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      Lindsey

      I'm making a quick run to the bathroom and am outside the office door when I hear the sweet, heartrending exchange between my former sister-in-law, Winnie, and her new beau, Gabe, regarding their future and…marriage.

      And, like it or not, panic takes over.

      Not because I begrudge her happiness, but because I'm pregnant, untethered, and don't know where I fit in this new version of her life.

      She deserves happiness. Especially after sticking with my brother Jason and caring for him until his death. That was no small thing.

      No marriage is perfect, and my brother wasn’t an easy guy. He was very much like our parents in that once he decided something, that was it. So I get why they had the trouble they did when Winnie changed her mind and wanted kids despite their original agreement to be a childless couple.

      But despite her change of heart, she stayed with him when she heard his diagnosis, and I know Jason couldn’t have asked for a better caretaker.

      And…Gabe seems like a nice man. When I watch them together, I see the difference between what I shared with Mr. McCheater versus what Gabe and Winnie—Bronwyn have.

      It's so obvious now; it makes me ache, and I press a hand over my stomach when I feel it churning again. It seems like nothing I do is ever right, and this is just another example.

      I've messed up, and I'm still struggling to come to terms with the fact that I'm pregnant. Much less that the baby's father turned out to be the sleazeball he is. Wealthy, powerful and a jerk. Go figure.

      I've had more than a few anxiety attacks and crying spells over my unexpected news, and I keep kicking myself for being so taken in by a liar and adulterer.

      But Winnie’s offer for me to stay in town? For her to be an auntie to my baby? Will that still hold true since she's found love? Is apparently getting married? Where do I fit into this new development?

      Will I—we—be a burden? What am I going to do?

      I hear them coming out of the office and rush back into the storefront. EMT Elena Pierce is there with six-year-old Dani to pick up her cousin, Madison, for their daily hospital visit to see Kace, Dani's father and Madi's uncle, who was injured in a fire.

      I falter when Pierce turns toward me with an expression of surprise due to how fast I left the scene of Bronwyn and Gabe's nausea-inducing sweetness. "Do you want me to take them today?" The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them, but I need to get out of here, even if it's for a drive into Wilmington to the hospital. "I'd be happy to take them." I barely stop myself from begging. Please let me take them!

      The other woman recovers from the sudden offer and my audible desperation and looks briefly at the girls before shifting her gaze back to me.

      "I mean, if you wouldn't mind, sure. I was invited to meet some friends for dinner but⁠—"

      "We can go with Lindsey," Dani says. "It'll be fun!"

      I nod like a freaking bobble head, but I seriously need a change of scenery. To get out of newfound love land and into my head, where I can figure out my loveless future.

      I have decisions to make. Lots and lots of decisions. "Happy to do it," I say again, aware I sound a bit breathless. Am I hyperventilating?

      I fight to slow my breathing, but I think I make it worse.

      The happy-as-pie couple emerges from the office, and I can practically feel the joy oozing off them.

      My skin crawls, and the room tilts a bit on its axis. I'm happy for them. But sad for myself?

      "Okay, sure. That works. Just text me when you leave the hospital, and I'll meet you at the house?"

      I bobblehead again and ask to borrow Winnie’s car, wincing when I mess up and call her by her nickname rather than her full name.

      Dani pipes up to inform Bronwyn of the change in plans, and my sister-in-law returns to the office to get her keys while Gabe, Carolina Cove's fire chief, and Pierce make small talk about the bookstore's opening day. All the while, I'm standing here, trying not to come apart at the seams. My mind is racing with questions and problems and details regarding my future. Heavy emphasis on the fears stacking up like Legos.

      Maybe I'm more like my parents after all. Because right now? I'm all about me and my problems. How can I not be?

      Jobless? Yup. I won't be going back to California if I can help it, and I haven't found anything here other than helping out at the bookstore. And since the store literally just officially opened, I don't look to get a lot of hours just yet.

      Broke? More or less. Those college loans were not a great idea, considering the pay rate for my degree, and California rent? Astronomical—even though I'm sharing an apartment.

