s not true,” I grasp at straws. “Us Italian men have a long-standing wedding tradition of hiding thick handkerchiefs in our coat pockets so we can dab away tears in private.” 

“Really?’’ There’s a definite swoon to the woman’s voice that lets me know I’ve tricked her into calming down. 

“All right,” she relents, “but if he isn’t dressed and down by the garden in thirty minutes, there will be hell to pay. Capisce?”

“Aw, you see? You’re picking up our culture already.” Sealing the deal with a compliment should tie her over for now. “See you soon, sweetheart.”

“Just get his ass here.” She disconnects the call. Damn, too far on the pleasantries, I guess. 

I sit up, wondering where the groom is this time. Brody’s been my best friend for nearly five years now, and I still can’t trust myself to go out partying with him. He’s a functional drunk and an enabler of stupid ideas. Scanning the room, I spot him reclining in a chair on the balcony. Most likely passed out only hours before his big day. 

I reach for the minibar, grabbing two cans of beer and walk around Brody’s unused bed. Normally, I’d be a little pissed about him leaving the back door open all night without at least closing the bug screen. Plus, the view of the Rockies is something I’ll never get tired of beholding. But this only makes it easier for me to vigorously shake the can in my left hand. I set down the unshaken can. 

I wave my hand in front of Brody’s eyes. No response from behind his sunglasses. I’m always a little concerned he’ll turn a weekend at the Ritz into Weekend at Bernie’s, so I check for a pulse on his neck. The fucker is alive but apparently my hand pressed against his throat isn’t enough. Time for drastic measures. I shake the beer still in my hand one more time, place it directly above his head, crack the can open, and voilà. Instant beer shower for the twenty-seven-year-old who still gets fucked up like he’s nineteen. 

“The fuck?” he yelps as the cold beer oozes down his face. He stares up at me in shock, then rage. “What’s your problem, Drago?” 

“You’re my problem, Golini.” I snort in amusement. “Your ‘blushing bride’ gave me an earful about you making it to the photo shoot.” 

“Shit.” He panics, practically falling on his face as he scrambles off his seat. “How much time we got?”

“To get you presentable or sober?” I inquire while I shove him inside the shower and start the water.

“Fuck you,” he blurts as the cold water washes the night before from his body. 

I get out, shutting the door behind me and heading to my bathroom to take a quick shower and put on my suit.

“Where is my tuxedo?” He asks as I fix my tie.

“Front closet.” I point to the door across from the bathroom toward the front of the room.

“What are you doing bumming around then?” he barks before rushing to the closet. “Help me get into my fucking suit. I’m not sober enough for a damn fashion show.” 

“All right, dear, keep your panties on,” I mock him. Brody can be such a pain in the ass when he’s drunk. I take the suit bag from him before he can ruin it somehow. He might be a pain in the ass, but at least my friend—the usually sober lawyer—had the foresight to rent a room for the night before at the same hotel where he was about to tie the knot. Thirty minutes to get his sorry ass downstairs with a hangover cure in hand? No problem. 

“Hey, can we stick a flask in my jacket?” he requests as I fix his tie. 

“Sure.” I look for what’s left of our booze stash under the bed. “If your bride asks,” I holler over my shoulder, “tell her it’s a handkerchief. She’ll understand.” 

•     •     •

Eventually, the wedding shoot got done. I always think it’s funny to see Claire posing in pictures next to Brody. Despite his expensive taste in clothing, he looks like a white loser next to his stunning, elegant bride who’s easily eight shades darker than him. Her gorgeous dark skin and tight curls are completely out of place next to his Great Clips buzz cut and spray tan.

The ceremony went off without a hitch. It was dusk as the sun rolled down over the mountains on a cobblestone patio at the back of the lodge. Miles of flowers, candles, and twinkling lights decorating it. Everything, even their families, seemed to go on for miles. All dressed in fancy dresses and expensive suits. Claire and Brody exchanged vows, and the tears rolled as he promised to show her that she is everything to him. Tears, Kleenex and a few ‘awe’ filled the atmosphere with love. Once he pronounced them husband and wife, they kissed. I’m not overly sentimental, but I think if I ever got married, I’d do something like this. Simple and beautiful. 

We proceed to the ballroom the couple booked through the hotel. It is nice enough, and there are more of those twinkling lights on the ceiling and wildflowers on the tables. Like a well-orchestrated symphony, the food was served just as the last guest took its seat. Wine bottles are uncorked, and as the last plate from the five-course dinner is cleared, the toasts began. From Claire’s mother, aunt, cousin and Brody’s parents to finally the bride’s and groom’s party. Don’t get me wrong; it’s all fun, but these speeches are taking too long. After the matron of honor delivers her speech, everyone claps while the bride clears a few tears. I take a deep breath. This is it. Now it’s my turn to look like an idiot as I give a speech to end all speeches. I hope these people all have great senses of humor. I clink my champagne glass a few times to settle the dinner guests down. 

“Excuse me,” I begin. “It’s time for the obligatory best man speech. Now, for those of you who don’t know, Brody and I have been best pals for most of my adult life. When I moved here six years ago, doe-eyed fresh out of college, I had no idea where I was going or what I was doing. Just that I had to get out of Jersey, as I’m sure many of you can sympathize.” 

I get a few chuckles from Brody’s aunts, uncles, and grandparents. This is a good start. “I ended up at a large law firm as an IT guy. It wasn’t a great job, but it paid the bills. Three weeks into this job I made my first friend in Colorado. This son of a bitch—” I gesture to Brody at the head table, “thought his computer was broken to high hell. He was some intern starting law school in the fall, and he thought he was going to get fired for damaging company property or something. Well, it took me about five seconds to realize he hadn’t even plugged the damn thing in.” 

His cousins laughed extra loud at that. “Typical Brody,” one of them barks.

“Anyway, he tries to tell me to keep it down as I’m practically suffocating from laughter. Then he thinks it’s a good idea to try to knock me around a bit, to shut me up, you know? But I’m actually from Jersey. We didn’t go down easily. Fifteen minutes later his boss comes in, and Brody’s on the floor. I’m underneath him, and he’s gripping my collar for dear life. We’re behind the table of the conference room, for Pete’s sake. Brody gives one glance to his supervisor, must be thinking this is it for him and does the only logical thing he can come up with—he kisses me.” I pause for dramatic effect. “Right on the lips, too. It wasn’t even a peck you’d give your grandmother. It was a full-blown ...advance. Me, being the stupid kid I was, didn’t stop it either. We made out in the conference room of our office. His boss let us off with a warning because she didn’t want a discrimination lawsuit on their hands.” 

Most of the crowded event hall thought this was funny, so I kept going. “Which I wouldn’t take it back for the world. This man and I have been through thick and thin. And now, in front of all of your family, I want to say I can’t lie anymore. Brody Golini and I have been secret lovers for the past five years.” 

Shouts of outrage and murmurs of confusion flood the airways. Some of Claire’s younger cousins wolf whistle in jest. That’s probably a good sign. 

“I refuse to keep our love a secret anymore. What Brody and I have is magical, sacred. The way he sticks his micro-penis into my ass sends me to new heights. His five thousand dollar teeth and remarkable ability to hide his beer gut under Armani suits is breathtaking. In fact, I have proof of our whirlwind love. Cue the lights!” I shout to the other groomsmen who have a projector and tarp all ready to go on the right side of the stage. A video begins that I’ve been saving for far too long. The scene is of a twenty-four-year-old Brody with a scruffy brown mop of hair leaning against a toilet of our dingy old apartment. I shudder at the thought of its yellow kitten wallpaper. Puke is dribbling from his bottom lip in the shot. 

“Hey, Brody,” I hear younger me say from behind my old phone. “What are you gonna do now that you’ve passed the Bar?” 

The intoxicated young man smiles dumbly, his eyes half-lidded. “I’m going to Diz...Disney Whirl.” 

“Disney World?” I egg him on. “Gee, pal, how are you gonna get there?” 

“I’m...” His face scrunches up in contemplation. “I’m gonna ride your ass.” 

“You’re going to ride my ass to Disney World? Buddy, I don’t have the gas mileage to get there.” 

His face blossoms into a bright pink. I can’t tell if he’s mad or embarrassed or both. “Goddammit, you’re supposed to be my ass-man.” 

“Don’t you mean your wing man?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” The brunet chuckles. “You give me your wing, so I can fuck you in the ass.”

“What about your girlfriend?” I reprimand him. 

“She doesn’t like anal,” he confesses mournfully.  

“No, jagweed, don’t you wanna go with your girlfriend to Disney World instead of me?” 

“S’course I do...I wanna do ‘erything with her” The drunken idiot smiles blissfully. “She’s my little chocolate goddess. Hey, Drago, you know what?” 

“What?” 

“I think ‘m gonna pass the Bar, take Claire to Disney World, and marry ‘er.” 

“You already passed the Bar, Brody,” I remind him.  

His face lights up brighter than a beacon. He shoots up from the floor in sheer excitement. “Woo! What the fuck are we doing in the bathroom? Let’s get fucked!”

The camera follows Brody as he runs out of the bathroom of our bachelor pad and straight into the front door. The picture abruptly fades to black. 

The house lights turn back on, everyone’s eyes turned to me, here in the present. Good thing they didn’t invite any kids to their wedding or I would’ve been forcibly removed by now. Time to seal them in with my charm. 

“You might ask, why did I show you this video.” I smirk charmingly “Because the guy who makes a living off of screwing other people has been in love with his wife for years. I’ve seen him flirt and schmooze his way through almost any situation. And whenever Brody looks at Claire, I can tell he is where he’s actually happiest. Ever since they started dating, he has become a better man, responsible, and full of life. As my sappy friend say, Claire completes him. If I ever decide to search for someone, I hope she makes me half as happy as Claire makes Brody. So, if you’ll please all raise your glasses. To Brody and Claire, may your marriage be long and full of the same love present here today. Cheers.” 

A resounding round cheers echoes through the room. I’m about to step down when I add, “By the way, my amateur video business is available for birthdays, bar mitzvahs, and wedding weekend hookups. I’m both single and heterosexual. I’ll be at the bar all night, thank you.” 

As I saunter off stage, I stop in front of the head table. “Congratulations again, you guys” I kiss Claire on the cheek, trying my hardest not to get her veil stuck in my mouth. Her demure smile tips me off that she won’t kill me for that speech, tonight. As for Brody, he extends his hand out so we can shake hands. I accept his, and he draws me into a bear hug. Albeit, a bit awkward considering I have to bend down to his sitting height. 

“You’re so lucky she liked that video, ass,” the groom grits through his clenched teeth, feigning a smile. 

“Only the best for you two.” I laugh, unfazed by the clear threat. 

I make good on my promise, heading to the bar. It’s open, so I know I’ll be nursing a drink all night. The girl behind the counter is surprisingly attractive. She’s petite, got this round face and huge brown eyes that are easy on my own. She clearly isn’t a natural blonde, but it suits her light bronzed complexion. She looks Polynesian mixed with something else I can’t define. The point is, she’s handling a crowd of barely legal kids—like her—when her face turns to meet mine. I’m taken aback. I never knew a face could intrigue me as much as hers does right now. 

“What’ll it be?” My body freezes when I hear her melodic voice; my eyes fixate on her mouth. I feel a twitch. My dick is waking up from a nap, and I work hard not to groan as I imagine her lips wrapped around... “Or are you hiding from the angry mob?” 

“What do you recommend?” I half-shout so she can hear me over the dance music that’s begun playing in the background.

“If you’re asking me what I think you want...” She assesses me up and down for a moment. My eyes concentrate on her pouty mouth a bit too long. “Then I think you want something stiff, but you don’t know how to get adult beverages.”

I snort at the superiority in her voice. “Is that so? All right, then, give me whatever you think I’ll like and we’ll see if I tip you.” I’d probably tip her regardless, but maybe if I keep things interesting, I’ll invite her back to my room later. She turns away from me to face her workstation, and I get a good long glance at her supple ass in a tight skirt while she throws my drink together. 

Without me really noticing, she turns around and hands me my drink. It looks like straight whiskey to me with a garnish, but I can’t be too sure. 

“Just try it,” the bartender urges with a confident smile, arching one eyebrow as she waits for me to drink. 

I throw caution to the wind, downing the whole drink in one gulp. It’s smooth, better than any whiskey I’ve ever had. It still leaves a warm sensation as it drops down into my stomach. 

“No, no, no,” she squares her shoulders chiding me. “That wasn’t some shot of cheap whiskey. That was apple bourbon in an Old Fashioned, and you just wasted it.” 

“My apologies, Your Highness.” I bow to her dramatically. “I bequeath to you, show mercy unto me and recreate this magnificent beverage I promise to treat it with the utmost respect.” 

She laughs. It’s almost a cackle, but it suits her. “Fortunately, after your speech, I figured you were the type of guy to need a second drink fast.” She hands me a near identical drink from the counter in front of her.

I smile tightly at her jab. “Thanks.” I sip this drink, slowly. It’s actually pretty great. “So how long have you been bartending?” 

“A few years.” She scoots over to talk more casually. “I used it to put me through school when waiting tables wasn’t enough, and I turned twenty-one. Now I just do it here and there for fun.” 

“And you think bartending at some idiots’ wedding is fun?” 

“Well, one of them is a fool, and the other is my cousin,” she admits with a broad smile. 

“Really?” I stare back to look at the bride and groom now on the dance floor. “Which one?” 

The blonde puckers her lips amused at my confusion. Her expression is mildly stoic, but it cracks under a shit-eating grin. Man, her smile is gorgeous. “Claire.” 

I feel like a giant douche. “Wow, I’m sorry, I don’t see the family resemblance.”

“Don’t be.” She shrugs before taking someone else’s cup to do a refill. “I’m adopted. I don’t even know what I am. I could be a fairy, or from another planet and my family would still love me. Isn’t that right, Ben?” She pats the man, who looks to be about my age, on the cheek. 

Ben, with his three inches on me, turns to size me up. He sneers a little bit before turning back to the bartender. “Seriously, Jade? Stop talking to lover-boy.” 

Jade leans over the bar to punch him square in the chest. It looks a little painful, honestly. “I’m just doing the job you volunteered me for, Ben,” his sister growls. “Take your shitty IPA before I find Mom and tell her to set you up with one of the single girls with her in the choir.” 

Ben visibly pales, scurrying off in a flash toward a cocktail table in the back. 

“Ouch! Not the choir girls. That was rough.” I look back at her, biting the laugh. Jade’s still glaring in his direction. 

“Do you have any siblings?” she asks cleaning the counter 

“Yeah, a younger sister whom I love dearly.” I lift my drink to my lips and take a small sip without taking my eyes off her, waiting for her to look back at me. 

“Do you ever get in spats with her?” 

I narrow my brows at her question. Just yesterday, when she told me she had a boyfriend. I shrug. “Sure...but who says spat anymore?” 

“Who says ‘schmooze’ or ‘bequeath’?” Jade argues. She’s got me there. 

Setting my glass down, I extend my hand. “Hudson Drago.”

“Jade Vance.” I feel the zing when her hand touches mine. Her skin is soft as silk. Like her voice, and there’s a change in the air. Our eyes lock on each other, something passing between us. Everything around us disappears. The music, the people... There’s only Jade and me creating our own light, our own music. My heart beats loud and fast as if I just tasted the kind of fireworks we’ll create. This should be a fun night. 

“Any chance there’s a magic word to get you away from this party and go have some real fun?” I proposition casually. Claire screwed me by picking a married maid of honor, and of course, bridesmaids with significant others. But I just found someone better to spend my night—or the weekend—with.

Chapter 2

Jade

Stop staring and say something, Jade. My heartbeat accelerates at the invitation. I’m tongue tied as my mushed up brain processes the scene from the moment he walked into the bar, the way his stare lingered at my lips, then studied my me. The simple sweep of his gaze warmed my body. His question plays again and again with that low voice that crawled under my skin the moment he spoke to me. Why would he want to get away—and with me? There are many other single, more beautiful women around. Certainly one of them is ready to sleep with one of the hottest guys in the room. 

He’s one of those breathtaking, model look-alike men who I bet pick up their women like their morning coffee—custom made and always disposing of them after they finish. Is he one of those who feels entitled to possess each one of them because of his looks? Tall, broad shoulders and sleek, dark blond hair I want to run my hands through. Or kiss the stubble dusting his rugged and chiseled jaw. God, what’s wrong with me? Since when do I go all giddy about a guy? Something about this man is...just different from the ones I’ve met. 

My breath catches as I feel the heaviness of his stare. His eyes continue studying me while he waits for me to answer. Instead of ditching him, telling him to hit the road or fall into his arms, I stare back. My gaze is drawn to his hypnotizing pale green eyes. I’m captivated. Looking away is impossible. Everything about him pulls me toward him. His charisma, the husky voice, and the well-defined muscles pressing against his dark gray suit.

Just say yes, Jade!

“Magic word?” I repeat at the loss of words. 

“If you don’t want to leave with me, at least dance with me.” His plump lips curve up into a sexy smirk. Not as cocky as the one he’s been flashing all night long. It’s been hard not to notice him. All six plus feet of him. “What if I promise not to step on your feet?”

Usually, I’m well put together. Tonight, my brain seems to have forgotten the basics of communication. No. It’s him. Not many things surprise me, yet, I’m astonished at my reaction toward him. His presence flusters me because I’ve never been affected by a man the way he’s affecting me. I’ve never wanted to extend my hand and touch, or have the desire to run my lips... Whoa, I’m losing it. What is he doing to me? 

I stare at my fingers, still tingling. The heat from his touch created a myriad of sensations. My pulse picked up, my cheeks flushed, my stomach churned nervously, and every cell of my body awoke. He’s different from all the boys I’ve dated—all three of them—and a couple of rebounds. 

“I don’t dance,” I lie. I’m sure I’ll combust if he touches me again. Now I’m being ridiculous. 

“Is that so?” He cocks an eyebrow. “Are you telling the truth, or avoiding me because of the speech?”

“Your speech was ... different.” I bite the laugh. Terrible is the first word that comes to mind. Mom didn’t like it, and Aunt Carol hated it. “Was it all true? You and Brody making out at the office?”

“You saw the video; he’s always been in love with Claire.” I frown at him, in case he’s giving me a crappy answer. He nods. “We had no choice. It was either that or the famous pink slip. Neither one could afford to lose our jobs. Claire should be thankful. I improved his kissing technique.” He winks at me.

Asking him for a taste comes to mind, but instead, I laugh harder, blocking the naughty ideas swirling inside my head. Because there are many ways, I can put those lips to use. He leans toward me. “Laugh, but I’m telling the truth. If needed, I can demonstrate.”

I shake my head, pressing my lips before the words yes, please, leave my mouth. Suddenly I’m in my fantasy world, imagining what’ll be like not only to kiss him but how’d it feel to be with him in all possible ways? Fear halts the fantasies my body, mind, and soul started. Fear stirs my heart rate up and stops the fantasies my body, mind, and soul began to create. I can’t fall for a guy like him. I don’t know him, but I’ve seen the way his type works. They attract the object of their affection inside their web, suck them dry and leave them soulless. My heart couldn’t take that kind of emotional beating. This smooth operator has heartbreaker written all over his face.

“So, what do you say?”

“Nah, I’ll take your word for it.” I compose myself, breaking eye contact to control myself. Then point toward the table next to us where my cousins are and pick out Amy. “She’ll be happy to dance with you, and if you’re nice enough, she might let you teach her a few of those kissing techniques you’re bragging about.”

“One dance, Jade,” he insists without glancing at my cousin. “You won’t regret it.” He puts his hand on top on mine, squeezing it gently, as if reassuring me I’ll be safe with him. His tone isn’t cocky. The flirtatious, secure man takes a step back. Those pale greens soften, smiling at me. “Give me a chance to get to know you.” 

I look at my station, then back at him. Uncertain to say the least, I take a deep breath and nod. “My cousin George should be here in less than an hour.” 

“Sounds good to me.” He raises his glass; a slow grin spreads across his face. “Thirty minutes should be more than enough time to finish off my drink.”

He tilts his head, giving me one last smile before moving away from the bar with his drink. At that same moment, Ben approaches giving Hudson a murderous glare.

“I don’t like him,” the most annoying, overprotective brother in the world says.

“You don’t like any guy who approaches me, Ben,” I retort. “Want another IPA?”

He shakes his head. “Him less than the others. There’s something about him I don’t like, and he’s Brody’s friend.”

Ben doesn’t hate Brody’s guts, but he’s not a fan. Mom says it’s because Claire and Ben are almost the same age, and he feels protective of her. 

“It’s one dance, Ben. Plus, I’m leaving next week. I’ll never see him again,” I remind him.

“You should skip the backpacking part and just go to school. If you let me, I can find you a grad program and get you a scholarship within this country,” he offers again. “Going to the other side of the world is ridiculous.”

“Says the man who travels all over the world for a living,” I remind him. 

“Mom’s not happy about your decision.” And we’re back to our early discussion. “She’s concerned about you, baby girl. We can’t protect you if you’re so far away.”

Ben Vance is a pain in the ass, but he’s the sweetest brother a girl can have. “You’re just a phone call away. I’ll be okay. My big brother has my back.”

He rolls his eyes but smiles. “You’re a little pain in the ass, but I love you too.”

“Now go and dance, get laid and stop nagging me.” I give him a light shove away from me. He shakes his head and gives me a kiss on the cheek. I look around the room, thinking about how lucky I am and thanking God for gifting me such a beautiful and loving family.  

Chapter 3

Jade

There are a lot of things that surprised me about Hudson Drago when I first met him. He dances like a modern Fred Astaire, his grandmother’s doing. She helped his father raise him, and, among other things, she made sure he learned how to dance like a proper gentleman. 

“She wanted me to be a gentleman through and through,” he adds while telling me about her. “Frail, strong, petite, but bigger than life. She was ambiguous, but a sweet angel. She died when I was seventeen.”

“I’m sorry.” I squeeze his hand, taking a bit of the pain reflected in his tense body, trying to absorb the flicker of hurt in his eyes. “She sounds like an amazing woman.”

“She was extraordinary.” He frowns, looks around and every emotion in his face and eyes disappear. “Are you hungry?” 

“No?” I raise an eyebrow confused by his casual demeanor. 

“I am. Let’s go and find some food.”

The next thing I learned about him was that he wasn’t just a smooth talker, although that was a majority of his façade. The third being that he hides his emotions easily—too easily—or maybe that is part of number two. Either way, his behavior makes me want to get to know him so I can decode every gesture and word he says.

“You are too good at this,” he tells me after I’ve snuck us into the freezer of the main kitchen. We’ve dug into their ice cream stash with spoons I stole from the wedding reception. “Aren’t you supposed to disclose shit like that? Like, you walk up to people and say ‘hi, I’m Jade, and I’m a petty thief.’”

I roll my eyes and hold back a smile. “Only if I am out on parole, and for that to happen, I would have to get caught.” 

“Oh, I see.” He takes another spoonful of vanilla. “So you’re not just a thief, you’re a great thief.” 

“No, I’m resourceful.” I shrug. He turns his focus from the ice cream back to me, waiting for more than the brief explanation I gave him. “I suppose I’m a good girl with a rebellious streak.” 

“And why’s that?” he asks jokingly. 

I don’t know what it is about him. He just gets under my skin. I feel compelled to tell him. “I spend so much time making other people happy. If I always did what I was supposed to, I’d probably snap.” 

“Damn,” he takes another bite. “Why bother? If someone’s worth your time, they’re worth your time. If they become a burden, you just say ‘fuck you’ and walk away.” 

It's not that simple. But I don’t tell him about my childhood. As of today, I have no idea what happened to my birth parents. For all I know, they abandoned me without caring about the little girl they left behind. Jumping from one foster home to another could be seen as an extended slumber party. It wasn’t. I still get anxious about not being the person my family needs, someone they can dispose of if she doesn’t behave the way they expect. Once Mom realized I had anxiety, she sent me to therapists, and though they’ve helped, the fear planted inside my heart remains. It’s all in my head, but I guess some habits never die.

“You have a real tact about you,” I say sarcastically, noting that this man could shred me if I’m not careful. Fuck it and walk away is my biggest fear. Why bother, Jade? He wouldn’t understand you. “Look, I don’t expect you to get it. I don’t even know why I’m telling you any of this.”

“Because I want to get to know you?” He removes the spoon from my hand, setting it on top of the shelf next to us. I barely managed to remain standing as he presses his hand against my hips, my back against the freezer wall. We are so close, his lips mere inches from mine. “Tell me more about Jade Vance.”

“I’m sure it’s a conversation for another day.” My voice lowers to almost a whisper. 

He’s a stranger, who doesn’t need to know that I have this burning need to be good enough, to make it up to them for choosing to be my family. Going through so many homes and rejections transformed me into this character who believes pleasing others is the only way to remain in their lives. Sounds stupid. 

His light green eyes soften, letting their guard down. “Just try me.” He invites me to trust him. Will he do the same? Has he decided I’m safe? Trustworthy of his secrets? He lifts his hand caressing my cheek. His other arm goes around my shoulder, and he presses me closer to him. Those well-defined lips nearly brushing against mine. Something about the gesture makes me feel safe, protected. My heart makes a couple of flips while butterflies flutter inside my stomach.  “But maybe you’re right. We’ll exchange those deep secrets later. During our next date.”

Our next date? I watch him closer, and I realize that I do want that next date. Somewhat he feels familiar, yet, I want to learn everything about him. To some degree the thought of having a few more hours with him excites me—a lot.  There’s this unknown warmth spreading through my body as I fantasize about the next time we dance together, or...Authors have written about this moment when you meet someone who understands you without saying many words, who you connect with on a deep level and want to spend all the waking hours of your life learning about who they are. 

Wait, Jade, you’re romanticizing this moment. Don’t create some fantasy with a man you only met a couple of hours ago.

I nod somberly, then force a laugh to lighten the mood. “Does every wedding turn out like this for you? Having a heart-to-heart in a freezer with a random stranger.” 

“No,” he admits breaking eye contact, releasing me, and taking a step backward. “Only the one’s where I make a fool of myself, and the bride’s cousin takes pity on me.” 

“You’re an easy man to pity,” I tell him in mock-seriousness. “Talking about speeches. Why live in Colorado and not New Jersey? I’m sure they have plenty of law firms in need of a tech guy.”

“Yes, Jersey has plenty of law firms, but I’m not interested in going back there,” he answers, closing the barrel of ice cream. “We should continue this conversation somewhere else. I don’t want to spend the night at the police station because you love to steal ice cream.”

I laugh as he drags me outside the freezer.

“Your hand is cold,” he states, taking off his jacket and covering my shoulders with it, then brushing a loose strand out of my face. Those playful eyes stare at me as if trying to read something I’m sure is in another language. The gesture is adorable. “We can’t have you freezing before the night is over.”

Then warm me up with those big hands and strong body, I want to say. But I don’t. “Why Colorado?” I insist, pushing away the need to kiss him, touch him and maybe taste him. 

“I went to UC Berkeley. My roommate is from Aspen. He invited me a few times to his home, and I fell in love with the entire state. The mountains, the white powder, the unique weather.” He shrugs, placing his hands inside of his pockets as we walk to the elevator. “It felt right. Where are you from?”

“Colorado Native. Born and raised here.” At least that’s what I think. He pokes the up button, calling the elevator. “What else can you tell me about yourself, Hudson Drago?”

“Come to my suite and you’ll find out.”

“I don’t put out during the first date,” I warn him playfully. Wait, we did establish this is a date. Didn’t we? 

“How about the second date?” His flirty smile is tempting. “Or do you have a number?”

“Seventh,” I make up a number, laughing at his growl. I don’t know what he meant with do you have a number. All I know is I’m leaving in a couple of days, and we might never see each other again. My instincts tell me having sex with him—or even a kiss—might not be a smart move.

“Ah, so you’re planning on making me work for it. Challenge accepted.” He grins, placing his big hand on the small of my back and directing me inside the elevator. 

•      •     •

Hudson

Once we enter and the doors close, she pushes a different number than mine. Is this over? 

Not by a long shot. 

“Why don’t you join me?” I insist. Grabbing her hand and kissing the back of it. Wanting to run my lips all the way up her shoulder and kiss her. Hard. Slow. Deeply. Instead, I think of the right words to keep her around for just a little longer. Long enough to taste her. “We can order as many movies as we want. The groom is paying.”

She bites her lip as if considering my offer. She glances around the elevator. But then she stops, connecting it with my gaze briefly. Her eyes move to my lips and linger there for a couple of beats before they drop to the floor. At least I think that’s where they are. Unless she’s looking at my pants, that can barely contain my throbbing dick. A kiss. At least one kiss before we say goodbye.

I step into her. Reaching out, I cup the back of her neck, pulling her closer to me. She sucks in her breath; her eyes widen, but she doesn’t step back. I’ve been wondering what she tastes like, how it’ll be to kiss those plumped, shaped heart lips. Imagining the feel as I run my hands over her luscious curves and taste her, feel her body quiver under mine while she screams my name. My heart slams hard against my ribcage, but my lungs stop working because something inside my heart tells me that if we do more than kissing, I won’t be able to let her go easily.

The logical side of my brain suggests I turn around and leave. Call it curiosity, lust, or the fucking pull Jade has on me, but I push away all reason and let my heart lead. Just a taste. One kiss. Before I chicken out, I slant my mouth over hers. As we touch, the electrical current we produce increases, knocking me off my stride. She tastes like nothing I’ve ever had before, and I want to taste more. All. Fuck, why did I wait so long to kiss her? I ask in silence as my hands tighten around her waist. She brings her arms around me. Pressing herself closer to me, my dick pushing hard against her abdomen. Our tongues dance as our kiss switches speeds. From sweet to demanding, to... I stop as the elevator’s bell dings and the doors open.

“This is me,” she says, catching her breath. Stepping out of the elevator, she turns around and waves at me. Her brown eyes watch me, and I want to understand what they’re saying, learn what she’s thinking, and... God, I’m screwed. “Thank you for everything.”

“When will I see you again?” I ask, holding the doors open. Missing her lips already. Hoping she changes her mind and joins me so I can continue tasting all of her. Every inch, every corner. 

She shakes her head, while still catching up her breath. As she lifts her head, her big brown eyes are heavy-lidded. Mirroring my desire. “Someday?”

Hell no. That’s sounds like too long. I step outside, dragging her against my body. “For the road?” I mumble against her lips as I claim them, tasting her one last time, sucking in her scent and remembering the feel of her body, even when this is over before it started. 

My mouth trails through her jaw, stopping behind her ear. “One night, Princess. Give me tonight,” I beg her. Her breath hitches as I grab her ass and press her against me taking her mouth one more time. “Please,” I plea.

“One night,” she whispers with a raspy tone as she tries to catch up her breath as I drag her to my room.

Chapter 4 

Jade

THUD. My back presses against the bedroom wall. I whine softly through his lips as he scoots farther up, our tongues opposing the other perfectly. His demanding control; mine is submitting to his heart-melting kiss. Everything around me becomes a blur. Somewhere between run away and our first kiss my common sense disappeared and along with the list of reasons why I don’t do one night stands. Was there a list? I can’t remember anything but him. The now and the moment we’re sharing.

He breaks the kiss, bringing his lips to my ear, his teeth grazing over my lobe. “You taste like fucking heaven.” My heart burst inside my chest, and before I can respond, he stamps his mouth over mine again making me forget how to speak. His teeth tug at my bottom lip. I whimper, clawing at his back wanting more. I buck my hips to meet his, desperate to create friction. More, I scream inside my head. Give me more. 

“Patience, Princess.” He chuckles lowly, almost with a mischievous gleam to his smirk. He knows I’m at his mercy, and he’s just getting started. I moan as his lips meet mine, this time, he kisses me hard. Leaving me breathless.

His hands grab the hem of my top, breaking the kiss as I lift my arms so he can remove it. Tossing it on the side as I help him taking off my skirt. His eyes roamed over my body, which warms as I realize he’s drinking me all. Eye fucking me while his lips draw a wicked smile. His hands rest on my waist as he brings me closer to him. I can feel his throbbing cock through his pants. Instead, his fingers dance through my skin, outlining my lacy panties; climbing my torso and then my strapless bra. My chest rises as he unhooks it, releasing my breasts. 

“Beautiful,” he moans against my skin as he lowers his head and sucks my nipple. I try to help him with the buttons of his shirt, but it’s impossible. My breath catches in my throat, as my legs begin to go weak. My panties are soaked, and I’m panting, begging for more.

He takes off his shirt, and while he uses his hips to keep me pinned to the wall, he reaches down to unzip his pants while his other hand snakes up to tweak my pert nipple. I glance down for a brief moment, unsure if it’s the massive dry spell I’ve been experiencing making his pulsating erection much more desirable. It’s throbbing against my pelvis and his rock hard abs as he grabs my chin roughly, redirecting my attention back to his perfect plump lips and the dimple on his chin.

“Bed,” I mumble, wrapping my legs back around his waist before he gets any more encouragement to take me here and now.

The frustration emanating from his animalistic growl makes me giggle. Look who’s in charge now. But it doesn’t last long. He grabs me by the rear as if I weigh nothing. He wastes no time taking his pants off. I only take a few short breaths before he’s on top of me once more, his light green eyes lit with burning intensity in the moonlight. His tongue is shoving down my throat once more. Teasing me roughly, his mouth moves to trace my jaw, then my neck. He slips past my breasts, sucking one mercilessly as he makes his way down my body. The next thing I know, his tongue is at my slit, parting my lips expertly while driving me mad. He works his tongue as far as it can go into my passage, back and forth on repeat. When he relinquishes, his tongue hooks onto the top of my entrance—sliding as roughly as he can up to my clitoris. My clit is pulsing with desire as two fingers replace where his tongue attempted to dig into me. I push myself forward seeking release. For him to fill me.

“Greedy little girl, aren’t you?” he rasps. “Can’t suffice with just one measly finger,” he chastises me playfully before sticking a third finger inside me, pushing deeper. 

It’s all too much, his tongue licking, making me wetter so his hand can slide into me. His head bobs, as he works between my legs. His mouth sucking my clit, his finger moving in and out faster. Spreading me open, thrusting, plunging as he consumes me. I shut my eyes, grasping the comforter like a safety blanket as he continues the ministration. I scream as the heat building inside my body creates an explosion that shatters every cell of my body. He kisses my core once before the weight of his body leaves the bed. As I open my eyes, I find him on top of me. He leans down and kisses me sweetly. Tasting myself on his lips feels somehow personal. Intimate. Exciting.

“God, you’re perfect,” he murmurs, tracing my jaw with his fingers. “I plan on tasting every inch of you tonight.” 

I lick my lips as I watch him tear the condom wrapping open, and rolling it on his long, thick cock. He moves between my legs. “Open wide.” He pushes my knees lightly, and I spread them open. I tense, as I feel his cock drive inside of me. Every inch sliding deeper and deeper. Despite the shadows, I can still make out the glistening beads of sweat marring his wavy, dirty blond hair.

“Fuck, you’re so tight, Jade.” His low husky voice travels through my ears, making me shiver. 

“Please.” I move my hips forward, wanting friction, release. More. He moves his hips backward, but slams forward making me grunt, as my pussy clutches him tight. I’m overwhelmed with the sensation of being full, whole even. He reclaims my mouth, balancing himself on one hand as he thrusts faster and harder. The other hand flicks my clit briefly before pressing hard onto my lower abdomen—pushing my g-spot further onto his cock. I grip his back as his dick slides in and out of me, hitting spots I’ve heard exist, but no one has ever reached. 

“Wrap your legs around me,” he orders speeding up his rhythm as I follow his instructions. His mouth kisses my neck, sucking my hardened nipples, nibbling my sensitive skin. Our eyes meet, and I see it. A fire consuming us as he slides in and out of me, and my hips move at the same rhythm matching each thrust. 

“So beautiful,” he growls. His eyes grow heavy as he slams faster and faster. Pleasure taking over my body again, sending me higher, burning from the inside out. I don't want this moment to end, but a spectacular wave of pleasure wracks through me. Followed by a shout that fills the air, and I realize with a flash, that it is my own. His face goes tense; his mouths takes mine as he thrusts a couple more times before he comes. It’s a slow, sweet kiss. His tongue moves just the same way he does inside me. With leisure, with... care. And I can feel it. His heart beats just as fast as mine. He kisses my forehead before pulling out of me and rolling off. He leaves the bed leaving me cold. Missing him and wondering if this is it. Should I leave? I’ve never had a one-nighter before, and I really don’t want to leave. It doesn’t take long for him to come back pulling me into his arms. 

“Stay the night.” His lips rest on my naked shoulder. I nod in response, my eyes feeling as heavy as my body. Tired from the excitement of the wedding, helping my cousin with the last minute details, bartending. And... from the bone-melting, heart-stopping moment we just shared. “Go to sleep, Princess. I might wake you up a little later for another round.”

I close my eyes, settling my head on top of his chest. His lips touching my head, the slow beat of his heart soothing me. I was asleep within minutes.

•     •     •

Mom taught us to experience life in the fullest. Take it as a big adventure and don’t shy away from the unknown—as long as it’s safe. I’m sure her philosophy doesn’t apply to Hudson or our unexpected night, but I’m glad I didn’t shy from dancing with him and... well, the sex was great, but it isn’t the only thing I enjoyed. After a long nap, we woke up for another round. It was different from the first time. Slow, but delicious. Hudson ordered a snack, and we chatted for a couple of hours. Our conversation covered college, our families, and hobbies. I don’t remember when we fell asleep the second time. 

But now I’m confused on to what to do next. I have no idea how a one-night stand works, and how to react as I wake up covered with a blanket and a strong arm hugging my waist. Should I collect my stuff, dress, and forget we happened? Rolling slightly to my right I can appreciate his serene face. He looks peaceful. I dare to say a little satisfied and happy, but I wouldn’t be sure of the last two. My heart beats fast as I imagine another night with him and what not, sharing another day too. And I wonder about the warm feeling inside my chest. The same that lingered once we came back down from the high of the orgasm. My heart skips a beat when I listen to his soft breathing. Is this what love is supposed to feel like? 

Doubtful. Though, everything between us feels right. From the moment our gazes connected to waking up with him after sharing what I think might be an unforgettable night. But maybe I should leave it like that, a night to remember. Leave and never look back.

“Morning, beautiful.” His eyes open as I try to escape his hold, he reaches up and caresses my jawline with the back of his hand. His sleepy gaze glossing over, watching me intently. “Did you sleep well?”

The answer is yes. I’ve never had a better night’s sleep with someone next to me—or alone. I smile pleasantly, training my features, mostly ordering myself to use my head and waiting for the wave of doubt to settle. I’m worried that he’ll see right through me and accuse me of making our time together seem like more than it was.  But it was so much more than the night he offered. Is that why my heart is beating fast, and my skin tingles with his touch? The army of butterflies that fluttered inside my stomach since the moment he approached the bar hasn’t stopped. 

What is he doing to me?

Settle down, Jade. Don’t confuse great sex with...it was one night.

Of course. This insignificant crush will be in the past after I board the plane, why worry?

“Should we have breakfast?” I ask as he gives me a mischievous glare and his fingers begin to caress my skin. 

One side of his lips curls up, he pulls me towards him, his nose nuzzling my neck. “I’ll have you for breakfast.”

His husky voice reminded me of the big bad wolf, and I was about to become his meal—again. 
Chapter 5

Hudson 

Always avoid sleepovers. That’s a cardinal rule of mine. So waking up next to her was unexpected, but felt natural. She’s ...perfect. Jade’s more than a pretty face and a sexy body. Her eyes captivated me, her plumped lips along with her witty mouth sucked me into her world. There’s a sweet innocence in her eyes I want to corrupt and protect all at the same time. Well, maybe she isn’t perfect, but who is. My point is that I can see myself with her, or the least having her for breakfast often. Daily.

Fuck. Wait. What happened to a one-night stand? It wasn’t only one. I blew the entire one-night stand sequence the moment I brought her to my room. Usually, I go to the woman’s place, we fuck, and I leave. She was supposed to leave, but after we had sex I couldn’t see her leave my side. Let’s make it a night, I thought. Earlier, when I felt her moving, I held her tight. Afraid she’d escape. I just couldn’t entertain the thought of letting her go. Once I had her for breakfast, I suggested brunch. And here we are, sharing a meal while learning even more about her. Finding ways to see her again. 

“You never told me, what do you do for a living?” I ask while pouring syrup over my pancakes. “It’s fair; I told you about being a project manager, studying an MBA and planning on opening a company someday.”

“Hey, I told you a lot about me,” she complains. The wrinkle between her eyebrows is deepening, her mouth twisting to the side. Reading this woman isn’t hard, yet, there are many things I don’t understand well. Just like I can’t comprehend why I want to know everything about her. “Even my darkest secrets.”

“Like?” I throw out the question, hopeful she’ll add something new to the tapestry of who she is.

