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      “I never would have married the louse if I’d known what a first class, king-sized idiot he would turn out to be.”

      Kayla Brooks, a prominent divorce attorney who specialized in acrimonious cases, sat across the desk from her client. She kept her features carefully schooled in an impassive expression which betrayed none of her own emotions. Her reputation was such that other lawyers were apt to groan aloud when they saw her name listed as opposing counsel. Kayla’s calm demeanor was in sharp contrast to her client, who was in an emotional uproar enough for the both of them.

      Kayla tapped her pencil against the yellow legal pad in front of her. “Well, Sue, the fact is that you did marry him. Which means we have to base our decisions on where we are right now, not where you started fifteen years ago.”

      Her client leaned forward and narrowed her eyes. “The problem is that I married too early in life.”

      Kayla resisted the urge to sigh. If she only had a dollar for every-time she heard that she’d have saved nearly enough to buy her own private Caribbean island.

      “Twenty...that’s how old I was when I walked down that aisle,” her client continued, clearly warming to her rant. “Who does that?”

      Only a misguided soul, in Kayla’s opinion. A thought she kept to herself. Her personal opinions about marriage were hers alone, certainly nothing she shared with her clients. But she agreed in spades with the theory that an early marriage was a doomed marriage. “I assume there was no prenuptial agreement?”

      The answer to her question was a derisive snort. “Yeah, right. A prenup. Back then we barely had two forks to our name. We had to eat off the same plate.”

      Kayla studied her client. She and Sue were roughly the same age, mid-thirties. What they shared in common was honey-blond hair, blue eyes, and a similar trim, athletic build. She knew that her client had attended a small women’s college back east, like Kayla herself had, but that’s where their commonalities diverged. Sue had married, she hadn’t. Sue had focused on helping her husband to build his career, whereas Kayla had prioritized her own. She was childless. Sue and her husband had two middle-school-age children. Kayla didn’t envy her client’s suddenly being thrust into single motherhood by her husband’s announcement that he’d had enough of the mid-west and was moving to Los Angeles. Alone.

      Sue’s anguish was clear in her voice when she spoke of her soon-to-be ex-husband, something more common than not among Kayla’s clients. Especially the ones who married their first love at a tender, young age. They tended to be the ones who were blindsided. They’d married as young adults, and whatever adult coping skills they’d learned, they’d learned while growing up together. Which was why the untangling of a marriage was so painful to witness.

      Despite what her family and friends thought, Kayla’s choice to specialize in divorce law hadn’t soured her attitude toward marriage. But it had led her to develop a few hard and fast rules. Chief among them, grow up before you marry. Learn who you are before you commit your future to another person.

      “Do you have children?” Sue asked, her voice startling Kayla out of her reverie. “I don’t see any pictures, so I’m guessing not.” Her eyes scanned the office, coming to rest on the framed photo of Kayla’s niece on the credenza behind her desk. “Who’s that? She’s a beautiful young woman.”

      Kayla swiveled around, picked up the frame and handed it across the desk. “That’s my niece.” She smiled, as she always did when she thought about Whitney. “She’s my older sister’s daughter. Proof positive that a single mother can raise amazing kids.” She left unspoken the uphill struggles she’d witnessed her sister experience after Whitney’s dad had left them. Sue had her own difficulties ahead of her, which she well knew. What she needed to hear from Kayla was that it was possible for her kids to turn out okay. Which it most certainly was, to Kayla’s mind Whitney was the most well-adjusted, focused, and happiest young woman she knew. Kayla adored her beyond reason.

      Sue handed the photo back with the first smile Kayla had ever seen from her. “She’s a lovely girl, she resembles you.” Her smile faded. “Just don’t let her do anything stupid like marry the first sweet-talking young man that comes along. It’s emotional suicide.”

      She needn’t worry. The last thing Kayla would ever do was stand by and watch Whitney sabotage her own future by losing her focus and getting overly involved with anyone before she’d established her own future. She made a sufficiently reassuring remark before guiding the conversation back to Sue’s woes. But even as she gazed over the financial statements Sue handed her, Kayla made a mental note to ask her niece if she was seeing anyone. She knew Whitney dated casually but she hadn’t mentioned a current boyfriend. Not a serious one anyway.
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      Kayla was mid-way through her lunch when she heard the outer office door open. A quick glance at the clock confirmed that it couldn’t be her next client, not this early. Perhaps it was a courier with the case files she’d requested from the courthouse. She pushed aside her salad and got to her feet to check. But she hadn’t taken more than a few steps before she heard her niece’s voice call out a greeting.