      Add in a car payment and bills and all the things and like a lot of people, I live paycheck to paycheck. My so-called emergency fund is…fundless.

      And now let's add a baby to the mix for giggles. Because why not?

      Thankfully, I get to escape the scene of premarital bliss and doe-eyed love and catch a breather. I hope.

      The girls and I are out the door minutes later, and after Elena transfers Dani's booster seat to the back of my sister-in-law’s crossover SUV, I force myself to focus on the road as I drive the girls over the bridge toward Wilmington.

      "Are you okay?" Madi asks from the passenger seat. "You seem a little…tense."

      "Fine. I'm fine," I restate quickly. "Just…thinking."

      "About the baby?"

      My head whips sideways to stare at her before she cries "Red light!" and I brake hard, stopping too fast and too short but thankfully not in the intersection.

      "Whoa!" Dani giggles from the back. "That's how my mommy drives."

      I didn't realize she has a mom. I mean, every kid does, but I've only ever seen Dani with her dad or Gabriel or lately, EMT Pierce, a coworker of his who is pitching in like others on the crew because of Dani's dad being hospitalized.

      The light turns green, and I give us whiplash as I press on the gas. "Sorry, girls. I'm not used to driving this car," I say as an excuse. "Don't judge."

      I check the rearview as Dani goes back to watching a cartoon on her tablet, cat-eared headphones in place, and glance at Madison again. "You…know?" I ask in a low tone.

      "You've been hurling off and on for days, and you're not sick-sick or you wouldn't be in public, so two and two."

      Smart kid, I muse.

      "My friend in Virginia got pregnant," she adds. "She puked all the time, too."

      Lovely. I wonder if that's my indeterminable future, but given the time I've spent in Carolina Cove running to empty my belly, I'm thinking it is. Another little item to be dealt with while I try to figure out my life.

      "Do you know who the dad is?"

      I spare her a horrified stare and nod. "Yes."

      "Just asking," Madi says a bit defensively. "My friend didn't. They had to do a test."

      "How old are you again?" Did I get her age wrong? I thought Bronwyn had said the working age in North Carolina was sixteen but maybe⁠—

      "Sixteen. Almost seventeen."

      Okay, then. My grip tightens on the steering wheel, and I make some comment about focusing on driving because of the heavier-than-normal traffic, even though we're barely crawling along.

      Had I really offered to bring them downtown on the July Fourth holiday?

      We finally arrive and roll in to park. I walk the girls into the hospital, and we make our way up the elevator to the floor where Dani's dad is. I'm still going over Madi's comment in my head—not judging, but just…freaked out—about a girl that young requiring a DNA test.

      My baby's father? The first man I was with since I told myself and everyone else I went celibate until I found the right guy because I was tired of dating losers.

      Yeah, see how well that worked out.

      My stomach pitches and rolls. "I'll leave you inside the room and go grab a snack."

      I read that helps with the nausea. To eat small meals often. But as we get to the door and Dani walks inside with a happy, "Daddy, we're here!"…

      I feel the sudden urge and—rush to push past her and her very surprised father to the bathroom on the other side of his bed, barely making it in time as I heave.

      "Is she okay?" I hear Kace McCallum ask while I'm gasping and on my knees.

      "Yeah. She's just pregnant," Madi says.

      "But Lindsey knows who the daddy is," Dani adds in her cheery, little-girl voice.

      I groan audibly and squeeze my eyes tight as another round makes its way out. Still, I hear Kace's cough-choked laugh.

      "Okaaay. Anything else I need to know?"

      I can't hear the girls' responses to his question because I'm too busy giving my insides a new place to live, but I take comfort in the fact it happened here versus while driving.

      After a while—or maybe after I died. Who knows?—I push back and lean hard against the porcelain throne. I should care about germs and all the things since I'm sprawled on the hospital floor of a man's room, but I don't. Amazing how hurling your guts out puts things into perspective, you know? Right now, I could be sitting next to something gross, and I don't even care so long as I don't hurl again.