“I still sleep with a nightlight. I create stories—fantasize about alternate worlds that combine different centuries. I fear that someday my family will be fed up with me.” Her chin hits her chest. Her shoulders go up and down in resignation. “I want to find my biological parents, or at least my origins.”

With my index finger, I lift her chin. The sight of her watery brown eyes creates a desire to hold her tight, press her against my chest to drain out all the sadness she harbors and promise her that while she’s with me nothing and no one will hurt her.

“I’m good with computers and research. If you ever need help with that last part, I’m your man.” The last three words freeze my entire body. As I repeat them inside my head, I realize they don’t alarm me, not with her. But I’m not ready to act on them or whatever is brewing between us. I don’t want to scare her. “Are you going to tell me what you do for a living, or should I Google you?”

And, as she’s been doing all night long, she laughs at my stupid comments. “I’m a little of everything. Photographer, journalist, graphic designer.”

“An artist?” I look at her, wondering how she can do all of them at the same time.

“Yeah.” She bows her head, looking away from me like she’s embarrassed. “I’m not as smart or patient as you, computer engineers. I know, because my best friend, Libby, is a techy like you. Or as highly competitive and anal as my cousin, the lawyer.” 

She lets out a loud breath. “I’m curious, determined, passionate, creative...but I have zero discipline.”

“You’re smart,” I assure her. “And creative. Us engineers don’t have a creative bone in our bodies. It’s the beauty of being human. Our unique abilities are what makes this world diverse.”

“I love what I do. But every time I tell others...” She lets out another breath. “Each person has a different reaction, but everything comes down to how little money I make and how much more I could make if I had chosen a different career. And it’s not like I don’t care about my salary, but as long as I can support myself and my lifestyle, the rest doesn’t matter.”

“Each person is different,” I agree to disagree. Because for me is about the bottom line, how much I make and that I’ll have in my bank account for the rest of my life. Working hard and achieving my financial goals is the only thing that matters. I’m lucky I am able to do something I love—work with computers. Once I start my own business, though, that’s when I’ll be doing what I like—be my own boss. “You have to focus on what you want and not what others want from you. As long as you’re happy, the rest doesn’t matter. Don’t let anyone change who you want to be and what you want from life. Never.”

“What is it about us?” she asks, placing the fork on top of her empty plate. “We start talking about something light and end up discussing deep subjects.”

I press my lips tight, pondering the same. What is it about Jade Vance that brings out the guy I don’t want to be? The kind of man who takes a woman to dates, pays attention to the conversation and wants to know more. Even introduce her to his family, wonderers what she’s thinking. She makes me want to spend with her all night talking about everything and nothing. A man who wants a serious relationship. 

Fuck. There’s that word. Relationship. Those are complicated, and when I’m in one, I try to keep it casual. In my twenty-eight years of life, I’ve avoided deep connections and falling in love. If I’m not careful, this woman will introduce me to both and serve me with a plate of broken heart and lifeless nights. To counteract the effect, she’s having on me, I go for something light. 

“Next weekend, you and I will climb one of the Fourteeners—your choice. We can call it date number two.” No, that’s not light. Fuck what is she doing to me?

“I think I can handle it.” Suddenly, she freezes, her brows raise. “No. Wait. What am I thinking? I can’t.”

The deep connection we forged seems like a stupid subject only I worried about seconds ago. “Really?” The irony. She’ll be the one ditching me.

“Yeah, I’m leaving the country tomorrow,” she tells me cheerfully. 

“Seriously?” That’s the lamest excuse I’ve heard. “You’re not just pulling some ‘nice to meet you’ bullshit?” 

She giggles, finishing her juice. 

“I’m not kidding,” she reassures me warmly. “I’ve been planning on backpacking with some friends since freshmen year of college. After, I’m going to grad school.” 

“Not to sound like a narcissistic ass, but do you think...” Jesus, I feel like a sap even thinking about asking her.

“That if I had met you sooner I’d stick around?” It’s like the woman can read my mind. Jade shrugs, fidgeting with her napkin. 

Well, we still can exchange numbers and once she’s back, pick up where we left. And then she mentions years.

Three years away from home. No, no, no. What happened to hikes during the summer, skiing every other weekend? Wait, I made up those plans inside my head. 

Keep this casual, Drago. It was only sex. She’s going to grad school, and you don’t want a serious relationship. Think what can happen if you fall for her and she leaves you.

Still, she could’ve been a great steady date. Damn, you meet a great girl, and there’s always a catch. There’s no way I could even wait that long without having sex. If it weren’t the most forward and stupid idea I’ve ever had—or even if I had known her for more than just a day—I think I would ask her not to go. At least we had fun. 

“Well,” I extend my hand to her, she accepts, and I grin my best smile, “I hope you’ll look me up when you get back.” 

She flashes me a gorgeous smile in return. “You’ll see me around.”

I look at my watch and decide to enjoy the rest of the weekend with her. We’ll always have Aspen. I ask the waiter to charge our breakfast to my room, sign and head back upstairs.

“As much as I’d like to join you.” She bites her lip. 

Please, don’t go, are the last coherent words I say before I let another kiss take me away to a land of make-believe where we fuse into one and remain that way for as long as we live.

“Jade Noelle Vance.” The loud male voice shakes the floor. “Where the fuck have you been?”

“Ben, keep your panties on,” she snaps, pushing me away.

“Time to go home.” He serves me with a murderous glare.

“Goodbye, Hudson Drago.” She waves at me.

“Maybe in another lifetime, Princess,” I call after her. 

Maybe, she mouths, walking away.
Chapter 6

Hudson

July 9th, 2003

In the days following meeting Jade Vance, two things became certain to me. One, my life is incredibly boring in comparison to the fairy tales she had dreamed up. I’ve caught myself several times over the next few weeks drifting off into space at work, wondering where she was. What’s she doing? Is she happy or homesick? 

The second thing becomes increasingly clear the more I ponder why the fuck these questions mattered to me—I’m hopelessly strung out on a girl I barely know. The thought hits me harder than a bullet train on my bike ride home. Here I am, on one of the nicest days of summer. Snow hasn’t reared its ugly head in weeks, and the crisp mountain sky promises a summer of bliss. Exactly the scene that had first drawn me over a thousand miles away from my family. I have everything I ever wanted, and it doesn’t mean shit. 

Why? The answer comes when I stop my bike in front of my apartment building. I struggle to grab my keys from my knapsack. Before I can get to them, however, this bombshell comes through the door. Easily five foot eight, body and wardrobe ready for the gym with a face for the movies. She is also zoned out in her music. She nearly knocks me over when the door swings opened.

“Oh my gosh,” her voice pipes much higher than I had expected. “I’m so sorry!”

“It’s no trouble.” I restrain from rubbing the spot where she clocked my forehead. 

She examines me for a second time, presumably, she didn’t get a good look at the guy she hit the first time. This time around, her blue eyes light up. I swear she licks her lips a bit. Her smile is downright predatory. 

“Here.” She reaches for something in her jacket pocket, a business card. “I live on the sixth floor. Ring me up sometime for coffee or...whatever.” 

“Sure.” I shrug. Seems a little forward, but I am not one to deny a hot woman. “I’m Hudson, by the way.” 

“Adriana,” she introduces herself with a flirty smirk before continuing on her merry way. 

She sways her hips, straightens her back, and I imagine she’s trying to make sure I appreciate her behind just as I did her front. She has a nice ass, long legs, and any other time I’d be suggesting a different kind of exercise. But she’s not doing it for me. Not since the browned eyed girl came to my life. Thoughts of her invade my nights. The feel of her body against me, her soft moans as I thrusted deep inside her. But it wasn’t only the sex. It was her personality, the way she flipped her hair when she was nervous. When she wanted to make a point, she’d square her shoulders, standing tall. Looking bigger than life and fearless. She bit her lip when she wanted to say yes but worried about the outcome. Her passion. But she’s gone, and I need to move on. When I get back up to my apartment, I stare at the card for fucking forever. Adriana Larson. Event planner. I try to imagine her in my bed, or against the wall, but she’s not cutting it for me. What the fuck is happening? A couple of months ago I wouldn’t have hesitated to show her a good time. But the little numbers on her business card are just a reminder of something I was missing...or rather never had. Jade’s number. 

Fortunately for me, I have an in on finding it and at least talk to her. 

Instead of preparing myself something to eat, I text Brody.

Me: What are you doing tonight?

Brody: Not much. Want to come over and check out the new place?

Me: On my way.

Proud of my brilliant idea, I run downstairs and jump back on my bike.

•     •     •

After thirty minutes I am in front of what looks like a private oasis. Sitting on a huge lot in the heart of Cherry Hills Village—one of the most expensive neighborhoods in the Metro Denver Area—is my best friend’s new big house.

“What do you think?” Brody clamors after he directs me into his four car garage. He and Claire purchased this home a week ago.

“I think this house is five steps ahead of your current lifestyle,” I reply truthfully.

Who pays a stratospheric amount of money for a piece of land when they are still paying their student loans?

He waves me off. “Buy cheap, sell high. This place will be worth a fortune by the time the kids get kicked out.”

“What? Did you knock her up already?” I gape.

My friend makes a face and proceeds to laugh his ass off. “Nah, but you know how it goes. First comes love, then comes marriage...”

“Then comes a hundred thousand dollars worth of debt and drool,” I mutter. He ignores me, signaling to follow him inside.

We enter through the gourmet kitchen that reminds me of the restaurant I worked at during my senior year of high school. We continue through a bright hallway decorated with big litographies and a few family portraits and enter an elegant living room with dramatic high ceilings and a fireplace. The place is just as huge on the inside. Did they win the lottery or are they up to their elbows in debt? Claire’s lounging in the half unpacked living room, reading a book. 

“Hello, gorgeous.” I peck her on the cheek. Buttering her up before asking is probably my best bet. 

“What do you want, Hudson?” Her voice is distant, eyes never leaving the page. 

“What? I can’t say hello to my best friend’s wife with the respect and courtesy she deserves?”

“Dude, your flattery is both weak and not gonna get you anywhere.” Brody comes over with a beer for each of us. “What do you want?”

“Fine,” I concede. “I was wondering if I could get Jade’s number.” 

That catches Claire’s attention so fast; she nearly falls off the couch. “Really?” She doesn’t try to hide the smugness in her voice. 

I shrug indifferently. “She was fun. We had a fantastic time. I’d like to...”

“Kiss her?” Brody bates. 

Among other things. “Continue a serendipitous and amicable acquaintanceship,” I correct him because there’s no way I can have her in my bed while she’s so far away.

“Hudson.” My friend chuckles. “That’s bullshit, even for you.” 

“Now wait a minute.” Claire puts a finger to Brody’s lips, her eyes narrow at me. “If Hudson would like to get to know Jade better, it may be in our best interest. After all, she was the only one from my family willing to talk to him at the wedding.” 

Brody sighs. “True. All right, pal, but just an ‘acquaintanceship, capisce?”

“And absolutely no toying with my baby cousin, understand?” Claire adds pointedly. Her glare is warning enough. “I hear even a stutter of your name from her lips, and there will be hell.” 

“Scouts honor.” I roll my eyes. “Besides, she’s a big girl. No one’s gonna make her do anything she doesn’t want.” 

Claire writes down the number on a piece of paper, handing it over to me. I try to play it as cool as possible. Unlike yesterday, I feel like I have the whole world in the palms of my hands. 

I don’t wait long to call her. Once I’m out of Brody’s, I dial Jade’s number.

“Hello?” The melodic voice I’ve been missing for more than a month answers after the third ring. The memories of our night together slam against my chest, as my heart beats faster and the twitch inside my pants brings my dick back to life.

“Hey,” I whisper, wishing she was closer. Beneath me.

“Ben?” 

“Ben?” Way to spoil the moment, babe. 

“I don’t sound like your brother,” I clarify, holding the phone closer to me and hoping she doesn’t hang up on me.

“Hudson?” The disbelief in her voice makes my heart beat harder and faster. She remembers me. “This is a surprise.”

“A good one, I hope.” Fuck, I sound like an idiot.

“Of course. How are you?” she asks, excitement in her voice, and I match it. 

We don’t talk long because she’s waiting for Ben to call. I promise to call her the next day, but she asks me to call her Wednesday instead. Something about losing her charger in London and turning on her phone only when she’s expecting someone to call. But before I let her go, I ask her to give me her itinerary and the address of where she’ll be staying during the week.

“What’s your email address?” she asks, and I give it to her. “I’ll email you my itinerary and the addresses later tonight. Take care, Hud.”

“Stay safe, beautiful.”

•     •     •

Jade

“He called me.”

“What?” Libby matches my excitement. “Did you meet a hot stud like I ordered you to and he called you?”

My best friend, confident and personal Jiminy Cricket is expecting to hear about my new crush. A hot French man with whom I’ll have hot, sweaty sex with and will erase the memory of Hudson Drago. 

“No—”

“Hey, let me dial your number, so you don’t have to pay long distance charges.” She doesn’t wait for me to agree, but her call comes through only seconds after she hung up.

“Your parents are still paying the phone bill?”

“Yep,” she responds, and I can hear the smile in her voice. The evil smirk only Libby knows how to cover with honey. “Mom wants to keep tabs on me. Well, she can keep the record of just how many times I’m on the phone with you.”

“Sorry. I wish I were there to help.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” she reminds me. “I have dealt with her control issues since forever. The difference is that now she pays the childcare for my daughter, her clothing, and my rent. Free money in exchange of dealing with the same hazel. Once I’m done with grad school I’ll ditch her. Tom graduates next year. He promised to start paying child support once he secured a job.”

“But if I was there...”

“You helped me plenty since Heather was born.” Her voice becomes urgent as if she wants to get pass this subject and into something easier to discuss. I can feel in my heart that she’s alone, and trying to deal with everything without stopping to ask for help. “Now, tell me who called.”

“Hudson,” I humor her and don’t repeat my offer to head back to help her or remind her that she has my family to lean on.  “The guy from Claire’s wedding.”

“Forget him.” She lets out an exasperated breath. “You’re going to live on the other side of the world for years. Do you know how long is going to take him to forget you existed?”

Libby is practical. She’s the yin to my yang. She's pragmatic. I’m passionate, a full time dreamer. Unlike me, she looks at facts, statistics. She makes logical decisions based on the analyses of the data she collects. Just like she did when she found herself pregnant at twenty. Why marry a guy she only dated a few times? Fought her parents, who insisted she married said guy. Tom the guy who knocked her up had agreed to do the right thing. Still, she said no. According to some social study, a marriage like that was already set up for failure. 

There for when I say: “But, Libby, there’s this longing that’s settles inside my heart when I remember our time together. I shiver while thinking about his arms holding me tight, pressing me against his body. Our conversations...” she simply can’t understand why I continue fantasizing about him when it clearly was a one-night stand. 

“There are rules to one-night stands, Jadey,” she begins her lecture. “You fuck each other, then forget each other. You told me the story, honey. He said: give me one night.” 

“He called me.” My tone is defensive. “The thing is, you don’t know Hudson.”

“You don’t know him either, Jade,” she retorts. “It was sex. Great sex. Is there something about him that’s memorable?”

I press my lips together, thinking about my night with Hudson. I remember how he looked like wearing his three-piece suit, and the cocky smile. Beneath that persona is a gentleman who misses his grandma, enjoys the mountains and kissed me as if he wanted to learn everything about me while telling me his deepest secrets. And today he called, and like an idiot who fears a heartbreak I made an excuse to get off the phone before I let the crush become something more. Much more.

“It’s hard to explain, Lib,” I mumble, closing my eyes. “The way he made me feel from the moment I saw him and... the way he looked at me. As if I was everything. His entire world.”

“As I said. That’s a massive case of infatuation that can be cured as soon as you stop fantasizing. Try sleeping with a new beau,” she repeats the same words she said before. “Though I’m surprised that he called you.”

It’s not my imagination. I stroke my arm as the memories of his touch make me shiver. Despite the four weeks that have passed, I still feel connected to him. Emotionally connected. It was only a few conversations but...maybe she’s right. I’m making up a fantasy.

“So what do I do, oh wise one?” 

“About?”

“Should I answer the phone when he calls?” I look around my room searching for the answer. There’s nothing written on the sterile walls. “It doesn’t matter if we become long distance friends. You said it before. He’s going to find someone else. Who waits around for a stranger?”

“Mommy,” I hear Heather’s little voice on the other side. “Can we have dinner now?”

“How’s my girl?” I smile wondering how much she has grown and when will I see her again.

“Missing her godmother,” Libby responds. “Smiling, brightening my days.”

“Give her a big smooch,” I say. “Text me when we can connect online. I’d love to see her.”

“I will. Stay safe, and don’t lose sleep for some fantasy you built inside your head.” She laughs.

Libby insists I made eighty percent of the stuff that happened that night, and the other twenty percent is some kind of exaggeration. Was it? Should I just send him to voicemail the next time he calls?

Chapter 7

Jade

September 19th, 2003

“Hello,” I answer the phone.

“Are you okay?” Hudson’s husky voice catches me off guard, as it travels through my ears, sending shivers down my body. Calm down, Jade. Maybe one day I’ll stop reacting to that low tone.

“Well, hello to you too, sir,” I say, clamping my lips together as I wonder why he sounds so worried. “Of course I’m okay. Unless you are talking about my former roommate. An eight-legged exchange student who got acquainted with the sole of my sneaker after scaring the shit out of me.”

“Be careful. I hear spiders are pretty dangerous in Australia,” he states the obvious. “But seriously, Jade. I called you yesterday—several times.” 

“I kept getting your voicemail,” he continues using a sharp tone. Why does he sound slightly upset? So what if I ignored his calls and didn’t respond to his texts or messages. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” I am now, I don’t add. 

“You don’t sound okay, princess,” his voice softens. “Want to tell me about it?”

I shake my head. Then, adjust my pillow and lay back. “What’s up with you?”

“Jade, I know your voice. Something isn’t right. What happened?” He speaks slowly, explaining his urgency but keeping his voice low to avoid upsetting me. It surprises me how well we both know each other’s tones, speeds and.... “You homesick? Do you want to come back? There’s nothing wrong with transferring. We can find you a scholarship.”

“That’s not exactly it,” I breathe the words out. “Mom called yesterday. We have this tradition every year...I’m adopted.”

“Yes, you’ve told me before. What does that have to do with your sadness?” I rub my eyes, fighting the tears. “Let me help you. I can try to make it better.”

I nod. Then chuckle because he can’t see me. “September eighteen is like my birthday.”

“Yesterday was your birthday?” He sounds hurt. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it isn’t. I was a toddler when the police found me. Dirty, hungry and...scared.” I close my eyes as I try hard to find my happy place. I don’t remember much about my first few years of life. A psychologist once told me that I must have blocked out traumatic memories subconsciously. I try not to think too much about that, though. One time when I was older, Mom told me the police had found me, three-years-old, naked and starving before they sent me off to the first home. Even though I don’t remember any of that, the thought is permanently engrained in my head. It meshes well with what I do recall about that period of my life: fear, abandonment and crippling defeat. “September eighteen is when she found me. After many foster homes, I came to Mom.”

He is quiet for a long time, and I wonder what he’s thinking.

Instead of asking what he’s thinking I continue. “I remember I didn’t say much in those days after I was put into the system. I was three at the time, but I knew my way around a conversation when needed. But what was the point? I only asked for food and water when I really needed it. I was just so grateful to anyone who took me in; I didn’t want to be a nuisance to anyone. I found out later that, ironically, my silence had freaked out a few families.” 

“I wish I could hug you right now.” His words loosen the knots of my back. My eyes prickle with tears, as I long for his arms and that sense of safety I had when he enveloped me. “Make everything better for you.”

“It’s not as bad, I just miss being with her yesterday,” I speak, looking at the picture next to my night stand. “We have two big celebrations. The day I came to her, and the day I was officially hers. We each have a framed copy of my adoption certificate.”

He doesn’t say a word, as I continue telling him about my childhood. “The last place was...I tried so hard every time I was placed, but nothing I did was enough.”

“Jade,” my foster mother opens the sliding door to the backyard. “Can you come inside, please. We have a meeting with Ms. Ginger.”

My eyes widen at the social worker’s name. I look around the backyard, wondering if I’ll be able to come back to play later today. Or if this is goodbye. 

“Jade, are you coming?” Her voice is louder, and no longer sweet. 

My heart pounds as I stand up. I hug my stomach as I walk toward the house, praying they don’t kick me out from this home. 

“But what’s wrong with her?” Ms. Ginger’s voice lowers when she sees me. “Hello, sweetie. How are you doing?”

I shrug, standing close to the couch where she sits. “Sit with me, honey. This is hopefully a routine visit. Nothing to worry about.” She pats the place next to her, and when I take a seat, she taps my hand gently.

“She’s quiet,” my foster father says.

“Too quiet,” my foster mother corroborates. “We can’t connect with her.”

Ms. Ginger opens the thick red folder she always carries with her and reads through it. Then looks at me for several breaths. I remain quiet, sitting down straight with my hands tangled together, resting on my lap. Just the way she taught me because that’s how proper girls sit. The best way to find a family is by behaving at all times. Be quiet, polite, obedient and never complain—unless they do something bad to me. Then I have to call her right away. She taught me how to use a phone too.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Ms. Ginger mumbles, but I can still hear her. “On our first two interviews you said, and I quote, “I couldn’t have asked for a better child.” You talked about adoption. What changed?”

“That was four months ago. Only a couple of weeks after her arrival,” my foster mother explains while looking at her husband who nods. My body shivers as the fear of being kicked out knocks the air out of my lungs. “We thought her behavior was temporary, but she’s...”

“Scary,” my foster father, who has told me several times I’m too quiet, and he’s afraid of what I will do, finishes the phrase. “Maybe she’s not right. We can’t adopt a kid with special needs.”

“She’s smart, and there’s nothing wrong with her,” Ms. Ginger snaps at them. “Her personality has nothing to do with her intelligence. She’s a loving child who needs a family.”

“You can say as much as you like, but we can’t have her in this house any longer,” my foster mother concludes, using the same voice she uses when she’s upset at her husband or when the other children don’t behave.

“Yes. I think you’re right. This house isn’t a good environment for her,” Ms. Ginger agrees. “Can I borrow your phone? I have to make a few calls to place her tonight.”

“If needed, we can keep her for a couple of days,” my foster mother mumbles. “As long as you continue paying us.”

My chin bumps against my chest when I realize it happened again. They don’t want me with them. No one does. Why? I try so hard to please them, but no matter how hard I try, they don’t want me. Or love me. I close my hands into fists and bite my lip as hard as I can to hold the tears. Adults hate when children cry. If Ms. Ginger sees me crying, maybe she’ll abandon me too.

“Jade, sweetie,” Ms. Ginger speaks, lifting my chin. I close my mouth tighter as I feel it quiver. Don’t cry, Jade, or this will be over. Be the brave girl she likes to see. “Can you go for your things? We’re leaving after I get off the phone.”

Without hesitation, I run to the room I share with one of the older girls. My foster mother follows me. She’s the one who gathers my clothes and places them in a plastic bag. I eye the bear on top of the bed, the brown, fuzzy one they gave me when I arrived. It’s soft and warm; it helps me sleep when I have bad dreams.

“Can I—I take the bear?” I whisper.

“Sorry, Jade, we’re saving it for the next kid.” She gently turns me around and helps me leave the room. 

This time, I don’t get hugs or “I’m sorry this didn’t work out.” It never works out. No matter how well I behave or how much I help, I’m never who they want. No one can love me enough to keep me around. 

“We’re going to my house for a couple of hours,” Ms. Ginger says with that soft voice she uses when she wants to tell me it wasn’t me and that we’ll try again. “My boss is searching for a temporary place, and of course, a permanent home for you.”

“With a Mom and a Dad?” I ask, hugging the plastic bag with my things. 

“Maybe, sweetie.”

“I did everything you told me,” I insist, hopeful she’ll find the right Mom and Dad next time. “I promise to do better next time.”

Because one day, I’ll be enough to be loved and wanted.

Three days later I met her. Mom. 

“Hey, sweetie.” She crouches down next to me. I am watching TV half paying attention, because what’s the point of getting my hopes up. 

“Would you like to go home with me?” Mom’s voice isn’t above a whisper. 

“For how long?” I finally turn to look at her. She has the darkest skin I had ever seen. I couldn’t take my gaze off of her eyes. 

“Forever, if you’d like.” Her brown orbs brim so deeply with passion. 

“She made me feel safe,” I finish my story. Like the way Hudson made me feel when I was with him, just different. 

My alarm beeps. It’s eight in the morning. Time to get my ass off the bed and go to class. “Ugh, I have a class in an hour. Sorry for unloading so much on you,” I say when I finally register that he called asking how I was doing, and I ended narrating my childhood.  

“Don’t be sorry, Jade. I’m glad you trust me enough to share that much with me.” His mellow voice erases the sadness I’ve carried since I talked to Mom. His concern and his sweet words. 

Like usual, I didn’t know I needed to talk to him until we are about to hang up. Talking to him is becoming the best part of my day, or night. My heart skips a few beats at the sound of his voice. He’s dreamy, and if he was closer, or I was back in Colorado... overall, he has become a good friend.

“Happy Birthday, Princess. I’ll call you later tonight.”

“I don’t want you to get in trouble at work,” I say, because my night is his morning, and he’s been calling me from work—using his cellphone—but still. Our conversations are long and well, he’s working.

“Text me when you’re free.” His voice soft, yet demanding.

“Goodnight, and sweet dreams, Hudson Drago.” 

I hung up wishing I was next to him. But thankful, as talking with him made the sadness go away. The little girl in me usually needs her mom close during the days when she’s pondering about her early years and what was it about her that didn’t appeal to her own parents. I guess some things are harder to forget when you don’t understand them.

Chapter 8

Hudson

September 26th 2003

“I found Dad drunk,” Jenna answers the phone at the first ring. She texted 9-1-1, and I thought there was a real emergency. I’m already searching flights and she says the obvious. Our father is drunk.

“Why are you at home?” I check the time. “Go back to your dorm, Jenna.”

“Do you think she misses us?” My sister asks and I hate that she’s wondering about our mother again. Ignoring my question. 

Why am I listening to her nonsense? Because she’s my little sister, and I’m supposed to protect her. Make sure she always feels loved and doesn’t think that she’s less because our mother left when she was a baby. 

“Hudson, are you still there?” 

“Of course.” I hold the growl. 

If Dad was sober, he’d deal with her. But as much as I expect today to be different, it’ll never change. Dad’s trying to forget that the love of his life left us because we weren’t enough. Jenna longs for a woman she has never met. I am trying to stay away from New Jersey and texting my neighbor to see if she’s available tonight because fucking is the best way to forget. 

My cellphone rings, and I expect it to be Adriana replying to my text. Instead, the caller ID reads unknown. 

“Jenna, give me a second.”

“Drago, speaking.”

“You’re a prince,” Jade laughs on the other side of the line, her infectious laughter and my day just got better. Well, my night. 

“I thought I was a knight,” I retort.

“Fine, you keep your title, my noble sir.” Her laughter continues. “You sent me a cake, candy, and a dragon.”

“Jenna, can I call you later?” I switch to my home line. 

“Who are you talking to?” Her screech leaves me deaf for a few seconds. Jenna likes to be the center of attention and anyone who dares to take it away becomes a non-desirable person.

“Jade. I’ve already told you about her.”

“I need you right now, Hudson. Tell her to call you back later,” she demands.

“She’s calling from Australia, Jenna,” I remind her that Jade isn’t just any call.

“I’m going out with Robert. Clearly you only care about that bitch.” Before I can say anything she hangs up on me. Brat.

“Hud, if you want, I can call you later.” I don’t like Jade’s sober tone.

“No. I’m actually glad that you called,” I ignore her. “Dad, Jenna and I aren’t in a good place tonight. Our state of mind is...it’s her fault.”

“Your mom?”

“Uh-huh.” 

“If I ask what happened to her?”

I lean against the wall annoyed with Jenna. Maybe with Jade. Why bring the past? The bitch is gone. She didn’t care about us. Why should we care about her? “I rather you don’t.”

“When I was younger I used to wonder what happened to them,” she speaks without any prompts. “My parents. Did they die? Or just left without saying goodbye? The unknown can be scary. If I knew what happened, maybe I wouldn’t doubt myself so much.”

“Maybe it is better that way,” I advice her. “It’s pretty harrowing.”

“What’s harrowing?”

“Seeing your mother leave because you’re not enough to make her stay,” I murmur. 

“Oh, baby,” she whispers.

“I remember, like it was yesterday.” Sliding down, I sit on the floor while I bring back the memories of that fateful day. “Let me call you from my other line.”

“John, this is a life sentence without the possibility of parole,” Mom shouts, her voice rising above the chaos. “I can’t continue being a mother or a wife. Might as well kill me right now. Just shoot me.”

My heart pounds as I look at Dad and wait for him to do what she asks. He doesn’t. Instead, Dad presses my baby sister tighter to her chest, bouncing her up and down, I guess trying to stop her loud cries. “Rachel, stop. You’re scaring our children.”

My skin prickles as his husky voice matches her volume. I wish they’d stop fighting. And that my sister stops crying, but no one listens when I plea them to stop. Ever since Mommy and my sister came from the hospital, she’s always angry at me and Dad. There’re no more smiles or happy moments.

“This is hell,” Mom continues without lowering her voice. “Do you have any idea what is it to be attached to them all day long? Feeding the baby, watching Hudson, cleaning the small house. You promised a palace and delivered a pigsty. I’m chasing my dreams.”

“Jenna is only a couple of weeks old,” Dad insists. “Think about her. You can’t leave us. We’ll hire a nanny, leave them with my mama during the day. Don’t go.”

“I can and I will leave. You knew from the beginning who I was, and my goals. I’m not the fifties wife you yearn for,” she continues, and I don’t understand her words but Dad flinches. “They offered me a position. It pays well, John. This is a chance of a lifetime. If I continue with you, I’ll die. You force me to be someone I never wanted to be and live a life I never wanted.”

“If you leave, Rachel, you’re not allowed to come back!” His voice roars, Jenna cries harder, and I jump. 

She laughs, looking at the three of us. “I wasn’t planning on coming back, John.” Mommy picks up the bag from the floor and walks toward the door. 

“No, Mommy, don’t leave me. Please.” I run fast, hugging her waist with both hands. “I promise to be good tomorrow, and quiet. I’ll make sure Jenna doesn’t cry again. Please, don’t go.”

She puts a hand on top of my shoulder and suddenly there’s silence. Dad doesn’t say a word, Mom draws circles on my back and Jenna is now quiet. All is calm for the first time since Dad came back from work.

“Be a good boy, Hudson,” she says, and her voice is sweet and low. She lowers her luggage, removes my arms and squats. Her golden eyes capture my gaze; her lips press against each other. “Always follow your dreams, sweetheart. Never let anyone change who you are and steer you away from what makes you happy.”

“Rachel, please,” Dad begs as she stands up and picks up her bags. “I love you.”

“And I love you, John. I love the three of you, but not enough to stay and be miserable for the rest of my life.” She opens the door, glances back at us for the last time and leaves. 

“Mama!” I scream, running to the closed door. She doesn’t answer this time. My promise wasn’t enough. Leaning my forehead against it, I continue pleading for her to stop, but she doesn’t. Big fat tears leak out of my closed eyes, down my cheeks. 

“Don’t cry, son,” Dad orders. “Men don’t cry. We stay strong and continue walking with our heads up.”

“I want Mommy.” I turn around holding on to his leg. “She has to believe me; I’ll be good this time.”

“She’s never coming back,” he says, his voice serious. My chest hurts more, my stomach turns over, and I want to be sick. But I don’t because she hates when I get sick. “You’ll be a good boy. You and I will be strong for Jenna. She’s a baby and we have to take care of her. We are all she has, Hudson.”

The tears continue falling. My heart beat races as I ask myself why she left and why we aren’t enough. I want to hide, but I can because Dad needs me. Jenna needs me. Dad’s face hardens, his eyes look watery but he doesn’t cry. I think he’s sad too. He needs me too.

“Yes, Pops.” I clean my tears. “I promise to be strong.”

And not to cry. Always be quiet and helpful. Because I fear he’ll leave Jenna and me if I don’t. What would I do without him? 

Mama, I want my mama, but she doesn’t want me anymore.

“I wish I was next to you,” she states, her calming voice soothing my heart. Loosening the knots inside my stomach. The chest pains are gone. “But it is her loss.”

“What?”

“She missed the chance to see you grow into the man you are today,” Jade comments. “You cared for your sister, helped your father, and became...you.”

“Me?” It’s my turn to laugh. “What does that mean?”

“No, sir.” She laughs too. “I’m not going to pump your ego by listing all your qualities. Just know that not many will care for their younger sister. Or will spend so much on long distance to make sure a stranger is doing well.”

“You’re a stranger now?” I raise an eyebrow, wondering why she said that and what’s the rest of the qualities she sees in me. “Thought we knew each other pretty well.”

“We do now,” she confirms. “But before...I’m glad though. That I met you, and we became friends.”

Friends? If only she knew that some nights...no, every night I spend hours thinking about her. Looking at the pictures she sends me, and wondering how she’s doing. Remembering how great we fit together and lusting after someone I can’t have and that I might never be able to have again. The sound of an incoming text interrupts my thoughts. Adriana. 

Adriana: It is a little late, but I can go out for a bite. Or we can skip that and just come over to my place.

We’ve been playing this game since we met. She invites me over; I make up an excuse. When I have time and invite her she’s busy or I chicken out and apologize for not looking at my calendar before contacting her. 

Me: Sorry, Adriana. Something came up. Rain check?

Adriana: Of course. I’ll text you over the weekend.

“Sorry about that, princess,” I apologize. “Tell me a story.”

“Hmm, how about we travel today?” 

“Where are we going?” I close my eyes losing myself inside her world. Forgetting the bitch that abandoned me, and the disaster going on in New Jersey. If I was a strong man, I’d be next to my father and convincing my sister that she’s more than enough. And I take some of Jade’s words, sending a quick text to her.

Me: Jenna. Mother isn’t worth your tears. You’re a wonderful sister, and she missed her big chance to see you grow up. I love you, little sister.

Jenna: I love you too, Hud.

“Last time we went to The Virgin Islands,” she recalls the last made up vacations we took. “How about France? Paris. We can visit the Eiffel tower.”

“Sounds like you want to go shopping,” I suggest.

“Nope. I promise not to visit any shops this time—unless we find an antique store selling old records,” she continues and I’m enjoying her voice while imagining taking this trip with her. And for the rest of the night we are together again.

•     •     •

July 4th, 2004

“Who is Brody again?” Adriana asks as we make our way into the Golinis house.

“My best friend,” I reply before ringing the bell. “I’ve mentioned him before. Actually, we had dinner with him and Claire, his wife, a couple of months back.”

“At that burger place?” I nod in response. She scrunches her nose, tilts her chin lightly while glancing at the house. “Huh, I’d never guessed they have money.” She perks up, smoothing her dress and stamping a huge smile in her face. 

They don’t I’m about to answer, but the door opens before I can ask why the sudden change of attitude. 

“Hudson,” Claire greets me, eyeing my date. Then giving her a closed lipped smile. “Hello, Allison.”

“It’s Adriana,” she corrects Claire, giving her a bright smile and hugging her. “It’s so nice to see you again.”

Claire glares at me and moves out of her embrace. “Please come on in.” 

“I thought you said it had been a one-time thing,” she mumbles between clenched teeth.

It’s been a one-time thing. At least a once a month type of thing since last November. Adriana is fun, and some nights I just want to go out have a drink, unwind and have sex. Why not enjoy the moment? That’s what I’m doing. At least for now I have someone who I can hang out with when my friends are on dates or having time with their families. 

“She’s fun, give her a chance,” I say, giving her a kiss on the cheek. 

“But this year we’re having a family reunion, not a party with friends,” Claire speaks using her lawyer like tone.

“Steve is here and he brought his girlfriend,” I point out, angling my head towards the patio.

“Well, Steve is Brody’s boss. And there’s a world of difference between girlfriend and casual friend,” she warns me. 

Claire and I have learned to love each other, but that doesn’t mean that we like each other all the time. She always expresses her opinion and I hate when she’s judgmental toward my dates. “So you want me to leave?” 

“Of course not, I’m just saying...Never mind. Actually, I don’t give a shit who you fuck.” She huffs and leaves me without any further explanation. 

What the hell was that? She didn’t let me argue that I was family and had the right to bring whoever I wanted. But I’m glad she doesn’t give a damn of who I fuck. Instead of looking for Adriana, I head to greet the family. After last year’s best man’s speech, I’ve been trying to convince them that I’m not an asshole, or an idiot.

Immediately I spot the unmistakable Janelle Vance. She’s as tall as her sister Caroline. They have the same flawless bronzed complexion, but Janelle always wears an angelical smile that warms the entire room. “Good evening, Ms. Vance.” I kiss the back of her hand.

“Hudson, I already told you. Call me Janelle. You’re family.” She gives me a warm hug. “How are you doing, boy?” 

I rub the back of my neck and smile at her, feeling delighted to know that I am considered part of the family. “Doing well. How are you? Is Ben back from his assignment, yet?”

Jade told me a few days ago that her brother had gone to Pakistan for an assignment. He didn’t explain what it was about, but the entire family is worried about him. Since he’s so close to Afghanistan. 

She presses her lips, shaking her head. “He emailed me earlier today to let me know that he’ll be back in the States before or on the tenth of this month. Even bragged about the articles he’ll be publishing, but...” She sighs. “I fear for him. For both of my kids. They are so far away.”

“They’re both fine,” I reassure her, grasping her shoulder.

“You know what worries me? That Jade is following his steps. What am I going to do if she doesn’t come back?” 

Why wouldn’t Jade come back? I quit breathing troubled by Janelle’s question. My heart stops, my stomach tightens. No she will come back. In less than two years she’ll be back with us.

“Of course, she’s coming back.” I finally breathe, breaking the silence, but my words come out weak because what Janelle says is true. Jade wants to travel all over the world. Meet people, discover new places. Suddenly cold drops of sweat slide through my spine. What if she decides to stay in Australia? Move to another country...

“Don’t worry about something that hasn’t happened yet,” I advice, but am I saying it for her benefit or my own?

“There you are,” Adriana purrs in my ear, hugging my arm. “I went to congratulate the birthday boy and suddenly you were gone.”

“I don’t believe we’ve met. Janelle Vance,” Janelle extends her hand smiling at Adriana. 

“Janelle, this is Adriana.”

“His girlfriend,” Adriana adds with a giggle. I swallow hard because we are not but how do I explain her? “Come on, babe, let’s go and get something to drink. It was nice meeting you, ma’am.”

We go toward the kitchen, but Adriana stops as she spots Claire. “Let me go and talk to her. I want to make a good impression.”

“Your girlfriend, huh?” Brody hands me a beer as I reach the kitchen. “What happened to casual?”

“It is casual,” I reiterate. “Does it matter if we have a title?”

He shakes his head taking a long swig of his beer. “She’s not your type, that’s all I’m saying.”

“And?”

He chuckles. “If you’re not careful, in a few years you’ll be saying my wife. For what you’ve told me, she’s pretty insistent.”

“She’s determined,” I correct him, finishing my beer in one gulp and searching for a second one. I consider his comment. Wife. I shiver just at the thought of what a marriage would entitle, being with a person forever. Adriana is fun, but only in doses. “Fuck off. I’m having fun with her. Can you be supportive?”

“Of course, man.” He pats my shoulder.

We both march to where his wife and Adriana stand, wondering if I have to talk to her about this relationship. Will she expect me to make some changes? Adjust my schedule? I haven’t had a girlfriend in sometime and I am too busy with work, my last semester of school and Jade. Will Adriana care if I don’t give her my undivided attention? I breathe out as a simple thought hits me. We can end this if it doesn’t work out. Should I ask Jade for advice? No. It isn’t serious, I don’t see the point to bring her to the conversation.
Chapter 9

Jade

December 11th 2005

To: JV (aka Princess)

From: H. Drago

Hi Princess,

I received your postcard and my Christmas present. How’s Australia treating you? It sounds like you’re having a blast, but are you learning anything, or do you think it’s time to pack and come home?

At least come and visit us during the holidays. If you do, let me know because I’d change my plans in a heartbeat just to see your pretty face.

H

Is he waiting for me? Or just wanting to see me because we talk almost every day and have become best friends. 

“Maybe in another lifetime, princess,” he said as we finished the best first kisses I’ve ever experienced in my short life. 

“Maybe,” I mouthed.

“Maybe,” I whisper again as I respond to his email, reminding myself I want to find who I truly am before I find anyone else. One day, Hudson Drago. “Just not today.”

To: Hudson Drago

From: Jade Vance

Subject: Holidays

I’ll spend them by the beach, watching the sunrise and enjoying the warm weather. Have fun in Jersey with the family. Maybe someday we’ll celebrate a holiday or two. At least New Year’s Eve.