      A delighted smile stretched across Kayla’s face. She flung her arms open wide and wrapped them around her favorite person in the entire world. “Whitney, honey, what a lovely surprise, I wasn’t expecting you.” She took a step back and studied her niece. Dressed in a pair of stone-washed jeans and a University of Ohio sweatshirt, she looked the picture of good health.  “Wait, nothing’s wrong, is it?”

      Whitney’s laugh was carefree. “No, just the opposite. I have good news and I wanted to share it in person.” She laid her satchel on the chair nearest the door. She glanced at Kayla’s half-eaten lunch. “Am I interrupting?”

      Kayla pointed to the chair beside her as she settled back at the table. “Not at all, you know that I always have time for you. Unless I’m in court—”

      “—nailing someone’s backside to the wall,” her niece teased, her eyes sparkling.

      Kayla pulled a face. “Very funny. Now sit down and tell me what you’re looking over the moon about. Wait, is this about your semester in Paris? You got the scholarship?”

      Whitney shook her head. “Better than that.”

      Better than a free semester in Paris? This Kayla had to hear. “Don’t tell me you’ve been offered a job as a teaching assistant? I know that’s what you’ve wanted for a while now.”

      Again, Whitney shook her head. She sat, hands in her lap, her eyes intent upon Kayla, clearly delighted about something. Whitney’s happiness, whatever it was related to, was infectious because Kayla’s smile mirrored her niece’s.

      Whitney reached up and flicked her long platinum braid over her shoulder with her left hand. “Try again.”

      Kayla studied her niece’s face. She loved being an aunt, especially being Whitney’s aunt. She’d been an easy baby, a fascinating child, a relatively trouble-free teen, and Kayla couldn’t be prouder of the young woman she’d become. “I don’t know, sweetheart, but whatever it is, I’m happy for you. You’re positively glowing.” A thought struck her. “Have you called your mom yet? Perhaps you should tell her first.”

      “Don’t worry, she knows you’re my second mom.” Her words were followed by a grin.

      Kayla sat back and tilted her head to the side as she studied her sister’s only child. Her niece was glowing as if she’d been lit from within. She went back over their last few conversations to see if she’d forgotten anything that Whitney had shared with her, but she didn’t think she had. Like many people her age, Whitney’s conversations were usually full of exciting ideas and plans she wanted to make. Which, at twenty years old, was exactly how it ought to be. “Don’t tell me that you’ve decided to run for class president?”

      “Maybe next year. So, do you give up, Aunt Kayla?”

      Kayla laughed. “I’m ready to move to the celebration part of the conversation. Go ahead, tell me your news.”

      In lieu of words, Whitney held out her left hand and wiggled her fingers.

      “You got a manicure?”

      “No, silly. Look at my ring.”

      Something in her niece’s tone of voice triggered an alarm bell in Kayla’s mind but she dutifully turned her attention to the jewelry in question. A cushion-cut sapphire atop a gold band encircled the third finger on Whitney’s left hand. “It’s beautiful.” She looked up and met her niece’s eye. “Tell me you were up late at night watching the jewelry shopping network.”

      “No.”

      “Your mother sent you an early birthday gift?” Her voice sounded hopeful even to her own ears.

      “No, not even close.” Whitney lowered her hands and folded them on the table as if she were preparing for a contentious negotiation. “It’s a gift from Matthew.”

      Matthew. Kayla let the name roll through her mind several times. Matthew? Had Whitney mentioned him on a previous occasion? Kayla thought back to the dinner they’d shared earlier in the week. Matthew’s name hadn’t been spoken, she was sure of it. Whitney had recently spent a weekend at Kayla’s house. There’d been no talk of a boyfriend. What on earth had happened that this Matthew person had gone from not worth mentioning to boyfriend in no time flat?

      “Well, aren’t you going to say anything?” Whitney demanded.

      Kayla cleared her throat while her mind scrambled for something to say. “Uh, Matthew has great taste in jewelry. The ring’s beautiful.” She blew out a long breath. “But who is he and why is he buying you expensive gifts?”

      Kayla watched Whitney grin so wide that she feared her niece’s face would ache for the rest of the day. Her eyes shone too, which only served to further unnerve Kayla.

      “Matt is only the most wonderful man in the entire world. Oh, Aunt Kayla, I can’t even tell you.” She steepled her fingers and held them to her lips.

      “So, he bought you a friendship ring?” Kayla asked. “That’s certainly lovely, although it’s a bit of a grand gesture if you’ve just started seeing each other.” When her niece didn’t speak, Kayla forged ahead. The silence was ominous and she didn’t want to listen to what it implied. “Maybe after you’ve been seeing each other for six months or so, we could have dinner together. After all, there’s no point in my meeting anyone if they’re just passing through your life.”