      I'm taking slow, deep breaths with my eyes closed when I feel as if I'm being watched. I want to ignore the sensation but can't and blink my watery, still-stinging eyes open to find Kace leaning waaay out of his bed to get a peek at me.

      I smile. Weakly. Or maybe grimace. I'm thinking it's a grimace, given his wince of response.

      "How you doing in there?"

      "Just peachy," I drawl, my voice emerging husky and raw.

      "I've got some crackers in here you can have when you're up to eating something."

      I grimace and shake my head, my hand immediately flying up to cover my mouth at the thought. "No food. Ever." I slowly push to my feet and feel a rush of lightheadedness.

      "There's an extra toothbrush kit in there if you want it. They brought it this morning."

      Now that I can totally go for, once my head stops tilt-a-whirling.

      Once the worst passes, I shakily make my way to the sink, and in a niche in the wall, I see a plastic sealed brush and fresh tube of paste. I make use of both and revel in the minty goodness.

      Once I spit and rinse and do all the things, I splash some cold water on my face to remove the smudged mascara making me far too raccoonish and face the fact I can't hide away in the bathroom forever—especially when the door is still open. And hazel eyes watch.

      I dry my hands. Miss the waste basket and have the indignity of having to bend over to get it to toss it inside this time and finally walk back into Kace's hospital room to find him to be the only occupant. "Where are the girls?"

      "I asked Mads to take Dani to get a snack to give you some privacy."

      "Oh. That's thoughtful. Thanks."

      He waves a hand over his harness-lifted leg and grins. "Sorry I couldn't leave too. That reminded me of my prekid days, before life knocked some sense into me."

      He's looking at me again. And obviously not liking what he sees.

      "You should probably sit down," he tells me.

      I am lightheaded, so I shuffle over to the nearest chair to drop into the seat. I lean my elbows on my knees, groaning softly at the headache beginning to form. "I hope you won't let this…cloud your impression of me. I'm not usually so…"

      "Pregnant?"

      A huff emerges before I can stop it.

      "None of my business but—what's the deal? I got the sense from Mads that things aren't…okay?"

      I exhale a breath I didn't know I held and force my head up just as the girls return, and Dani's giggle reaches us first. I use the last of my energy to get myself to my feet and paste on a smile for them. "Perfect timing! Madi, text me when you're ready to leave, and I'll meet you at the elevator. No rush though, okay? Enjoy your visit."

      "Okay," Madison says, her gaze sliding from me to her uncle in the bed.

      "Daddy, look what I got from the machine," Dani says. "I want to mix the Oreos with the orange juice."

      I swallow down a wave of nausea at the thought of that mix and hurry toward the door, feeling Kace's curious gaze on me every step of the way.

      I stumble my way downstairs to the cafe off the lobby to wait for the girls. I'm out of sorts and still feeling icky, but I get some crackers from the assorted offerings and a tea to settle my stomach. No orange juice and Oreos for me, thank you very much.

      Once I'm at a table for two, I open my phone to busy myself, thinking the girls will stay until visiting hours are over.

      An email catches my attention, and I frown as I click on it and read.

      Crackers and tea forgotten, I stare at the screen and feel my body go boiling hot and then cold. And then blazing hot again.

      Have you taken care of the problem yet?

      That's it. No words of remorse. No sorry this happened. Not even a signature or his name. Just a demand disguised as a question.

      I delete and block the email sender AKA baby daddy and sit back, resting my palm over the problem inside me.

      Maybe the baby wasn't planned and is pretty much the last thing I need right now, but it's here, and I'm slowly coming to terms with the fact that I'm carrying a child. Maybe I am broke—for now—but I can figure this out. I will figure this out.

      "Hey, you're Lindsey, right?"

      I glance up to see a tiny woman standing nearby, coffee cup in hand from the cafe. "Yes, I'm sorry… I don't…?"

      "I'm Zoey. I was at the bookstore opening today with the Babes. Tessa's my mother."

      The image of an older, stylish woman with a pixie cut and perfect makeup comes to mind. "Oh, yes, I remember her. That group is the resident Golden Girls."