Jade ♥

No! I shouldn’t have added the heart. Or responded. We should cease all kinds of communication. I didn’t give Hudson my number on purpose and I’m going to kill Claire for handing it out like candy. Part of going abroad was to discover myself, reinvent who I am so I can find out what I’m made of. Hence my hair is currently six inches shorter than normal and dark teal.

In reality, I pine for a man I barely know. I put all these repressed hopes onto him, making him into a vision of something I’d always wanted. It’s easier when he was just a daydream and a wish I kept in my heart. Speaking of which—

The opening hook of “Why Georgia” breaks the silence of my apartment terrace. I put it as his personal ringtone a few months ago. Something about that song just seems like us. It’s stupid, I know. 

“Hello.” I’ve learned how to school my tone around him. I think I’d melt into a puddle if I didn’t practice talking to him to my mirror. 

“Hey, beautiful, I was just thinking about you,” Hudson sings the last word. Of course he’s drunk. That’s the only time he calls me lately.

“Isn’t it the middle of the night over there?” I chastise softly. 

“It...is...four in the morning,” he informs me triumphantly. 

“Wow.” I try to sound bored and detached. “You should really get to bed, don’t you think?” 

“Can’t sleep,” he mutters. I hear something thud in the background. He laughs, presumably at whatever fell. “Tell me a bedtime story.” 

“Seriously?” I groan, faking anger when I really want to ask him what’s wrong, fly back home and tuck him into bed reassuring him everything will be all right. His family, his business, his job. Pushing him away would be wise, but instead, I have to admit that I look forward to those emails about his day or his future plans. Some other times he tells me about his Mom leaving him when he was a kid, and how much he loves his father and sister. Each email or call makes me feel closer to home—to him. “Fine, but this is the last time.”

“I promise no more.” He sounds emphatic. “Scouts honor.” 

“Okay.” I sigh quietly. That’s what he said the last time, and the time before that. I hope he breaks his promise again in a few days. “Once upon a time, there was a ferocious dragon.” 

“Ferocious, you say?” He likes to commentate whenever I do this. 

“The most ferocious in all the seven kingdoms,” I describe. “And one day he...”

As I continue weaving a tale to drift him off to sleep, I can’t help but think I should stop this. If I were stronger, or smarter, I’d call him in the daylight and tell him he has to stop drunk calling me. That he’s using me and I’m using him, and it’s not healthy. I think drunk him wants someone to hold onto and sober me needs to be wanted, needed, validated. 

If I weren’t needy at my core, this trip would have taught me how to stand on my own two feet. But I’m alone on another continent and suddenly, for the first time in a while, I feel alone. So I channel all of my anxiety into lulling a drunk man to sleep. For a minute, I imagine that we were just a boy and girl. Two people who met at a party and are slowly, but surely, falling madly, deeply in love. Destiny has something special saved for them at the end of the journey. And for now, that’s enough.
Chapter 10

Jade

March 10th, 2006

“You look like you need a pick-me-up,” Brody announces as he opens the door to his lovely new home. Well, it’s about three years old, but it’s my first time visiting them. “How was Australia?”

Jet lag is a bitch. I want to respond that I was in Barcelona, or to hit the road. Then ask for a beer just like the one he holds. But instead, Mom is the one who warns him. “Be nice, Brody. She arrived only an hour ago.”

“You made it,” Claire declares, opening her arms to me. Her soft face and beautiful bump energize me and I run toward her. It’s been almost a year since I’ve seen her. Mom, Aunt Carol and her went to visit me last July. Awkwardly, I hug her, making sure I don’t squish her belly. “What’s with the small little braids? That’s so eighties.”

“So, when is your due date?” I ignore her comment. She complains about my hair changes every time she sees me.

“April twentieth,” she responds. Then she pushes me lightly, holding my arms. “Please, tell me you were joking about leaving, again.”

Mom groans because she’s not happy about my new project. I’m being paid to travel, take pictures and write articles. For the next couple of months, I’ll be working from home, as they want me to take advantage of the ski season. Instead of answering what she doesn’t want to hear, I squat and hug her belly. “I’m Aunt Jade. Nice to meet you.” Then I straighten. “Do we know what you’re having?”

“A girl,” Brody responds automatically.

“No, the cord has been obstructing the view and the technician believes it’s a girl...but it can be wrong.” Then she gestures towards Mom. “Every woman in our family disagrees.”

“It’s wrong,” Mom confirms. “You’re carrying a boy.”

“Then it’s a boy,” I declare, hugging Mom.

Claire rolls her eyes and drags me over to the living room, which is decorated with all kinds of baby stuff all in gray and yellow accents. The entire family is here and some of Claire’s friends. I recognize a few of her sorority sisters, but the rest are new. 

“Hey, everyone.” Claire claps a couple of times. “Let me introduce you to Jade.”

I wave and sit next to Claire who starts asking me about my last semester and a couple of months I spent traveling before I came back home. Thankfully Brody brings me a can of Mountain Dew to keep me awake. Suddenly, it hits me—aren’t showers full of games and presents? 

“What’s up with the games?” I look around, waiting for Claire to answer. “The embarrassing moments and all that fun stuff.”

“Oh, you missed that part.” She looks at her watch. “This started a couple of hours ago. Now, continue telling me about Fiji. I can’t believe you went there before I did.”

“It’s all about knowing the right people and where to stay,” I explain. Going to Fiji with locals who invited me to their home is different from booking a luxury resort. Instead of giving her the long version, I pull out my camera and show her the pictures. Everyone around gathers next to us and starts asking questions about my trips. Even when Mom isn’t happy about my travels, she smiles and tells everyone about the last three years of my life and the new job I just landed. 

“Claire, darling,” a gorgeous blonde who could be a Victoria’s Secret model interrupts my conversation. “I wish I could stay longer, but Hudson and I have big plans for tonight.”

My lungs deflate at the mention of Hudson. We haven’t spoken in a couple of weeks. Only exchanged texts and a few emails. Glancing at her, I understand why he’s not calling me anymore. Someone else is occupying his mind. Unlike me, she’s tall, slender and beautiful. I bet they look perfect together.

“Thank you for everything, Adriana.” Claire smiles at her. “Did Brody gave you the last check?”

Adriana raises her hand, waving an envelope and smiling. “Call me for the christening; I’ll be happy to organize it. Rumor has it we might be the godparents.”

My stomach drops as she mentions that. Only a week ago I was told the baby would be my godchild. Is Adriana my replacement? Should I come back home and... Jade, grow up. The woman is dating a friend. She’s not going to take over your family and those who love you won’t forget you because of her. God, working on these insecurities wears me down.

Brody climbs the stairs and walks Adriana out of the house. When he comes back into the living room, he gives Claire a funny side eye glance and leaves again. 

“What was that?” I ask.

“We’re not fans of Adriana,” she declares, and my back loosens with the news. “But she works for one of the best party planning companies in the Denver Metro area. A detail I didn’t know until I called said company and she became my event coordinator—because we’re besties.”

“But you’re not?”

She shakes her head. “No. Enduring her when we invite Hudson to a party is torture. I don’t know what he sees in her.”

“She’s beautiful,” I point out the obvious. “If you want me to spell what he’s doing with her—” 

“Obviously, but he usually dates women with more...” She taps her temple. “No bimbos who lack of conversational skills. Honestly, I think Drago has been dating her because she’s pretty insistent. They met almost three years ago.”

I wonder when that happened and why he never mentioned her to me. We communicate often, if not daily. He tells me everything about work, his father, his sister and only a couple of months ago he Skyped me and we discussed his sister’s engagement for hours. She’s only twenty-two and ready to settle. He worries about their finances, stability and that both are too young. Convincing him that love matters more in a marriage than the assets took me forever. Yes, having a house, a nice car, and savings matter, but how much do they matter when you don’t have anyone to share your life with?

“Who is going to be the godfather?” I suddenly have to know.

“We’re still thinking about it, but you’re going to be the godmother, right?”

“Of course, I’ll be like a second mother to your baby,” I assure her, yawning as I search for Mom who nods.

She is the first one announcing we have to leave. “Next Saturday, don’t forget we’re having dinner at our home to welcome Jade.”

“We’re not inviting Hudson,” Claire says. 

“Why not?” Aunt Carol frowns at her.

“Adriana, his girlfriend, invites herself to every event we invite him to,” Claire explains. “I can’t stand the woman. Sorry, Mom, but until they break-up, we’re going to avoid Hudson.”

“I don’t like her either,” my aunt agrees with Claire. “It’s just...he’s like family.”

I look around, and my aunts, cousins...even my mother nods. Hudson is like family? Since when? Oh God! Maybe I misunderstood our late calls. Those conversations where we made plans, trips we’ll take together where I’ll show him my favorite spots, or we’ll discover new countries.

“But he’s your husband’s best friend,” I tell Claire, trying to gather a little more information.

“Drago and Brody are cool. They hang out at the gym and during poker night,” she clarifies. “Maybe you should talk some sense into him.”

“Me?”

“Yes, Jade. You. Don’t you think we know the two of you are close?” 

“If we were close, I’d know about his girlfriend of... How long have they been together?”

She shrugs. “They met almost three years ago, and they’ve been dating on and off for nearly two years,” she responds, and I wasn’t prepared to be punched in the chest with such strength.

I wonder if he calls me drunk when he’s having issues with her. My heart is breaking a little with the mere thought of me being his fallback, the rebound, and nothing more than a friend. Where’s the connection? No, Jade. You’re too tired to think about this. Go home, sleep for a couple of days and then focus on your life. Hudson Drago can fuck himself—and his girlfriend.
Chapter 11

Hudson

April 12th, 2006

I didn’t see Jade again for almost three years. Brody and Claire were awaiting the birth of their first child, a boy. I had been called once she went into labor. I knew I was the obvious choice for godfather. Except, when I got to the hospital with my girlfriend, Adriana, the entire waiting area was over crowded with Claire’s extended family, who for the first time in years, weren’t warm and welcoming towards me. What did I do?

“You look like your past has come back to haunt you,” a cheerful voice suggests directly behind me, startling me. 

Fortunately, the only people who saw it was my girlfriend and the person who surprised me. Jade, back from the dead. Her formerly long blonde hair looked unrecognizable, about half the length and significantly darker. Impressively, the look suits her. As did the random smattering of earrings on her lobes. 

“Last time I checked, my past was younger and had a more hair,” I retorted as the woman I hadn’t seen in years greets me with a warm hug. My arms go around her, and I close my eyes, taking her presence, her scent and her voice all at once. Our bodies molding against each other, like to pieces of a puzzle finally finding their rightful place. Fuck, I’ve missed her. How can I miss someone I only spent a weekend with? Maybe it’s those long phone calls, emails and texts we’ve exchanged for the past years. She’s been so close, yet so far away from me. Holding her feels natural. If only she were back to stay for good. “It’s good to see you. When did you arrive?”

“Same,” she whispers resting her head against my chest. Her muscles relax as I press her hard against me, making sure she won’t escape again.

Adriana makes an audible throat clearing noise. Opening my eyes, I spot her narrowed gaze and crossed arms. Shit, I’m in trouble. I release Jade, stepping back and awkwardly introduce the two. “Jade, this is my girlfriend Adriana. Adriana, Jade is family for my future goddaughter.”

Jade balks at me. Her face is like something out of a cartoon as her eyes look playfully at me. I can’t believe it’s been three years; she acts like we had been palling around yesterday. 

“Your goddaughter?” she pipes up in disbelief. 

“Yes, my goddaughter,” I affirm smugly, crossing my arms for emphasis. 

“That’s funny.” Jade pats my arm. 

“Oh yeah.” I huff out my chest, asserting my dominance in the matter. “Why’s that?” 

“Well, for one thing, I’m definitely getting one of those godparent slots. And two—” She points in the direction of the delivery room just as Brody bursts through the door into the waiting room. 

“It’s a boy!” he shouts as he triumphantly fists the air. 

I turn back to Jade. “How the fuck? They said it was going to be a girl.” 

“Ever heard of reading an ultrasound wrong?” She smirks triumphantly. 

Before I could argue, much to Adriana’s chagrin, Brody comes up from behind. “Hey, come on, guys.” He grabs Jade and me by the shoulders. “Claire’s asking for you two.”

Claire looks like a mess, to put it lightly. But man her eyes sparkle. That little squishy bundle of blue in her arms seems to be the only thing in existence to either of the new parents. The moment is serene and oddly breathtaking as my best friend goes to sit beside his wife on the bed. Gathering up his little family in his arms, I can tell he’s never been happier. Everything appears to be right with the world. Perfect.

“So, do you have a name for him?” Jade interjects. 

Her cousin smiles at her and nods. “Michael Nicholas Golini.” 

“Good, strong name,” I muse out loud.

“That’s wonderful,” Jade gushes. “After both of your fathers?” she inquires. 

Brody nods without looking away from the baby. “Yeah, it was a bitch to decide whose name would be his first name.”  

Claire shifts the weight of Michael to her right arm, then uses her left arm to pinch Brody violently. “No cursing in front of your son,” she whisper-yells at him. Her glare is nothing short of murderous. I’m starting to wonder how Brody survived his pregnant, lawyer wife for nine months. 

“C-can I hold him?” Jade reaches her arms out hesitantly to the new family. 

Her cousin nods, motioning Jade to come closer. “Be careful with his head.” Claire keeps supporting the boy’s head until the other woman is holding him correctly. 

Jade’s face softens as she stares at the small bundle she now carries. With a smile, she bounces him softly, walking only a few steps over toward me. Those powerful brown eyes meet mine, sucker punching me with the memory of our time together, and a new image of her looking stunning as she holds a baby. She bewitches me. If only I could be closer, kiss her...hold her close to my heart.

“You wanna see him?” She doesn’t wait for my answer; she comes right up next to me with the little guy. He’s a looker, I’ll give him that. He has the tiniest curly tufts of hair poking out of his skull.

“He’s going to be a heartbreaker, all right,” I tell the proud parents. 

“I hope not too much.” Claire chuckles. “So, are you two up for being godparents?” 

“What?” I yelp at the same time Jade exclaims, “Of course!” 

Our outbursts cause Michael to whimper in protest. Jade gently hands the baby to his father who sprung out of his seat, rushing to Mike’s side. The two parents glare at us for disturbing the baby. 

“Us? As in shortstop and me over here?” I protest. Jade gripes at my jab. 

“Why not?” Brody yawns. “We love you. You guys get along well enough. Who better to co-parent our son than you two?” 

“Co-parent as in ‘in the event of our untimely deaths’ not ‘hey take our kid whenever,’” his wife clarifies. 

Jade looks to me, impatient for me to get on board with their plan. Her gaze only intensifies with my continued silence. “Of course. It’d be an honor.” 

“I’m glad you two accepted,” Claire keeps her voice close to a whisper. “Now that you’ve met your godson, let everyone else know they can see him in an hour.” 

With that, we leave the new family to their bliss. 

“You never answered me,” I speak as soon as we’re out of the room. “When did you arrive?” She hasn’t answered any of my calls, and her messages are too short. “Are you upset at me? Because we haven’t spoken in a long time.”

“Upset?” She frowns, but there’s something in her eyes I can’t decipher. “Not at all. I arrived a month ago, but between work and catching up with the family—”

“A month?” I growl. “What the fuck, Jade? You’ve been back for a month catching up with everyone but me?”

“Well, you’ve been dating her for two years,” she tilts her head toward Adriana who is walking toward us, “and never told me. I guess that’s how little we mean to each other.”

My jaw drops. That I didn’t expect. I can’t tell if she’s mad at me for not mentioning Adriana (and I can’t remember why I didn’t) or if she’s...she couldn’t be jealous, could she? She leaves just as Adriana joins me, but before she does, her brown eyes shooting darts at my girlfriend. 

“How is she related to them?” Adriana asks. “Because she looks nothing like them, yet last month at the shower everyone was praising as if she’s a princess of some sort.”

She’s a princess, I don’t say out loud. She’s my princess.

Chapter 12
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June 13th, 2006

She’s doing it again. I slam the car door as I march to my apartment. Brody called while I was leaving the office to invite me to her going away party. The entire family is gathering to say goodbye. Jade leaves for Vancouver in two days, because the woman who has been ignoring me for the past two months works for some fancy traveling magazine. She’s getting paid to do what she does best—travel and take pictures. Who in their fucking mind offered a job like that to her? Her ideal job. I want to punch someone’s face. Don’t they know that she could find a job here that would make her happy? Where the rest of us are? Where we could make her happy?

What can I possibly do with this new development? Nothing. The dynamic won’t change until she decides to stay. During the night, while I look at the few pictures I have of her, I wonder what is it about her that keeps me waiting.

Everything. Her passion, the way she tells stories, how she listens to everything I say...even the technical stuff I explain to her while talking about my long days at work.

Jade Noelle Vance arrived unannounced, injecting doses of positive energy, and in exchange, she took my heart with her. No matter what I do, who I date, or how much I try to claim back what she stole from me, I can’t. For that, and many other reasons, I’ve decided to grow up and behave like a real man. A gentleman, like Nonna would’ve said.

I find my girlfriend in my bedroom when I come home. Nothing out of the ordinary here. She’s fixated on her phone, most likely stalking her next celebrity client. One thing I admire of Adriana is her killer instinct. She achieves everything she sets her mind on, and no one can stop her. I’m one fine example. No matter how much I pushed her away, she wore me down until we went out on a date, and I haven’t been able to shake her off since. Every time we break up, she finds her way back to me.

Being alone isn’t easy; finding a woman who doesn’t care about my hectic work schedule is an opportunity I couldn’t pass. Any therapist would agree that we have an unhealthy relationship. I use her to forget I’m lonely, and she... What does she get out of me? It doesn’t matter anymore.

I knock the wooden frame of the door, catching her attention. “Hey, can we talk?” 

She looks up from her phone, studying my body language carefully. Adriana’s always had this uncanny ability to read any situation. It’s almost like she’s psychic.

“Of course.” She gets up to meet me. It’s a ritual of ours, for her to help me out of my suit. Today is no different. It makes me feel shitty that she helps me slip out of my jacket without me asking right before I...break her heart? 

I heave my chest, taking a large breath in. We’ve done this so many times. No, I’ve done this. She takes it lightly, and a few weeks later, she’s back. No, it has to stop. We have to stop the cycle before one of us gets hurt. “I don’t think...”

“That we’re going to work out?” she finishes for me. Adriana flashes me a smile I’ve grown accustomed to. It’s like grief and irony rolled into one. “You never think it’s working out, babe, but we both know it does. What’s the excuse this time? Work?”

“No.” I swallow some saliva. This is uncomfortable. I hate lies, but the truth is cruel. Dating her when I knew from the beginning my heart belonged to Jade made me an asshole. 

“It’s her, isn’t it?” Her voice is loud. I open my mouth and close it several times. She knows about Jade? “It’s always been her.”

“Her?” I repeat, confused by her reaction and the accusation.

“But I’m not blindsided by this,” she continues.

“What does that mean?”

“We’ve been dating for almost two years,” she says as if it’s the most obvious answer. “I know you, and I’m good friends with your sister.” She continues to help me, unfastening my tie, but the tenderness is gone. When she’s done, she tosses it onto the bed. “And I knew something was holding us back. A real reason why you had a few fun weeks and suddenly you’d break up with me.” 

“Adri.” I sigh helplessly. I’m not good with sentimental shit. “You’re fun.” 

“But you don’t love me,” she barks, and I drop my gaze. “I knew that. I've been waiting for you to get over her...whoever she was.” 

“You were?” 

“I was...and then I met her, Jade.” She rolls her eyes. “Your sister is right; you think she’s a goddess—she’s not. Whatever you think you feel for her isn’t love.”

She presses her hand against her chest. “I love you. I’m here for you.”

Looking around the room, she raises her voice even louder. “Where is she? What is it about her that keeps you tied to her?” 

I can’t explain to her about Jade without sounding like a fucking asshole. While I party with Adriana, I think of Jade. Each time I’m fucking my girlfriend, Jade is who I have in mind. 

Adriana pulls something out of her jeans pocket. The spare key to my apartment. “My lease ends at the end of the month.” She tosses it against the floor chuckling. “To think that I was going to ask you to move into my new place with me.” 

She takes a deep breath. “How can you choose her over me?” Her hand pointing at me, demanding an explanation. “Look at me.”

Sliding her hands along her torso, she perks up showing her slim figure. “She dresses like a child, doesn’t have a job or a home.” Pointing at herself, she continues, “I’m a successful woman with a bright future. Unlike your precious Jade. Do you know what Jenna told me? That she’s just like your mother. Unpredictable and unreliable.”

I stare at Adriana speechless. A myriad of emotions swirling inside my chest. Anger toward my sister, confusion because I never considered that things between Adriana and me were these serious, moving in with her? That’s insane. 

“One day you’ll realize I’m the one for you. Hopefully, it won’t be too late.” She glares at me. 

“Look.” I grip her shoulders. “This has absolutely nothing to do with you, and everything to do with shitty me.” 

Adriana releases a hysterical laugh, wiping a tear from her left eye. “Oh, I know. Doesn’t make it hurt any less.” 

“I’m sorry,” I repeat, wanting to do more but not knowing what to say. “Is there anything I can do to soften the blow?” 

She shrugs. “Do you think if the situation were different and you had met me first that you’d be having this exact conversation with her?” She grins in mirth. 

I think about Jade. We had an immediate connection. It only took a glance to be hooked. For her to steal my heart. With Adriana... There’s no right answer to Adriana’s question. Whatever I say, it will be the wrong thing to say and I don’t want to hurt her more than I already had. “Honestly, I don’t know.”

“Your sister thinks so.” Adriana sighs. My sister should mind her own business. 

“I hope someone sees how wonderful you are.” 

“What if she leaves again?” she counteracts. “Hudson, I’m here. There’s nothing to think about, I’m the best choice. The logical choice.”

“Adri, I don’t love you,” I mumble, feeling like a major jerk. 

“Do you love her?” Do I? I press my lips tightly. Why continue this conversation? If I answer with the truth, I’ll hurt her, if I say I lie...better stay quiet.

She backs off slowly, heading toward the door, steps sluggish. I never see her turn around, but I distinctly hear her say, “Hudson? If you call me again, it needs to be because you mean it. Not because you feel lonely.”

Beating myself for what I did to her won’t solve anything, but guilt twists my insides. Fuck, I’m a jackass.
Chapter 13

Jade

June 14th, 2006

Partying on a Wednesday isn’t abnormal for me; having a family party is odd enough to worry about my cousin’s sanity. Tonight is especially strange because tomorrow I’m leaving town and Claire’s invitation made it clear we all had to be here.

As Brody swings the door open holding my favorite godchild, I survey the foyer and family room. Filled with colorful balloons, signs ranging from “good luck” to “congratulations on the new job” and “have a wonderful trip”. Mom, Aunt Carol, and Uncle Bert stand close to the kitchen area, drinking wine while chatting. 

“Everyone else is in the backyard,” Brody speaks, answering my unspoken question.

“Why are we having a party?” I ask Claire as I step inside, hanging my messenger bag in the coat closet. 

“You’re leaving again,” Brody responds. “A better question is: why can’t you find a job in town? Don’t you want to be close to your family? We love you.”

Instead of acknowledging their reason to party, or listening to what I think is a lecture about my future, I take Mike from Brody’s hold and continue toward the backyard.

“Don’t ignore us, Jade Noelle.” Claire marches behind me. “If you want a job at the Post, I can get it for you. I know people.”

“If I wanted a job at the Post, I’d apply, Claire Alexandra.” My annoyed tone sounds brattish, but I’m tired of the same lecture. Just earlier today, Mom and I had a little altercation for the same reason. She wants me to settle down. Twenty-five isn’t old, but if I don’t start thinking about my future now, when will I do it? “Sorry, but Mom’s on my case. Is it too hard to understand I want to see the world? I get paid to do what I love—traveling and learning about other cultures.”

Claire shakes her head and takes her son back. Then she hands him over to Brody. “Follow me.”

We go through the kitchen, take the stairs and end up in her room. Yep, another lecture is about to start. This one might not be as harsh as Mom’s, who believes I’m pulling away from her and don’t love her. A terrible assumption. I adore her and would take a bullet for her. She called me irresponsible at least four times just because I told her I didn’t care about hopping onto the mortgage train anytime soon. Yes, maybe someday I’ll own a house, but for now, I don’t need to have a permanent address.

“The world isn’t safe anymore, Jade,” Claire starts as she closes the door. “There’s a war in the Middle East. Terrorist attacking every corner of the world, and have you read the news lately? There are so many natural disasters claiming too many lives. We worry about you. Think about the ones you leave behind while you’re sowing your wild oats.”

“You make it sound as if I party all the time.” I take a seat on the bench that faces the bay window and stare at the gorgeous view of the mountains. For all the places I’ve been, nothing compares to Colorado. “My oats aren’t as wild as you make it sound. Have I read the news? I am a journalist; it’s second nature to be checking them often. Yes, there’s always something happening. A war, an earthquake, a tsunami, car bombs...so much. But I can’t stop living my life. Staying won’t keep me safe either. How long will I be gone? This is a two-year contract; maybe they’ll extend me, or maybe I suck and they’ll fire me after my first trip.”

“You don’t suck,” she reassures me with that big sister smile she gifts me each time I need comfort. “I’ve read your articles; there are a few framed pictures of yours around this house. What’s going on with the graphic design gigs?”

“I’m designing too; that’s freelance and won’t pay much until I have a big portfolio,” I explain, relaxing my posture and tone. She’s on board now. “Look, this will be for only a couple of years. One day I’ll come back. Promise.”

She crosses her arms, her eyebrow arches. My cousin is an avid organizer and loves to have timeframes and schedules. She requires a concrete answer. “Maybe when I’m thirty I’ll stop traveling. By then I might’ve seen the entire world and learn a few more languages. This time around, I won’t be gone for three years. Instead, I’ll come back every few months.”

“Promise?” 

“Yes.” I stand and hug her.

“Don’t tell anyone, but you’re my favorite cousin,” I confess. She snorts with laughter. Oh God, she’s crying. “But this has to be the last goodbye party you throw me.”

“We’ll have plenty of things to celebrate when you visit or when you decide to move back,” she offers.

“You and your husband have to stop looking for a reason to have a party and get drunk.”

She rolls her eyes. “Leave my husband out of this. Now that we agree on something let’s head downstairs. Everyone is here to see you.” 

Mom chose me as her daughter and gifted me a big, loving and overwhelming family. Our family is very close, and we care for each other. Everybody’s business is our business. I expected them to chide me or reprimand me. Fortunately, after Claire’s speech, everyone wished me luck and made me promise to post pictures on Facebook. I fear this Facebook trend is here to stay. Dear Ben is adding the family to the social grid and teaching them how to use it. I wish Mom was as supportive as the rest. She said I’d understand her position once I become a mother. Maybe so, but for now, we’ll have to agree to disagree. Tomorrow I’m leaving for Vancouver, and after that, it’s up to my employer where I go. I’m looking forward to the first month because Ben is taking a couple of weeks off to join me. 

The only person who doesn’t know about my job is Hudson. Should I tell him? Friends share good news with each other. Except... Ever since I came back and found out about his girlfriend, nothing has been the same between us. Those nightly conversations are gone, our daily messages disappeared, and only the strained hellos remain our new constant. Yet, the magnetic pull between us stays in place. My skin zings with his casual touch. Like when his fingers caress mine as we pass Mike from my arms to his, or when he walks near me and his hand accidentally touches mine. But he has a girlfriend—a serious girlfriend from what she told me during Mike’s christening. Soon they’ll move in together, and who knows, maybe next year he’ll pop the question. 

Fuck, when did I become this sad character pining for a man? He’s just a friend, nothing major has happened between us. Nothing will. Should I text him? Why not? I can send him something casual, breezy.

Me: Wanted to let you know I’m leaving town tomorrow.

Nope, it’s missing something. I erase it and try again. 

Me: Hey, I’ve meant to tell you I have a job as a—

I lift my chin, looking at the sky searching for the answer. But nothing appears. The blue sky adorned with fluffy clouds remind me of him, though. According to him, Colorado has more sunny days than any other state. Nine out of ten times the sun illuminates the blue sky.

“Stay until next weekend and we can climb a Fourteener. You’ll be above the clouds,” a husky voice suggests as I lower my face I find his piercing eyes watching me. “Hey, stranger.”

As his lips curve into a smile, my heartbeat speeds up. The awkwardness between us doesn’t change my physical reaction toward him. The sweaty hands, my body coming alive, the warmth rushing through my limbs and the butterflies fluttering inside my belly. Lord, I want his arms around me, enveloping me into a hug like the one we shared the day Mike was born. It felt like a welcome home. Is he my home? I hold my breath at the implication of that pure thought. For a second, I consider rejecting the job offer and stay. 

Stay and what, Jade? He has a girlfriend. Of course, all the bets are off with the reminder he’s taken. 

“Hey,” I respond, training my expression, controlling my body and suppressing the need for his touch. Being so close makes it impossible. Suddenly, my gaze diverts from his eyes and focuses on his lips; a reminder of the deep, desperate kiss we shared three years ago. The feel of our lips connecting, fusing, consuming my body as it seared my soul and branded my heart with his name. I’m screwed. My stomach drops as I imagine my soul crashing against the pavement once reality hits me. The air around me becomes heavy. I feel like I want to cry as a mass of feelings swirls inside my chest. Feelings I fear to identify. Hudson is here, and I want him, but if I was smart, I’d turn around and never look back. Can we continue our old relationship? Are we friends?

“I hope we are,” he responds to my question.

“Did I say that out loud?” He nods. I press my lips together, as I unscramble my thoughts. Oh my God, Jade, stop embarrassing yourself. Pull yourself together! You’re not twenty-three anymore. Be an adult. “Sorry, it’s been a couple of—”

“Uncomfortable months?” I bob my head. “Some nights I ponder if we’ll ever get past the awkwardness. Between calls, emails, and texts, you became my best friend, Jade. For the past three years, I’ve told this cool girl everything about me. My dreams, my goals, my fears, my strengths, my weaknesses and the moment she’s back in town...poof.” His hands mimic some kind of explosion. “You disappear.”

“No. I never disappeared. Our conversations became strained before I came back,” I remind him. “Because you had her.”

Someone slap me. I sound like a jealous girlfriend.

“No. Because I’ve been working my ass off, princess.” His voice is controlled, but his face turns red. “Having two jobs isn’t easy. I barely sleep, but I tried to throw you a line or two to remind you someone was thinking of you—always. Every second of the day you’re in my mind. Don’t you think I worry about your safety? Reading your responses is the only way I can breathe—at least for a few hours.”

“You are with her,” I add, afraid of his response.

“With fear of sounding like a jackass, you and I are only friends—for the moment.” His words feel like a slap, making me take a step back, gasping as I assimilate his words. Those pale greens soften, his jaw relaxes. His big hands swallow mine. He lifts them and kisses the back of one hand and then the other. “Should I apologize for being a weak man with needs, Jade? I’m sorry, but some days I feel lonely. My friend was thousands of miles away from me. I...am sorry.” 

I go back to those three words. For the moment. My jaw drops as I repeat them inside my head. “What does that mean? For the moment.”

“While you’re away, there can’t be anything between us,” he explains, releasing my hands and shoving his own in his pockets. I understood. Hudson Drago isn’t perfect. His mother abandoned him at the age of seven, and he has a hard time trusting anyone with his heart. “But I want so much more than holding you in my arms for a few moments or a sharing a couple of burning kisses. I want a repeat of that night. Our night.”

Me too.

“What are we doing? Or better yet, what are we going to do? Because I want so much more,” I say out loud, tired of hiding my feelings for him. In no way am I ready to shout that I love him because it doesn’t feel right. Not when I’m about to leave, again. But I have to know why he sounds like he’s declaring some undying love for me. Or if I’m making up a relationship inside my head.

He runs his hand through his wavy hair, chuckling. “I’ve no fucking idea.” I study his profile, the way his jaw clenches and relaxes while he gathers his thoughts. “You’re leaving me again, Jade. Whatever I say is fruitless.”

His features soften, his eyes locking with mine as he raises his arms, and his hands cup my face. Every nerve in my body awakens, each cell vibrates at his touch. “I wish you’d stay, beautiful. Life without you is boring. Seeing your face brightens my day—or my nights. Imagine how happy I’ll be if you’re with me.”

“Give me a reason to stay,” I dare him, not knowing what to expect, but wanting him to say more than you’re cute, but you’re leaving.

“No,” he whispers, brushing his lips against my ear, sending a delicious shiver down my spine. “You have to find the reason to stay. When you do, I’ll be here, waiting for you.”

He leans in closer, I tilt my chin up waiting for an all-consuming kiss. The thumping of my heart numbs all thoughts, including what my family might think if they see me kissing Hudson. But as a light breeze hits our bodies, a waft of expensive perfume hits my nostrils, and I’m reminded he’s with someone else. I lift both arms, placing my hands on top of his hard chest pushing him away from me.

“How dare you say all that shit to me when you have her?” I protest, my nostrils flaring and my heart breaking. “I’m not your side dish.”

He scrubs his face with both hands. “She means nothing to me. But you’re not available either. What do you want me to do?”

I laugh while my heart cries. He’s right, and I’m being ridiculous. This isn’t me. When did I become the other woman, or a weak girl who salivates for a man? “You’re right; I have no right. This isn’t fair for either one of us. Maybe if I ever come back we can find out what we mean to each other. But while we’re with other people, we don’t kiss, touch or do stupid things. Let’s respect each other and whomever we’re with.”

“I’d never disrespect you, Jade. Yesterday. Yesterday I broke up with her.” His arms snake around my waist as he pulls me toward him. His mouth slants against mine. A flare of emotions hits me in the center of the chest as his lips melt every doubt I had about us. Throwing my arms around his neck and parting my lips, our kiss grows deeper, consuming. Wrapped around each other we forget about everything and everyone. What happens tomorrow is as irrelevant. All that matters is this moment when our souls bind to each other—and the promise he’ll wait until I’m ready to return.
Chapter 14

Hudson

July 16th, 2006

“What the fuck, Hudson?” Jenna’s shrilly voice comes to life as I check my voicemail. “I texted Adriana today to ask her if she wants to do something when I come to town next week and she tells me you broke up with her weeks ago. Because of her,” she accuses. She’s referring to Jade, of course. 

“She doesn’t walk on air, Hudson. She’s a drifter, and you don’t have a future together. Don’t get your hopes up over something that will never happen. You’ll end up like Pops, wishing Mom was back in his life.”

She goes silent, and her voice comes back. “Adriana loves you, and you two are great together...Don’t make me the bad guy, Hud. I’m only trying to protect you from yourself.” With that, she hangs up. 

Me: Got your voicemail. Thank you for the advice. I’ll take it into consideration. See you over the weekend.

To: H. Drago

From: J. Vance

September 22nd, 2006

Subject: New apartment

Hud, I got the pictures and even when you insist that it looks half done, I think it has potential. If you need a contractor, contact Ben. He knows everyone. And yes, I’d love to help you decorate when you can afford new furniture. For now, I’ll mail you a few black and white pictures that I think will look great.

Sending my love,

Jade

To: J. Vance

From: H. Drago

December 20th, 2006

Subject: Change of plans.

Claire told me you'd be back for Christmas. Please, confirm. I’m canceling my trip to New Jersey.

H

Me: I will, but you shouldn’t cancel your trip.

Hudson: Then it’s settled. Send me your itinerary.

Me: You should go to New Jersey. I’m sure your family will expect you.

Hudson: They’ll understand when I explain to them why I have to stay. I just saw them a couple of months ago, when you and I met in New York.

Me: Your sister is going to hate me.

Hudson: She won't hate you, Jade.

Me: Should I remind you about New York?

Hudson: It was a fun trip. 

Me: It was, until you introduced me to Jenna and she called names while telling you that I wasn’t worth your time.

Hudson: I defended you.

Me: I know, but still. Why feed the fire? 

Hudson: Send me your itinerary. I’ll pick you up at the airport. 

To: J. Vance

From: H. Drago

January 10th, 2007

Subject: New offices 

I signed the lease. Do you think you’ll have time to help me choose the furniture? 

Hudson Drago

CFO 

DH Data

Jade: Seriously, Drago? You sent me an email for that line. Text me next time.

Me: I just wanted you to see how cool the logo looks under my name. Thank you for the design.

Jade: You’re welcome. And yes, I’ll be ready at three. We can drop by the craft store too. I found the perfect pictures to decorate the offices.

Me: You’re donating your work?

Jade: Yes. They’ll be safe with you.  

To: H. Drago

From: J. Vance

February 14th, 2007

Subject: Happy Valentine’s

Happy Valentine’s Day.

Me: You sent me a video of a dancing dragon holding a heart.

Jade: A thank you for the dozen roses and the candy you sent me.

Me: I opened it during a meeting. The music blasted through my speakers. 

Jade: Who opens an email that reads Happy Valentine’s during a meeting?

Me: Fuck, I miss you. Are you having a good day?

Jade: There’s not much to do. There’s a yucky ice storm going on outside. Ben is ordering pizza, and we’ll be watching some action movie I’ll hate for the content but will drool because the main character is hot and shirtless.

Me: I know we have this unspoken agreement, but are you with someone?

Jade: Unspoken means we don’t discuss it, Hudson. And no, there’s no one but this handsome knight who waits for his princess. The beauty of our story is that the princess is the one with the quest.

Me: I miss you, Jade Vance.”

Jade: Miss you more. Do you think someday you’ll come along with me?

Me: I already did once. New York. Remember. 

Jade: You know what’ll be the ideal Valentines date? You and me watching the snow fall down while we sit in front of the fireplace snuggling under a blanket.

Me: We can do that any snowy day. But if you choose that one, we’ll do it the next Valentine’s you’re in town. 

Me: Are you going to ask me what my ideal Valentine’s will be?

Jade: Mmm, nope, the last time we discussed Valentine’s you explained how corporations are trying to commercialize every life event to make an extra penny. 

Me: All true, but this time I was going to say: you under me, naked.

Me: Princess, can I call you later? I have a little issue my lawyer and I have to discuss.

Jade: Say hi to Brody. 

Me: It’s going to be a long night. Not sure if I’ll be able to call you tonight.

Jade: Happy Valentine’s, Drago. Think of me tonight. I know I’ll be thinking of you. 

Me: I always think of you, day or night.
Chapter 15

Jade

June 21st, 2011

“You’re not twenty anymore, Jade,” Claire brings up another valid point to the conversation. “What happened to I’ll do it up until I turn thirty?”

The biggest problem with setting goals and limits—and telling everyone about them—is those who know will remind you about them. Like, did you learn Chinese Mandarin while in China? No, it wasn’t as simple as I thought. Did you climb Mount Everest? No, you need years of training to climb the sucker. Back when I said I would, I was twenty and didn’t think about researching the places I wanted to travel to. But I learned other languages and climbed other mountains. At thirty-one, I can say I’ve experienced more than many will do in a lifetime. Looking around Ben’s tiny apartment, it hits me—going home isn’t as bad as I fear.

“If it helps, he’s not dating anyone,” Claire breaks the silence.

“Who?” I feign stupidity, knowing she’s talking about the one and only Hudson Drago. The man I was infatuated with since her wedding and slowly fell in love with for the past...eight years? I’m so stupidly, hopelessly in something—I’m not sure if I should call it love—with him. 

“Hudson Drago,” she serves me with her most exasperated voice. “You know, the same man you’ve been salivating for since my wedding. Tall, dark blond hair, Italian, well built with light, playful green eyes who is madly in love with you.”

“Madly in love?” I whisper as my heart skips a few beats. “There’s certain attraction between us, Claire, but love?”

“If not for Drago, do it for us, Jade.” Her growl can be heard all the way to Patagonia. “Your mom misses you. I miss you. The entire family is waiting for you. What’s holding you back?”

Fear? 

What if I go back, and no one notices, or worse, they realize how well life was without me? Same strong, unfounded fear I carry in my heart. Not being enough for those I love. Ben’s always away; that’s why Mom misses him so much. It’s the same with me. Not being close by increases the odds she’ll want me around when I visit, that she’ll call me every day. Then there’s him, Hudson Drago.

“What if we realized the attraction for one another was an illusion, Claire?” Years of experience have taught me several things, including what we imagine is far away from the truth.

“Ugh, you lost me, sweetheart.” There’s some mumbling on the other side of the line. I bet she’s covering the phone and telling Brody I'm impossible. “What illusion? That you have a family? Jade, we adore you. You’re ours. We’ve loved you since the day Aunt Janelle brought you home. There’s no illusion. Only a frustrating woman who thinks traveling is the only solution to her issues. Try counseling again. I’ll pay for it.”

I laugh. She knows me too well. We had a great relationship before, but after her wedding, we became best friends too. Something changed between us. Either the distance brought us together or the constant communication we had because of her sons, my godsons, and Hudson.

“Hudson is head over heels over you!” Brody shouts through the line. “He’s been waiting for you, Jade Vance. Say the word and he’ll be anything you want him to be.”

Anything?