      “Aunt Kayla—”

      “Your mom should be home by then.” Kayla was rambling and she knew it. It wasn’t like her, but the cold, murky dread that was working itself upwards from her toes wasn’t like anything she’d experienced before. She took a deep, fortifying breath and rushed on. “She’s due home in May, right? Perfect. You turn twenty-one in June. We were planning to give you a huge party—”

      “Aunt Kayla, please—”

      For the first time ever, Kayla ignored her niece. “—and if you’re still dating Matthew, then, by all means, invite him to the party.”

      Whitney reached across the table and took Kayla’s hand in hers.

      Kayla stared down at the sapphire, afraid to look up and see confirmation of her fear in her niece’s expression.

      “Look at me, Aunt Kayla.”

      Kayla stared into a pair of blue eyes that looked much like her own. Except that Whitney’s were trusting, filled with the wonder of young love. “Who is Matthew?”

      “My fiancé.”

      “Your fiancé,” Kayla repeated numbly. Truly, she was unable to utter more than the one word. But an explosion of questions detonated in her mind. Why? When? Who was this guy? What had happened to her niece’s plans for her future? What hold did this Matthew person have over her? “You’re engaged?”

      Whitney laughed. “Yes, that’s what the word ‘fiancé’ implies.” She squeezed Kayla’s hand. “I’m getting married. Can you believe it?”

      No. She certainly couldn’t. It was like trying to cram a square peg into a round hole. It just wouldn’t work. “I think we’d better call your mother. I don’t care what time it is in Istanbul.”

      “I can’t. She’s on a yoga retreat, some seven-day silence-embracing spiritual journey. I can’t get ahold of her unless it’s an emergency.”

      It took every ounce of self-control for Kayla not to shriek, ‘And this isn’t an emergency?’ but she didn’t. Not out loud anyway. But she silently, albeit unfairly, cursed her sister for being in Turkey when she was desperately needed in Ohio.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything?” Whitney asked.

      Kayla wasn’t sure if she was nodding or shaking her head but she sensed she was responding somehow. “I don’t know what to say,” she finally managed to get out.

      “Congratulations would be nice to hear,” Whitney said.

      Kayla stared at her. Her niece looked the complete opposite of how she herself felt. Whitney appeared calm, collected, serene even. Whereas Kayla worried her brain was on fire. Pull it together. You’ve got to handle this the right way. “You just caught me off guard.” Stunned was more like it. She got to her feet. “Let’s go for a walk. Just around the complex.”

      Without waiting for Whitney to agree, Kayla came around the conference table and took ahold of her niece’s hand. She led her through the outer office and pushed open the door. A rush of crisp autumn hit her. She inhaled and exhaled.

      “Are you okay, Aunt Kayla?”

      No. No, she wasn’t. But how could she possibly say that she felt as if she’d just had a half-ton of bricks dropped on her? That wasn’t the reaction that Whitney had come over to her office to hear. “You have to know I’d be surprised. I didn’t even know you were dating anyone exclusively.” She forced a smile to her face that she didn’t feel. “Let’s walk and you can tell me about Matthew.”

      As they wound their way around the path that circled the complex’s Asian-inspired garden, Kayla listened. Whitney needed no encouragement to talk about the man in her life, her adoration was like rocket fuel for the conversation. She’d never heard her niece speak this enthusiastically about anyone, or anything, before. They looped the garden twice before Kayla stopped beside the bridge that overlooked the Koi pond. “Matthew sounds like an amazing person.”

      Actually, he sounded more like a super-hero than a young college kid, but Kayla’s mind had cleared enough for her to have figured one thing out. Whitney was beyond far gone for this guy and Kayla needed to tread carefully. She and her niece were close, and Whitney respected her opinion, but that was no green-light for Kayla to burst her bubble.

      At least not right away.

      Now that her head had stopped spinning, Kayla met Whitney’s gaze. “You know all I want is for you to be happy, sweet girl.” She willed away the tears that pricked at the back of her eyes. She forced herself to smile. “So when can I meet the lucky man who has stolen your heart?”

      Whitney giggled, which made her sound like a young pre-teen girl. Kayla’s heart longed for those long-ago days when boys had barely blipped on her niece’s radar. Now, one was more than blipping, he was fast coming in for what Kayla feared would be a crash landing.

      “He’s dying to meet you,” Whitney said. “We were hoping that you’d be available this weekend for dinner with his family.”