      Zoey laughed at the comparison. "They are that. Are you okay? I don't mean to intrude, but you look a little pale, and I thought I'd check on you."

      Tears spring to my eyes in an instant, and even though the polite thing to do would be to laugh and reassure Zoey that I am A-okay, the lump in my throat doesn't allow it. Instead, I barely hold back a sob that emerges as a choked gurgle that leaves me clamping a hand over my lips to hold it in.

      "Oh, Lindsey. May I join you?"

      I cover my face with my trembling hand and try to get myself under control. Is this pregnancy? Raging hormones and sickness? If that's all there is to show for it, why do women do this?

      Zoey seats herself beside me, moving the chair and positioning it in such a way that she's close enough to keep a conversation private, though she's so small I'd say passersby can see me anyway.

      I'm grateful though, because the tears just keep coming. I feel her hand on my shoulder, gently patting and soothing.

      "S-sorry. I'm so embarrassed." I don't even know this woman, and here I am blubbering in front of her. Add that to my blunder upstairs in front of Kace, and ain't I just the icing on the cake topped with a rotten cherry?

      "There's no need to be sorry or embarrassed. Sometimes tears just have to come out. It's good to let them go. It lets the body release tension."

      "It's freaking hormones," I mutter. "And anger." I wave a hand toward the phone on the table. "A lot of anger. I can't believe I ever actually liked that idiot."I force myself to take a breath and angrily wipe my cheeks. I can't sit there and cry over a jerk. I won't allow it. "Can you keep a secret?"

      Zoey smiles at me.

      "Considering I'm a therapist, yes. Absolutely."

      Oh. I didn't know she was a therapist. "Don't I have to be a patient or something?"

      "I'll let that slide this time. What's going on, hmm? Anything I can help you with?"

      I tap the phone screen. "No, not really. It's just…I'm pregnant."

      "I figured as much after the hormones comment. I take it the baby wasn't planned?"

      Her tone is soft and tender. "No," I say, tearing up again. "And I went against everything inside me telling me to not cross the line with him because he was a—a work colleague, but I did—only to find out that he's married. I didn't know," I stress as I swipe another tear. "I swear I didn't know. I can't stand women who go after married men. Now I'm one of them."

      "You aren't one of them, Lindsey. Like you said, you didn't know." Zoey pulls a tissue from her pocket and hands it to me. "It's clean. I always keep them handy. Job hazard."

      I sniffle and accept the offering, dabbing at the tears and my runny nose. "I just got an email from him asking if I've gotten rid of the problem."

      Zoey winces on my behalf.

      "Yeah, he's that guy. Not only did he lie and pretend to be single, but he already has kids and doesn't want another one."

      "Well, legally, what he wants and what his responsibilities will be are very different."

      I shake my head firmly. "No, I want nothing from him. I don't want him in my life at all. I just… I'm just not sure how I'm going to do this on my own. It's more than the money aspect—though that's no small thing. I've never really been around kids or babysat them. And going home means facing him and the questions from my work, and—I'm just not sure I can do it. Bronwyn knows, and she says I can stay here but…"

      "But?"

      I manage to suck in a breath. "She's already been through so much. And she and Gabe… I don't want to interfere in their relationship or be a burden. They deserve this special time as a couple. I'm just a little overwhelmed trying to figure out my next steps."

      "What you're feeling is perfectly normal. Of course you're overwhelmed. That is a lot to consider. Not only are you dealing with pregnancy hormones but thinking of a move? Where are you from?"

      "California."

      "A cross-country move then," Zoey says, frowning.

      Coast-to-coast. When I think of the logistics—I can't breathe again. Do I fly back and drive my car here? Sell my car and buy another? What about my clothes? Furniture? I'll have to find a new doctor and dentist. And a place to live and⁠—

      "Hey, breathe, Lindsey," Zoey says in her soothing voice. "One step at a time. You don't have to do everything all at once. How about I help you come up with a plan? Hmm? Would having a list ease the pressure?"

      I fist the tissue like an anchor and force myself to think. "I don't know. I…guess a list would be the start."