What do I want him to be? Images from the Casanova who wanted to sleep with the bartender eight years ago swirl around my head. They’re followed by the constant emails and calls we’ve exchanged through all these years. The times we’ve babysat the Golini boys together. Hudson is a homebody some days, others he parties hard. Every weekend he’ll bike to the mountains or just take a hike, ski when it’s the season or go down the river in a kayak. When I’m in town, I join him. Other days I get to hear about those adventures. Well, that’s no longer true. In the past months, he keeps saying he’s too busy to go out. He’s working weekends, late night, early mornings.

But the thing is, I want him to be with me, to share whatever he’s doing. Be my first kiss of the day, the man who protects my dreams during the night, and shares the daydreams I have on a daily basis. Will he want to be any of those? Be my forever?

“It’s not about Hudson,” I recall the years I’ve spent searching for myself. Finding the right partner to walk through life and share my adventures with matters, but it doesn’t define me. “Or Mom, or the family. Choosing to move to California or Colorado is about what’s best for Jade. Maybe I will ask the company to give me time and let me go to both places. If I can work at both offices for a couple of months, maybe I can decide what I like best. It’ll be expensive because I’d have to pay for an executive apartment or a hotel room while I research.”

“Now, there’s the smart woman we all know and love. But you don’t have to pay for anything while you’re in town, Jade. We have a guest room waiting for you,” Claire reminds me. What I don’t say is that in California—which is more expensive—I have to pay for a place to live in. Wait, maybe Colorado is a better choice overall.

“I’ll talk to them tomorrow and start planning once they agree,” I yield, not mentioning the last part I just thought about. “See you soon, Golini family.”

“Oh, we will, and we’ll be ready for you. Don’t forget, he’s been single since he broke up with Adriana and stopped sleeping around since Wyatt was born.”

I growl and hang up after hearing about Hudson’s love life. Did he stop sleeping around because of me? My heart beats fast just thinking about him and the possibilities of a future—a real future—with him.
Chapter 16

Hudson

July 4th, 2011

Unlike when Michael was born, both Brody and Claire have more time for their kids now. Not that I blame them, except for maybe settling down before their careers were secure. Regardless of their hectic lives, they still found time to throw a good shin-dig every once in a while. 

Case in point, two years later, Brody turns 35 and decides to throw a ragger. One of the perks to being born on the Fourth of July is he’s always made great excuses for getting wasted.  

“You’re starting to look pathetic partying like this,” I tell the already tipsy birthday boy while handing him an obscenely large box filled with toys for his kids. 

“Says the man who brought gifts to spoil his godchildren instead of getting his best friend a real present,” Brody grumbles.  

“I’m sure these toys will give you a higher percentage of peaceful hours in the day than booze can.”

“Point taken,” he relents, leading me to the backyard where at least a hundred people are in or around the deck and pool. Most people in Colorado don’t splurge for outdoor pools. Then again, Brody has never been like most people. 

“Try not to act too much like a hermit.” He ushers me into the crowd with a beer he pulled off the patio’s bar. 

He keeps lecturing me for “not having a life” and some other bullshit. I think he’s just butthurt I don’t have a steady lady friend to keep Claire occupied on double dates. Should I start dating again? It’s not like Jade is coming back to Colorado. In fact, other than the casual “hello, stranger” text, we’ve barely communicated with each other for the past couple of weeks. She’s busy with a new project. Fuck. What happened to me? I’m thirty-five and only have two friends. Brody, who hangs out with married couples and his lawyer buddies most of the time. And Jade, who is as unpredictable as the wind.

“Find a nice girl,” said my father a week ago over the phone. “Get married, have a couple of kids.”

He fears I’ll die alone, like him. Explaining him I’m not planning on having a wife or children is useless. He will go on and on about having a companion to share my success and failures. Kids to share my love, because according to my old man, I’m a loving person. It amazes me he doesn’t remember how miserable he was when my mother left, or how lonely he’s been since then. The woman lives a happy life while he is rotting in New Jersey missing her. Never. That’ll never be me. Better alone than stuck with two children who also suffered the loss of their mother. One thing is true, I’m becoming more cynical with age.

I mull around a while, looking for people I know and can tolerate enough to spend more than five minutes with. If I burn through people in less than five minutes, this will be a shitty night for all. After an hour of inane conversation with randoms and drunkards, I run into someone I actually know.

A finger repeatedly taps the back of my shoulder. When I turn around, I see her. Jade. 

“Hey, stranger.” She beams at me. Her hair is back to that lengthy blonde she had when I first met her. Her face is definitely more mature than it had been...eight years ago. Fuck, had we really know each other that long? 

“Hey.” I can’t contain my smile as I hug her. It had been too long. Three months. Too many months without Jade in my life. “How have you been?” 

“Great, actually.” She takes a large swig of her wine. “And you?”

“All right.” I search for a subject to discuss appropriate enough for public. Telling her how great she looks and how much I desire to have her under me, be inside her and... Yep, none of them are safe. Fuck, I want her so bad. At least to taste her. “I thought you were in Cambodia or something.” 

“Laos, actually,” she corrects. “That was back in May, but now I’m back.” 

I nod as I sip my beer. She usually “comes back” for a few weeks to replenish her supplies for her next adventure. How she makes a steady living doing freelance graphic design, writing articles magazines might or might not buy, and selling pictures, I’ll never know. “So how long are you in town for?” I make pleasantries. She’s lovely, beautiful and all-around the perfect woman. Jade Vance has become my platonic love. The woman I’ll forever be pining for but will never have. As my sister said years ago, Jade will never stay put. She’s never going to find a reason to stay. It’s taking me long to come to the realization. Stop fantasizing about what will never be.

She shrugs. “I got an offer from the company I freelance for. A permanent position...either here or in California. I have nothing planned for my future otherwise.” 

Her words take a second to process in my brain. I do a double take. “Seriously, Vance, here?” 

“Seriously, Drago,” she mimics in a deep, buffoonish tone. “I thought it’d be nice to come home for a little while.” 

Part of me is a real idiot who doesn’t know how to accept a sign when he sees it. “Why now?”

Jade tucks a strand of her hair behind her right ear. “Other than it is time to come home?” 

“And?”

She takes a deep breath. “I talked to them about trying both cities. I’m not sure. My family is here, but San Diego is beautiful. Then...”

Her attention moves toward the guests, her fingers fidget with the tips of her long, relaxed curls. 

“Then what?” I press. Jade doesn’t understand what her words achieved. They've woken my heart. She just turned on the flame that’s been burning for her since the night we met. I’d do anything to influence her decision. “What can I do to convince you that we are who you want to be with?”

“Is your offer still standing?” Her gaze focusing on mine.

I tilt my head, shoving my hands inside my pockets as I refrain from touching her. What if I’m misunderstanding this conversation? “What offer?”

She sucks her lower lip while her eyes study my face. “That you’d wait for me until I’m ready to come back...” She pauses. My heart stops. I watch her tilt her head, trailing her gaze toward the pool and take a breath before she finishes. “Or is it too late?” 

I’m frozen in place. I’ve been waiting years, literally years, to hear this woman tell me she’s going to stick around for me. Is this too good to be true? Who cares. She’s here, and if I play my cards right, she’ll stay with me. Forever.

“No, it’s not too late,” I rasp softly. If she weren’t standing mere inches in front of me, she wouldn’t have heard me over the roar of the party. 

I lift my hand, reaching for her beautiful face. Holding her chin, I give her a chaste kiss on those pouty lips. She wraps her arms around my neck; mine slide down her back resting on her waist. Jade’s perfectly round face is eager with anticipation. Her brown eyes search mine hesitantly. “Don’t go to California. Stay with me.”

Crashing my mouth against hers, I claimed her. Taking everything I’ve wanted from her since the day, I let her go. Mine, I repeat inside my head. There’s so much we’ve missed, and so much we have to make up for. The need of her consumes me; my hands have trouble staying put. The urge to use them to explore Jade’s body makes me break the kiss.

“Do you wanna get out of here?” She nods with a wicked smile. 

I grab her hand, practically running toward the side gate of the backyard. The last thing we need is a distraction. Maybe she hasn’t found the reason to stay, but I’ll try to convince her I might be that reason. Because for the past eight years, she’s been my reason to dream and work hard to make those dreams happen. She’s my reason to smile and to love. To want to know the world.
Chapter 17

Jade

“You blew a red light,” I insist as he enters the underground garage. “And you drove over the speed limit in a construction zone. The warning fines double for speeding didn’t matter to you.”

He laughs placing his big hand on top of my thigh, right where the hem of my dress ended. “Can you blame me? My wish finally came true.” And then, his mouth came crashing down on mine. I love the way he kisses me. Like a starved man who has been denied of food for long. Eight years. His tongue pushes through my lips, demanding access. Taking charge, he’s still as dominating as I remember. As his tongue teases me, his callused fingers slowly gliding up my legs. Dragging the fabric of my short dress along. 

He parts my legs, stroking his way toward my panties. My core clenches. I’m aching for his touch. But before his fingers reach the sweet spot he stops everything. Leaving me needy, confused and wanting him. 

His shallow breathing matches mine, and by the look of his crutch, he’s just into this as I am. “What happened?” He rests his forehead on top of my shoulder, shaking his head. 

“I want to be a gentleman,” he mumbles against my bare shoulder. “Take you out on a prope date before we do it.”

“You take me out often.” I lean my head on top of his. He takes my hand and kisses it. “We can count the last one as a date?”

“That was back in April, Princess,” he reminds me of the last time I was in town. “Driving you to a family dinner doesn’t count as a date.”

“We went clubbing after that,” I recall.

“With your cousins and your brother,” he growls. “It was a torturous night I don’t want to remember.”

“You didn’t have fun?” My innocent tone grants me a glare. His shoulders drop, as he his head. “So what if we skip the first date? We’re far from ordinary, Hud.”

“Are we now?” His eyes narrow, but instantly open wide as they travel down my body and spot the white lace panties I wore today. His hand moves over to my thigh, lazily, waking every cell of my body as he makes his way between my legs.

“You’re wet. For me,” he states, circling my clit. I arch my hips trying to increase the friction, but instead his hand cups my face. Pressing his lips against mine for mere seconds. “Fuck, Princess. I’m powerless when it comes to you.”

In only seconds we are out of the car and heading up the stairs. As we get through the door, he slams it shut and pushes me against it, capturing my lips. I moan as he drags his hands down my legs reaching for my dress and pulling it up. I close my eyes as it comes over my head and then reaches forward and help him with his black fitted shirt and jeans. 

Hudson licks his lips, as his eyes flare while he appraises my almost naked body. “You always take my breath away.” My heart hammers against my chest as he comes closer to me. He isn’t the same man I had sex with eight years ago. Some stranger I might never see. This is Hudson. My best friend. The man who knows my voice tone better than I do. He doesn’t know it, but he owns a piece of me. My heart. He looks so large in front of me. Powerful.  “Penny for your thought.”

“It's different, isn’t it?” 

He nods, taking my hand and walking me to his bedroom, pulling down the dark comforter on top of his bed. 

“What if—”

“Shh.” He quiets me with a quick kiss. “No what ifs, Jade. We’re finally here. It took longer than we thought, but we made our way back to each other.”

He wraps a hand around the back of my neck and pulls me closer to him. Kissing me deep. Hard. Then slow. Our tongues meet, dancing in different tempos. Looking for that unique tune they like to dance to when they are together. His other hand curls on my hip and presses me closer to this body. I moan, feeling his hard cock against my soft abdomen. 

One swift move and my back hits the bed and Hudson is on top of me. His light green eyes studying my face. My hands gliding through his hard, leaned muscles. 

“Yes.” He sweeps my hair back and nuzzles my neck. “It’s different. Back then we barely knew each other. Today I want to think that I know you well. You know all my secrets. My likes and dislikes. How I take my coffee and...Is it too soon to say I love you?”

My breath hitches with his question. My chest swells as my heart grows three sizes bigger. Those three words. I love you. Our eyes connect. His hand reaches the elastic of my panties and his slides them down my legs holding my gaze. I swallow as I search for the right words. It doesn’t take a genius to know what they are though. “I love you too.”

His mouth came down on mine. Pressing his hard body as he kisses me softly this time. Deep. Long. Sweetly. He stops and looks at me one more time. As if studying me.

“Trying to make sure is me?” I break the tension.

“Making sure you’re real, and not the made up fantasy who lives inside my head.”

I place my hands on both sides of his face and smile at him. Because for years there was a man living inside my imagination who looked just like Hudson, talked like him and fulfilled every crazy fantasy I came up with. “Not leaving again, Hud.”

“The California gig?”

“Make love to me,” I answer instead because California was forgotten the moment I saw him at the Golinis place.

•     •     •

Hudson

She’s here. With me. I'm wrapping my head around the fact that she’s on my bed. Beneath me. My heart pounds hard against my chest as her smile illuminates the entire room. I lean down to kiss her. My hands are gliding up and down her soft, silky skin.  Her pelvis is moving forward, as if searching for something. I recalled our night together and how much she enjoyed when I ate her pussy. “You want to come in my mouth?” 

“Yes,” she moans. 

Fuck, those sweet sounds she makes are making my cock harder. I’m not going to last. “You want my fingers fucking you while I eat your pussy?”

“Yes please, Hudson,” she pleads. Her lustful gaze begging me to take care of her. “Anything, just make the ache go away.”

I kiss my way down her body until my head is between her legs. She jolts as I press my lips on her swollen clit. Heaven. She still tastes like heaven. “Faster.”

“Bossy,” I wink at her and begin my assault with tiny licks and only sliding one finger inside her. She pushes against my hand, moaning and begging for more. And I do. Wrapping my lips around her clit, I suck it while pushing three fingers deeper inside her. 

“Hudson,” she screams my name I feel her pulsing around my fingers. “I need you inside me. Now.”

She doesn't need to ask twice. I reach for my drawer, taking out a condom, and rolling it on. Positioning myself between her legs. Guiding my cock to her opening. I slid inside. Inch by inch as I lower myself and take her lips. 

“Jade,” I growl out at the feel her pussy gripping me tightly. “So tight.” 

Go slow. Make her feel good. I repeat as I start moving inside her. 

“Don’t hold back,” Jade presses releasing my lips. 

“I won’t last long,” I warn her. She serves me with a knowing smile. “Yes, baby. It’s been long. Let me make it good for you.”

“Fast is good,” she suggests. “I don’t want slow. I want us.”

Us. A foreign concept. It’s been long since we’ve been together. But our bodies remember, and I pick up the speed. She wraps her legs around my back, tilting her hips. Letting me go deeper. And deeper. Kissing her harder. Claiming all of her. It doesn't take for the fire we create to intensify and burn brighter. The muscles of my abdomen strain as I feel her pussy spasm around my cock. 

“Hudson,” she breaths out. I plunge inside her two more times before I reach my peak, exploding just the same way as Jade. Hot waves pulsating through my entire body as I pant, trying to recover my breathing. I wrap my arms around her body, burying my face inside the crook of her neck I whisper. “I love you. Forever.”

“I love you, Hudson Drago,” she whispers holding me tight. It only takes a few minutes before her breathing slows. I kiss her one last time before I relax and sleep with her in my arms.

Chapter 18

Jade

December 25th, 2011

“You ruined Christmas,” I hear Jenna whine while she talks to Hudson outside Mom’s house. Her husband and children wait for her in the car, while she’s having a word with her brother. Who all but kicked her out after dinner was over. “Next time come home, without that b—.”

“Insult my girlfriend one more time, Jenna, and I swear you’ll never hear from me again,” he warns her. His tone low, but menacing. “You’re not a child anymore, Jenna. Behave like an adult. Jade went out of her way to create a nice family dinner. Her mother opened her house and...your children behaved better than you did.”

“I thought I taught you better,” Mom calls out from the living room. “Eavesdropping?”

“She hates me.” I walk to her, taking the trash bag she holds. “We’ll clean up, Mom.”

“You guys have only been together for a few months,” the voice of reason explains. Mom and I start filling the bag I hold with wrapping paper and ribbons. “Maybe Christmas with the family...”

She shrugs, as Hudson enters the house. “Sorry about that, Janelle,” he apologizes to Mom. Kisses my cheek and heads to the kitchen. “I’ll take care of the dishes.”

“He was going to spend Christmas with us,” I remind Mom. “She called a couple of weeks ago, and I extended the invitation because she complained that Hudson never visits them.”

“I know your intentions were pure, sweetie.” She hugs me. 

“I'm not sure if he’s upset at me. I tried my best not to snap at her.”

She kisses the top of my head. “Your mama must have taught you well, talk to him, the foundation of a good relationship is communication.”

Of course, we will talk about it. But, instead of running to the kitchen to discuss dinner, I continue helping Mom with the living room and the dining room. We organize Ben’s old toys and take them back to the basement. “I can’t believe you stored our old toys.”

“Books, clothes, and even your dolls,” she offers and smiles. “For the future generation. Now, go to the kitchen and talk to that boy. What happened tonight shouldn’t affect the two of you. His sister’s behavior is on her. Not you. Not him.”

“I know.” But I blame myself a little, because if I had listened to him, none of this would’ve happened. He warned me when I suggested we invited her. “That’s a bad idea. Leave my sister on her side of the country, we don’t need the hassle.”

Walking to the kitchen, I find him already wearing his grey beanie, gloves, and his cheeks are red from the cold. Was he already outside? He’s carrying our presents and the container with leftover salad that mom prepared for him. “I scrapped the windshield already.” His soft gaze searches for mine, as if making sure we are okay. As I smile, the worry lines around his eyes disappear. “I’m packing the car, which is already warm. Ready to go?”

He’s not mad. We are fine. My body relaxes too, and is now when I realize I wasn’t upset, but concerned about us. Our future. And he already warmed up the car because he knows I hate the cold. In this moment, I fall more in love with him—if that’s even possible. I shorten the distance between us, taking his face between my hands and I kiss him hard. Fiercely. 

Mom clears her throat. “You two are leaving?”

“Thank you for everything, Janelle,” Hudson kisses her cheek. “I’ll wait for you in the car, babe.”

With one last big hug, I say my goodbyes and join Hudson.

“Fine. You were right,” I yield once we climb into the car. Better get this off my chest now. “Why does she hate me?”

Hudson kisses my knuckles, and his eyes meet mine the cocky grin illuminating his face. “Love to hear that I’m right but would you mind being a little more specific?”

I huff, lifting both hands, shaking my head he’s gloating. “It was a terrible idea to invite your family to spend Christmas at Mom’s.” Lean against the heated seat and close my eyes. “Why do I even bother?”

“Your sister hates me,” I state as I try to meditate. 

He turns off the radio and I feel the car moving. “My sister is complicated. That’s why I don’t like to spend the holidays with her. She doesn’t hate you.”

I open my eyes, pivot my torso slightly to face him and cross my arms. “She has some interesting pet names for me. Did you know?”

“Don’t take it personally, Princess.” He doesn’t move his eyes from the windshield, but his jaw muscles remain tense. “Let it go and smile. This time tomorrow we’re going to be out of reach and enjoying each other. Why not practice that tonight?”

“Excuse me if I don’t smile while my boyfriend’s sister calls me home-wrecking bitch.” I toss my hands up in the air as he laughs. “Were you married before we started dating?”

“My point exactly,” he reiterates. “She just says shit out of spite. I don’t want to blame you, babe, but this is on you. I told you to leave it alone. I have no business in New Jersey, and she wouldn’t be happy coming here to spend Christmas.”

I bite my lower lip while thinking about a comeback. But I have...nothing. “I just wanted to...we’ve seen each other three times and she’s always a bitch to me. What did I do to her?”

“She’s a pain in the ass,” he grumbles. “Maybe it is time for you to let the whole thing go. You’re dating me, not Jenna.”

“How would you feel if my family hated you?”

He remains quiet for the rest of the ride. All five minutes. After parking the car and unbuckling my seatbelt, he slides me to his lap. He nuzzles my nose, then feathers my face with small kisses. “Families are complicated. Your brother wants to murder me.” 

When we started dating, Ben was in town, and he only said a few words to him, “you hurt her and I’ll kill you.” 

He presses his lips against my forehead. “But that’s okay because I’ll never hurt you.”

My arms go around him, and I hug him tight, wondering how we went so long without being connected like this. Wanting to stay in this moment forever. Memorizing the way my heart beats as I realize this man has become my everything.

“Stay with me tonight,” he suggests as I move back to my seat. 

“I haven’t packed.” He gifted me a trip to some undisclosed destination. We are leaving tomorrow. “Most of the things I need are inside some containers.”

He leans closer, fixes my hat and kisses my nose. “Please.” His lips take my mouth, tenderly. “I’ll help you pack your bags. If you come with me, we can have a lazy morning in bed. Afterward, we’ll drive to the airport.”

“Where are we going again?” I try one more time, because even with a list of required items, I have no clue where he’s taking me. “Why if I need a visa?”

“You don’t need a visa,” he dodges my question. “So, are you coming home with me?”

“Or you can stay with me,” I suggest. 

He glances at the small building where my studio apartment is located and shakes his head. 

“Your futon is uncomfortable. We have a king size bed waiting at home, join me.” He uses his most powerful weapon again. A Kiss. This time, it’s intense, demanding. The starving kind that sends a little message to my body. I need you, it says. Sparks shoot down my spine, my panties already getting wet. Almost six months and I can’t get enough of him. “I’ll help you, Jade. Come home with me.”

His predatory gaze stops my heart. My body is needy. “Once I get a big bed, you’ll have no excuse to drag me to your place.”

“You love my place, Jade.”

“Not the point,” I banter when he opens the car door and extends his hand to help me out of the car. 

“I love you, Princess,” He captures me with those strong arms and hugs me tight. “Thank you for trying so hard with my sister. Even when she doesn’t appreciate it, it means the world to me.”

“But stop trying?” I guess what he's thinking.

“I won’t ask you to change.” He adjusts my jacket and then my scarf. “As long as I have you, the rest doesn’t matter. Just you and me, babe.” 

“You and me.”

I smile as we walk to my studio. Only the two of us. Sounds easy. I can’t wait for the trip, and for next year. 

And hopefully, to spend the rest of my life with him.

•     •     •

February 27th, 2012

Waking up next to Hudson seems like the most normal thing in the universe. Yet, it’s strange that things between us have been progressing so fast. I mean, we were supposed to be taking everything one day at a time. Days blurred into weeks. I have a hard time differentiating my life from his at some points. Sometimes, this revelation feels natural. As natural as going into deep sleep when he holds me in his arms at night or handing him a double shot of espresso before he heads to the office.

My chin rests on his shoulder while taking in his musky, earthy scent. If I didn’t know he was a city boy, I would swear he was woven out of moss and tree branches. 

He starts to rustle against me. “Morning,” I murmur. 

Hudson’s eyes squint at the sun blasting through his beige curtains. “Mornin’,” he groans. “God, what time is it?”

I reach over to the nightstand by my bed, tapping my phone screen lightly. “It’s...eight thirty.” 

Hudson shoots up, practically crawling out of his skin. “What? Fuck! I’m late.”

I stare at him in disbelief. “I thought you were going to work from home today.”

He scrambles around his bedroom, searching for his underwear before heading to take a quick shower. “Yeah, but my meeting with my investors got pushed up from last week to today.” 

After a couple of minutes, he comes out of the bathroom. Wet strands of his dirty blond hair drip over his chiseled chest. The brown towel sits right on his hips showing his well-defined pelvic muscles. The sight of him reminds me we missed our morning sex session, one of the perks of staying overnight in his apartment. 

The second is to watch him dress into those designer suits he wears like a second skin. He fumbles frantically with the Armani gray stripe silk tie I gifted him last Christmas. I take pity on him, shaking my head wistfully. “Here, let me help with that.” I know he can do it himself, most of the time. Hudson usually prides himself on being able to make the perfect tie dimple.  

“Thanks.” He sighs in relief. Hudson pecks me on the cheek and then continues with his mad-dash. 

“Hey, princess,” he hollers from the living room. “Have you seen my briefcase?” 

“Next to the couch,” I yell back. I try to get comfortable again under the covers. Maybe just five more minutes before I start my day. 

“And my phone?” 

I roll my eyes, accepting my pre-assigned role to help him get out the door. I pick up his phone next to mine. “The outlet on your side is broken,” I start to explain when he comes back inside. “You might want to call the electrician soon.”

He cuts me off with a mumbled, “Thanks.” Hudson scans the room, dazed. He turns to me. “And uh—”

“Your good socks are in the clean clothes basket,” I make an educated guess. “Maybe you should think about sorting it out, folding a few shirts?”

He looks dumbfounded, or like he’s berating himself for not knowing any better. “Oh, right.” Hudson rushes into his ginormous walk-in closet. “I can’t find anything today.” He bustles back to the bed moments later with a pair of dress shoes.  

“It’ll be fine.” I wonder if he’s nervous or caffeine deprived.  

He takes a final look at himself, momentarily snapping out of his daze. “Perfect, thanks.” 

“No problem,” I say honestly. 

He lets out a shaky sigh. “See you tonight.” He kisses my right cheek before marching off. “It’s my turn to prepare dinner.”

“Not tonight. I’m having dinner with Libby,” I remind him. “See you tomorrow night. After work. I’ll cook for you.”

His eyebrows raise. “Okay?” He shakes his head and turns around.

“Okay,” Is it? Before I can say a word, I hear the sound of the apartment door sealing shut. Something I said didn’t settle well. He’ll talk about it when he’s ready, why worry now? I proceed to slump against his king size bed. I take my phone off the nightstand, beginning to scroll through emails. I don’t have to go into the office until ten, but I might as well be productive. 

My comfortable silence is shattered less than a minute later. The front door creaks open. Huh, I wonder what Hudson forgot. He comes into the bedroom almost as quickly as he left. 

“That must have been some meeting,” I joke. 

Typically, he would have pretended to laugh. Not today. He stops abruptly only a few feet from the bed. His light green eyes observing me, his chest heaving. “You know where everything is in this house.”

I blink at him, beyond confused. I shrug. That was not what I was expecting him to come back for. 

“Some of your clothes are in my closet. Your girly products are in my bathroom,” He continues. “Are we living together?” he persists. 

Oh, so this is what he’s getting at. Shit, what’s the right answer? “Well, no. I mean, I spend every night here, and some of my clothing is in the corner of your closet.” That’s probably the worst thing I could have said. This couldn’t get any more uncomfortable. 

“I don’t like it,” he states. 

My eyes prickle, and I’m speechless. “You want me to pack my things?” Controlling my quivering chin is hard, and I hold onto the blankets tight while falling into a ditch.

“What?” His face is apprehensive. “No. I don’t like that you’re not coming back tonight because you are going out with Libby. I’m going to miss you.”

He exhales deeply, rubbing his neck a couple of times. “Do you want to move in with me?” Hudson blurts out. Either he’s having an off day, or...he doesn’t sound as enthusiastic as the Hudson I’m in love with would sound. Is he asking because I’m always here or because he wants me here? “Please?” 

As strange as this proposal is, the last word is so sweet and full of hope that I want to say yes. A thousand times yes. My heart skips a few beats when his eyes give me that look of Please, Jade. I’ll do anything if you say yes. 

“Sorry, that caught me off guard,” I admit, still chewing the answer. “But we’ve been dating for—”

“Less than a year,” he finishes confidently. “Not long. I get that. Still, I think this makes sense, don’t you? Us living together. You stay every night. We eat dinner together, and... why not?”

I balk at him. Maybe I’m dreaming, or I’m in a parallel world. “Are you sure?” 

“Extremely,” he grunts. 

“Oh,” is all I can mutter. Where is this taking us? Are we moving too fast? Not that I’m ready for more than what we have right now. Do I want to move in with him? Is there a reason not to? We are moving forward, first we dated, now we're going to live together and the next step will come soon—when we’re both ready. Am I reading too much into this proposal? Hmm, I should sip some caffeine before making life changing decisions. Who the hell am I kidding? This makes sense. We practically live in together. Why not? “Okay.” 

His face lights up. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” I reassure him with my own smile, my entire body relaxing. I could see myself being here full-time—with him.

“I love you.” He tackles me in bed, giving me one of those swooning kisses only he knows how to give. “If only I had time to show you how happy you just made me.”

“I did?” 

He nods. “Of course, Jade, I love you with every bone in my body. I want to spend every morning and every night with you, for as long as we make each other happy.” He pauses, narrowing his gaze. A huge frown appears on his forehead as he pushes himself off the bed. “Do I make you happy?”

“You do, and as much as I’d like to show you how much, you have to go.” I jump out of the bed and give him a quick peck on the lips. “You have an empire to make. I have to be at work soon—and plan my move.” 

He mock-salutes me. Most likely he’s late for his appointment. “Tonight, I’ll show you how happy you make me.”

•    •    •

Hudson

December 2nd, 2013

Me: I hate being back in Jersey. 

Jade: Be a good brother.

Me: It’s not my fault that Jenna decided to pop out yet another baby. 

I thought after Emmett she’d learn her lesson. One is plenty. Two is a crowd. Three...Regardless of my opinions, Jade mainly pushed me out the door with an airline ticket the second I told her. To her, the situation wasn’t ideal, but that didn’t matter. My sister had a baby, and as a big brother, I had an obligation to go and meet my nephew. If there’s one thing that pisses me off to no end, it’s being shoved back to Jersey. But maybe Jade is right; I love my sister and she needs to see that her big brother cares.

Jade: Be supportive.

Me: This would be easier if you were here. With me.

Jade: So she can shred me to pieces? No, thank you.

Another reason I avoid my sister. She can’t stand my girlfriend. Yet, here I am, stuck in my old man’s house with eight other people while Jenna’s house is fumigated. Little miss sunshine is too busy being the center of attention to care, I’m sure. 

“So, where’s that girlfriend of yours?” Jenna asks as soon as Robert ushers the older two rugrats to bed. My old bed.

I snort at the not too subtle dig. “Funny, I thought you had a pet name for her. Evil bitch, was it?”

She glares at me before checking on the baby in the bassinet next to her. Still sound asleep, as usual. “Shh, keep it down in front of the baby.”

She’s got to be kidding. “It’s not like he can understand words yet.”

Jenna swats my shoulder. Man, she can still pack a bite in that little arm of hers. “You can be so insensitive, you know that? You’ve grown up to be a real asshole, Hudson.”

I gasp sarcastically. “Wow, so bitch is off the table but asshole isn’t?” 

“It’s an anatomically correct word.” My baby sister sticks her tongue out. How mature. 

“So is bitch,” I argue. 

“Is there a reason you showed up here?” she stops me curtly. “Other than to tell me you want to bail on Christmas? Again.”

“Actually, it was Jade’s idea for me to come.” I flash her my best smug grin. “Something about showing my little sister some love and give a shit about her new spawn. She said it nicely, because unlike you, my girl is nice.”

“How thoughtful of her,” Jenna deadpans. “She couldn’t be bothered to come herself?”

I shake my head, deciding to pop a squat on the guestroom bed instead of continuing to look at her condescendingly. “Well, she would think of coming, if she weren’t concerned about getting eaten alive by you.”

My sister groans, gracing me with her signature furrowed nose and squinted eyes of disgust. “Okay, just shut it, will you? I’m not some demonic sister-in-law. Not that she’s my sister-in-law. More like the girlfriend-in-turn.”

“You got that right.” I chuckle. Even the thought of Jenna as a sister-in-law is laughable. 

That earns me a small laugh from her. “I know. It’s not like you two—”

“What?” She always finds some new way to bash Jade. It’s ridiculous. No wonder I have trouble convincing Jade that my sister doesn’t hate her. 

“You know...” Her voice drops off like it’s as clear as day. 

“No, I don’t,” clear warning in my tone. 

“C’mon, Hud,” she insists. “You’ve been dating for two years, but you’ve known her for a lot longer.”

“So?”

She grabs her body pillow in order to hit me mercilessly. I laugh at her corny attempts. 

Jenna rolls her eyes. She calls me hopeless, but I know she loves me. “When are you going to take things to the next level?” 

I stop my antics, gaping at her like a fucking idiot. What’s the next level? Marriage? Fuck. Would she even want to get married? I don’t.

She surmises a conclusion from my silence. And it’s probably the correct one. “That’s what I thought. She’s not the woman you want to marry. Do yourself a favor, think carefully about it. There’s no use in stringing her along.” 

I’m in no way stringing Jade along. We’re happy, and we will stay that way for as long as we make each other happy. If I’m lucky, she’ll never get tired of me. My sister, though, she holds that evil smile. How can she sound so cruel yet look content in her own little world? I’m not her puppet. “Honestly, Jenna, you disgust me sometimes.”

“What can I say? I’m your conscience, here to kick your chicken ass into gear.”

•     •     •

January 1st, 2013

“Drago, we’re on vacations.” I shut down my computer as my beautiful girlfriend calls me. She’s pointing her new camera toward me, waiting for what she calls the perfect shot. Or maybe she’s taking several shots at once to find just the right picture later when she’s home. 

Grabbing my phone from the table, I search for the camera app and take a picture of her. Her petite frame barely covered by a white bikini showing, those flawless curves I know by heart. Her bronzed skin is glowing, and curly hair hung in a messy bun. A few strands are blowing softly around her striking face. I bet some are covering the lens of her camera. 

My strikingly beautiful woman. 

“We released a new version of our billing software yesterday night,” I remind her. 

“Delegate,” she retorts lowering her camera and walking toward me. She pushes herself up on her tiptoes and kisses my chin. “We have an appointment in an hour.”

“Couples message?” she threatened to book one when we checked into the hotel last week.

“No. Scuba diving.” She smiles knowingly because I was about to tell her go by yourself. However, I wouldn’t let her go scuba diving by herself. And there’s no way to stop this woman from enjoying her vacations.

“Fine, but I have to cover tonight.”

She squares her shoulders, pushing her beautiful tits up and smirking at me. “We’ll see about that, Hudson Drago.”

My dick twitches and I start thinking who I’ll call to cover tonight’s shift. She is right. I cleared my calendar to spend ten days in paradise with her. 

“Let’s go to our room,” I suggest, gathering all my things.

She looks up, narrowing her gaze. 

“Scuba diving first,” she places her camera inside its case and places it inside her tote bag. “And don’t scowl at me, sir. You promised we’d do as many activities as I wanted to as long as they were before four. You get to choose our nights. The way we’ve always handle our trips.”

Always. I brush my fingers along her cheek. Even before we started dating we talked about traveling the world. She’d take me to those places she had discovered and believed I’d love. Or maybe, we’d travel somewhere she hadn’t visited yet. I’ve heard the phrase: Living the dream, from an early age. Just like loving someone every day even more, or wanting to give up your life for the one you love. Today, I understand so many of those clichés I’ve heard while growing up. 

I only hope that the love we share never ends, and we continue making each other happy for as long as we live. 

Chapter 19

Jade 

December 21st, 2013

“So, you think this is it?” Claire asks as we walk through the crowded hallways of Cherry Creek Mall. Mike finally wrote his Christmas letter to Santa, and though his parents have bought most of his presents already, Hudson and I waited until we had the list to buy the biggest item. Because Santa always brings the best presents at our home. “I mean, Jade, it’s Paris. You’re having dinner in Le Jules Verne. The fancy restaurant on the Eiffel Tower.”

Pressing my lips tightly, I wonder what to answer her. Yes, it’s Paris, but that doesn’t mean much. We travel often, and for New Year’s Eve, we’ve always gone to different places. Usually, he surprises me with the destination. This time around I know we’re going to Paris because he forgot to make dinner reservations in advance. Fortunately for him, Ben knows the chef. Unfortunately for him, I found out about his plans in advance. 

“We haven’t spoken about a future,” I say carefully.

“Jade, you have dated him for three years, been in love almost since you met.” She uses her annoyed voice. Because in her head, she’s right and I’m acting like some martyr. I’m not. Hudson and I have a good thing going on. Patience is a virtue, and waiting for the right moment usually pays well. “Eleven years is long enough to solidify a relationship.”

Ignoring her, I continue my way to the Apple Store, ask for an iPad and buy a kid-friendly case for it. Personally, I think the robotic arm he asked for was a better present, but Hudson disagreed with me. Wyatt chose a claw bot, which we bought a month ago. That boy is easier to shop for. Not that we have favorites; both boys are special. One is the first godson, and the other is sweet as honey.

“You’re going to be great at this,” Claire speaks after we leave the store.

“Great at buying last minute presents?” I question her sanity. “Nah-uh. You and I both know I hate shopping during December.”

She shakes her head and directs me to the lingerie section of Neiman Marcus. “Buy something pretty for the trip. My Christmas present for Hudson.” We both laugh. “I meant being a mother.”

“Claire...” I sigh. “Can you please stop? Is Hudson going to propose during our trip? I don’t know, and that’s why I’m trying not to think about it.”

Finally, it comes out, why I don’t want to talk about it and why I want her to stop. “You’re not the only one asking about it. Mom is too. Ben got us the best table because he wants the moment to be unique. But what if it’s not?”

“What do you mean?”

Instead of picking something sexy and pretty for my trip, I pull her outside the store and walk to the Starbucks kiosk. “Hudson likes to talk things through before doing them. He hasn’t touched the marriage subject—ever.”

We both order peppermint mochas and take a seat close to Nordstrom. “Yes, a proposal in Paris would be perfect. I want it as much as I want to marry him and right next to having children with him. Is it going to happen? I doubt it, but there’s a sliver of hope inside my heart.”

As I sip my coffee, I watch the young mothers pushing strollers with their beautiful babies. I long as I watch women walk along with their husbands while he carries their baby in his arms. Because I wish to have a family of my own, a baby, a husband and all that comes to the messy life of having an infant. 

“Will I be disappointed if he doesn’t propose?” I shift my gaze to the red cup of coffee. “Of course, but it won’t be the end of the world. Hudson’s mind works in a different way, and maybe he needs a few hints before he takes the next step. It’ll be longer, but I know in my heart that we’ll be celebrating our wedding and having a baby.”

“You should stop the Depo injection,” she suggests, squeezing my hand. “I know for a fact it takes at least a year, sometimes more, to resume your period after you suspend its use, and a little more to get pregnant.”

“Unbelievable, I bet you’re already organizing my bridal shower.” We both laugh when she nods. 

“Shower, wedding, I’m going to be there for you, always,” she adds, finishing her drink. “Now can we go back to buying something sexy? That should speed up your plans.”

Hudson: Babe, when will you be home?

Me: After buying some sexy clothing for the trip.

Hudson: Sexy? 

Me: Pretty panties and a matching bra.

Hudson: Add something to wear for tonight, I want to rip your clothes off and have you in all possible ways.

Me: You’re paying?

Hudson: Yes! Use the credit card I gave you. That’s why I handed it to you.

D. H. Data, Hudson’s company, is doing great. The software he designs is used all over the world, and he not only sells the packages and installation, but he also sells training. The data storage service is one of the biggest in North America. From having a small dream years ago, now he has a big company that keeps growing. Hudson is a wealthy man, unlike his girlfriend who earns just enough to live comfortable and travel freely. Not that I travel much. My trips are limited to leisure and only when Hudson comes along. He insists on paying for things while I press that we have to split the cost of everything. 

Hudson: Hurry, you’ve been gone all day, and I miss you.

Me: Love you!

Hudson: Ditto.

Me: (-_-)

Hudson: I love you too. (Better?)

Me: ❤

He knows how much it bothers me when he doesn’t say I love you back. It’s a little quirk I have. He thinks it’s because of how I grew up, but I think it’s just because my heart stops with the thought of Hudson not loving me.

•     •     •

November 7th, 2015

“How did it go?” Libby pushes the glass door, and we head outside the public parking lot. 

“I chickened out.” I search for my sunglasses. The weather is ridiculous. It snowed yesterday and today we have a kind of t-shirt weather. “Every time I think about doing it, I forget the basics of the English language.”

“Propose to him,” she suggests.

“Are you insane?” I look around trying to remember where is the taqueria we spotted a couple of months ago. “What was the name of that place?”

“If we can’t find it, we can always go to the crepes place.” That’s the little hole in the wall on 3rd we discovered during our senior year of high school and continued visiting at least twice a year. “Back to your dilemma.”

“My dilemma?” Great, my current relationship status has a title. “Why are we talking about it?”

“Because last week you said you’d bring up the conversation over the weekend.” She points at the restaurant we were looking for, and we both groan when we step closer and read the sign: We’re moving. There’s a new address, and the opening date is December 2015. Ugh. “Crepes?”

“Why not?” We turn around and head to one of our favorite places.

“If you want something, work for it. Make it happen,” she suggests. “What is stopping you?”

“That we’ve never discussed marriage. He has never mentioned it or said what’s going to happen to us long term. What if...?” I trail my gaze as my stomach churns with the fear of losing what we have because I’m trying to reach out for more. Or worse, realizing that we don’t have anything and by reaching out I’ll discover we’re a sham. 

We arrive at the little restaurant. A tall brunette shows us to a small table on the back of the restaurant and hands us the menus we know by heart. 

“What do you want, Jade?” Libby asks as the hostess leaves our side.

“Swiss and ham?”