      “So soon?”

      “We’re not planning a long engagement. A few months at most, we may not even wait that long.” She laid her hand on Kayla’s arm. “I know that your work has made you cynical about marriage, but I need for you to be happy for us. Matt and I are going to grow old together.”

      Kayla swallowed hard.  “The odds aren’t good for a long, happy marriage. Not when you marry this young.”

      Her niece’s smile was indulgent. “You’ve got to admit that your view’s skewed because all you see are people who’ve failed at marriage.”

      Kayla bit back the words that rushed to the tip of her tongue. She felt oddly protective of her clients. None of them, to a one, had ever seemed happy to get divorced. They ranged from relieved to resigned, accepting to angry, hurt to heartbroken, but happy? No. But how did you explain the pain of dashed dreams and heartbreak to a twenty-year-old with stars in her eyes?

      The short answer was that you didn’t.

      At least not in so many words, and not right away.

      “I’m absolutely available anytime this weekend,” Kayla heard herself say. “In fact, I can’t wait to meet Matthew.”

      And her words were true enough. The sooner she met Whitney’s fiancé, the sooner she could figure out how to extricate her niece from an engagement that was happening way too fast.
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      Zander Reed blew three short blasts into his whistle and waved his clipboard to catch the attention of his players at the other end of the field. He motioned for them to return to where he and half his football team had already assembled. “That’s it for the day, guys. Not a bad performance overall,” he said once they all stood in a huddle. “But I’ve got a couple of ideas for new plays that I want to run over with you all.” He gazed at the faces that stared back at him. He was beyond proud of these kids, but he took pains that they didn’t let it go to their heads. A cocky football player was not a good football player. “The season’s gone so well that I’m raising the bar again. When you hit the field tomorrow, be prepared to up your game.” He pointed to the gym. “Now go shower. I don’t want my locker room smelling like a barn.”

      With a fair amount of good-natured teasing between them, the team took off at a jog for the locker room. Zander glanced around the field to make sure that everyone was accounted for and that his assistants were gathering up the training equipment. He spoke briefly with his assistant coach before he headed in the direction of his office. He was halfway there when he saw a familiar figure headed toward him.

      His face broke into a wide smile at the sight of his son. “Hiya, Matt. This is a nice surprise.” He embraced his only child, no half-hugs or backslaps for them. Matthew was his pride and joy. Only a bear hug would do.

      “Hey, Dad, glad I caught you.”

      He gave his son a quick once over. At nearly six-feet-tall, Matthew was a few inches taller than he was. Was any man alive prouder of his son than he was? Zander doubted it. “Everything okay? I thought you had class this afternoon.”

      “It was canceled. Which worked out great because I needed to talk to you about something.”

      “Sure, any time any place, same rule as when you were a kid.” He reached out and gave his son’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Walk back with me and we can talk. I’ve got a meeting with the team but we can talk while they finish up showering.”

      His son fell into step beside him. “Yeah, the thing is, Dad, I wanted to talk to you about something kind of major. Can you tell me when’s a good time?”

      He didn’t miss the look his son threw his way. The two of them were close, not surprisingly, considering that he’d become a full-time single dad to his two-year-old son when he was only twenty, still practically a kid himself. In hindsight, he wouldn’t have had it any other way. His son was his life. But he was glad that Matthew was making other choices. There was time for a family and heavy-duty responsibilities down the road. Way down the road. He stopped walking. “I’ll make time for you now.”

      His son flashed a grateful smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

      Zander called for his two assistant coaches to join them. They jogged up, greeted Matt, and readily agreed to handle the locker-room meeting.

      Once they were alone, Zander pointed to a picnic table in the shade of the bleachers. “Here okay?”

      Matt nodded. He also wiped his palms on his jeans, which Zander knew was a sign he was nervous. They sat across from each other.

      “I think I know what this is about,” Zander said.

      “You do?”

      Zander nodded. “Yeah, and you don’t need to sound so surprised. You know that you have my full support.”

      Matt blew out a long breath. “Wow, that’s a relief. Looks like I worked myself up for nothing.”

      Zander drummed his fingers on the table. “You shouldn’t have been nervous, son. You know that. I’m Team Matt all the way, always have been.”

      “Thanks, Dad. You’re the best.”

      “When do you leave?”

      His son frowned. “Leave?”

      “For boot camp?” Zander was suddenly far less sure than he’d been a moment ago. “That’s what you wanted to tell me, right? You’re re-enlisting in the Navy?”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      Zander sat and studied his son. His was a face that Zander loved more than anyone else’s. This grown man before
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