      "Great. Here, let's use this. It helps to physically write stuff down on paper." She pulls the napkin tucked around her coffee cup and flattens it on the table, then takes the pen from the lanyard around her neck. "This is in no order. We're just writing down what needs done so that it's contained and not running rampant through your head and overwhelming you. Okay?"

      "Okay," I say, swallowing hard.

      I can do this. I can be a single mom. Start over. Move across the country.

      I can do this.

      Starting over sounds good in theory. But in reality?

      I can't even see the first step.
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      Kace

      Words can't describe how much I hate being laid up like this. I hate the pain meds and the way they make me feel. I hate the fact I can't get out of this bed without help and am forced to endure sponge-baths and urine bottles. But more than anything, I hate the fact that when the girls think I'm not paying attention, I see the looks they exchange.

      It's mostly Dani looking to Madi for reassurance, and I'm thankful my niece has enough sense and kindness to smile or wink or make a funny face whenever my baby girl seems freaked out by my injuries.

      But I see the fear on both their faces, and I hate that I'm the cause. "You okay, kiddo? Do you have any questions for me?"

      Dani blinks up at me all wide-eyed, and I melt. She had me wrapped around her finger before she ever made it into this world, and nearly seven years later? I'd dance on my head if I had to in order to get her to smile.

      And right now, there's no smile in sight.

      "Are you really okay, Daddy?"

      "I'm really okay." It was touch and go there for a while on the operating table when the docs were trying to set my leg and treat the burns. But I'm on the other side of that now, barring infection.

      "You don't look okay."

      "I don't?"

      Dani shook her head so hard her ponytail whipped side to side. "You look like a ghost with a red face."

      Okay then. Note to self: never ask a kid to be blunt. There's no need. "Well, how about I tell you why I look like this so you understand it?"

      "Okay. Why?"

      I lift my hand and tug at her hair. "I lost some blood when I broke my leg. That makes me look pale. The redness is because of heat scald from the fire when my respirator got knocked off in the fall. But the redness will go away soon, and I'll be back to normal."

      "Then you'll get to come home?"

      I motion for her to climb up beside me on the bed. "Come 'ere. Snuggle up with me," I say, patting the mattress beside me on my good side. My right leg hangs by a strap rigged off the bed and throbs with every heartbeat, but my left shoulder, arm, neck, and back took the brunt of the burns. I didn't require skin grafts, but getting the burns cleaned and taken care of makes a man seek God with every breath when he's not cursing the pain the meds can't touch. "I'm afraid I can't come home for a while, baby."

      "But I want you to. I asked Mommy if I could stay with her, but she says she has to work, and no one can watch me. You've gotta come home."

      I grind my teeth. Maybe if I didn't know my ex had lost her last job due to sexual misconduct in the workplace, I'd be a little more tolerant of her excuse. But I did know. I also know the only thing she's working is the pool at her rich boyfriend's oceanfront home in the Caribbean. She doesn't want to give up her summer vacation fling to be with her kid. "I will. Soon. Until then, you get to spend more time with Pierce and the guys. Uncle Gabe says he and Bronwyn are taking you to play putt-putt sometime soon too."

      Dani's chin wobbles with the onslaught of tears, and I use my arm to pull her close and kiss the top of her head. "Come on, now. Don't be crying because you miss my smelly socks and burps."

      I get a giggle out of her and smile at the sound, though the pain is beginning to really make itself known. I glance at the clock and know I have some time to go before I can get another dose. "Mads, how do you like working at the bookstore?" I ask, deciding a change in topic is needed.

      "I like it. Bronwyn's nice."

      And that is the end of that conversation. When my sister dumped Madison on me a few months ago, I don't know which one of us was more shook. I mean, Dani is mine, and I've had nearly seven years to adjust to being her dad. But I'm in no way prepared to handle a teenager, much less one abandoned by her mother.

      We haven't heard from my sister since she walked out to get something from her car and wound up peeling out like a NASCAR driver. But here we are. "Thanks for helping out so much with Dani. I really appreciate it."