She laughs and shakes her head. Her perfectly shaped strawberry-blonde eyebrow arches. “Out of your relationship.”

“Marriage, children. I want us to be a family,” I conclude.

“Does he know it?” I shake my head. “Tell him.”

I rub my temples. She makes it sound so easy. “It is easy, right?”

She nods placing a hand on top of mine. “He goes above and beyond to care for you. My guess is that he doesn’t know what you want.”

“You’re great at relation advice. Why are you single?”

“Those who can’t do, teach?” She shrugs, her gaze searching the waiter who comes over as she curls her index finger a couple of times calling him. My best friend is great at relationship advice, and deflecting subjects she hates to discuss. Like her love life—or the lack of it. “We’ll have two Swiss and ham crepes and share a lemon crème for dessert.”

“Anything to drink?”

“Just water,” she orders for me.

“We are not drinking wine?”

“Nope.” She shakes her head vigorously. “After this, you’re heading back home and will have a conversation with your man.”  

•     •     •

December 4th, 2015

My life has never been conventional, I get that. I never bought into the idea of a singular career. Which is why I didn’t stop traveling until a few years ago. A lot of my twenties was spent seeing places and meeting people most people can only dream of encountering. My mom always did what she could to support my brother and me. But at some point, our futures were our own destinies to behold. 

I’m pretty lucky to never run out of stories to tell people. I can’t help when I get a little jealous, though. As much as I love marching to my own beat, I feel like there’s nothing wrong with settling down at some point. I’m thirty-six years old. I don’t know if I’m a grown up yet. Who’s there to depend on me? Except for my boyfriend...at least I think we rely on each other. 

The older I get and the longer we’re together, I keep wondering if we’re incomplete. Like we should be living a picket fence life by now instead of acting like we’re still in our 20s. I can’t push him into a life he doesn’t want, which is something I always worry about. At thirty-one, I was the cool girlfriend. I was “young” and “fun,” and I was finally back in the States. I didn’t know what “husband” material looked like, much less that I wanted it. Back then, I was a child with childish dreams. I’m in an entirely different place than I was back then. 

Libby says I used to be more fearless. I couldn’t disagree more. I used to deflect emotions by running off—either to a new continent or to get another drink. I was flirty and sometimes a little inappropriate, so people wouldn’t look passed that. I was hiding a very vulnerable psyche. Sometimes I wonder if Hudson fell in love with an idea of me instead of the real woman. Or worse, that he only loves me because he felt obliged to love me back. 

It’s this fear that grips me constantly, a balancing act. I try to remind myself I am enough, that he chose me. We’re in love, simple as that. As of late, I’ve been—maybe a little stupidly—hinting I want something more. I’ve been organizing couple’s parties and double dates. I’ve been babysitting Michael and Wyatt so much, Claire wants to give me a break and Brody wants to pay me. Whatever I can do to perpetuate an image of the “perfect partner.”

So all I can do is try to shove my insecurities to the side and tell Hudson exactly what I want. I have to be brave. He won’t know what I need from him unless I ask him upfront...in theory. All year long I’ve been dropping these hints about marriage, houses and children. He disregards them all the same as if I talked about the blue sky and there’s no sense to even acknowledge my comments. 

Last month, I was so desperate to get across that I wanted something serious. One night we were out partying like we were both twenty-five. I pretended to be wasted and I told him as he tucked me in I wanted us to be together forever. 

He smiled charmingly and said, “Princess, we’re already together.” 

I pouted like a petulant child and clarified in partially slurred speech. “I mean we should get married, silly.” 

“Okay.” He sighed. “You’re too fucked up for this.” 

“No, I’m not,” I insisted because it was true. 

“Yeah, you are,” he assured me, shaking his head as if I couldn’t handle whatever he thought was the truth. “And if you weren’t, we could have a nice adult discussion about how we are not ready for that kind of commitment.” 

Giving up, I feigned sleep. When he decided I was properly passed out, he went about his nightly ritual. The last thing I heard him say before he fell asleep was a soft murmur and a few horrifying words. Why couldn’t you leave well enough alone?

The next morning, I pretended like I didn’t remember anything from the night before. I haven’t brought up the issue since that night...Well, until now. I wish I had a better way to go about this. Coming up with some sort of speech or strategy just made me increasingly nervous. So, I’m about to wing one of the hardest conversations of my life. 

We’re eating Chinese food on the couch, watching some action movie Hudson insisted on streaming. Part of my world ventures was to discover where I came from. I didn’t find out much, to be honest. I’m probably Middle Eastern to some extent, and that’s as much as I could find. At some point, I should really do a DNA test or something...

I’m getting off track. I have to focus. I take a deep breath. My entire body feels like it’s shaking. Is this supposed to happen? What am I so nervous about? We love each other. It’s going to be okay.

I have to get this over with before I lose my nerve.

“So, babe.” I try to keep my tone even and low, feigning casualness. 

“What?” His question is garbled under a spring rolled that was stuffed in his mouth. 

“I’ve been thinking...wondering, actually,” I stammer, pushing the food inside the carton with my chopsticks. “If...uh...it’s time to have a talk.” 

“About what?” He stops eating and partially turns towards me. 

“About us...and our future.” My stomach is tied in knots just like every muscle in my body. But I keep it casual and give him a shrug as if I haven’t been thinking about this for the longest time. “I was just wondering where you see us in five years.” 

“Is this a job interview?” His disdain is followed by another bite of his spring roll.

“No. This a discussion about our life together. Our future,” I clarify making sure each word I say is clear, and he grasps the meaning. This time, I’m not hinting; I’m delivering the message loud and clear. “Again, where do you see us in five years?”

Hudson stares intently into my eyes, then as if finding the source to this discussion, growls in frustration. “Not this again,” he mutters almost too quietly for me to hear. 

My heart stops. This time, it isn’t because he’s giving me one of those soul-searching-I want-to-consume-you kisses. But because his jaw hardens along with his gaze. 

“Look.” He turns to face me entirely, leaving his food on top of the coffee table and taking mine from my grasp. “You know I love you.” 

“And I love you,” I add calmly. 

Hudson takes my hands in his, gently caressing their backsides with his calloused thumbs. “And we love how things have been thus far. I thought the whole point of us living together was to be able to spend more time together. So here we are, together. I don’t see the need for more.” 

“Yes,” I agree hesitantly. Well, the fucking old saying why buy the cow when you can get milk for free is starting to sound just about right. Moving in together looked perfect when he asked four years ago. Was it out of convenience? Maybe so, and not so much about heading to...the happily ever after route I believed. “You said it was practical. We share everything. A home, the bills, a car...”

But not a last name, I don’t say out loud and hold on to the tears forming behind my eyes. Why is it he’s having trouble seeing us spending our lives together? Am I not enough for him? What am I doing wrong? 

“Then why?” His right hand releases mine to make hammer-like gestures. “Why would we have to complicate a perfect thing like that with something as complicated and stupid as marriage?”

Because I love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you, start a family, and grow old together. Not the answer he’d want to hear. Should I use an example? 

“Claire and Brody have been married for almost thirteen years now,” I point out sternly. “They have two beautiful boys and are so happy together. Why not have the same?”

“What same? Long hour jobs, paying a high mortgage, and barely enjoying life?” He counters, standing up and walking to the other side of the living room. “They no longer party, and their lives have become exhausting. Maybe they keep up with the charade because a divorce will cost too much, or—”

“Or maybe they work hard on their relationship because they love each other and want to be together,” I snap a tad too loudly.  

“That’s what we’re doing right now!” he booms. He begins pacing our living room. He combs his wavy blond locks so hard he could tear the strands out by their roots. 

“Well maybe that’s what I wanted ten years ago, or even five,” I shout back. I sigh, saying in a tiny voice, “But not anymore. The twenty-three-year-old you met is now thirty-six and wants more from life, and our relationship.”

I rise from my seat, walking closer to him but keeping the loud volume. “I want to marry the man I’m in love with. Spend the rest of my life with the guy who wants the same things from life, who supports my dreams and comforts me when I'm down. The one I thought loved me and accepted me for who I am.” My body is shaking with adrenaline and since everything is coming out, why not let all out? “LoDo isn’t my scene. I want to live in a small city close to downtown where our kids can have a backyard. Some nights I imagine them, our babies. A little girl with your curly dark blonde hair and green eyes. Maybe a boy or two.”

Hudson opens his mouth to speak, then stops in his tracks. He tries to talk again, and then once more. Finally, on the fifth try, he pauses and looks me right in the eyes. His green irises are pleading with me. They glimmer with desperation and fear. “We don’t have the financial stability to have children, Jade.”

I laugh because his company is doing well. Every hospital in Denver uses his software, not sure about the rest of the world, but I know he does pretty well financially. “It’s a baby, not an entire country. We both work. Surely we can afford to support another person.”

“Our apartment is close to the office,” he ignores me. “Why move away because of some dream you think you want today and will regret tomorrow? Children aren’t temporary; you can’t move on and leave them behind. If you were to have any, you’d have to stop being you.”

“Stop being me?” I hug myself, trying to warm my body from the cold stare he’s giving me. “Wanting a new path doesn’t change me.”

“Exactly,” he lowers his voice. “Just like I wouldn’t want you to change, you shouldn’t want to change me. I don’t believe in marriage, and children are out of the question. I’m sorry, Jade. That’s not me. Tell me you understand, that you’ll stop.”

We stare at each other for what feels like forever. Something snaps. For a second, I believe our connection had broken, and I’m the one to blame for it. 

“Please?” The word sounds like a plea, an ultimatum, a... I don’t like his tone, and I’m worried about what my request might’ve done to us. Because marriage isn't not what he wants.

But what about what I want?

My boyfriend of a half decade, the love of my life, can’t give me what I want. His words sound final. I don’t know if the fear in his eyes is because he’s scared I’ll make him hate me or leave me. Either sounds too cruel of him...of me. All I see in his eyes is the pain my request is creating. Why? We communicate so well, know each other and yet, ever since we’ve met, we always have trouble talking about our expectations. What next?

“Okay.” I shrug, not in defeat, but I can’t have this conversation anymore. I can’t see him hurt like this. Not everyone gets what they want. At least I won’t walk through life wondering what would’ve happened if I had asked. Right? 

“Come on,” he whispers, crossing the room to wrap his arms around my waist. “Let’s not fight tonight. Tell me what to do to make it up to you?” 

I’m at a crossroad, confused on what to do. The strong person inside me tells me to continue fighting until my voice is heard, because deep down I know my request isn’t stupid, nor irrational. If he gave us a chance, this relationship would evolve and become more...wholesome. Instead, the insecure child inside me takes over and yields. Because Jade always does what others want in order to make them happy. His happiness is key to mine. If I make the wrong move, he’ll leave me, and I can’t afford to lose him. Can I?

He scoops me up as if I weigh nothing and takes me to bed. He undresses me slowly, his hands unwrap me as if tonight was the last time they’d get to do it, or afraid I will disappear. Is that it? Does Hudson plan on ending this now that he knows I want more than he’ll ever want to give? The fear of being alone is back, taking over my heart. The little girl is once again in the middle of a dark room crying, waiting for someone to hold her again.

But she shouldn’t. She’s old and wise and has a family. Should I leave before he leaves me? What do I do to convince him that I’m enough? That he should stay with me. 

The voice of that strong woman I grew up to becomes louder as Hudson undresses. Snapping out of the trance and shaking the fear, I stand, push myself out of bed and walk to the closet slipping on a pair of jeans, a turtleneck and a pair of tennis shoes.

Me: Where are you?

Libby: Downtown.

Me: Meet me at the coffee shop down by 16th and Market St.

Libby: Everything okay?

Me: No.

Libby: You finally did it, didn’t you?

Me: Yeah. He doesn’t want either one.

Libby: Sorry, Jadey. At least now you know. See you in a few.

I come out of our closet and march to the coat closet for my parka. 

“Princess?” His widen eyes observe my every move. “Where are you going?”

“Out, to think,” I inform him, searching for my house keys.

He walks toward me, hugging me tight as if trying to make sure I won’t leave him. 

“I love you, princess,” he whispers against my neck. “We’re far from ordinary, remember. A unique kind of story with a twist and our own version of happy.”

But I want happily ever after, not just happy. I shed a tear as I rest my head on his chest. Tonight, I’m more confused about my future and what’ll become of us. Hudson Drago is my new version of Mount Everest. A big tall challenging mountain everyone wanted to reach, but not many can say they’ve scaled.

Chapter 20

Jade 

December 31sth, 2015

Last week was Christmas, and my brother was too cheap to fly home. The hospital was short-staffed so my mom had to go in and assist the nurses in the ER. The holidays are always rough at the hospital. Hudson never wants to see his family unless they come to us. Libby, my best friend, decided to go to Fiji for Christmas this year, since her daughter Heather, is with her father’s family. Even Brody and Claire were out of town with some relatives and their boys. 

Hudson, for his part, isn’t an avid Christmas fan either. Traveling this year was out of the question. With everything that’s been going right for his company, we had to stay. Christmas for us mostly consisted of quietly eating dinner on the 25th. It’s starting to become a habit, that I have to find the time for us to be together. He’s too busy at the office; there’s a new software he’s planning on launching next year. The success of his company excites me, I know how much he struggled to get it off the ground, but for once I’d like for him to give me some of the time he dedicates to it. At least during evenings and the holidays.

Yet, when New Year’s Eve arrived, I expected a surprise. Unlike other years, we don’t have plans. The annual trip didn’t happen. Last week when I told Claire my theory, she thought I was crazy.

“Ever since I told him my expectations, he’s been acting...different,” I explained while enjoying the red wine one of her clients gifted her for Christmas. No, enjoying is wrong. It was more like drowning my sorrows. “Do you know when the last time he said I love you was?”

Or we had sex? He hasn’t touch me for so long that my skin is wilting along with my heart.

“Please, enlighten me, and that’s your last glass of wine. I think you’re drunk.” I was only tipsy, but drunk in sorrow.

“The night I confronted him and told him about my desire to marry him and having his children,” I continued, drinking from my glass like if it was a cheap shot of tequila. “Maybe that’s it, that he doesn’t love me anymore. He’s waiting for me to up and leave so he can find a more suitable wife and mother to his children. Libby doesn’t believe me, but if he continues being a shithead, I’m leaving him first.”

Needless to say, I had to stay that night at Claire’s because we both ended up drinking the five bottles of Chardonnay she received that day. Continuing in this relationship is becoming challenging and hurtful. I feel as if I keep giving and giving, while Hudson pushes me away and wasting what I give him. This is the first New Year’s Eve I am wearing my pajamas and watching Netflix while Hudson is working. God, I sound like a whiney woman who isn’t getting her way. Is it really that important to get married and have children?

Me: Are you back in town?

Libby: You didn’t leave town?

Me: Nope.

Libby: But you’re going to some fancy restaurant to celebrate, right?

Me: Nope. Try pj’s and Netflix. He’s working in the living room, while I’m in the room watching TV.

Libby: That bad?

Me: I might do it, Lib. 

Libby: If you do, call me. I’m here to pick you up.

“Do you want to do something tonight, princess?” he interrupts my internal rant. 

I shrug, not looking at him. It’s the fear of showing the sadness and anger I’m beginning to wear as a second skin. Staring at my phone, I wonder if leaving right now is as good as any other day of the week or year? Would he even care?

“We have to celebrate and receive the year with a different light. I have the feeling next year will be the best one yet,” he says, using his usual cheery voice when I’m down. Maybe it’s all in my head, I lie to myself. He loves you.

“Give me a half an hour to get ready.” I turn off my laptop and finally meet his gaze. 

His lips curve into the wicked, sexy smile I love. 

There’s no fancy dinner. We go to this club in LoDo, getting a little too wrecked for being in our late 30s. We took an Uber there and back the second driver almost kicked us out of the car before we arrived home. One thing about when Hudson and I get drunk is that we get horny. We couldn’t keep our hands and mouths off of each other. The fire building between us was hot enough to melt the snow on the ground.

We make our way up the stairs and inside the apartment where Hudson shuts the door pinning me against it. His skillful lips pressing firm on top of mine, his tongue swirling next to mine. Dominating the kiss. I moan against his mouth, sucking on his bottom lip. Heat spreading through every cell of my body. Igniting the desire I thought had died. And though my body wanted this, my head nagged me about how wrong this was.

“What are we doing?” I say between pants. He doesn’t respond. Too busy, or too horny to pay attention. He wears a wicked smile. His eyes focused on my clothing, as his hands are frantically undressing me. I place my hands on top of his chest, sobering my thoughts. Which is impossible because ever nerve in my body is awake and ready for him. “Hud?”

“Baby, if I have to explain you...” His voice is low, sexy. Those eyes concentrate on my lips. Then, his chin lifts and his smirk becomes a full blown smile. “We are going to do a few things. One, forget the past few weeks happened. Two, we will hit reset button and go back to us.”

“Reset button?” I repeat, he finally shades my coat off and does the same to his, along with his long sleeve shirt showing his sculpted muscles. My hands reached out to touch his rippled abs, as they lower to the waistband of his jeans. “We should talk.”

“Talking is what fucked up our relationship.” He slams his mouth on mine, and suddenly my feet are no longer touching the floor. I’m being carried to our bedroom where he places me on the middle of the bed.

“I want us to talk,” I insist while fighting the lust. Impossible as his expert hands continue undressing me, while his mouth nibbles every inch of skin he touches. 

He tugs my panties, pushing my legs open and lowers his mouth close to my center. “So you say,” he breaths so close to my sensitive bud that I jolt.

“We have rules.” He stops, those light green eyes connecting with mine. “While on vacations, you choose the morning activities, while I decide what we do after five. I say we don’t talk. We fuck.”

I press both hands to my chest. “Be still my beating heart.” Instead of letting this happen, I push myself onto my forearms and stare at him. “Fuck, seriously?”

“Jade, I’m trying here.” He lowers his head, as his defeated voice takes over the room. “We’ve always made love. I’m handing over an olive branch. Please, baby, take it. Let me love you. I miss you so much.”

Then why everything became so complicated between us? But his loving eyes stop all those questions I want answers to. Tomorrow, we can talk tomorrow. And so I let my heart lead. 

“I miss you too,” I stammer fighting the tears, letting my heart speak. The pain inside my chest begins to disappear. “I need you.”

He rises from the floor, takes off his jeans and boxers and without foreplay he moves between my legs, covering my body with his big frame he slides every inch of his rock-hard cock into me letting out a loud growl. He kisses me fiercely. His hands glide up and down my body, worshiping it. My fingers trace every hard muscle of his back, as my hips match the swaying moves of his. The synchronicity is just perfect. Every thrust goes deeper and deeper. 

“Tell me we’re okay,” he says against my throat, rocking against me picking up speed. His lips resting on the side of my neck. 

I grasp onto his bicep as the buildup threatens to consume my entire body. A strangled grunt escapes his throat that makes my whole body vibrate, releasing a surge of energy that pushes me to the next galaxy. 

“Hudson,” I moan as he screams my name. “Jade.”

We stayed silent while recovering our breath. “We’ll buy tomorrow two first class tickets to the Virgin Islands. Because that’s the kind of couple we are. We are free to do whatever pleases us. No strings attached—ever.”

“We are the kind of couple who always compromises,” I remind him. Wondering which one of the two I one I’d give up. The security of always knowing we belong to each other or having a child. “What if we pick one?”

He shakes his head. “No, Jade. Fuck. We just agreed to hit the reset button. That means we never discuss that again—ever.”

The air disappears. I feel suckered punch. I thought we agreed to...but once again I assumed. What am I going to do? 

“At least give me some closure,” I request, but there’s no response. His eyes are closed and he’s breathing deeply. 

•     •     •

January 1st, 2016

Somehow I wake up at dawn the next morning. My head’s fuzzy, so I can only assume I’m still drunk. Regardless, I couldn’t sleep well for a reason—Hudson. I’ve been ignoring this nagging feeling for weeks that I’m kidding myself here. He doesn’t want to get married. He barely spent time with me since I brought up the subject. We can’t make plans to travel. Heck, he won’t even spend a Sunday with me. Last year, we were making out on the Eiffel Tower, ringing in the New Year. Every year we spend this day in a different country promising the next will be more spectacular. Except for this year, we didn’t. 

We had sex, and suddenly he mentions buying first class tickets to the Virgin Islands. But only when he thought that I had agreed to stop bringing up the marriage/children subject. He can’t treat me like that when things aren’t going his way. I just voiced my desires twice in the past couple of months. Held my tongue for a couple of years. Swallowed the sudden tears after realizing the Eiffel Tower visit was only that, a visit. Not a proposal. Am I getting too old for him? His girlfriend is no longer a free-spirited Twinkie looking for her next adventure somewhere around the globe. She wants a family. Husband, a kid or two, maybe a house and why not, a dog. I guess it didn’t use to matter that he didn’t talk about settling down. I didn’t question it because I was sure he would broach the subject when the time was right.

Am I doing the right thing? Staying in a relationship where I will only get this and never what I want? What will happen when I no longer make him happy? Am I happy? Fuck, what’s going on with me? That’s not the Jade I want to be.

I think somewhere along the lines of babysitting Michael and Wyatt around all summer and barely seeing Hudson, I started to wonder how wrong it was. Why was I floating around being everyone’s part-time something? Part-time nanny/aunt, part-time lover, part-time best friend; what have I done for me lately? When was the last time I did something because I wanted to and didn’t have to? 

I can’t remember the last time my plans weren’t made to accommodate for someone else. My gaze slips from his strong body to his perfect face. We’re never going to get past this. I can’t keep doing this to myself. It has to end. Today. I have to do something drastic, for me. 

I carefully slink out of bed, slowly enough that Hudson doesn’t stir. I pick my phone off the wood floor, texting Libby quickly.

911, come to get me. 

She never puts her phone on silent—she can’t afford to with her job. I know she’ll text me when she’s on her way and that it’ll take her a half an hour to get here. I have to make this quick. What do I even have to pack? Clothing, my books, a few decorations here and there...and I can’t forget my stuff for work.

I creep slowly to the closet. Thank goodness it’s a walk-in. I close the door behind me, setting my phone down on a shelf. Grabbing my largest suitcase, I unzip it and lay it in the middle of the closet. I grab as many hanging clothes as possible, pulling them up and off the rack carefully. The last thing I need is for something to come crashing down in here, waking Hudson, no doubt. Lowering myself carefully, I fold over the clothes (hangers still on) and into the suitcase. There’s enough room to grab the two shelves of winter clothing and underwear that are definitely mine. 

Once that’s filled with my main wardrobe, I use my week-long luggage to house all of my shoes. I’m a fan of practical and sporty footwear, so I only have a few pairs of cute shoes to worry about breaking or tearing in transit, which means I don’t feel guilty about stuffing some mementos I have out in the living room in here. I almost forget to grab my phone. Libby’s already responded with a simple reply. 

Libby: I’ll be there in 25 min. 

I take a deep breath, opening the door slowly to see if he’s awake yet. He’s turned toward the window. I push the closet door open wider, one suitcase in each hand. Thankfully the bedroom door is open, so I won’t chicken out. To ensure he doesn’t wake up while I finish packing, I close the door behind me. 

I remember there are a few cardboard boxes in the closet of one the guest rooms. “Leave it to Hudson to be overly prepared to move,” I tell myself when I find a huge stack of brand new packing boxes. He even kept the generic roll of tape that was included in this. I wonder how old this stuff is. The sound of prying the packing tape apart makes me cringe. I can’t be this paranoid. If I take forever, he’s going to catch me. 

I know I’m a coward for leaving without a proper goodbye, but I’m scared he’ll ask me to stay, that I won’t know how to say no and in ten years we’ll be in this exact same spot again. Or that he’ll help me pack and let me know how he truly feels. I flinch, realizing the awful situation and how my childhood insecurities are taking the best of me. 

Leave, I repeat. Find yourself before you lose yourself. I scribble a quick note. I’m not expecting him to understand. I’m not even expecting him to forgive me. He might not even care for all I know. I love him more than anyone or anything...but I can’t love him more than I need to love myself. There’s a smidge of hope inside me. Hope that in time, we’ll figure something out. Is it too selfish of me to not want him out of my life?

I make do with the time I have left. I can’t sort through everything right now. I might have to leave stuff behind. While trying to put together another box to pack my boxes, I almost miss the soft knock on the door.

“One second,” I whisper, closing the box. Lifting it, I walk over to the door. It’s a little heavy but oh well. I’m in a rush. I unlock the door but can’t see over the box. Someone grabs it. 

“I got it, Jade,” a feminine voice whispers. I can see Libby standing next to the box, so I can only assume Heather, her daughter, is who carries the box. 

“Did he touch you?” Libby gives me a quick hug before checking me over for any injuries. She worries too much. 

“I’m fine,” I insist. “Hud has always treated me with love and respect.”

“What else are we grabbing?” My childhood best friend looks around the apartment.

“Just the suitcases.” I point at where they stand next to me. 

“All right, I’ll grab the larger one. Let’s take the elevator.” She leaves me no room to protest. 

The last thing I do before I close the door is tack the note I wrote Hudson onto the fridge. I found an old magnet of ours, the first one we collected. I want him to be able to keep some evidence of our love, a memento from when we were happy, and he loved me. As we take the elevator down from the sixth floor, Libby catches my attention. “Are you sure, Jade?” 

Libby consoled me a few weeks back while I drank all her red wine and sobbed about our argument. 

“I should leave him,” I said.

“Leave him,” she repeated.

“But if I do, I’ll break us both.”

I refused to quit somehow, fighting mattered. 

Until now, when I realized I had lost the fight long ago.

I blink at her for a moment, wondering whether or not I should tell her more. “No, I’m not. But whatever I do will be the wrong thing to do—or the right one. I only know I’m losing myself. The situation is killing me slowly.”

“We’ll figure this out,” Libby says cheerfully. “We always figure out a way to find our Jade and bring her home. The fucker will regret not treating my bestie right.”

She smiles as the elevator doors open and Heather, her daughter, leads the way. “Yes, we always figure out life and go on.”

I still can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m turning my back on the only man I’ve loved. I can’t rely on him anymore and hope his affection can tide me over from one day to the next. I have to stand on my own two feet. I need to be there for myself.

I blink back tears. We deserve to be loved by someone who really understands us and wants the same things we want. He’ll find a woman who will be enough for him. I’ll...be happy. Finding happiness and peace for myself should be my next goal.

As we reach their car I halt, because just like we both deserve love, we also deserve respect. The least I should do is talk to him and say a proper goodbye.
Chapter 21

Hudson 

I’m greeted to a new year with a roaring headache. I faintly remember the eighth and final drink I had last night as I try to shield my eyes from the blinding daylight leaking through the bedroom curtains. It takes me a few minutes to gain my composure and finally open my eyes. I’ve been pretty quiet, so I assume Jade is still sound asleep next to me. I look over to the left side of the bed. The sheets are tousled toward my side and cold. She definitely left the bed long time ago. Shit. What time is it? 

“Babe?” I call out toward the main room. Nothing. Absolute silence. 

If she were anyone else, I would assume she was making breakfast as a pleasant surprise. But the woman hates to cook when she has a major hangover. I decide to get up and investigate her absence. She might be passed out on the floor for all I know. I check the bathroom, walk-in closet, the living room, and even the guest room where she sleeps when we have had a fight.

Nothing. 

Where the fuck could she be? 

I check my phone to see if she left me a message, but my attention diverts with the sound of the front door opening.

“You okay?” She lifts a shoulder and shakes her head. Her eyes look hollow and red. The spark inside her is lost. What happened? We fixed our shit yesterday. Didn’t we? Was I that drunk and made up the entire night? “What’s going on, beautiful?”

She closes the door and leans against it. “Everything, nothing.” Her incoherent response makes my chest tighten. “Remember when we started this, us?” 

“I remember everything about us. From the moment I saw you at Brody’s wedding to...right now.” Her question doesn’t settle well in my stomach, but I fake a big smile and try to humor her. “Is there something you need to revisit? Or would you like to know my favorite moments? Let me guess, this is part of some New Year’s Day ritual. You wake up at the crack of fucking dawn and reminisce about your past.”

She shakes her head, biting her lip. The shitty lines I said didn’t break her hard shell. Why does she have a shell? What is wrong? It’s not the lack of sleep or the hangover from yesterday. My heart stops as I think about the shitty situation we’ve been living for the past few weeks. Since she decided we’re not enough for each other. I want what we already have, she wants... We are so perfect together. Why is she doing this to us?

“Are you happy?” I don’t move or breathe, waiting for more. A hint of what’s going on, or her next question. Because the solemn tone is scaring me to the point of having flashbacks about my mother’s departure. Her eyes study me her chin quivers slightly. “Are you?” 

Say yes, just say yes. 

“What’s going on, Jade?” I can’t lie. I can’t say I’m happy because ever since she brought the subject of marriage, I’m avoiding her. Every morning I find a good excuse to leave early, and every night I stay in the office late to avoid her. A crazy behavior because I miss her. Fuck, I miss her laugh and her skin against mine. The words I love you don’t make it out again. It’s been almost a month since I said them last. Something stops me from doing it. It happened right after she asked about our future. My stupid logic is telling me that if I don’t say it, she’ll stop craving more than what I’m willing to give her. Aren’t we enough? Why does she need a paper to prove we love each other? I love her fearless; she just doesn’t understand it. 

QFuck, even my best friend has brought up the matter into our conversations. Everyone around us is waiting for me to propose. “Why are you asking that question?”

“I’ve been trying.” Her voice is a whisper in the wind, like the last strand of hope before the world ends. “So hard, because life with you is...you make me so happy, Hud. I never thought I could love someone the way I love you, but there’s a part of me that feels incomplete.”  

I rub my forehead with my index finger. “The fucking marriage thing again? Let me guess, you still want to add the baby and the picket fence, don’t ya?”

“You don’t have to be cruel about it, Hudson.” She doesn’t change her tone. “Yes, the baby and the picket fence were included. Some nights I dream of this little girl with curly hair like yours, light green eyes and a toothy smile.” She yearns. Jade's mentioned her before as if calling her to come to us. “Each person has a different dream, traces a different journey and walks the trail that will lead them to happiness.”

She extends her palms and sets them into a T. “Our relationship has reached a crossroads. There’s no easy way to say this, but neither one of us wants to take the other’s trail.”

The thumping inside my head doesn’t let me think straight. “So it’s your way or the highway.” I hear a growl, and I believe that it’s me, but I’m not sure because whoever is speaking for me isn’t me anymore. I’m hiding behind the couch waiting for her to leave because I’m not enough for her. “Then it’s the highway, Jade, because I’m not changing my tune.”

“No, I’d never ask you to change, Hudson,” she continues, not understanding that every word she’s saying is an arrow shot through my heart. “This man, the one who loves his freedom and doesn’t believe in a family, isn’t who I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

Her chin drops, her gaze focused on the coffee table. “Your behavior after what I said is hurting me. We barely talk to each other. You avoid me.” She shakes her head. “I’m breaking little by little, and before I lose myself, I have to leave.”

“No.” It’s a cry, a plea, the sound of a wounded animal who is dying because they’re ripping his heart out of his chest. “Jade, you have me. What else do you need? Why can’t you understand that I don’t want to sign a paper that says we’re together? Things can change quickly. If they do, you can leave without the nasty after taste of a divorce.

“Children? I already raised Jenna since she was born until... Been there, done that,” I continue explaining my reasons to why her requests are never going to happen. Pleading my case for the last time before she sentences me to life without her. “After what I went through, I don’t want to have to deal with a woman who can up and leave and a child I will be attached to for the rest of my life.”

She sobs louder while snorting. Tears cascade down her cheeks, and the pain she emanates breaks my heart as much as the pain she’s causing me. Why are we doing this to each other? “I went through lots of families when I was little. It was so easy for them to push me away because there was no paper that will say I belong to them.” Clearing the tears with the sleeve of her jacket, she walks to the living room wall and takes her framed adoption certificate. What the hell? Is she really leaving? Then, her attention turns back to me. “See my point? Our lives are taking a different shape. We’re no longer making each other happy. I’m tired of walking on eggshells, remaining silent and doing what will make Hudson Drago happy—a happy for now kind of story. Jade deserves her happy ending too. If we don’t stop while we are ahead, we’ll hurt each other more and reach a point where we’ll hate each other.”

Rachel Drago was a bitch, but a wise woman. She said it well when she was leaving me. Never let anyone change who you are. 

“So you decided to leave me?” I ask the obvious. “Or is this some plot to make me change my mind and having me drop on one knee and beg you to marry me?”

“I decided to respect you and stop becoming a burden to you. Trying to make you happy is killing me on the inside.” Her words freeze my body, my chest hurts, my stomach turns over. She’s leaving. “Walking away with the self-respect I have left. That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

“If you leave, don’t come back,” I threaten her with the only words I know will shake her. “Once you close the door behind, we become strangers. Think twice before you choose our destiny.”

She walks toward me, standing on her tiptoes and stretching her neck. I take a step backward, avoiding her kiss. With a flinch, she angles her head as if I had slapped her.

“Goodbye, Hudson.”

Jade leaves without her things. 

As the door closes, I hear the cracking of my heart breaking into pieces. My worst nightmare has come true. Jade Noelle Vance left me. No, it’s impossible. She knows how much I love her, how much she means to me. I can’t live without her. My heart calms when I think about her stuff. She’s coming back. This is a simple misunderstanding. She’ll come to her senses. It took eight years for us to finally come together, she wouldn’t let everything we built waste away. Please, we love each other, don’t we? I go to our bedroom closet; it looks empty. Practically empty, that is. It’s missing all of her things. How didn’t I notice this earlier? I decide to check the entire house. Almost everything she owns is gone. Her shell collection is the only thing left.

On the fridge, there’s a magnet I haven’t seen in quite some time. It was from the first trip I ever took with Jade. A bottle opener magnet, metallic with a rainbow chrome color scheme, Cabo engraved onto the front side of it. We had taken to buying magnets during our first few trips as a way to commemorate each one. At some point, we got lazy and dropped the idea. The magnet holds a piece of paper.

Hudson, 

Remember when we said we’ll be together until it wasn’t fun for one of us? I think this is it. It’s time for us to go our separate ways before we break each other into tiny pieces. Finish on a good note before we begin to hate each other. See, I can’t make you be someone you’re not. But I can’t live a lie either. 

I’ve tried. God knows I had done the impossible to get past wanting a family with you. But it’s hard to not imagine a little Drago, a home and a dog of our own. We’re on different paths, and I have to see where mine leads. I hope yours leads to happiness. It’s better off this way.

All my love,

Jade ♥ 

She wants to leave on a good note? Leaving wasn’t an option. We had plans, didn’t we? Anger burns my insides at the realization she almost took off without giving me a chance to defend myself. Well, she can go and fuck herself. I crumple the slip until it’s unrecognizable, tossing it as far across the room as I can.

Me: You were leaving without saying goodbye?

Jade: I thought about doing that, but then, I... Does it matter?

Me: The end result was the same. You left me.

Jade: Please don’t hate me.

Me: Fuck you!

I throw my phone against the wall. Then I do the same with a dirty glass from the sink. It shatters against the living room wall. The echo is cathartic. I go ahead and grab another, throwing with more force. I scream in rage to accompany it’s dying cry before slumping onto the kitchen floor. Deep down I knew she’d do it. Leave, like my mother did my father. What now? How am I supposed to live without her?

For the first time in years, I have no fucking clue what to do. The one person I trusted my heart to did the same thing my mother did. 

Abandon me.

Chapter 22

Jade

February 15th, 2016

“So do you have a plan?” Libby asks me over breakfast. 

“Plan for what?” I respond, genuinely confused. My head is pounding, my body aching, my heart broken and she wants me to follow her out of context questions. “Today? Work and search for a reliable car that won’t cost me more than what I have in my savings account.”

Sharing Hud’s SUV for the past few years was convenient, until I realized we couldn’t split it after we broke up. I shouldn’t have offered to pay half of the down payment or help him with the monthly payments. Fuck, I was stupid.

Don’t blame yourself, Jade, you were working towards a goal, I remind myself. Sharing your life with him. Being partners, and becoming a grown up couple.

“That’s good but...well, you know.” My best friend waves around her left hand awkwardly like it’s carrying a plate while her right continues to hold her piping hot cup of tea. “You sort of dumped your longtime boyfriend and moved into my two-bedroom apartment with my teenage daughter and me. Was there a rest of the plan, or are you just making this shit up as you go? Because you barely change your pajamas, leave the apartment or even shower more than once a week.”

I flinch at her bluntness. Leave it to Libby to have an overactive penchant for making everything sound like it’s straight off a soap opera. “You make me sound like a train wreck.”

“It’s not that, Jadey.” A curly strand of strawberry blonde hair falls in-between her eyes.  She blows it up in frustration. “You’re just here all the time. Making money, sure, I won’t complain about that. But what did you expect was going to happen after leaving? That he’s going to rush through my door demanding you come home?” 

“Of course not,” I assure her sternly. That never occurred to me, but obviously, he doesn’t care enough to even come in person and talk our shit out. He warned me when I left, once I closed the door, we became strangers. “I just need some time to get over him before finding my own place.” 

Libby bursts out into a loud, unmistakable laughter. I scowl, not amused. 

“Sorry, Jadey Wadey.” She pats my shoulder. She gave me that stupid nickname in elementary school, and she only adds “Wadey” when she thinks I’m being stupid or cute. 

I roll my eyes at her. “I don’t see what’s so funny, Libby.” 

“You clearly thought I was going to help you get over Hudson. But let me tell you something, honey,” she takes another gulp of tea, “I have tried numerous times over the years to set you up. Ever since the first time you met Hudson, you were screwed. You are incapable of being anything but in love with him, and I can’t count the number of guys you went on dates with to try to get him out of your head.”

“What do you suggest I—” Before I finish my protest, a horrible wave of nausea sends me racing to the bathroom. 

You know your life has hit an all-time low when you expect your morning to start by choking on your own vomit. For the past three days, I haven’t been able to concentrate on anything but puking my guts out. The coolness of the porcelain throne against my forehead has become oddly soothing. I’m fighting a bit to regain the normal tempo of my breathing. 

I’m still waiting for the nausea to pass when I hear knocking on the bathroom door.

“Come in,” I croak. 

Libby pushes the door open gently like she’s worried about causing bodily harm to me on accident. “You look like shit, honey.” She bends down to pat my back sympathetically. 

“Gee, thanks.” I snort, glancing up from the bowl slightly. “So what are the odds of cancer topping off my fucked up year list?” 

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Libby chastises. “There’s ‘sick’ and ‘I’m dying’ sick. You’re not dying, Jadey.” 

“But I feel like I am.” I moan pathetically. “I can’t go a single breakfast without puking up my coffee and eggs. I wasn’t even eating anything! I just caught a whiff of your food.” 

“Jesus.” Libby sympathizes with me. I know that much is true. “Thought about going to the doctor? Maybe you should try getting a change of scenery? You haven’t traveled in a while.” 

I get up slowly, steadying myself with the counter. I furrow my eyebrows suspiciously at Libby. I can’t tell if she’s trying to help or just kicking me out. “Nah, Ben talked me into taking a freelance position for the Post. I can work remotely from here. With everything I have to pay by myself, getting an extra gig is exactly what I need.” 

“Whose ass did he have to kiss for that?” 

“He’s his own boss,” I remind her. “Don’t worry, I’ll cover next month’s rent myself if money’s getting tight.” 

“It’s not about the money, Jadey. You know I get paid well. My problem,” Libby says pointedly, “is the sorry sight of seeing my best friend mope around all day in her pajamas. I just want to see you happy.”

“And I’m working on it, Libs, don’t worry.” I let her usher me out of the bathroom and to the forest green couch in the main room—Also known as my current sleeping arrangement. 

“But you’re not being proactive enough,” the redhead insists. “You could do it...not here. You could get a fresh start in your. Very. Own. Apartment. How does that sound?” 

I’m dumbstruck. I feel the urge to yell at her for not listening to what I have to say. But then I pause, considering my options carefully. I take a deep breath and inquire, as diplomatically as possible, “As in move out sooner rather than later? But I need my best friend right now.” 

“Jadey, sweetie.” She smiles tenderly at me. “You don’t need to live here to have our support. You still have Heather and me right here like we always are.” 

I scrutinize Libby’s face carefully. Searching for some reasoning that isn’t as sugar-coated. I’ve made up my mind to bring in the voice of reason in this household. I yell unapologetically, “Heather!” 

A lanky brunette young woman comes out of the apartment’s other bedroom. At seventeen and five feet eight inches, Heather Clark looked more like her father than anyone. Her heart shaped face and downturned eyes framed her small, regal nose well. On many occasions, Heather had tried to convince Libby to let her drop out of school to become a professional model. Being the daughter of two engineers with Ph.D.’s, she’s never gotten far in those conversations.

Heather looks bored and impatient with our squabbling. “What’s up?”  

“Why is Libby trying to kick me out?” 

“You ruined her date last night with all your puking,” Heather answers bluntly. I wouldn’t expect anything less from Libby’s daughter. 

“Thank you.” I reach over to grab my purse on the coffee table. I pull out a twenty and hand it to Heather on the other side of the table. 

Heather preens smugly, grabbing her backpack next to the front door, she heads out for a study session. Or at least that’s what her mumbling sounds like. I’m never entirely sure, but Libby seems to always understand what her daughter’s saying. Libby looks flabbergasted. “You pay my daughter to rat me out!” 

I shrug, feigning innocence. “Only when you won’t tell me things. And I keep offering to help more with the bills. She doesn’t get an allowance so I thought I could at least give her a little pocket change...” 

Libby rubs her temples with her right hand. “Regardless.” She ignores the lecture she’s dying to give me about “overstepping boundaries.” Heather has to learn how to pay for her own things, we shouldn’t be enabling her, blah, blah, blah. “There’s an apartment up for rent downstairs. It’s right under mine. I already leased it under my name. Security deposit and first month’s rent is already taken care of. All you have to do is grab your shit that’s taking up my entire closet,” she gestures with large arm movements, “and move it downstairs.”

“You’re kicking me out, you bitch.” I sigh in resignation. She’s right. It’s better this way. I have to get my butt in gear and move on. Moping doesn’t look pretty. As I stand up, the waft of my own scent makes me want to puke. A bath. I need one of those before leaving this place. I voluntarily collapse back onto the couch, huffing in exhaustion. “Fine. But I get to keep my invitation to meal times and movie nights.” 

“Deal.” Libby nods. “All right, I’m going to work now. Try not to make too much of a mess downstairs before I get back.” 

•     •     •

Although Libby had my best interest, moving downstairs wasn’t an option. I spoke to the landlord who returned her first month’s rent and deposit, and leased me an apartment in downtown Denver. If I am to become independent and take the reins of my life, I have to do it right. Like choosing the right area, live close to where my clients work. Living in Boulder is nice for a couple of months while wallowing in self-pity. Since that option is taken off my plate, I step into the next stage of my healing process. 

Goodbye, old life, hello... I’m not sure, but I’m heading there with my heart open and full of love and fond memories. Physically moving wasn’t hard; I rented a van to gather my stuff, which was mostly unopened and tightly packed into Libby’s walk-in closet. The more I think about it, the more I realize Libby probably wanted to kick me out about a week after she first let me crash at her place. Bless her heart.

I save the heavy box for last— a fact I’m both thankful for and hating right now. The box has several books and knick-knacks that used to adorn the large shelf of our old bookcase—the one that’s probably bare in Hudson’s place right now. With everything going on the last few months, I’m not even completely sure what I grabbed. I knew the third shelf from the bottom had exclusively my stuff, so that’s what I packed in a hurry on New Year’s Day. 

I can’t help but ponder why I was stupid enough to pack an entire extra-large box with books and fragile items. I struggle to carefully creep down the stairs slowly while balancing the box in both arms with my right hip as support. It reminds me of holding Michael or Wyatt. I regret not making time for them this last month for fear of bumping into Hudson. I should offer to babysit this weekend. 

Anyway, I’m halfway up the stairs when my arms feel like they’re about to give out. I’m quickly losing grip of the box. I nearly trip over myself trying to rebalance it. Right as I’m about to fall, the motion’s stopped by something pushing against the front side of the box. 

“Need help?” a smooth baritone says in front of me. I look up to see this gorgeous man with sleek black hair and a chiseled alabaster jaw that perfectly frames the smirk on the man’s face. 

Why can’t I stop staring at his hot face? He probably thinks I’m some crazy cat woman or an inept fool. I clear my throat and smile politely. Keep it together, Jade. You’re single, not terminally ill...I think.  “Please, I’d really appreciate that.” 

“Not a problem.” The man takes hold of the entire box and lifts it effortlessly. Is it weird for me to ask if he has a personal trainer? I wouldn’t mind some strength like that.

I’m snapped out of this inner monologue by the cute guy asking, “Where to?” He continued down the stairs. 

It takes me a moment to think. “Uh, 204.”

“Moving in the middle of a snow storm?” he inquires playfully. 

“Snow storm? You haven’t lived in Colorado for long, have you?” He shakes his head, turning a shade of red. “Wait until April. That’s when we usually have blizzards every day,” I try to joke. 

He doesn’t seem to get it and turns around looking perplexed. “Do they close the state?”

The scent of his lotion revolts me I...don’t think I have the time or patience to explain the joke to him and keep myself from puking on his shoes. “Never mind, it’s this one on the right.” I point and walk ahead of him to unlock the door. 

He asks where he can set the box down, so I ask him to put it on the kitchen counter. I walk him to the door, trying to come off as casual as I can. 

“Thanks again for helping me out,” I say, holding my breath. Please, leave before I make an ass of myself. 

“No problem.” He grins. Then he closes his eyes and puts a finger to his temple. “Oh and I know what you’re thinking right now.” 

Ah, a psychic and a comedian. Thank goodness, I took a bath. Maybe we can talk about those powers over dinner. Should I ask him? No, wait... He stares at me, waiting for something. What? Maybe I have been out of the game for too long? I might as well play along for the sake of being neighborly. “Do you?” I try to sound impressed. 

He nods eagerly. “And the answers to your questions are, in order: Connor, 210 down the hall to the left, and I have every other afternoon off. So just let me know if you need any other box to be moved.” 

I laugh. He—Connor—is a bit charming after all. “Duly noted. I’ll let you know the next time I have a box-related emergency.” 

I wave at him and close the door softly, letting him know we’re done talking, run to the bathroom and puke one more time. Brushing my teeth, I check my phone. I have some time before my brother calls, so I don’t see a reason to put off unpacking. I start with the closest box, the one filled with books. On the kitchen island, it’s towering over me. Luckily the apartment came with barstools. I put on some indie band Heather’s been trying to get me to listen to for months. 

It takes me some time, but I’m almost to the bottom of the stack. I’ve started organizing the books by topic around the kitchen. I can’t believe how many biographies I’ve read. When I uncover the last book in the box, I gasp. Last year when I told Claire I was thinking about marriage and starting a family, she gave a giant book about pregnancy to show support. I feel my eyes welling up with tears. It’s like I’m still in my old apartment, listening to Hudson’s rejection of everything I thought we were working towards. 

I wonder if I should give this back to Claire? Or if she would let me burn it in solidarity. I shrug, mindlessly flipping through the pages. I stop when I find a sticky note a third of the way through the book. It’s in Claire’s handwriting. 

I’m so excited for you, Jade. Once you have a date for the wedding, we’ll start organizing it. This is for you, so you can start getting ready for the baby. Having a child is a huge responsibility, but they’re worth every tear, sleepless night, a bout of heartburn or morning sickness. I know you’ll be just fine. Remember, we’re always here for you. ~ Claire 

I laugh to myself for a moment. If only she had known then, maybe she wouldn’t have leant this to me and tell me how beautiful is to have a children and how worth it is to...

Wait...morning sickness? 

I go through the index looking for answers to this morning sickness that might not be cancer. Early symptoms of pregnancy. My mind races as my eyes skim the page. 

Shit. 
Chapter 23

Jade

February 19th, 2016

Three at home pregnancy tests, one blood test, and a sonogram confirmed my suspicions. 

I’m pregnant.

Libby suspected it but didn’t say a word because she believed I wasn’t ready. She didn’t explain much but reminded me that I had her. And like with Heather, we had each other to get through a pregnancy and raise a child. Not that I raised Heather, but I was Libby’s support during that time. Ben wants to kick Hudson’s ass, and for me to move with him to DC. Mom... I am standing on her porch, looking at the doorbell, wondering what I’m going to tell her. 

“Who is it?” I hear Mom’s voice coming from the other side of the door. 

“Hey, Mom.” I try to sound as excited as possible. 

Janelle Vance is the most professional human being on the planet. She’s sixty-four, but her idea of dressing down is jeans, a chiffon top, a statement necklace and heels. Case in point right now, she’s dressed better than most people. 

Her skin has always been on the darker side of the spectrum, but that makes it all the easier for her to flaunt her regal cheekbones and beautiful round nose. My mom always made it a point to make me stop and appreciate the body I was given. Even if people constantly give me shit for not “appreciating my culture.” Which is usually code for they think I’m of their ethnicity. 

Mom squeals when she sees me. Hugging me tightly, she rests her chin on my shoulder and gushes. “Come inside; it’s abnormally cold this afternoon.”

She lets me into the house while telling me about the hospital, her schedule next week and asks me if I plan to visit Ben anytime soon. “That boy is avoiding coming home. I need someone to go and drag him back—for good.”

I laugh, shaking my head. “He has a life there, Mom.”

“Mhmm. So why does he wants you to move with him?” She gives me the motherly glare. She’s watching me and knows something’s up. “You have a life here, don’t you?”

I inhale and exhale several times, training my posture and smiling back at her. Mom’s always been supportive. “Yes, I’m not moving.”

“That takes care of one part. Now, tell me. What’s so important you have to call and warn me about your visit?” She makes it sound like some sobbing phone call instead of the quick message I left letting her know I’d be here around two. “Did you move again?”

“If it were that I’d have texted.” I sit down on the sofa. Her assumption is logical since I’ve emailed her three different addresses since the beginning of the year. Libby’s, the apartment I moved into on Wednesday and my current address. Once I learned I was pregnant, I convinced my landlord to lease me a three-bedroom apartment. In exchange, I’ll be updating their website. 

“Hudson?” As she mentions him, I tense. Calm down, Jade. I breathe out lightly, because as much as I don’t want to hear that name or think about the man who professed his hate for me when I left, I miss him. I love him, and I need him like I’ve never had before. The joy of expecting our first child is overshadowed by our separation. “What did he do now?”

“Nothing, Mom. Hudson and I have been over for a couple of months.” Over, as in no longer together and now I’m a single mother. Which isn’t the end of the world. There’s no shame in having a baby. But then why am I having a hard time telling Mom? I had no trouble telling Libby or Ben. I don’t want to disappoint her. Will this disappoint her? “But...you’re going to be a grandma.”

From everything I imagined she’d do or say, the last thing was her hugging me and crying. “I’m going to be a grandma,” she repeats several times. Once she composes herself, she takes both my hands inside hers and smiles. “How do you feel about it?”

“Happy. Confused, scared, sad... I’ve dreamed about this baby for so long, but in the dream we were together. Now I’m single, starting a new life... The situation is very daunting.” I release my hand of her grasp, cleaning the few tears I’ve shed. “Am I going to be a good mom? Will I be enough? Honestly, I don’t want to tell Hudson; it’s not like he’d care. And I don’t want him to outright reject the baby, but I don't want to steal their chance to have a relationship either.”

She caresses my cheeks and draws circles on the palm of my hand. “Have faith in God and yourself. You’re strong. The strongest person I’ve met, and loving.” She hugs me tight. “You’ll be an amazing mother, and you have an entire family supporting you. Don’t be afraid, enjoy every day, every milestone. Document everything and be thankful for this beautiful gift.”

Mom offers me her guest room, financial help, and babysitting. My salary isn’t much, but it’s enough to cover my rent, utilities and everything I need. However, as a freelancer, I don’t have a good medical insurance. Maybe I’ll take the offer if I can’t find a better insurance.  

After dinner, Mom drove me home. She offered to lend me her car as often as I needed and to think about moving in with her. Before getting out of the car, she squeezed my hand and smiled. “When I told Ben’s father about the pregnancy, it was scary, but I knew I had to do it. I had to give him the chance to be a father. I had to give Ben a chance to have a father. To this day, I don’t regret what I did, because once he told me he wanted nothing to do with us, I felt free.”

“I’ll think about it.” After an evening with Mom, I am hopeful, thankful, joyful and still concerned about the future.

•     •     •

Hudson

February 27th, 2016

I think I’m in a dream. A seriously fucked up dream. Or a trance or some shit like that. I haven’t been myself since Jade left. Today is our move-in anniversary, and there’s no one to celebrate with. The ambiguous feelings for her continue flowing through my blood. I fucking love her; she’s my life. After ripping my heart and shredding it into pieces, I hate her. I can’t even function normally outside of work. I arrive every morning at the crack of dawn and don’t leave until I can’t keep my eyes open. Sleeping in the guest room is the only way I can rest. Fuck, I haven’t slept in our bed since the day she left. 

Nothing is working out the way I like, and reaching out to her isn’t an option. She couldn’t say it better; we can’t continue hurting each other. I will never propose. She is tired of being just the girlfriend. I thought we were living as partners. That’s what I meant four years ago when I asked her to move in with me. So what if I don’t want a child? We have our godchildren, don’t we? Well, it’s not like the family is happy with me. They all hate me. I should stay away from them, from her. But here I am, making an ass of myself as Brody beats me in racquetball of all things.

A couple of days after Jade broke up with me and ran away, he said he wouldn’t help me get her back. Not that I’d ask; there’s no point of getting back together. Once I’d calmed and saw the logic of her behavior, I realized she was right. We are no longer on the same wavelength. I want to wake up at noon on Sunday; she wants to stay awake all night feeding a newborn. Yet, there’s a pain in my chest every time I think about the little girl she described. Curly brown hair, like her mothers. That same button nose and the smile. 

What the fuck is wrong with me?

“Have you seen her?” I finally ask, breaking the silence.

“You know what’s funny?” 

“What?” I indulge him, schooling my features to be as neutral as possible. He serves the ball; I can’t make the return, again. Another fucking point for him. 

“You spent years recovering from that best man speech—worming your way into the hearts of Claire’s family.” He stops the game and glances at me with his lawyer I’m about to destroy you smirk on as he continues. “In a couple of months, you not only ass-fuck your reputation to shreds, now everyone thinks it’s my fault you broke Jade’s heart.”

“What?” I boom. He’s snapped me out of my stupor. “I broke her heart? She’s the one who fucking walked out on me, Brody. What the fuck was I supposed to do?” 

He shrugs. “Marry her.” 

I shake my head. “Marriage is flawed and messy. People don’t stay together. So what, the only way to get her back is by becoming you? A fucking idiot who does what his bitch wife wants?”

In one fluid motion, Brody throws his racquet to the floor, crosses the room, practically throwing me against the wall. 

I hold my hands up immediately. “Sorry, man, I didn’t mean to disrespect Claire. You know I love her.” 

Fuck, I’m a mess. His pent up anger eases a few degrees. He takes a breath, backs up about an inch. But he doesn’t let me have the space to move away from the wall. 

Brody meets my eyes again, staring intensely. “Fuck, man, are you forty? Because you’re acting like a child. Jade isn’t your mother, all right? She’s here to stay.” 

“She takes off whenever the fuck she wants,” I spit my words. “Case in point, where is she now?” 

“Dude.” He shakes his head, refusing to look me in the eyes again. He’s utterly disappointed in me. Unbelievable. “She stopped being that adventurous flake and moved back home to date you. And any idiot can tell you hurt her bad by not wanting to settle down. She was just trying to protect herself.”  

“Protecting herself from me?” I growl. I pick up my shit quickly, not feeling like continuing this conversation any longer. But I stop midway. “You’re right. It took me long to worm my way into Jade’s family. Because Jade stole my heart at your wedding. You might not want to believe it, but no one loves her the way I do. I’d die for Jade Vance. She’s my life. Marriage doesn’t guarantee love or forever. It’s a fucking paper.”

“A legal binding document.” The lawyer adds to my rant.

“But nothing more than a piece of paper.” I push the glass door, and it doesn’t take more than two steps before the meaning of those words hit me right in the chest.

It is about a piece of paper. She’s adopted, for fuck’s sake. Legalities have always mattered to her. They’re definitive, exact. A way to protect herself and know she belongs. But how do I reach out when we had a nasty break up? Will she forgive me?

I dart to the men’s locker room, angry with myself for not thinking about Jade’s needs. Wondering if our relationship is worth saving. The last weeks were painful for the two of us. She’s looking for so much more, and I don’t know if I’m capable of giving her a child and...if I want her back, I have to marry her. Can I take that step? 

Too distracted with my relationship I don’t pay attention and bump into someone. “Sorry,” I apologize without glancing.

“Hudson?” I stop, turning around when I recognize the voice. 

Her blond hair tied into a ponytail, she wears a tight tank-top and a pair of shorts showing her perfect slender body. “Adriana?” I greet her. “It’s been long.”

“It has,” she stares at my left hand smiling. “No one has trapped the elusive Hudson Drago?”

I lift my shoulders slightly giving her a forced smile. What can I say? My ex tried but I refused? “How are you doing?”

“Not bad.” She looks around, then checks her fit watch. “Look, my next class is in ten minutes. Can we meet for coffee later?”

“Class?”

“I teach “Zumba”,” she answers. “A way to compliment my income. If I go back to work my ex might try to cut some of the alimony claiming I am capable of working full time.”

“Ex?”

“Married eight years ago,” she explains angling her face closer to me. “But it didn’t work out, I’ve always been in love with someone else.” She licks her lips and gives me that flirty look she used to back when we were dating.

Is she talking about me?

Her watch beeps, and she touches my shoulder. “I still have the same number. Call me tonight. I’d love to catch up.” She kisses my cheek and rushes through the hallway leaving me dumbfounded. 

Should I call her? Maybe. I’ve been working night and day, living inside a stealth apartment with memories of my ex. One night catching up with an old friend should help me get back my life. Clear my mind. I search through my contacts and text her.

Me: Adri, let’s have dinner. I’m off at six. Text me the address where I should pick you up.

•     •     •

Jade

March 15th, 2016

“How are you feeling?” Claire asks as she hands me a box filled with fresh strawberries, blueberries, and blackberries. I raise an eyebrow, wondering why she’s bringing me berries. “They’re an excellent source of natural vitamins.”

I love my family, but I don’t know how to tell them I can’t eat everything they bring me, or store it. Still, their support and pampering for the past four weeks has made a difference. Having Claire and Brody dropping by daily before they head home is endearing. 

“How’s work?” Brody picks up one of the brochures I just finished. “I know a few companies who are looking to update their logo and web page.”

Everyone has found me new clients or side jobs. My plan is to save for the hospital bills, and if all goes well, maybe save enough, so I don’t have to work much for the first two months. I’d like to enjoy my time with my baby. There’s a plan I’ve traced during this timeline called pregnancy. Which reminds me of a subject I have to tackle sooner or later.

“I’ve been thinking.” I look at Brody because I need his advice on this matter. “How do I approach him?”

Hudson has the right to know about the baby, at least have the knowledge he’ll be a father. In no way will I try to force him to be a father, but... “I thought about visiting him, but I don’t want to go to our old home. A coffee shop would remind me of those winter evenings when we’d work while drinking a homemade cappuccino... Every time I tell someone about my pregnancy, I cry. If I’m somewhere filled with memories of us, I’m going to lose it almost immediately. I just know it.”

“Do you want me to prepare a petition to terminate his parental rights?” The hollow in my heart increases at Claire’s suggestion. 

That sounds severe, too final. 

“Approach him in a neutral place, or somewhere where you haven’t made memories,” Brody answers my question, ignoring his wife who can’t take off her family attorney hat. “Maybe the new offices.”

I frown, looking from Claire to Brody. “New offices? He moved the company... Is he doing okay?”

Brody bobs his head. “That brings me to the next point. What’s the purpose of telling him?”

The question startles me. Why shouldn’t I?  Do they know something I don’t? I think of the possibilities. Because he hates me, he’s dating someone new, or... Why is Brody asking me that question? Brody and Hudson have been best friends for years. Almost twenty. They know each other too well. Sometimes Claire jokes that Hudson knows Brody better than she does and believes they’d be a better couple. They’ve been each other’s family because their families live in other states.

“He has the right to know.” I chew on a hangnail, waiting for him to drop an emotional bomb.

“He doesn’t.” Claire uses her detached voice. “Think about the reasons you broke up with him and everything he told you. Why go through the emotional distress? Protect the baby and your heart. You have eighteen years to tell him.”

“As a lawyer, I suggest you sue him for child support. He has the financial stability you don’t,” Brody says, ignoring Claire. “As your cousin, I’d agree, but I’ll remind you that an entire family is behind you, and you and the baby are covered. As his best friend...”

“No, no.” Claire shakes her head avidly. “Keep your emotions in check, counselor.”

“Babe, give him a fair trial. I understand your weariness. She’s your baby cousin, the one everyone wants to shield and love. I do too, but not everything is black and white. There’s a shade of gray for every situation. So hear me out.” I hold my breath, waiting for what he has to say. Claire crosses her arms narrowing her gaze. “Hudson fucked up in many ways, but the bottom line hasn’t changed. He adores you.”

I laugh at the bottom line because no one witnessed our last days. Said love vanished. 

“He’s great with children, imagine him with his own kid.” Brody ignores my laughter, but when the image of him holding a baby is all I can see, I sober up and fight the tears.

“The man doesn’t want children, Golini.” The Brody and Claire show distracts me from reality. “He doesn’t deserve to know, but maybe the child support...”

“Every man has the right to know if they’re fathering a child,” Brody protests. “Would you keep that information from me?”

“If you were a jerk, I would, Brody Golini.”

“Outrageous!” He slams his hand on my table. “I can’t believe you’d deny me the right to know my child because you think I’m a jerk. That’s subjective.”

“Maybe you cheated.” 

“Babe.” He kneels in front of her. “I’d never cheat. You’re the love of my life—”

“People, focus here,” I interrupt their comedy-drama. “You’ve digressed heavily. I just wanted to know where to approach him. I’m giving the baby a chance to have a father. If said father rejects us, then I’ll think about the paternity rights, or asking for child support.”

I love my family, but Ben’s offer to move to DC is beginning to look more appealing. Now to find the courage to speak with Hudson.
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Jade

March 19th, 2016

It’s amazing how someone can change in only a few weeks. A single turn and my life has taken a new shape. Well, not a single turn, an entirely new life is growing inside me. Organization wasn’t part of my vocabulary. Procrastination and I were best friends. I’ve gone from having a bed and a table, to now having real furniture in my apartment. Ben calls it “adulting,” something I should’ve done five years ago when I moved back to Colorado. After being burned by Hudson, I have to start from zero, again. 

Ben doesn’t take into account that five years ago I had leased my apartment, bought a few pieces of furniture and planned on furnishing as time passed. When Hudson proposed we move in together, I sold everything I owned and only kept the basics because he already had everything. Pushing away the memory of that morning when he suggested I move in, I check my email. There’s so much to do and I don’t have time to dig those memories and analyze every word he said and their intentions. 

Because for a long time—five years—I believed our relationship had no expiration date and meant forever. Ben had warned me before I moved in with Hudson that it was a terrible idea. 

“He has no intention to marry you,” Ben said.

“How would you know?” I asked.

“I’ve partied with the guy a few times, and he mentioned marriage wasn’t for him,” Ben continued. “But maybe I’m wrong. The way he sees you and how he treats you...Maybe you’re the one. The exception to his rules.”

With my hormonal imbalance, I bawl like a baby at the memory. Another person who showed I wasn’t enough. The man I swore would take care of my fragile heart. But, he never promised more than a light, loving relationship. I guess our motto backfired. For as long as we made each other happy. 

How happy or upset will he be when I tell him I am expecting his baby? Will he even care? Yesterday night I spoke with Ben about telling Hudson. He agreed with Claire; I have eighteen years to break the news for him. I shouldn’t worry about telling him while I’m so emotional. In any case, he reminded me I have him, and the baby won’t lack for love or father figures. Being a Vance has its perks, including the love and devotion of his aunts and uncles.

All true, and I’m thinking about what I’ll do. I gave myself until next Monday to make a decision. I check my organizer, which says two days until the big decision. Hmm, maybe I’m taking this organization thing to an extreme. I created the ultimate organizer with a daily calendar and a pregnancy calendar. Along with goals, daily meals, to-do lists, and grocery lists. When Ben saw it, he suggested I mass produce it or create exclusive designs and sell them online. An idea for later; I currently have too many projects and only twenty-four hours in a day to complete them. 

My alarm beeps. Dinner time. Yes, I have to remind myself to have five meals a day, especially when I’m busy. Pre-pregnancy, I would have my regular three meals, except during deadlines. Now, I have deadlines every day, and I can’t have the deadline menu because...well, coffee is no longer my breakfast, a granola bar stopped being my lunch, and for dinner, I have to actually prepare myself a full meal. Ordering Chinese isn’t healthy, eating sushi is out of the question, and I don’t have a boyfriend who took pity on me because I was too busy to remember my own name and would cook for me. Hence, the daily meals part of my organizer. No matter what I’m doing, where I’m going or the load of work, I have someone to care for. 

As I walk toward the kitchen, the doorbell rings. Who can be ringing the bell on Saturday? Mom wouldn’t, she’s working late. We agreed to have lunch tomorrow, after church. Claire would call, and Brody would be pounding on the door down—he has no finesse. 

“Libby?” I ask, opening the door. “What a surprise!”

“You mentioned something about work, and no time for a girls’ night out,” she hands me a tote bag. “Gotta feed the spawn.”

“Stop calling my baby spawn,” I warn her walking to the kitchen. “Where’s your spawn?”

“Her uncle is in town.” She helps me unpack the containers. “Everything organic. No GMO, gluten-free, and made with love.”

I arched an eyebrow. “You cooked for me? Hmm.” I push the food, faking that I refuse to eat it because she has some ulterior motive. “The last time you gave me this much attention was back in college. Freshman year, when you had me writing all your English essays.” 

“Ben mentioned that Claire’s dropping by daily—with food,” she confesses with a smirk. “And I won’t let her take away my rightful place.”

“Which is?” I sigh and start opening the containers. 

“I’m the spawn’s godmother.” She hands me a petite berry fruit tart.

“Bring me more of those and you can have my baby,” I pick a blueberry and shove it inside my mouth. “So how come you didn’t go out with Heather and Kevin?” 

She shrugs and heads to the silverware drawer for utensils. “Any decisions yet?”

“Context,” I remind her. Libby is one of those people who thinks faster than she can speak and sometimes she jumps into the next subject without warning and believing we already conclude the past one.

“Hudson,” she says before taking a bite of what appears to be zucchini noodles. “You’re debating on telling him about spawny.”

“Still thinking,” I respond casually because I don’t want to think about it today. Or tomorrow. Every time I think about his rejection my heart hurts for our baby. “Is Kevin visiting his niece, or is his band playing?”

“Look, he’s not my favorite person,” Libby walks to the cupboards, pulls a couple of glasses, pours us water and hands me one. “His behavior was shitty, but I think you have to do it.”

And I’m not sure what we are discussing anymore. Kevin or Hudson. It hits me. She’s avoiding Kevin like I’m avoiding Hudson.

“Before you start nagging me, I’m not here to talk about my daughter’s uncle,” she sets me straight. “We’ve known each other for years, and the Jade I know is usually creating thousands of scenarios about the unknown. Which means, you’re obsessing about how to tell Hudson and how he’ll reject you.”

“No. It isn’t about me,” I take a few sips of water to wash down the food while thinking about what she says. “I can’t explain exactly...we are over. He wants a childless relationship. I’m happily carrying a baby. But I do want my baby to have a dad. He’s great with Mikey and Wyatt. Or any other child.”

I clean the tears rolling down my cheeks. “Hudson is a loving man, and I want our baby to experience that love. But I fear he’s too stubborn that he’ll reject the best present he can ever receive. A child.” And suddenly I’m not tearing up, I’m wailing because what if I made up that man and the real Hudson doesn’t want anything to do with his own kid. “I miss him, Lib. Of course, I’m capable of parenting by myself, but I wanted to share the joy of being a parent with him. And worse of all, I still love him.”

“Of course you do. He’s the love of your life, and no one knows him better than you.”

“I hate this hormonal imbalance,” I sob. “I say incoherent things and everything makes me cry.”

“You don’t need to make an excuse with me, Jadey.” Libby hugs me tight, rubbing my back. “I know you’re hurting badly. And that’s why coming Monday you’re going to rip out the Band-Aid and talk to him.”

“Monday?”

“I’m giving you a couple of days to get used to the idea,p.” She is determined to make this happen. “This weekend we’re watching cheesy movies and eating crap.”

“What’s the point of telling him?” I retort. “Other than get rid of the torturous scenarios?”

She smiles at me and places her hands on her hips. “Remember when I went through something similar?” I angle my head slightly nodding and wondering where she’s getting to and why she’s smiling like the answer is too obvious. “Well, this obnoxious roommate of mine said that I should stop fearing my parent’s reaction because I had her. She was right. Telling my parents made everything easier. I was able to breathe easier. The thing is Jadey, sometimes you need another set of eyes to help you navigate through this crappy life.”

“So your obnoxious roommate was right?”

“Is that all you got from what I said?” She huffs, faking annoyance and making me laugh. “I’m glad we’re each other sets of eyes.” 

“And that after many years, our relationship doesn’t change. We cry, we fight, we laugh and at the end of the day we watch a movie and forget the outside world,” I add searching for the popcorn tub I hid under the kitchen sink and looking for the crunch bites bags. “Gilmore girl, here we go.” 
Chapter 25

Jade

March 21st, 2016

“Hudson Drago’s office,” Hudson’s assistant, answers the phone.

“Hey, Stella, it’s Jade. How are you doing?”

“Fabulous, darling. How are you?” she asks. I imagine her rotating the chair and pulling her purse out of the drawer behind her, taking out her makeup bag and reapplying lipstick. That’s what she does every time she’s talking to a friend or plans to have a long conversation. “Just the other day I was chatting about you with one of our clients. He loved your pictures and mentioned his brother, who owns a gallery. Say the word and I’ll connect you with him.”

“Uhmm.” Tongue tied, I repeat everything she said. Stomped by someone interested in my work as art, but also by the knowledge Hudson hasn’t thrown out my pictures.

“Think about it, darling,” she doesn’t wait for me to react.

I clear my throat and focus on why I called. “I will. So...is there some way you can tell me when’s the best time to see Hudson?” 

“How soon do you want to see him?”

“The sooner the better.” I shut down my computer and start packing. My doctor’s appointment is in forty-five minutes, and between the walk to the light rail and the ride, I might not make it on time. “What do you have for me?”

“Twelve-thirty. He still keeps the half an hour open Mondays and Fridays.” She sounds hopeful as she says it. That’s the time I swung by the office to have lunch with him. “I won’t be around, but feel free to go in.”

After thanking Stella, I leave for my appointment, thinking about what I will tell him. I should have written some flashcards. The first for the announcement, and the others...well, each for every reaction. No, maybe I should go with a general delivery. Something emotionless and to the point.

“I am pregnant. I plan on keeping this baby. You’re welcome to be as much part of his life as you’d like.” Should I add something like, “You are welcome to do a paternity test once it’s born?” 

Nope, that sounds cold, intense and...I don’t like it.

Turns out Hudson moved the offices south, to the Denver Tech Center. Only a few blocks away from my doctor’s office. As the elevator’s bell announces we’ve reached the six floor, my heart thumps faster and my palms are clammy. It’s been a long time, too long since the last time we spoke, since I chose our destiny. As the doors open, my mouth falls open, my heart breaks. He made it happen. The reception is exactly the way I designed it. A plate engraved with the logo I created for the company. It sits on a floor to ceiling waterfall-wall. The elegant, soothing atmosphere calms my heartbeat. 

I can do this. I place my free hand on top of my belly. We can do it. Whatever happens today will take some weight out of my back.

“Can I help you?” A young, petite woman narrows her gaze.

“I’m here to see Hudson. Stella told me he’d be available around twelve-thirty,” I explain, wondering about the changes he’s made and the reasons why he’s moved. 

She looks at her desk and then back up at me. “Miss Vance?”

“That’s me.” I clamp my lips waiting for her to kick me out because I’m on the persona non grata list. 

She places a white envelope on top of her desk. “Go to your left, walk down the hall, take the stairs. You’ll see a desk—that’s Stella’s. Next to it is his door. That’s the code to open it.”

I set the takeout bag on her desk to grab the envelope. Opening it, my lips curve into a smile. 005260, our six-digit code. I’m a dreamer, or maybe stupid, but looking at my vision of what his office should become when he had the money and him using the secret code for our digital lock, and our house alarm is a good sign. He doesn’t hate me. Rushing through the hallway and climbing the stairs, I reach the door. With shaky fingers, I tap on each number as if they were the key to unfolding the secrets of my future. 

The breathtaking view from the desk is the first thing I spot, then the huge monitor, and the tapping sound on a mechanical keyboard. 

“Place the sushi on top of the coffee table,” his voice commands. “I’ll be with you in just a second.”

“How do you know I brought you sushi?” I inquire, waltzing inside the office and setting the takeout bag where he told me. “Please. That’s a good word to use when asking for a favor.”

“Jade?” He slowly rises from his desk.

“You’re here,” he mumbles.

The air stills, along with my heart. The world stops spinning, and it’s only us. Us without being us; the same, but different. Like a storm, threatening to tear down everything standing in its path. Every second we’ve spent together rushes throughout the room. The moment I saw him next to Brody as my cousin married the love of her life. The night we spent telling each other our secrets, and those phone calls he often made, reminding me of home. Becoming my home. The strongest memory is of what attracted me to him. It was the small details. His kindness, his gentle smile, his broken soul just like mine. The way he looked at me, with admiration, curiosity, and lust. He made me laugh when I needed it. He comforted me when all hope was lost.

Until I lost him and we couldn’t be with each other anymore.

We both appraise each other in an instant. His hair is longer, his five o’clock stubble looking a couple of days old. The gray tie he wears is loose and his eyes weary. 

Hudson doesn’t move. Me neither.

“Are you busy?” I interrupt the deafening silence between us. 

Those pale eyes stare at me as if he’s trying to read my intentions, maybe trying to use the telepathic communication between our hearts. I doubt it’ll work. It broke months ago. 

His loud exhale tightens every muscle of my body as I prepare myself for the worse; some cruel words followed by kicking me out of the office. 

“How can I help?” He walks around the desk, then leans on the edge, crossing his arms and legs—looking sexy. My mouth dries. I want his lips, his hands, his arms all around me. I want him the way the tales want to be told, the way the ocean wants to reach shore. A blaze of fire burns inside me. But everything stops as I detect it, the wall between us. The one he placed long ago and is now fortified with steel. 

“The new office looks amazing.”

“Thank you. I hope it’s okay I used what you designed for it.” His features remain neutral; his body is as tense as mine. “To what do I owe this visit?”

Dropping my gaze, I shake my head. This isn’t the way it was supposed to happen. There’s an entire universe separating us. Our hearts aren’t where they used to be, and no amount of words will make this ideal. For a few seconds, I fantasize about the perfect moment, me telling him about our baby, him hugging me and twirling me around with joy. Smiles, laughs and that happily ever after tale I concocted inside my head.

“Jade, are you okay?”

I shake my head one more time, lifting my chin, straightening my back and letting the words out. “I’m pregnant.” Pulling the sonogram picture out of my messenger bag, I place it on top of the coffee table and retreat slowly until my back bumps against the wall, ready to escape. 

Chapter 26

Hudson

Pinching the bridge of my nose, I stare at Jade’s flat belly for several heartbeats. “Are you sure?” All the ideas I had when I saw her standing right in front of me disappear. She’s pregnant. There’s no way to compromise, when she’s expecting a baby. 

She mumbles a yes, but doesn’t say more. What now? I feel like a teenager who broke a window and now has to pay for the damage. We discussed it, didn’t we? I didn’t want a child.

“The injection never failed before,” I say as I rack my brain for what went wrong. 

Her eyes turn hollow as her gaze narrows. Her shoulders square, she’s ready to fight. The softness in her is covered by some hard shell I’ve never witnessed. “Don’t. Do not bother finding a way to wiggle your way out of a situation you’re not in.”

“Then why did you come?” I challenge her because there’s a reason she found out where I work and took the time to visit me.

She bites her lips so hard, I bet if I kiss her I’d detect the coopery taste of blood. Her hands cover her abdomen as if protecting someone fiercely—from me. “Because you have the right to know that come September, you’ll be a father. What you choose to do with that piece of information is not my problem.”

She serves me with a severe glare, hands on hips and body forward. Fuck the woman is pissed. “I want to make something perfectly clear. This situation isn’t ideal. Far from perfect for a child, and not the way I would have chosen having her. But I’m not sorry about being pregnant, or becoming a mother. In fact, I’m thrilled because I’ve always wanted children. After today you won’t be troubled, and if you prefer, contact Claire. She’ll whip her legal magic to make this go away.”

She makes a couple of fists and opens them fast. “Puff. It’ll be like we never existed.”

The last sentence pushes out all the air from my lungs, and the idea of Jade’s existence being erased becomes unbearable. 

In two strides, I reach the table where she left a piece of paper. Some grainy picture with numbers and her name. It reminds me of all the sonogram pictures my friends, colleagues and family have shared throughout the years. This picture is supposed to mean more than the others I’ve seen. Fuck, a baby. We made a baby and instead of hugging her, I lose the ability to move or speak. Of course, she takes my stupidity as a rejection.

What the fuck is wrong with me? 

“Well hello there.” The moment I hear Adri’s voice the blood flowing through my veins freezes. “I thought we agreed on having lunch together, babe.”

Jade clears her throat. My eyes move to Jade who gawks at Adriana and then looks at me. Her face doesn’t change, but her eyes turn into puddles. Why? I move my gaze to Adriana as I rake my brain trying to find a polite way to kick her out of my office. Today isn’t a good time for social visits. Instead, it is Jade who speaks. “Please, don’t mind me.” Her voice is trained to the politest tone she has. She walks toward me and takes the picture of our baby with her. “I was already leaving.”

She turns around, Adriana giving her a strange smirk while waving at her. “Have a safe trip.”

Jade stops mid-way and turns around. “As I said earlier, Claire will contact you to finalize the details.” Jade bites her lip. Her chin quivering. My heart is breaking for her and I don’t even know why she’s leaving without finishing our discussion. Didn’t she come to discuss the baby?

“Oh well, that takes care of that issue,” Adriana says with disdain, her voice loud enough for everyone around to hear it. She closes the distance between us and kissing my cheek, fixing my tie. “I was thinking maybe this weekend we can go to the mountains.”

“Princess.” I rush to the door, calling after Jade who I hope didn’t hear Adriana’s suggestion to go to the mountains. She’s already assuming shit. Claire will contact you meant that her cousin would whip her legal magic, as Jade said. My chest tightens, and I quit breathing. For a few minutes I thought she had come to try to fix something between us, I had hope.

“She’s already gone,” Adriana states the obvious. “What did she want? A second chance after the way she treated you? Honestly, she never deserved you. Now can we get back to us?”

What us? We are friends. Though, she comes to the office uninvited and never takes a no for an answer. She’s so insistent. Fuck me. It finally sinks in. She’s not backing down. I told her a couple of weeks ago that we were friends and that our relationship would stay that way. But just like it happened years ago, she isn’t listening. 

“Look, Adriana.” I scratch the back of my neck, trying to handle this in a polite way. “There's no us.” I play dumb.

“She’s doing it again.” I jolt at the sound of her aggravating voice. “It’s my chance to have you. She left you. I swear, Hudson. You have to choose me this time.”

Choose her? But there’s nothing between us. Fuck. No wonder Jade left. She’s assuming the worst, and why not, with Adriana in my office and her insinuating that we are a couple...

“Please, close my office on your way out,” I request grabbing my jacket and heading down the stairs trying to catch up with Jade. Who left without giving me a chance to explain myself.

What do you expect, asshole? You felt her pain and didn’t bend even a little for her. Hurrying down the stairs and toward the elevator, I call out to her. Once I reach the elevator, I ask Kelly if she saw where Jade had gone. It’s on the tip of my tongue to fire her for letting people into my office unannounced.

“Miss Vance?” I nod. “She went down the elevator with Stella.”

I poke the button of the elevator several times, harder each time until it arrives. Once I reach the main floor and the doors open, I rush through the lobby. I walk out the door and into the cold, snowy street. I pull out my phone and dial her number, but it goes straight to voicemail. Then I call Stella, who answers right away.

“Where is she?”

“Who, sir?”

“Jade,” I groan. “Kelly saw you with her in the elevator.”

“She’s gone, sir,” she says, hanging up the phone as she meets me right in front of the building. “I mentioned the exhibition of her work in a gallery earlier today. When we met in the elevator, she asked me about it, and I decided to walk with her to give her more details about it. She said she’ll email you to ask for the pictures you have around the office. Don’t worry, I’ll contact the interior designer and have her find something to replace them, sir.”

“Don’t touch the pictures. They stay where they belong,” I warn her, because she doesn’t know Jade the way I do. She’s not planning on having an exhibition, she’s erasing herself from my life. Looking at the time, I give instructions to Stella while going back to my office. “Make sure they call me if they need anything.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“Until I find her...” ... and we fix our shit. Whatever that means. Because we have to fix what we broke, and I don’t know where we stand. The only thing I know is I want to erase all the pain I caused, and we have a baby on the way.

If I didn’t feel like a total dick before, I do now. Brody warned me; no one in the family would talk to me. I fucked up in every way possible. Which sent me on a wild goose chase, hunting down every relative she has in town. They all told me to fuck off. I even called her brother.

“You want Jade’s new address?” He laughs. “Stay away from my little sister.”

“I need to talk to her,” I ignore his tone. “You know that I love her.”

“Clearly,” he barks. “Look, Hudson. You and I both know that you’re never going to give Jade the relationship she deserves. Why string her? She had that when she was little. Family after family promising to be the one for her and then returning her like if she was part of a program called rent-a-kid.”

“She’s having my baby,” I weakly protest. He’s right. I knew that from the beginning, Jade had jumped from one family to another. Why didn’t I think about all that when we were together?

“Fuck. I told her not to contact you while she’s so emotional.” He breathes loud. “Drago, leave her alone. Jade can take care of herself, we will look after them. They don’t need the hassle of dealing with a man who won’t be there for them.”

“You don’t know that,” I try to defend myself, punching the steering wheel. “I will take care of my family. They’re mine. If you don’t want to tell me where she’s at, I’ll find out on my own.”

Fighting the traffic and the fucking blizzard, I make it to Boulder where Libby, her best friend, lives. I’m pounding on her apartment door, wondering if I should have brought chocolates or something more elaborate. All I have is my rehearsed words, my humility, and her favorite cologne on. I hope to God this works. If she’s here. 

I continue to pound on the door until it swings open. Shit. It isn’t her. It’s Heather, Libby’s kid. I swear when this girl looks up from her phone, it’s usually to hand my ass to me. She looks me up and down like she’s deciding whether to close the door or go in for the kill. The teen crosses her arms. Her face is blank but her eyes are ready for...fuck, I don’t know what. Better her than her mother? 

I spoke too soon, as Libby saunters toward me stopping right next to her daughter, giving me a murderous glare. “What do you want, Drago?” My last name rolls off her tongue like the foulest word in the English language. 

“Is she here?” The words sound desperate. I am desperate. 

“No!” Heather responds with a satisfied smile.

“Where is she?” I growl, desperate, losing all hope of finding her again. “Libby, I need her. My heart stopped beating the day she left me.”

“Three months and just now you decided to look for her?” The corners of their mouths twitch into a sneer. These two share a brain; the perfect mother and daughter combination who like to scare the hell out of me and hate me since they met me. “And why would I tell you where she is?” 

“Because she came to me with some news and I was too dumbfounded by them to respond adequately,” I reply looking around her apartment. Where is Jade? “Because you more than anyone else knows I have to speak to her soon. We have to fix this. Find a way to make everything go back to the way it was.”

“Fix it? Go back?” She crooks an eyebrow and laughs hugging her mid-riff. “Oh, man. You have to get that head of yours outside of your ass and think what you’re going to tell her. Because so far, everything that comes out of your mouth is BS.”

“Then what do you suggest?” I challenge her, angry with her attitude because she has no idea what I’m thinking, or how I plan on fixing everything. What is wrong with making everything better by going back to the way things were before? 

“First of all, don’t knock on her door and serve her with this demanding bravado like you deserve to be forgiven, all right? She didn’t do anything to you, got it?” She waits until I bob my head, agreeing. “The rest is up to you, but I’ll tell you one of my favorite stories. Now picture for a second, if you will, a lonely little girl. 

“She was so lonely that someone had to rescue her, clean her up and put her in a new home.” Libby crosses her arms. “But the new homes didn’t work well until she found that one family who finally open their hearts for her and signed a little paper where it said she was theirs. Still, the damage of the continual rejection had been done. She assumed that when people left, as they often did, it was because of her. 

“So the little girl grew up thinking she had to bend over backward for everyone before she could be happy.” She takes a deep breath, her eyes filling with tears but not one make them through the tough barrier she has. “As she grew up, she decided to travel and try to find where she came from.

“Before she left on her journey, she met a noble knight. He was dashing and charming. He was often busy trying to save the kingdom, hence the little girl didn’t see him much. Meanwhile, she spent her time away, growing into a lovely young woman who could stand on her own two feet and face the world fearlessly. 

“But when they did see each other, it was as if the heavens opened up and everything in the little girl’s life would turn out well. She knew she could trust the knight to keep her heart safe. And in time, they would live happily ever after.” 

Heather smiles, taking over the tale. “That’s the short version of a fairytale I’ve listened to since I was a kid. A story about finding yourself, love at first sight, and never giving up on your dreams. Emphasis on fairytale since the little girl thought for a hot minute that she could trust a peasant like you to be anything but.” 

“You fucked up,” Libby concludes. “She didn’t ask for much, and she gave you all. Will she forgive you? I don’t know, but one wrong word or move and I’ll feed your remains to the bears.”

I gulp because her story sounds like Jade, but it’s not helpful. Other than saying don’t be demanding, she gave me nothing. “Anything else you can throw my way?”

She rolls her eyes. “I’ll toss one last tip. She’ll do anything to protect her spawn. That includes keeping you away. So think before you vomit senseless words, and remember who you have to worship before you win her heart again. I’ll text you her address.” 

Heather shuts the door on me without as much as a goodbye. Great, another two people who Jade loves and hate my guts. Getting back on their good side is going to be a bitch. But first, to recover my woman.

I take a deep breath. I can do this. I got this. I’m getting Jade back. I rush down the steps, jump in the car and pray a Hail Mary before driving through the storm. It takes me almost two hours to arrive downtown and another forty-five to reach her apartment. Who knew she’d live close to our home? 

She slowly opens up, leaving only a gap wide enough to see who knocked. “Hudson?” Jade glances at me like she’s expecting a prank.

I nod, speechless. My lungs forgot how to function. My heart beats harder against my ribcage by the sight of her. She’s always been beautiful, but today she’s glowing. Her face shines, her long curls fall to the side. For the first time in years, she wears her natural chestnut brown color. There’s something different about her. Still, she’s the same woman I’ve loved from the moment she offered me a drink. 

“Can I help you?” There’s no anger in her words or love. Her silky voice is gone, and the professional one she uses when she talks with her clients is in place. “Because as fun as it’d be to stand here, I can’t. I’m on a deadline.”

“I’m sorry about earlier. It’s just...” What am I apologizing for? Her assuming I’m with Adriana or being too slow to react to her news? Well, fuck. With this attitude, she’s going to slam the door. 

“No worries. I understand,” she expresses, the contempt isn’t lost on her. “I should’ve made an appointment. It was rude of me to interrupt your alone time with your girlfriend.”

She straightens her back, swallowing hard. “Congratulations, you got her back.” Her eyes are watery, but her bravado remains. “Now if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”

“No. You don’t understand.” I place my foot on the edge of the door, holding it open. “Let me explain.” 

“Nothing to explain, it was clear.” She chuckles. With some humorless smirk, she opens the door wider and crosses her arms. “Look, I lost all of this morning. Deadlines have always been important to me, and now they’re essential. I’m emotionally exhausted and beaten to a pulp. I’d love to lie to you and tell you that I’m not hurt, but I am.”

She huffs. “You moved on.”

“No. I didn't move on.” I correct her keeping the anger at bay. She’s not letting me explain.

“Princess, at least give me a chance. Hear me out,” I lower my voice, giving her a pleading look. “She’s nothing to me. We’re friends.”

“Really, babe?” She gives me a sultry look. “You should discuss that over the weekend with your girlfriend. While hiking up in the mountains.”

“There’s no trip to the mountains,” I raise my voice a few decibels, but remain calm. “If you must know, we bumped into each other and rekindled our friendship.”

“You were never friends,” she reminds me. “At least own your actions. She was your on-and-off girlfriend. If you rekindle what you had, it means that you two have a relationship. Which is fine. You’re single.”

“Damn it. I’m not sleeping with her.” I lower my voice, running a hand through my hair and understanding what she saw, what today looked liked through her eyes. “There’s nothing between Adriana and I, and...can we focus on us. You and me.”

She closes her eyes, shaking her head. Pain etched in her features. My stomach clenches as I see how much she’s hurting. I fucked up so bad, and I’m unable to do anything to erase any of that pain. 

“Just listen for now, okay?”

“I don’t see the point,” she whispers, leaning her shoulder against the door frame. “I’m still pregnant.”

Ignore her. She’s hurting and trying to bait you. “You are my everything, Jade Vance. I spent so many years pathetically moping about you, I guess I forgot how to treat you like the gem you are once you were finally mine. That isn’t an excuse, just an admittance of a stupid fact. You have been there for me every step of the way, since the moment I met you. It didn’t matter if it was about my company, the Golini boys, or if it was four am in Singapore or wherever, and I was drunk texting; you were there. I can’t keep track of the number of times you put your plans on hold to come and hold my hand. It’s taken me too long and losing you to realize how much I’ve fucked up for the past couple of years. I’ve made so many mistakes and didn’t treat you the way you deserve. When you told me about our baby, I should have...”

“I get it,” she says, unmoved by my words. “Not your thing. Jenna filled that place years ago—”

“No, wait. If there’s something I’ve learned about life, it’s one simple thing—it goes on.” I decide she’s not going to let me talk unless I stay firm. “Our choices shape us; our emotions give us life.”

Cupping her chin with both hands, I connect our gazes. “Even when we don’t want the same things, we love each other. Our love is what keeps our hearts beating. You’re who keeps me alive.” 

Between the moment she served me with the most life changing, earth shattering news I’ve received and my drive to her apartment, I’ve had plenty of time to think. Grasping the magnitude of what my life will look like for the next few months—fuck, for the rest of my life—hasn’t happened just yet. However, I realize it changes everything. Our lives, our relationship, and our future. The only sure thing I grasp is I’m having a baby who in time I’ll learn to love and protect.

“As much as I’d love for us to go back to who we were...” I pause, kissing the tip of her nose. “We can’t. There’s no reset button. Now there’s a baby on the way, a product of that love we’ve shared for so long. I don’t know where we’ll go from here, what’s next for us and what kind of shape we’ll take. But I want us to find a happy place and create something special for our little one.”

Her eyes become watery and I want to kiss them, then take her lips. Kiss her hard. Deep. Kiss her all night until we find our way back to each other. Kiss her until I find her dormant soul and wake her up. Kissing while taking the pain away, erasing every bad memory.

I don’t.

Life doesn’t work that way. There’s so much more at stake, like the happiness of a little person who didn’t ask to come but belongs to us. Our main goal is to assure he or she is safe. Libby didn’t have to give me a lecture of who has become the most important person in Jade’s world. Being the loving and protective person she is, I know our baby has become her everything.

“I want to believe you,” she whispers, her lips so close to mine I can taste them. She moves away from my grasp, taking a step back. “But I can’t.”

“Why not?” I swear under my breath; my blood is boiling. The anger isn’t toward her, but myself. I fucked up so much that she’s not allowing me inside her heart. I feel completely helpless.

She places her hands on top of her belly. “Because I have to protect my baby.”

“From me?” 

“Of course,” she says her voice growing forceful. “Just think what’ll happen in five or six years, when she thinks her father is coming to see her and he can’t because he’s with his other children. Do you think Adriana will let you be a father to my child? I know how it is to be the one left behind, pushed around. My baby won’t suffer that fate. Now, leave.”

Great, she has crafted a story about our future. She's already imagining the worst case scenarios. It’s useless to convince her that Adriana and I aren’t together.

“Jade, give me one chance,” I beg her. Understanding her fear, and putting the must important person in Jade’s world first. Our baby. “Let’s try to find a compromise, do it for the baby. If I fail, you can tell me to fuck off. I’ll sign whatever Claire gives me.”

She stares at me for the longest time. I hold my breath, while praying she will give me a chance. “You’ll sign without a fight?”

“Only if I screw up,” I make it clear. “But I won’t. You won’t regret giving me a chance. I’ll work hard to show that I want to do the right thing.”

“Do you actually mean it? Because it’s not about us. We are over. That chapter has to close, and we have to find a new normal. From this moment forward, it’s about the baby.”

“When have I ever broken a promise?”

“Never,” she admits.

Chapter 27

Jade

After Hudson left, I tried to repress the anger, sadness, and searing pain that seeing him with his girlfriend created. It wasn’t until I finished my project that I let myself cry. I shed tears for what I lost, for what we’ll never have and mostly for the vivid picture of what Hudson will have with either Adriana or another woman. Someone he loves enough to create a beautiful family with. Not me. It was never me. If only I had listened to Claire and Ben. I be hurting so much.

Today I’m doing better. After all, Hudson promised to find a happy place for our child. From now on, we’d be friends who in a few months will share the responsibility of raising a kid. If only I didn’t feel lonely. What I’d give to have someone to share everything with. The fun, the strange and the bad. Like Morning sickness which loves to creep up on me during the night. When I’m finally done vomiting, I hear the doorbell. It’s him wearing his winter coat and a pair of sweat pants.

“Isn’t it a little early for house visits?”

“With the storm, we closed the office. Since I have some free time, I wanted to discuss our situation.” He steps inside, kissing my cheek and handing me a cup of coffee. “It’s decaf.”

“I shouldn’t be eating or drinking chocolate,” I remind him as I read the words white mocha.

He shrugs. “It’s for a day while we discuss...our future.”

“Our future?” I raise an eyebrow, not understanding what future he’s talking about. “You mean our baby’s future and how we’ll co-parent.”

There are words and phrases I’d rather not hear coming out of his mouth. We don’t have a future. Our baby has a future where his parents will be involved every step of the way. At least that’s what I expect. Heading to the kitchen for some juice, I see him reaching for his phone. He lifts his index finger, pointing at me as if saying don’t interrupt me. I wasn’t planning to. Last time I checked, I have no intentions to flirt with him or play dare. I dare you to stay calm while I blow you and suck you dry. “Yes, Stella. I won’t be in the office until next week. Thank you.”

“Are you going out of town?” My curiosity piques when he mentions his assistant. 

“It depends on what you want us to do,” he responds. “I had an entire night to think about our situation. With the storm, there’s no way to move your things, but once it clears, we can take your stuff back home.”

“I’m still pregnant,” I remind him that we fucked up his idea of a perfect relationship by adding a third member. “There are many reasons why your offer is...laughable.”

Mornings don’t agree with me. The combination of hormones with the lack of caffeine is lethal. Hence, I avoid human contact until I’ve had my breakfast. Since Hudson interrupted my routine, I don’t feel bad about my behavior. “Let’s say I move back... Where am I staying? The guest room isn’t comfortable. Will your girlfriend agree with this little move? I think it’s a bit creepy living with your ex while dating. Where am I supposed to put my furniture? This time, I’m not getting rid of it just because you say. Why do you want me to move in with you? See, I never asked the first time, but I should ask now. Just to make sure I don’t make the same mistake twice. Oh and there’s the most important piece—you don’t want to have a family. Why bother?”

He grits his teeth. I can practically hear them wearing down. “Look, I have good reasons to feel that way.” He sighs. “My mother never wanted to settle down and have a family. I was seven years old and my sister was still in diapers when my mom went AWOL. I can’t even remember her, but I remember how many years of loneliness my father endured trying to provide for us while running his garage. I love him for it, but I can’t half-ass raise a child in hopes she’ll turn out stable enough. You say you’ll be there her now, but what about a month after you give birth? Or six? How do you know you’ll be able to handle the stress?”

I’m fighting the urge to punch him. He’s not subtle at all. “It’s not like I’m some teenager who’s broke and alone. I can handle raising our child alone. We don’t need you.” 

“That’s not what I mean!” he shouts, going to the fridge without giving me a glance. “I can’t make a free spirit like you stay in one place for long. You can’t do that with a kid. You won’t have the same freedoms you did before. I don’t want you to end up hating our kid and me.”

“I'm not your mother, Hud—” I storm into the bathroom as my nose detects some disgusting smell and my stomach react to it. 

“You okay?” His mellow voice comes from behind me as he holds my hair and rubs my back. The gesture makes me want to cry, because I’ve wished for him to do this, be here while I’m sick or hold me tight while I cry for no apparent reason. “You’ve lost a lot of weight. Have you been eating well?”

“Yeah.” I clean myself and march outside the bathroom. The space is too small to contain my anger and my need for him.

He joins me in the kitchen. I sit down on a barstool as he starts to cook something. “Not eggs,” I tell him flatly. “I’ve puked enough for today.” 

He nods and grabs more stuff out of the pantry. I continue, “I’ve had my fun seeing the world, and I can do it again someday. I’m thirty-six. I don’t have much time left to have a child. I want him or her...and I’d love for her to have a father, but you are under no obligation to stick around.” 

“Okay,” he speaks up once he’s finished making pancakes. The silence has been suffocating, so I’m thankful. “Jade, you drive me fucking insane, but I love you. After digesting the news, I had time to think about what’s best for our kid. We should get married.”

I blink twice, then make sure he’s standing in front of me, and not kneeling down. “Because it makes sense to be married now that I’m expecting your child? Let me guess. You pondered your next move all night.” He crosses his arms and nods.

I smile at him, jump out of my seat and grab his coat. Shoving it against him with all the strength that I have, I kick him out of my house. “This isn’t a game, Hudson. My offer was only to get to meet your child and be involved in her life. Our relationship died.”

“Fuck, Jade. I’m giving you what you want. You won.” I open the door and point toward the outside. “Think about our child. Wouldn’t it be easier if we were married?”

“I won?” He’s unbelievable. My blood is boiling. “No one won, Hudson. We both got our hearts broken, and neither one is happy with the results. I lost the love of my life. You... I don’t know what you lost, but certainly, you’ll lose if you marry me. That’s not what you want, at least not with me.

“This isn’t the eighteenth century, Hudson Drago. If and when I marry, it’ll be to someone who loves me unconditionally and wants to spend the rest of his life with me,” I clarify. 

“I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you,” he fights back, getting closer to me. “But I don't want to marry you, and I or have a child.”

“Leave,” I repeat.

“No. Everything came out wrong, Jade. Fuck.” He growls, putting on his coat and his gloves. “You’re driving me insane. I contradict myself at least ten times while you are around, and I’m lost when you’re not. The only thing I know for sure is how much I love you and that I don’t want to be without you. It took me eight years to have you, I can’t fathom the possibility of being without you another eight—or forever. Giving you space didn’t work, offering to marry you came out wrong. I do want our baby.”

“Out.”

He clenches his jaw, combing his hair with one hand. “Tell me what to do, because not having you in my life isn’t an option.”

Leaning against the frame, I try to digest his words. Nothing he says makes sense, yet, some of his words are exactly what I wanted to hear months ago. “I can’t trust you with my heart—not again.”

“Your heart.” He gasps, his eyebrows gather in a pained expression. “But it’s mine. I...” He’s silent for several beats. 

“Sorry for disrupting your morning, it wasn’t my intention.” He stands right in front of me. “We’ll figure this out one day at a time.” He kisses my cheek, walking outside the apartment. 

•     •    •

Hudson

I’m a fucking asshole. “You won!” 

Insensitive fucker.

Trust. She won’t trust me with her heart. I owned her heart. It was mine. 

Fuck! 

I slam the door of the fridge after getting a beer out. Is it too early to start drowning my sorrows? What the hell was I thinking when I said those words? I proposed marriage to my longtime live-in girlfriend the same way I used to suggest breakfast. “What will it be today honey? Toast or a destination wedding.”

Ben would be happy to hand over my ass after he finds out what I just did. Why wait, I should call Brody and let him pound me until I see some reason. The problem isn’t how to get her back. Trust. I have to convince her that I can be trusted with her heart. 

I stand for several minutes in the middle of my apartment as if looking for a sign. A clue on what to do next. Everything came crashing down after she decided to change the rules. Is she right, if she had been the love of my life I would have done it right away? Fuck. What happened? Everything used to be so easy between us. If I could call one of my best friends, they’d know what to say. The problem is that one is Jade and the other is Brody—who refuses to get in the middle of my fucked up relationship. 

How do I demolish the walls she placed to protect herself—from me? As I ponder my next move, my cellphone buzzes.

Adriana: I think we should talk. Can you come over to my house?

I stare at my phone. She’s been messaging me since last night. Asking me to visit her, to meet her at the coffee shop, or give her my address so she can come over. 

Me: I can’t, Adriana. I’m dealing with a family issue at the moment.

Adriana: It’s her, isn’t she? She snaps her fingers, and you jump like a Pavlov dog.

Me: If that were the case, maybe I wouldn’t be facing the problem I’m facing right now. 

Adriana: When can I see you?

Call her? Is she crazy? How smart would it be to continue my friendship with Adriana? The answer comes quickly as I glance at my apartment which hasn’t changed much since the day Jade left. It remains lifeless, like me. There’re no fresh flowers, or music. Last night, after I came back from her place I thought about us. How much I missed her and how I wanted to be with her every second of the day. Fuck, she’s been sick, and I haven’t been by her side. She’s been doing this alone, with no one to hold her at night. I know she can do it, but I hate not being there to look after her.

What I’d give to be able to cuddle her while she napped. Care for her the way I used to do it. Laugh with her, dry her tears when she’s watching some sad movie. Love her. How do I win her heart back?

As I dialed my father’s number, I feel seven again instead of the forty-year-old man I’m supposed to be. Is the call even worth it? 

“Son, how are you doing?” He answers right away. “I heard the news earlier. They said you’re getting slammed with six feet of snow.”

“We’re not getting as much in the city, Pops. Only about two feet, but enough to close the entire city.” I sigh, thinking about what else I can add to the conversation but opting to cut the crap. “Jade is pregnant.”

I hold my breath, expecting him to either chide me for knocking up my girlfriend or congratulate me. Maybe ask how she’s doing. Then fear that he’ll have questions I won’t know how to answer because Jade and I haven’t had a conversation regarding the baby. Instead, he says only two words, “I see.” 

My heart feels heavy, as disappointment washes through my body. Shouldn’t he be happy about the news? His son is going to become a father. Then, I think about Jade and how she must have felt yesterday after she delivered the news and I remained stoic. 

I run a hand through my head and walk around the apartment trying to settle the rage toward myself for treating the love of my life the way I’ve had. Towards my father because he can’t even fake being happy for us. Maybe he doesn’t like Jade.

“She’s not bad, you know,” I defend her. “In fact, Jade’s amazing. Loving, caring. Smart and funny. Keeps me grounded and makes me feel as if I can take over the world. I don’t get why you don’t like her. She’s been nothing but nice to you. Every year she chooses your birthday present and makes sure to send you a Christmas gift.”

“I love that girl,” he says his voice doesn’t waver. “I am just trying to understand your tone. You don’t sound happy, son. Care to explain.”

“We’re not together anymore,” I breathe the words out, my stomach hardens when I finally accept the reality of us. From all my friends, only Brody knows that Jade and I broke up. My assistant guessed because Jade stopped dropping by the office every Monday and Friday. Accepting the reality to those who know us as Jade and Hudson makes it real. Adriana learned I was no longer with her. I only said that she had broken up with me. It is now that I tell the story. Every word I say pinches my heart. From the way I treated my girlfriend to how I reacted to the news about our baby. “My life lost its color. The food is tasteless, and I haven’t been able to sleep much since she left.”

“That’s quite a tale, son,” he comments. “You didn’t use to be this against marriage.” 

I settle down on the couch while I listen to him. “If memory serves, you were a bleeding heart romantic up until you left for college.” 

“That was a lifetime ago, Pops.” 

“Something happened. What changed your mind about it, son?” He’s pretty warm with his approach. “I’ve always known she’s the one. You talked about this girl you met who traveled fondly. When you announced you two were dating, I waited for an engagement announcement, a wedding invitation, something.”

“My priorities changed Pops. Fresh out of college, nothing mattered but my career,” I describe. “Maybe there was a period when I did want to get married. A slight period in my early thirties. I kept waiting around for Jade to stop traveling instead of admitting that I was in love with her, and telling her to come home already.” 

“And then what?” Pops has a nonjudgmental tone that always gets me to spill my guts. 

I shrug. “I gave up, I guess. I thought I needed a wife and kids to fill this hole in my heart or some shit. But Mom didn’t stick around, and just babysitting my best friend’s kids with this girl I had never dated made all of that loneliness go away. What was the point of putting in all this effort for someone who could never be mine?” 

“But she is.” Pops remains silent, and I walk to the bathroom where the last piece of her remains. Her shell collection. I helped collect those. We’d bring a little piece of the beach home. She loves the mountains, but she also enjoyed being close to the sea. “Your problem isn’t that you couldn’t get her. It’s that you already saw her as your partner, and then when she was, you did nothing to move your relationship forward.” 

Pops keeps his tone steady. The man has the patience of clam, but I’m sure he’s ready to give me a good yelling. “You can’t put your life on pause because you’re afraid something might happen if you take a chance. And you’re far too young to be set in your ways about how life should and shouldn’t be. There’s no cut and dry way to love.” 

“I’m not saying that,” I defend. 

“Listen to yourself.” He chuckles in amusement. “You act like marriage is a death sentence. Not every marriage goes up in smokes.” 

“Then tell me why?” I snap. “Why did she leave you?” 

He goes silent. I open my mouth to apologize for opening old wounds, but before I say a word he speaks, “because we wanted different things, and I was too stubborn to compromise.” He sighs. “She gave me everything I could’ve ever wanted. How did I repay her? A few trinkets here, some flowers there... Son, no one wants a relationship based on ‘good enough.’ Good enough is for children’s art projects and quitters. You have to fight for your woman.”

“Did you fight for Mom?”

“No.” His voice is loud.

“But you loved her,” I throw his word, expecting the right answer. There must be a reason why he didn’t and maybe the reason why I shouldn’t fight for my relationship.

“I fucked up our relationship son. That’s on me,” then he pauses, lowering his voice, “but she abandoned our children. I’ll never forgive her for that.” 

Picking up the tiniest shell of our collection, I think about our baby and how Jade is fighting me to protect it. She’s nothing like my mother. She came back when it was time for her to settle. She came back to me. Why did I doubt her? “What do I do, Dad?”

“A happy marriage isn’t easy, Hudson,” His soothing voice placates me. “It requires more than a couple of signatures and a fancy party. It’s about trust, companionship, compromising, love, hard work and respect. I’ve watched your relationship from afar, and I think you pretty much have that—less the paper. I wish you had called me before you tossed the best thing that’s happened to you down the drain.”

He’s right. We had it. 

A perfect relationship. Perfect for us. Brody said it, marriage is a legality. Her parents abandoned her without a name or birth certificate. She jumped from home to home because no one would claim her. She has a framed copy of her birth certificate. She didn’t ask for much. Then, why was I so dumb? The melon size note inside my throat prevents me from talking. I threw our happiness because of my fear. I had come to that conclusion before, why didn’t I look for her? Because I found an easy way to wipe the loneliness. Adriana. Though this time I kept her at arm’s length because I couldn’t betray Jade.

“It’s going to take more than a miracle to get her back,” I finally break the silence. “It took me years to convince her that we’d be great together.”

“Well, son,” he says with a smile in his voice. “Let’s hope you learned from that first time and you can make it happen within months.”

“Thank you for listening, Dad,” I rub my forehead with the heel of my hand after I hang up. Maybe the phone call helped me find perspective, but I didn’t find a quick solution. The bottom line is that I have to find a way back to her and fight for us.
Chapter 28

Hudson

April 3rd, 2016

Wiggling myself back into Jade’s life feels harder than raising my sister and dealing with my grieving father. For years I dealt with a toddler, girl, teenager and now an adult who believes we have to bow to her. Maybe we made her feel that way while she was a baby, because she had lost her mother, a woman who didn’t love her, and in my need to be a good son and brother, I made sure she had everything and never missed Mom. I worked hard so she wouldn’t bother Dad because I feared he’d leave us. I did more than what a kid my age should have done because I wanted them to be okay. 

All those years being a father to my own father and my sister drained me emotionally. They took away my desire to deal with family affairs. That’s why my relationship with Jade had been perfect. The free-spirited girl who never said no to packing and having a fun weekend away in a cabin or at the beach. No matter what I threw at her, she’d be willing to do it. In my mind, we were two souls who found each other one night and waited until the other was ready to spend the rest of our lives together. 

Convincing her that not wanting to sign a paper or have a kid didn’t mean forever was hard. Maybe I should’ve come clean from the beginning. Tell her that after dealing with my family, I wasn’t willing to have one of my own. Why bring a child to suffer into a fucked up world? Why suffer when the other person leaves?

However, each time I think about that, I realize I was the asshole who made her leave me. I pushed her out the door because of my fears. She came back with the news of us having a family and, once again, I fucked up. Having my ex-girlfriend in my office didn’t help. I hit strike three when I told her she should marry me. I used little to no tact and zero romance. 

So what if she’s the love of my life or that I planned to spend the rest of my life with her. None of that matters after my shitty behavior. In baseball, after the third strike, I’d be out. In Jade’s mind, I’m out too. Except, it’s only the first inning. Since the day she kicked me out of her house, I have shown up at her doorstep at least twice a day. I prepared her breakfast and lunch in the morning. Dinner when I arrived at five-fifteen. The woman became an organized machine who starts dinner at five-thirty and eats by six. 

Her behavior towards me hasn’t changed much. The ice covering her heart doesn’t melt, just like some of the snow packs from last month’s blizzard. Reading pregnancy books hasn’t impressed her either. But, I’m starting to get used to the lingo of impending parenthood. Case in point, the ultrasound Jade framed today. I think she’s testing me. She insists she wants to know what I’m thinking. I’m just working hard not to get my ass handed to me today like I do almost every day.

“It’s certainly a cute munchkin,” I make up on the fly. Honestly, what good is there to say about an alien-looking blob? I know it’s my kid and everything, but it’s taking everything out of me not to compare it to E. T. 

“Don’t call the baby that,” Jade lectures me.

Great, what did I say wrong? “Munchkin?” I try to sound surprised. “I think it sounds cute.” 

“No,” she clarifies. “It. The baby’s a tiny person, not an accessory.”

I sigh. I’m certainly not winning any father-of-the-year awards anytime soon. “All right, then what do I call the baby. No offense, but I’m going to get bored of a single name with no pronouns.” 

She bites her lip slightly. Jade can be fucking adorable when she’s coming up with compromises. “Not necessarily. We could come up with a nickname or something. Or we could name it something gender-neutral ahead of time.” 

Gender-neutral? “Like what? Peyton?” 

She snorts a little before looking at me sternly. “No football names. What about Taylor?”

“Because you think there aren’t Taylors in the NFL?” I parlay. 

“Point taken.” Princess frowns. 

“Maybe the kid needs an abstract nickname,” I offer. “Like we could call it a duckling or a butterfly.”

“I’m not a bird.” Absolutely no humor is coming from her. Fuck, I thought that’d be cute? 

“Okay.” I sigh.  “Well, what about...” My gaze shifts around every corner of her bedroom, grasping at straws for some inspiration. I land on a plushy on the windowsill, the one I sent her years ago. She’s always saying I remind her of dragons. Perfect. “Dragon.”

Her eyebrows shoot up in intrigue. “Dragon,” she plays with the word like it’s fine clay and her mouth is a potter’s wheel here to bend it into submission. 

“I’m a Drago, you’re my princess,” I lay it out for her. “Why not?”

She hums softly before spouting it out again. “Dragon.”

“Is that a yes?” I wince a little. 

Her mouth twists into a pleased smirk. If I didn’t know her so well, I’d say she looks downright diabolical. “It’s a hell yes.”

Finally, I did something right. One day at a time. 

“Now can we talk about the expenses?” She rolls her eyes and walks toward the door. My invitation is about to be revoked. “Jade, I know your insurance is a piece of shit. They only cover generic medication. Their list of doctors within the network is microscopic. Can you allow me to pay the medical expenses—do it for Dragon.”

Her head tilts away, rolling her eyes she huffs. “I can pay for my own expenses.”

“Damn, Jade.” I grind my teeth. “Why won’t you let me take care of you? You never did. Every time you’ll offer to pay half of whatever we bought. Even the groceries. I gave you a card, and I think you used four times.”

Her lips press together in a slight grimace, avoiding eye contact, she speaks, “because we were only dating.”

“No. We were partners. Live-in partners,” I scold her while my heart beats fast and my hands sweat. Why didn’t we talk about it before? My father was right, we missed so many opportunities by just living in a good 'enough relationship.'  “For me that was it. We were together and planned to be like that forever. Yes, I get it. I didn’t take care of your needs. Like marrying you. But that didn’t mean that you weren’t mine. You’re my family.”

“Why are we discussing this?” She crosses her arms. Her face tightens as her brows draw closer. I’m losing her again.

“Because I’m fighting my right to take care of Dragon.” I raise my voice throwing the only reason she’ll accept my help. “The baby deserves the best pre-natal care available. I have the money to pay for it.”

Her nostrils flare. She’s worked up and doesn’t have a comeback. “Fine.”

I smirk, trying not to gloat too much. “Also, I want to come to your appointments.”

“You’re pushing it, Drago.”

Lifting my hands, I give her an innocent smile. “Only doing what you asked for, dear. I’m being involved in my child’s life.”

“Don’t call me dear,” she snaps at me. “Use those endearing names with your girlfriend.”

“We’re currently on a break,” I retort using a teasing tone to ease her mood.

“I don’t need to know about your love life.” Clearly, my teasing only agitated her more. “You might’ve been able to move on, but for me it was different. Our relationship mattered.”

Fuck I can’t win with her. Hormones. The only tip my best friend gave me was: She’s always right. Any wrong move and she’ll try to claw your eyes out. 

“The only girlfriend I’ve had for the past years is you. And our relationship is everything to me,” I point out, pacing around the living room of her apartment. “If you refer to Adriana, she is only an acquaintance who I shared meals with within the past few weeks. We haven’t been together since Mike—who is now ten—was born.”

“Sorry, I shouldn’t care. It’s just that I’m so emotional,” she blurts, her jaw quivering. How did this turn into such a fucked up conversation? “Don’t mind me. I'm upset, sad, and can't seem to ...It’s that ...somehow I had this illusion that even if we weren’t together, Dragon would be everything to you. You'd love our baby as much as I do. That’s why I made the mistake of telling you.”

I stare at her speechless.

“Jade, I...” How do I explain to her what I feel? I am still trying to catch up with the idea of her being pregnant. She expects a kid who will belong to me, but I don’t know how to react to it, yet. Not while I’m trying to win Jade’s heart back. “Something inside me already feels protective toward you and the baby. But I can’t be sure if that translates into love. If that is in fact love toward the baby.”

“You should stop...” She doesn’t finish, but I can hear it. Stop coming over and try to be a father out of obligation. She’s giving me an out. “My heart will heal, but the heart of a kid doesn’t heal easily after realizing that her parents didn’t love her enough.”

“Maybe I’m not explaining myself clearly, Jade.” I try one more time keeping my voice under control. “Coming twice a day to check on you is about Dragon too. Yes, I want to make sure you are doing well and eating properly, but I also want to care for the baby you carry. Reading books about what to expect every night isn’t for your sake, but because I want to make sure I know what to do when it’s us taking care of our child. Do I want to impress you? Maybe, but I also want to be a good father.”

Finally, I catch up my breath and close my argument with what I think will settle her heart. “I get it. You trusted me with your heart, and I treated it poorly. Mama bear is making sure that nothing like that happens to her cub. Trust me to do the right thing. Give me a chance.”

“Okay.” Her features soften as she nods lightly. “I can compromise.” 

“I promise that no matter what, Dragon will always come first.” I extend my hand to caress her beautiful face, but she takes a step back. I feel a sharp twinge in my heart. How long until she lets me touch her, hug her or love her?

Better find a way to solve the puzzle or it’ll be another eight fucking years without her.

•     •    •

April 15th, 2016

“That was a complete waste of time,” I whisper to Jade. 

I help by pulling her up off of an exercise ball. Today was the first of, what I can only assume, are many painful pre-natal classes to come. We spent most of the time doing ice breakers and watching films that look like they were from the nineties at the latest.

“Don’t be so harsh.” She swats my arm lightly. “This is only the first class, and this course came highly recommended by both Dr. Meyers and the women in my water aerobics class.” 

“I’m sure there’s another way to find out about this ICEP crap.” I roll my eyes. 

She shoots me a dirty look as I hand over her purse. “It’s ICEA, and that means they’ll give us a comprehensive look at different birthing methods so we can decide which is best for us.” 

“Methods? Plural?” I jeer. “What’s so complicated about pushing a baby out that you need to pick an option like a flavor of pop.” 

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that,” Jade states flatly. 

We’re out of the classroom door when someone calls out Jade’s name. We turn around, and there’s some tall pregnant brunette with an equally tall blonde. They can’t be older than thirty, and both of them wear short shorts, athletic shirts and mom sandals like they’re going out of style. 

“Amber!” Jade squeals, waddling towards the woman. She throws her arms around her. Are they friends? “Hudson, this is my friend Amber from water aerobics and her wife, Ruzenka.” 

“My stage name is Rush if you’d prefer,” the blonde offers.  

“Amber and Rush? No offense, but that sounds like the name of musical group,” I make small talk. 

“That we are,” Amber says playfully. “Gotta say, Jadey, your husband is sharp. Quite a perceptive one indeed.” 

I pale a little bit. Dammit, it’s like every time we talk to someone they assume we’re married. They don’t understand that each time they bring up the subject, it hurts Jade. It reminds her how much I fucked up. She still thinks I didn’t want to marry her because I don’t love her. I do. God knows I adore her, but my words are pointless at the moment.

“Oh, he’s—” Jade starts to correct them.

“Flattered, really,” I decide to intervene instead of shying away from the subject. It’s not like they know we aren’t married. “The four of us should get together sometime.” 

“I agree. We’ve been dying to see your climbing skills in action.” Rush puts an arm around Amber’s waist. “And I hate to cut this short, but we’re running late for our birthing consultation.” 

“Oh fuck, that’s right.” Amber looks at Jade apologetically. “Text me your schedule for the next month and we’ll plan something, all right? It was nice to finally meet you, Hudson!” 

“Sounds like a plan,” Jade tells her as I say, “Likewise.” And we finally head out. 

I’m unlocking the car door when I notice how quiet Jade has been. Usually, she’d been jumping out of her shoes to tell me all about her friends and how cute they are together and ya-da-ya-da-ya-da. 

I wait until she’s strapped in the car to ask, “What’s wrong?” 

She turns to me with this funny glint in her eyes. I can’t tell if it’s anger or sorrow. “I was going to correct her...you...you didn’t let me.”

I supply her my reasoning, “there’s no harm in letting people assume things.”

“Amber knows we’re not married.” She sounds like she’s on the verge of a panic attack.

“I still don’t see the problem.” I haven’t started the car yet. 

“The problem...” She’s worked up enough she doesn’t notice when she spits on me a little. Or maybe she doesn’t care. “Is that you resented the idea of marrying me. I will never know what it’s like to be married to the man I love. And I was constantly scared I’ll do or say something wrong that will scare you off. Even when we aren’t together, I continue walking on eggshells. What right do you have taking that away from me by waving the idea in front of me like that?”

“What right?” I sputter. “Excuse me for thinking we had moved past this middle school bullshit and gotten on with our lives.” 

“Fuck you, Hudson!” she screams. “This isn’t about you not trusting me or your mommy issues or even that you don’t think you’re ready. You’re just too shitty to admit you never loved me enough to ever marry me.” 

I gape at her. She’s not sad; she’s barely even pissed. I’ve never seen her this cold about me. Ever. She unbuckles her seat belt and gets out of the car. 

“Wait! Fuck, Jade!” I get out of the car to follow her. “Where are you going?” 

“Fuck off!” She reaches into her purse. She takes her cell phone out as she keeps walking away from me. She’s headed toward the park. 

I run to cut her off. Getting in front of her, I make myself a blockade. She pushes me to the side. 

“You can’t be serious, Jade,” I try to reason with her. 

“It doesn’t matter if you think I'm serious,” she finally talks to me. “It’s true and—”

“And what?” I growl, daring her to finish that sentence. 

“Today it’s not enough.” She keeps going toward the pond. I watch her until she sits down on a bench. Now that she’s staying put, I run after her. 

“What the fuck does that mean?” I demand as I catch my breath. “What does ‘not enough’ mean?” 

She purses her lips before sighing. “It’s what I used to tell myself when I thought we’re kidding ourselves. For months I’ve looked at the positives and said it’s enough. It’s enough for now. It’s good enough to last. There’s enough commitment here for our love to survive. But it wasn’t and today... I can’t today. I can’t pretend like I’m not upset or disappointed. I can’t put on a happy face for you.” 

“Then don’t.” I sit down next to her. “What’s the point of telling me to be honest, if you can’t even admit you’re lying to yourself?” 

Her lips tighten into a small line. “You’re right.” She closes her eyes. “No matter how much I’ve tried to convince myself that I did—that I had earned your love—I never believed it. I tried to tell myself you loved me enough. That if I work hard enough, maybe I’d become your one. You can’t even swallow your pride enough to admit I never had a chance to marry you, which is equally fucked up. And as much as I hate to acknowledge such a stupid idea, maybe you’re right.” 

“About what?” I don’t mean to ask, but it comes out anyway. 

“I couldn’t...what did you say? That’s right. I couldn’t leave well enough alone.” I realize she’s talking about that time she was drunk and asked me if I would marry her. Shit, she remembers that? I felt like a dick even when I thought she was blacked out. 

She gets up from the bench and turns to look at me. Her eyebrows are scrunched; her eyes look too fucking tired. “What if I’m doing the same with the baby? Pretending you want to be there for her, for us. Probably I’m kidding myself and creating another fantasy. This time, the one hurt will be my child. I should stop, or maybe not. Maybe tomorrow this won’t matter. Maybe in six months I won’t be hormonal, and everything will look different to me. Maybe in two, five, or even ten years I’ll apologize for ever trying to force you into marriage.” 

I gulp, finishing her thought. “But today...” 

“Today my life sounds like a shitty soap opera where I’m the next character to get killed,” she says bluntly. “So if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll try to get home before that rain storm catches up to us.” 

I hate when she gets pissed. She acts like I don’t give a damn about her existence. The worst part is, she honestly believes it. I didn’t love her enough? Bullshit. I love her. I’ll prove it to her...somehow. Even if I thought marriage wasn’t a terrible idea, she’d never forgive me if I proposed because of this. I take a deep breath. I have to run to the car so I can catch up to my pregnant wi—girlfriend. 

Fuck, we are not even together. I’m totally fucked. 

•     •     •

Jade  

I get about two blocks when I finally cave. I ask Hudson with what little pride I have left to please let me into the car. He obliges, not even mentioning our argument. I don’t know what to tell him. I don’t think there’s anything more to say. 

That is, until he asks, “Why do you phrase things that way?”

“What? When I give you a timeline as to when, I’ll get over something?” 

He strokes the back of his neck. “Yeah, that.” 

“I’m a sucker.” I shrug, moving away from his touch. “Deep down, I don’t believe in giving up on a relationship unless it truly doesn’t work. Unless it’s completely broken.” 

“So we’re worth saving,” Hudson surmises. 

“I don’t know anymore,” I explain. “Dragon is the only one who matters. I no longer think about our relationship. I miss you, of course, I do. We’ve been part of each other’s lives for more than a decade. And I try to stay...” 

Why am I torturing myself?

“You walked out on me a few months ago,” he grips, his jaw muscles harden. His eyes are focused solely on the road. 

“I didn’t see any other option,” I grumble. Does he think I did it for the sake of leaving? It hurt. Walking away hurt like hell. “I already said I didn’t want to force you—”

“Right, I got that,” he cuts me off. “But why didn’t you stay? Fight for us and what you wanted?”  

I can’t help but laugh. It sounds a little cruel and hollow, but that’s pretty accurate for this situation. “There was no way to convince you to marry me. What would I be fighting for? The last of your patience as you kick me out for being a nuisance?” 

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” 

That catches me off guard. “No?” 

“You’re constantly under the impression I was putting off dumping you.” His brows furrow. “Why would I be stupid enough to be with someone I didn’t love for years on end?” 

“Complacency and stupidity aren’t the same thing,” I argue.

“So now I’m a complacent jackass?” He slams his hands against the steering wheel.

“You said it, not me,” I lower my voice. I’m not interested in talking anymore.

“You know what I’m interested in? What’s your problem? Why are you so determined to be unhappy?” 

I feel tears stinging my eyes. I blink them back as hard as I can. He won’t break me. He’s playing some stupid game for a reason. I laugh to spite him. “You’re the only one who’s unhappy here. I’m just trying to get by.” 

He slams the breaks as he almost runs a red light. I fight the urge to scream. “That’s my point! I can tell you I love you until I’m blue in the face and it makes no difference. Here I am, fighting for you. Showing you that I can be the man you want and you don’t see it. You’re impossible.” 

“So you work hard to pretend to be who I want. Oh God, you’re doing all this out of obligation aren’t you.” I start fidgeting with the door. “Let me out right here.” 

“We’re a minute away from your building,” he informs me. 

“Exactly.” I try to open the door. He counters by locking the door with his automatic switch. He’s so infuriating. 

“What are you doing?” I hiss. 

“Not letting you quit on us, sweetheart,” he grunts. 

“I thought we weren’t worth saving.” I can’t think of anything else to say, I’m tongue tied. Flustered about the new development. He sees me as an obligation he has to fulfill. I’m such an idiot for believing in him.

“I never said we weren’t.” There’s a small twitch to his lips. “I’m under no obligation to love you, but I am trying hard to be the man who deserves your love.”

My heart is pumping blood faster than usual. Why is he torturing me?

“Before you go, I want you to tell you something.” He parks right in front of my building, turning off the engine. His body twists and he faces me. His penetrating eyes on me. “I wasn’t worried that our marriage would fail.”

“What does that mean?”

“You wonder why I didn’t marry you. You swear that you weren’t enough,” he explains and my hands begin to fidget with the strands of my hair. “It was fear. Do you know how many times you left me behind since I met you? Many. If we didn’t marry, the day that you decided to call it off, it wouldn’t be messy.”

My eyes widen with the revelation. It was never my intention to leave him.

He glances to his left, as he rubs his chin. “The first time...I tried to move on and started dating Adriana. But I couldn’t do it—forget you.” With that statement, he climbs down the car, walking around and opening my door. 

I bite the inside of my cheek, uncertain of what to say.

“It isn’t you. I’m the one who missed his chance to marry the love of his life.” His eyes remain glued to mine. There’s a hint of a smile on his mouth. My brain is working hard to catch up with what his said, trying to find the right words to keep him at arm’s length. But I’m thunderstruck.

He bends slightly, using his thumb to smooth my forehead. “No need to think of a comeback. I can see it in your face. The fear that if you let me in, I’ll hurt you again. I’ll work hard to erase it, while winning your trust—and your heart. See you at dinner time.” He places his hand on the back of my neck, resting his lips on top of my head. My heart is beating erratically, and my head hurts trying to decode his words.

Chapter 29

Jade

April 20th, 2016

“You didn’t have to come,” Hudson murmurs. 

“I’m sure it’ll be okay. It’s been years since the last time we saw each other.” I square my shoulders and look around the arriving area, and I see them coming out of the elevator. We’re trying to compromise, find a place where we can be friends and support each other. This should be a perfect way to show some growth from my part. Jenna pushes Brad’s stroller with a hand on Emmett’s child leash. Grant is straggling behind her. She’s searching when her eyes land on me. Her glee and large wave scare me. She’s not usually this friendly. “See, she’s happy to see us.”

Jenna rushes to meet us, throwing me into a hug—also weird of her. I must have woken up in an alternate reality where Jenna’s easy to get along with. 

“Hi, how are you doing, sweetie?” she continues to gush as she straightens out her shirt and hair. Then hugs Hudson. “What kind of face cream do you use? You two look ageless.”

“Umm, I’ve been fine. How are you?” I giggle to mask my nervousness. Why is she changing her attitude? Is she on crack?

“Fantastic!” she exclaims. “I didn’t get decaf this morning, and I couldn’t be more chipper. Now, where to?” 

“Why are you here, Jenna?” Hudson cranks his neck once the children are buckled up on the car seats the Golini lent us.  “A call from your husband saying: your sister should be landing in about an hour is unacceptable.”

Robert called only an hour before she arrived. Hudson was at home. Worry etched across his face thinking that something bad happened to his sister. Robert said she just felt like visiting, that there wasn’t anything wrong.

“Dad told me about your happy news.” She tilts her head toward me. “I wanted to come and see how I can help.”

“Keep your poisonous mouth in check and we’ll be alright,” Hudson warns her, helping her into the back seat. As he closes the door, he lifts my chin and kisses my nose. “Stay close to me; I don’t trust her.”

“She seems like a changed woman.” I remain focused on him, trying reason with him. He has to trust his sister. She looks like maturity finally kicked in. “People change.”

“If you say so.” 

Hudson drives to Red Robin. Jenna makes small talk by asking about the baby. Hudson deflects by talking about his family and his company. The way to the Children’s Museum is mostly quiet except for the kids’ music channel I can find. Hudson and I have to revise our musical taste, or our child will end up listening to a lot of guitar screeching and cussing lyrics. Once in the museum, the children begin to touch and play with everything they are allowed to. It’s not until the boys are running around, Hudson is watching them, and Brad is napping in his stroller that Jenna starts to ask questions.  

“So, have you and Hudson worked out custody yet?” Jenna keeps a tight smile on her face. 

I discreetly glance around the area searching for him. Custody?  

I begin to feel the pit of my stomach cramping as I rack my brain about it and wonder if he’s considering to take me to court and this is all a front. What happened to us being a united front? A family. Once I pinpoint him my stomach tightens. He’s not alone. Adriana is next to him.  Am I being set up? 

“Not yet,” I bluff, studying my nails while thinking about my next move. “There’s still a lot of things we need to iron out with the pregnancy.”

“Well, that’s all right.” She glances over her shoulder, checking on her sons. “It’s easier if you do the arbitration before the baby’s born, however.” 

“Jenna, I appreciate the advice,” I mutter. “But this isn’t any of your business.”

“That’s what Hudson said eight years ago when he dumped his girlfriend because of you.” She shakes her head. “Look at them. She’s perfect, you know. The girl of his dreams all wrapped into one cute, elegant package.”

She glowers at me. “He left her for...well, you. If it hadn’t been for you, they’d be married with several kids and a white picket fence. Instead, we’re here, trying to find a way to protect an innocent child who didn’t ask to come into an effed situation.”

Her words stab me right in the center of the heart. He’d be married if it wasn’t for me. Is that it? Is Adriana the reason why he didn’t marry me? She’s the one who got away, and I’m the consolation prize to his broken heart? As I start feeling sorry for myself, I catch it. Jenna’s smirk. Fucking bitch. She never fails to find a way to hurt me.

•     •     •

Hudson 

Jenna is synonymous with bad news. Even black cats avoid crossing paths with her. 

“Hud, I’m so happy to see you finally.” Adriana squeezes my arm. 

My sister, of course. That explains it. Bloody wench. 

I hurry toward Jenna and notice Jade’s pale face. What the fuck just happened?

“So why are you really in town, Jenna?” I confront her, bringing my hands up, clasping them around my neck. 

Her head flips back and forth between Adriana and me. Jenna's smile widens. 

“Dad told me that you and the bitch had broken up,” she says in a small voice. “But that you knocked her up. I’m a mother, and decided to come here and make sure your child is taken care of. We have to move fast if we want to win this.”

I blink twice, staring at her incredulously. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I growl.

“Watch your mouth.” She angles her once again to look at the kids and moves closer to me. “I’m talking about the custody battle. Now hear me out because Adriana is on board.”

“Stop while you’re ahead,” I warn her in a low voice because we're in a public place and surrounded by children.

“Please, Hudson. Listen to your sister,” Adriana adds caressing my arm.

“Look at both of them. You can’t seriously think that Jade is the right choice.” Jenna’s venomous voice has me frozen in place. Has she lost her fucking mind? “If you marry Adriana, you’ll have the perfect mother for your child. Ditch the hippy.” 

My eyes widen as she spins some crazy shit that includes the two most important people in my life. Jade and Dragon.

“You have the financial stability that she doesn’t,” she speaks quickly, pulling her phone and reading. “We can use her old articles to show how she’s never lived in just one place. I mean, look where she lives. If she thinks she can trap you with a child to get some of your money, she’s wrong.”

Definitely, she has lost all common sense. I wave Adriana’s grasp and use a firm voice. “Jade and I are leaving.” 

“Be reasonable, Hudson.”

“You be reasonable, Jenna. You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I continue. 

“You think she’ll stick around, Hudson? Really?”  Her voice begins to escalate; her tone becomes pure singing shrill. She gets in my face attempting to intimidate me. “She’s a glorified artist, she has no career, money or maternal instinct. If it weren’t for your company, where would she be? Even if she tries to play mother, you don’t know how much damage she could do to a child by leaving.”

"Are you done with this pitiful display?" Jade stares at Jenna for a moment. Her nostrils flaring. “I suggest you lower your tone, Jenna. For the sake of your children. You’re getting a lot of attention.”

“You’ll never be Mrs. Hudson Drago,” Jenna attacks her with her poisonous tongue. “He claims to love you, but when Brad was born and I asked if he’d marry you, he said no. Never. You’re not that girl, the marrying kind.”

My heart constricts as Jade reels backward. My sister just sucker punched her. But it only takes seconds for her to square her shoulders and cross her arms. “You’re too old to continue this behavior, Jenna.” She angels her face. “Sure, when you were little you could say that being abandoned by your mother created this angsty kid or teenager. Once you are old enough to know better, you only look like a pathetic excuse of a human who likes to spread hate among others. Do me a favor and stay away from my child.”

“You took him away from me,” Jenna accuses Jade. Fuck. When I turn back, I see her index finger pointing at me.  “But it’s over. You won’t trap him. Not even with that bastard child.”

I flinch as I hear how my own sister maliciously talks about my baby. 

“Stop!” I order trying to approach Jade who slips further and further away from me. “I don’t want to see you ever again, Jenna. You just crossed the line.”

Jade slips on her jacket and stares at the three of us, then talks to Jenna, “I never tried to take him away from you, Jenna.” Her business-like voice is taking the center of the stage. Her body is trembling with anger. “If anything, I was the one making sure he remembered and sent a present on your birthday, Christmas or for any other fucking occasion. Should had had him sent you one while you were PMS'ing. Who do you think bought and packed all those toys for your children?”

“Jade.” I try to reach her, but she shakes her head. 

Then, she eyes Adriana, and her facial expression hardens. “I didn’t like you because you dated Hudson. Today I can freely say that I despise you. Planning on taking a child from her mother... Only a cold hearted bitch would do that.”

“Jade.” I try to get her attention again.

“You fucked up for the last time, Hudson,” she whispers. “I will have Claire draw up the custodial papers unless you would like to terminate your parental rights and make it all easier for you. Perhaps I will ask her to throw in a restraining order against Jenna.”

“Where are you going?” 

She pushes herself away from my grasp. “The Golinis.” She presses her lips, her watery eyes drowning in fear. “Unfortunately your sister makes sense. On paper any judge will hand you over Dragon without giving me a second glance. We can make this situation uncomplicated and just terminate your parental rights without protest.”

“What are you saying?” I try to even my breathing. “I’d never do anything to hurt you. Fuck, Jade. Don't tell me you're going to listen to what they said.”

“I can’t trust you, I need a paper that tells me my baby will be safe—with me,” she explains.

“I need someone to reassure me that Dragon will always be by my side,” she clarifies with a trembling voice. “Once again you were right, Hudson. I should’ve stayed away from Jenna.”

“Me.” I press an open palm on my chest. “I am the one who can reassure you that Dragon will always be by your side—by our side. Not a paper.”

She gives me a sad smile, and I get it. Once again I underestimate the power of what a legal document represents to her. 

“Jade, wait. I’ll drive you.”

“Who is going to take me to my hotel?” My sister whines.

“I can take care of myself, Hudson.” Her gaze finishes the phrase with an I don’t need you. She races toward the door without glancing back at me. My heart stops as I know that this time, I might have lost my little family.

“Are you fucking kidding me, Jenna?” I raise my voice and get some sick satisfaction when she jolts. “You are playing with my life, my future. I’m trying to convince Jade that she can trust me because I royally fucked up beyond forgiveness, and you just destroyed everything. She is my other half. My fucking soulmate. I can’t live without her. Jade is fucking everything to me.  I waited my whole life for her. 

“With a snap of your venomous mouth you’ve destroyed any hope I had with Jade. She is on her way to visit her cousin who happens to be a fucking damn good attorney. For all I know, tomorrow she will have me served and execute my demise. Without a chance in hell of defended myself! Why?”

“She took you away from us,” my sister persists. “You used to go home often, and then...every time I asked you to come and visit, you’d bring the abandoner, or you would say that you rather stay with her.”

I crack my knuckles as I hear her stupid explanation. Fuck, Dad and I did a poor pissed job raising her. Mostly Dad. I was a kid. “I’m done with you, Jenna. Stay the fuck out of my life. You better pray that I don’t lose my family after your fucked up theatrical scene. I should give you an Oscar for best supporting actress you fucking earned it.”

“We are your family. Not her.”

“Get your children and a cab to take you back to the hotel. I’m not driving you.”

“Hudson,” Adriana speaks up.

“You want to know why I chose her?” I snap at her, forgetting I’m among children and that I should keep my voice leveled. “Because I’ve been in love with her since I first set my eyes on her at Brody's wedding. I fell in love with her wit, the way she transforms an ordinary moment into an extraordinary event. She's owns my soul and heart. She is my life! Get it though your damn pathetic head. Capisce” 

I don't even finish packing my sister’s stuff and walk off as if Hades himself were licking the heels on my feet. Once I’m back in the car I try to call Jade but she sends me to voicemail.

Me: Text me when Jade arrives at your house.

Brody: She’s already here. My wife is about to cut your head.

Me: Take care of my girls, please.

Brody: You’re having a girl?

Me: Not the point. I’m on my way.

When I arrived, Brody invited me to his man cave, we spoke for a couple of hours, but they didn’t let me see Jade. She wanted to have some time to think about the Jenna incident. 

“What a bitch,” Claire enters the cave and pours herself a glass of wine. “If I ever see your sister, I’m going to drag her by the hair and claw her eyes out until she apologizes to Jade.”

I run a hand through my hair. “How is she doing?”

“Sleeping like a baby after I prepared...” she shakes her head. “She’ll call you tomorrow. I recommended that you both have legal council ...we’ll talk more after Jade tells you her decision.”

“Fuck.” I pull my hair while shaking my head. “No. No.”

My heart is being ripped out of my chest. “No, Claire. She can’t take Dragon away from me. I love her. I love my girls. She has to give me another chance. This time, it wasn’t me.” 

Claire looks down at the floor. Brody pats my shoulder.

My body aches all over, my heart feels heavy. No, I can’t lose them. But Jade warned me. She’d do anything to protect our baby. My legs weaken and I drop on my knees as my world comes crashing down. I think I’ve died. 

I lost them. 

Breaking down, folding into a tight ball on the floor I let out everything I’ve been suppressing for the past months. The floodgates open as the tears fall. Men don’t cry Dad told me when Mom left. I don’t believe those words. Men can and should cry when they realize they’ve lost their reason to live.

“I can’t lose them, Claire.” Finally, I’m able to compose myself. “They’re my reason to exist. Jade taught me how to love. She brought light to my life since the day I met her. Without her I will be in darkness. When I came to ask for her phone it wasn’t to chat, it was because I missed her. Because I was already falling in love. What do I do?”

“Hudson...” She holds me in her arms. “I’m sorry, sweetie.”

“Help me, Claire.”

“You’re going to have to yield. Sign what Jade asks, but continue doing what you’ve done for the past few weeks.” She rubs my back the same way she does with her children. “She is scared. Give her some time to remember who you are.”

Slowly, I stand up and give her another hug. “Take care of them.”

Brody walks me to the door. “Call if you need me.” He grips my shoulder. 

I give him a brotherly hug and drive back to my apartment. There’s a message where Adriana apologizes for her poor behavior. I delete it. On the next one, Robert demands I check on my sister. I delete it too. Instead of checking my email, I walk to my old office and get to work. I had a bad day, but if I want Jade back, I have to continue working hard to win her trust. One inning lost, but the home team holds the ball and the game isn’t over yet.
Chapter 30

Jade 

May 13th, 2016

I’m in front of Mom’s and ready to spend the morning with her. Avoiding my ex-boyfriend and trying to forget the foul taste of Jenna’s visit. She scared me. The rational side of my brain knows that Hudson wouldn’t take Dragon away, but the idea of losing my baby is unbearable. Brody pressed on the fact that Hudson loves me and would never hurt me deliberately.  Claire prepared a custody agreement where Hudson will only get a few visitations a year, but she reminded that everyone deserves to be heard. 

I heard him yesterday loud and clear while he asked Claire to help him. His voice wailing: “No, Claire. She can’t take Dragon away from me,” resonated through the entire house. I rushed downstairs and heard every word he said. My heart hurt for him, and I wanted to reach out but hesitated. I felt like we both needed some time apart before talking about Jenna and us. 

Perhaps after the sonogram? Today we get to meet Dragon, and I’m nervous, excited and jittery about it. I decided that the best way to find my Zen place is by spending my morning with Mom. 

When she opens the door, she hugs me so tight, and I feel safe. “How’s my baby?” She backs up. “Let me get a look at you.” Mom makes me twirl. “Sweetheart, you’re getting there, all right. How’s my grandbaby?” 

“Baby’s fine,” I assure her. 

Mom looks at me, puzzled. “You guys haven’t found out if you’re having a boy or a girl?” 

I shrug. “No, the ultrasound is later today. Hence I planned on taking the day off.”

“I heard about Jenna.” Of course, she did. We, Vances, have a great communication system. I roll my eyes as she lets me into the house and closes the door behind me. “One good spanking when she was little would have taught her that the world doesn’t spin around her.”

“You never spanked me.” 

“Because you’re sweet since you were little. And the world does revolve around you.” She laughs at her own joke. 

“Hudson must be hurting,” she settles down. “How are things between the two of you?”

My eyes look around the room, but I don’t answer. 

“Dear, you’re scared,” she says, assessing me perfectly. Scared is putting it mildly. “You have every right to be scared. I was scared when I had Ben.” 

“You were still in school, Mom,” I point out. I head to the living room and take possession of her leather recliner.

“Yes, dear, but I made it a point to get help when I needed it.” She scrutinizes my appearance. “If you think you can’t rely on him, then you have a big problem. Maybe finding a way to co-parent and being friends is the way to go between you. Not all big loves can become great stories. You can’t hope it’ll get better someday. That child will be here before you know it.”

Can ours be considered a great love? 

“He’s trying but...I keep second-guessing myself,” I confess. “What are we doing? Is it working? Are we on the right track?” 

“You are stronger than you think.” She grabs my shoulders and squeezes them. “But things are different than they used to be. The only real question you have to ask is, does he make you happy?” 

“Yes, most of the times,” I say without thought. “Maybe a signed paper doesn’t matter. No. But, Mom, he didn’t want the baby, and what if right now he’s invested but tomorrow he decides we’re not enough for him. One day he’s going to wake up and realize he’s living a life he never wanted. What then? Should I stop working hard in this make-believe relationship? Is it worth it?”

“Anything worth having is worth working for.” Her tone is both sweet and stern like I should know better. “What makes it difficult is when your heart isn’t there anymore. Do yourself a favor, Jade. Think long and hard about who he is to you and if you love him enough to wait until he’s caught up to you.” 

“Caught up to me?” I look at her funny. 

Mom gives me one of her most brilliant smiles. “His heart’s in the right place, baby. He loves you and kisses the ground you walk in. You just need to wait for his mind to catch up.” 

•     •     •

“Hi,” I greet Hudson who is outside the medical offices wearing a casual button down shirt and a pair of washed down jeans. “Thought you were going to work this morning.”

“You haven’t answered any of my calls.” He closes his eyes and shoves his hands inside his pockets. I flinch as I see his pained expressions sketched all over that handsome face. 

“Needed some Mom time,” I inform him. “Today is important and ...I know your sister is an entirely different person. That doesn’t mean her words didn’t hurt. She’s vicious.”

His eyes open and he closes the space between us. “I’m sorry about her,” as usual, he apologizes. “You know what pisses me the most. She had no idea that her tantrum might’ve cost me my entire future—or she doesn’t care.”

“Nothing changed between us, Hud.” I lift my hand squeezing his forearm. 

“You mean it?” He releases a heavy breath and finally smiles at me. I bob my head. “But I had a speech ready.”

“Hold your thoughts. We are meeting Dragon.” I tilt my head toward the door. “Let’s go upstairs. Our appointment is in a few minutes.”

“Can you come home with me after we’re done here?” I’m about to say no when he places his index finger on top of my lips. “Please. If only for a few minutes.”

I nod, and we head to the office where I fill out some forms and hand them over to the receptionist once I’m done she reviews them and asks. “Will you be paying with cash or card?”  

“Card,” Hudson says handing her his black Amex as he continues reading the brochure. “Make sure you book her for the complete package.”

“Actually,” I smile at both. “Karen and I have an agreement. I made those brochures in exchange of this session.”

Hudson nods as he studies the brochure closer. “Nice. The session you booked is for five minutes and to find out the gender. We need to have the video, and a double session. We can see her face once she’s older.”

“Oh lord, you’re going to be filming our child all the time, aren’t you?”

“Just like you’ll be taking pictures.” He leans down and kisses my nose. And this feels so natural. Normal. The way it should’ve been since the beginning. Are we okay now? 

“Jade Vance,” I’m called before I think more about us. 

“Should be Jade Drago,” Hudson murmurs in my ear. “It’ll soon be Jade Drago.”

I don’t have time to assimilate those words because he drags me toward the sonogram room where the nurse waits for us and hands me a cotton sheet. 

“Lay down on the table. You don’t need to undress,” she explains. “Just lower your leggings down to the pelvic area, lift your shirt above your abdomen, and if you need, you can use this to cover yourself. The technician should be here soon.”

She points to the big machine in front of me. “That’s the main screen. On the left is the second one, a bigger one to appreciate the ultrasound best.”

“Thank you.” I smile at her, following her instructions.

Hudson takes my hand and kisses it. “Those brochures look fantastic. But you don’t have to make deals, though. Let me take care of you, Jade.”

“Good morning,” the technician greets us, interrupting Hudson’s attempt to have a conversation about my finances. “Mom and Dad, ready to meet your baby?”

I nod as I watch him take a seat and put on his latex gloves. “I’m going to squeeze some gel and slide the wand around your belly to take some measures. If you have any questions while I speak, stop me and I’ll answer them.”

He taps the computer, squeezes the gel, and as the wand touches my belly, some swishing sounds come from the computer. “Ah, there we are.” The silhouette of a baby appears on the screen. As promised, the ultrasound allows us to have a perfect picture of him or her, not the typical grainy picture. 

“Is that noise normal?” Hudson, who I now notice is right in front of the second screen, asks.

“The beating sound?” the technician asks, Hudson nods. “That’s the baby’s heartbeat, which is also normal.”

He’d know if he had gone to any of my regular visits. Unfortunately, he’s always busy. Today he made an exception because he wanted to meet the baby and learn the genre. 

“Let’s see,” the technician continues. “If we move around here...we can safely say that we’re having a baby girl.”

Hudson’s hand touches the screen. His shoulders slump and his head shakes. “Our baby,” he whispers, not moving for several minutes. Once the technician ends, he hands me a USB drive with the recorded ultrasound. Hudson turns around, looking devastated.

“I’m sorry. For not listening months ago when you ask for the most wonderful thing in the world,” he says, grabbing my hand with one of his and resting his other hand on top of my belly.

“Please, don’t take her away from me,” he begs, his eyes watery.

“I wouldn’t dare,” I respond lifting my hand to caress his jaw. “We’ll find a way. We always do.”

He kisses my bump and then forehead. “Thank you for letting me meet our little dragon.”

There it is, in his eyes, the love I expected from a man who loves fearlessly for his own baby. A ray of hope warms my lonely heart as I feel this might be the beginning of something new. Not sure what, but whatever we come up with will be the best for our little dragon.

“Congratulations!” I squeeze his hand. “You’re going to be a dad.”

He helps me down and takes me into his arms, resting his lips on top of my forehead. 

“We are going to be parents.” My arms go around his torso, my head leaning on his chest. The heat of his body slips through, warming my heart filling it completely. Maybe this is one of those big loves that are meant to be. We just have to find each other.

•     •     •

Though I agree to go to Hudson’s place, after the sonogram I received a voicemail from a frantic client who needed me to add a few new pictures and update her prices on her website. He drove me home but not before I promised to swing by his place after I was done. He handed me my key, but I knock on the door before I unlock it myself. I’m not even sure if he’s home right now. Maybe I should’ve called. I push the door open slowly. I think I’m psyching myself out a little. That’s okay, there’s no one in the living room. 

“Anybody home?” I yell as I drop my purse on the front table. 

“Just a second!” I hear a voice coming from...his office? 

Hudson comes out of his home office. He’s wearing the cheapest pair of shorts he owns. Plus, this ratty Dreadful Souls t-shirt I thought I got rid of last year. 

He closes the gap between us, kissing me so passionately my knees bend the slightest bit. “Hi, princess,” he whispers into my lips as he continues to devour my mouth. 

“Hi.” I moan against him, my insides melting as my heart thunders inside my ribcage. 

“Fuck, I've missed kissing you.” Hudson finally breaks us apart. “I know there’s a lot we have to talk about, but I got to show you something.” 

“Okay?” I let him drag me to his office. He covers my eyes with his hand before he opens the door. What is it? A new set of stocks, a new computer that will run at the speed of light, or maybe he redecorated because he’s planning to... I don’t know. 

“Are you ready?” He sounds like he could pee himself from anticipation. 

“Yes?” I can’t seem to grasp any excitement. 

He lifts his hand from mine. I gasp. 

The carpet has been completely refurbished, the walls repainted with white and soft gray and pink polka dots. There’s a white crib in the far corner of the room, already set up with bedding and stuffed animals. On the opposite side is the most comfortable looking rocking chair I’ve ever seen. The walls have cartoon pink and gray dragons flying in all directions, 

“Pink,” I mutter. It takes my mind a second to catch up. “You knew?”. 

He kisses my temple. “I just knew. I’ve dreamt of her too, you know.” He looks completely at peace. He walks farther into the room, leaving me to gawk. “Our little girl who looks like you and has my eyes. I used the images from your Pinterest to create the perfect nursery for Dragon?” 

“This is...beautiful.” I walk around the room, amazed at the detail and his hard work. Also impressed and moved because he gave up his office to our dragon. “How long have you been working on this?”

“Weeks. Mostly at night.” He winds the dragon mobile on top of the crib that matches the walls. “I know you’re planning a getaway or just giving up on us.” 

“Some days I do,” I mutter. “Want to give up because I am afraid. But others I want to work hard to find that compromise.” 

“Not sure what’s there to worry, princess.” He opens the brand new shutters, letting some of the evening sun rays filter inside the room. “We’re a family. Families stay together forever. I want to take care of you, find a nice house with a big backyard where our little dragon can play. When I said I love you years ago, it meant: I love you forever. As I asked to find a reason to stay with me, it was in hopes that you’d never leave again. Leading this relationship with fear wasn’t smart. At the beginning of the year, it hurt seeing you leave. But the biggest fear is not only losing you but losing Dragon too.

“I understand your trepidation and will give you space to think about our future while I beg you to let me win your heart.” He leans against the wall, his eyes waiting for my reaction. I stare back waiting for... more? “I’m not asking you to find a reason. I’m planning on giving  you plenty of reasons to stay beside me—forever.”

“Wow,” is all I can say, holding the tears at bay. Maybe we are on the same page, and maybe what we have works for us, and we don’t need to talk more. Instead, we should plan. And then after sitting down in the rocking chair and enjoying the euphoric sensation the back pillow has on my spine, I also add, “Thank you, I love it. I love you.” 

He kneels in front of me, takes my hand and pecks it. “Anything for you, princess.” 

Once he says those words, I break into a loud laugh. He takes me into his arms. “I’m trying hard. Tell me what I’m missing to make you happy. Let me take care of you. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, to see you smile, and no matter what I do, I fail.”

He hasn’t failed, has he? It was both of us not communicating what we needed form one another. We let our fears lead our hearts. We both obsessed with a situation that didn’t matter as much as the love we had. But I don’t know if he understands what I say, as I keep sobbing. Tears washing the pain the past months caused, seeing him hurting the same way I’ve hurt. Hud carries me to our old bed, hugging me tight and telling me little nonsense words to calm me down. At some point I settle down enough to nap.

When I wake up, I’m on the bed wearing one of his t-shirts and a pair of sweats. My head rests on top of him; he’s letting me use his chest as a pillow while carding his fingers through my long hair. I wonder when I stopped trusting him to be there for me. Why I let us slip so far away? But it wasn’t my sole responsibility to maintain this relationship. As I see him, a part of me wants to apologize, to reach out and say everything went too far. That I can’t remember the last time I was this up in the air about anything and everything feels temporary nowadays. And that it isn’t his fault, that I know he’s trying his hardest. I want to say he’s missing the point of “good enough.” It doesn’t mean he’s lacking; it means I’m working to catch up to where he sees us. 

I want to say that if I could forget about settling down, I would. 

“I’m not scared of but,” I mumble into his chest. “I’m scared of and.” 

“And,” he repeats more to himself than anything. 

“And what if this happens? And then what? And how could that workout?” I elaborate. “But’s are final, definitive. ‘And’ leaves me in a casino in Bangkok with two dollars and no real explanation of how to get back to my hotel. And what am I supposed to do about that, they ask.” 

“Some days I feel like there’s no one who knows Jade better than me,” he confesses. “And sometimes I feel like you are a stranger. ‘And’ can be scary.” 

“Knowing me doesn’t have to mean knowing about me. You know all the important stuff.” 

“I don’t know when your real birthday is,” he mentions.

“Neither do I, so don’t worry.” 

“I’m afraid that one morning I’ll wake up and you’ll be gone again.” He squeezes me a little tighter. “But this time it’ll be forever.”

“I’m afraid you’ll wake up one morning, look over at me, and realize you don’t love me anymore. You won’t see the twenty-three-year-old at the peak of her freedom,” I counter. 

He laughs a little; the irony isn’t lost on him. 

“Look at us.” He reaches for my right hand, rubbing circles into my palm. “I was gunning to bang this girl at a wedding. I was supposed to have fun and move on. Now I can’t breathe at the thought of you ever being out of my grasp. Being so far from you suffocates me.” 

“I met this guy I really wanted to kiss.” I pull his hand closer to me, kissing the backside, and then the palm. “I thought he was going to be a dream. A perfect, delusional dream I would keep in my heart until I had my life in order. I wasn’t supposed to fall in love.”

“When did you?” He kisses my temple. 

“I was in Barcelona, the stars were bright, the music was intoxicating,” I describe for him. “I had been approached by some men. That night...I couldn’t. I felt like I was betraying you. It was a month before Michael was born. The next day I got on a flight and came home. You had a girlfriend; it nearly killed me.” 

“The first time you held Mikey,” he offers, “I had never seen anything so pure in my entire life. I thought to myself, ‘for all the fucked up shit out there, how could I be so lucky to have found her?’ I broke up with the girlfriend right away.”

I choke back a sob. “I need to feel wanted.” 

“I want to feel needed.” 

I close my eyes. “I’m paranoid, obsessive and stubborn.”

“I’m vindictive, obsessive and stubborn.” He lifts my chin up, forcing me to look at him. His eyes are so empty, so vulnerable.

“We had it once,” he mutters, his lips brushing my ear. “The love. A love strong enough it withstood time, distance, and chaos. We know how to live with chaos, how to battle against inclement weather and evil wizards. It’s just a matter of patience, and will.” 

“I’ll never become your perfect girl,” I concede. 

“That’s okay.” He tilts his chin, so his lips are an inch from mine. He runs a finger down my belly. “This is my perfect girl. And you are the incredibly perfect love of my life. From the moment I met you, I knew you were my dreams come true.” 

I burst into ugly, horrible, relieved tears, clinging onto him for dear life. At this moment, I know we’re going to be fine. 

We’re more than enough.
Epilogue

Hudson 

September 18th, 2016

“Did you have a good birthday?” I pull Jade closer to me. 

“I think I ate an entire cheesecake all by myself,” she points out resting her head on my chest. “My back is killing me, and I can’t seem to find a comfortable position. But I did enjoy my party. Thank you.”

“She really needs a name,” I remind her, placing my hand on top of her belly. There are two things we haven’t done yet. Find the perfect name or getting married. The latter will have to wait until I find the way to do it just right. A proposal that will sweep her off her feet and the wedding of her dreams. For now, I’m focusing on one. “Dragon is due any day now.” 

“Nothing can top Dragon,” Jade argues softly. 

“She doesn’t have to stop being Dragon...but we can’t put that on a birth certificate.” 

“True.” Her brown eyes perk up. “What kind of name are we looking for? I don’t think we ever figured that out.” 

I shrug. “I was thinking something traditional and classy. Maybe a middle name that’s a little more fun in case she gets bored.”  

“Huh,” she reacts. “That’s what I was thinking. Something underrated, though.”

“Why underrated?” 

“I’d hate for her to have ten other girls with her name in every class she’s in.” Jade shifts over slightly. “Sorry, it’s hard to get comfortable with all of this baby sitting on me.” 

“Don’t apologize,” I chastise her. I bend down to kiss her bump. “Hey, kid, what should we name you? We are desperate.”

Jade laughs. So do I. 

“Come on, give us a clue you little bundle of joy.” 

Dragon kicks softly. Jade has this weird expression on her face. It’s like she’s smiling? But she’s also doing a long division mentally at the same time. 

“Say that again,” she says hesitantly. 

“You little bundle of joy?” What’s she getting at?

“Joy,” she repeats. The baby kicks again. 

“What? Joy? Seriously?” 

She snaps out of her musings. “You’re right. That’s too cheesy. What sounds like that?” 

“Joy?” I turn around to grab a baby name book. Flipping through the alphabet quickly, I find the page with Joy in it. “Joyce.” 

“Joyce,” she mulls the word in her mouth. “Joyce Drago... It’s missing something.” 

“What? Like a middle name?” 

Jade shakes her head. “No, I think that’s her middle name. We need a first name.” She holds out her hand expectantly. I pass her the book. She doesn’t even turn the page when she says, “Julia.” 

“Julia,” I say again. The baby kicks a little harder this time. “Julia Joyce Drago. She could be Jules.” 

“Or JJ,” Jade offers. 

“JJ the Dragon.” I laugh at the ridiculous name, but it’s so perfect for our baby girl. “How does that sound to you, kid? Can you live with JJ?” 

The baby seems happy enough at this suggestion. 

“JJ.” Jade grins touching her back. “Our little jewel, Julia.” 

“No. We’re not calling her jewel. She going to grow up thinking she can just take shiny objects,” I joke and I lose closely at her pained expression “You okay?”

“A little back pain, nothing to worry about.” 

We settle back into watching the movie. Juliette. It sounds perfect. Just like her, just like her mom. I glance over at them. Jade’s completely entranced in the story, baby behaving well enough. I have no clue what love feels like to most people. Hell, I’m not even sure if fairy tales like the ones Jade clings onto can exist. She makes my life, though. I want to make her as happy as she makes me.

•     •     •

Jade

October 19th, 2016

The back pains and discomfort I felt during my birthday were contractions. A few hours after we found the perfect name for Dragon she decided to come into the world. Julia and I were released from the hospital three days later. Everything’s in order. She’s a little on the light side, but Dr. Meyers said she could gain that weight quickly. Hudson bought the house next to Brody and Claire’s place. I have a suspicion he’s had an interest in that house ever since the Golini’s mentioned it last summer. Before we move, we have some remodeling to do. 

Ben stuck around. I assumed it was to see his goddaughter be born, but there was more to it. 

“I’m finally doing it, Jade.” He waited until I was in the hospital to tell me. “I’m finally going after my dream. I sent in my samples to Rolling Stone.” 

“Good.” I stuck my tongue out at him. “It only took you twenty years to get around to it.” 

He scratched the back of his neck bashfully. “Well, better late than never. Besides, I saw you work for your dreams. I knew it was time to stop putting my goals on pause.” 

Mom’s been in and out of our apartment since we got here. She’s been a godsend with making sure we take care of ourselves. Julia doesn’t cry often, but she is deafening when she does. 

Hudson’s been a pro at this new parent thing. He talks to her like she’s his best friend, explaining everything and anything that’s happening. All in all, he’s amazing. Jenna is out of his life, but his father came to visit JJ a week after we came home. He's planning on retiring and moving close to us. 

A year can make a world of a difference. I was dating a great guy, making some money, and generally getting by. But now? I have a home, a devoted husband. And best of all, I have the most amazing daughter anyone could ever ask for. 

Even being a month old now, I know she’ll take the world by storm. I’ve waited my entire life to be a mom. We’ve finally arrived here, together. She’s mine, you know? No one can take that away.

“Don’t worry. We’ll be each other’s knight in shining armor,” I tell her while rocking her to sleep. 

“Or,” Hudson steps out of the bathroom, all ready for bed, “we could stick to our assigned duties. I’m the knight who rescues you. She’s the dragon who keeps everything well-guarded and loved.” 

“And me?” I point out. 

“You...” His lips go for mine. Kissing Hudson is like falling in love with him all over again. Each time is a different experience, but beautiful none the less. “You are the beautiful queen who holds the heart of the kingdom. We protect you so you can protect us.” 

“Makes sense.” I giggle. 

He wraps his arms around my waist. We sway together slowly, baby safely nestled between us. 

“Is this everything you wanted?” Hudson wonders out loud. 

I shake my head softly. “It’s everything I needed. Not in the slightest how I imagined it. It’s perfectly imperfect.” 

“Inexplicably wonderful.” He smirks. 

“Amazingly and fantastically enough.” 

And that’s how it should be.
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