      Madison-Madi-Mads acknowledges my words with a nod and a careless shrug. We still tiptoe around each other more often than not. I get the sense that she's afraid to get attached, but who can blame her? The poor kid has had her world upended in more ways than one.

      "Daddy?"

      "Yeah, baby?"

      "I'm scared."

      "What are you scared of?"

      "I don't want you to die. Ever."

      I freeze, gut-punched by the words Dani just uttered. I curse the fact I can't wrap her up in my arms the way I want to, so I make due with one and rub a hand up and down her little back, trying to soothe the fear as best I can. "You don't need to worry about that."

      "But…you almost died."

      "I'm right here."

      "You're not home. And Mommy can't watch me."

      I squeeze my eyes shut and silently curse the woman who made her daughter feel unwanted. "Hey, listen up, okay? You don't ever have to worry about someone taking care of you. You hear me? I'm right here, but if I wasn't, you've got more uncles and aunts than any kid I know."

      "You mean Uncle Gabe?" she asks.

      "Yeah, and Pierce and Sully. All of the guys on the crew. You've been their girl since the day you were born. And they've taken care of you while I've been in here, haven't they?" I feel her little chin dig into my chest when she nods. "So see? You've got lots and lots of people to watch out for you and make sure you're okay. You have nothing to worry about."

      "But I want you."

      "You've got me, baby. Just give me some time to heal up, and I'll be home. Promise."

      Dani scrambles to sit up against my side, and I hold back a pained curse when she jostles me a little too much.

      "Guess what?" she asks.

      "What?" I sense a change in topic given her expression, and my heart tugs a little more. I love that she can bounce back so fast.

      "Bronwyn says when I get big, I can work at the bookstore too."

      "What?" I play up my surprise. "Doesn't she know you'll just have tea parties and drink all the hot chocolate?"

      "Daddy!" Dani looks insulted. "That's because I'm little. When I'm big, I won't do that stuff."

      I wink at her and glance at the clock again, fighting back a grimace as the pain from the burns and my broken leg steadily increases. "Well, I happen to like our tea parties. I hope that means you won't get big then."

      Dani's giggles fill the air. "Daddy!"

      I glance across the room to find Mads glaring into space and looking as surly and sullen as a teenager gets.

      Dani still trusts me. Madi doesn't trust anyone. And if I don't figure out a plan soon, this house is going to get a lot harder to hold together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindsey

      By the time visiting hours are over, I have a list-covered napkin—front and back—of tasks. The thing I dreaded the most, though—returning to California to pack—has been decided.

      I'm not going. Not just because of the memories but because of how running into the man who wants no part of his baby is a risk I don't want to take. I refuse to feel pressured to do something I don't want to do.

      Zoey and I brainstormed ideas, and since I share an apartment with another work colleague, my plan involves asking her to pack my clothing for shipment in exchange for me forfeiting any furniture items I have. It means giving up a lot—like my recently purchased bed and other things I'll have to replace, but if giving those up means not going back?

      Totally worth it. Especially since the expense to move it would be substantial and probably end up costing the same if not more to replace.

      So that marks that off my list, if nothing else. My job is another issue. I'll have to give notice, and I'm sure there will be talk no matter how gracefully I try to extract myself. I don't have a high position in the company or anything, but I'd like to think I'll be missed. I do my work, and I do it well, and I'm hoping my graphic-design skills and advertising experience will land me another job quickly. The only bad mark against me is my sudden departure. And possibly rumors of why, if anyone else is aware of what happened between me and jerk-face.

      I'm pondering the priority of other items on my napkin list when the girls emerge from the elevator. Dani looks sad at having to leave but also tired and sleepy, while Madi looks…angry? Worried? Devastated?

      It's such a chaotic mix of emotions that I shove my own concerns to the back of my mind and focus on the teenager. "Everything go okay?"

      Zoey left about ten minutes prior to check on a patient, and I kind of wish she was here to scope out the girls' emotions.

      "I want Daddy to come home," Dani said, sounding more than a little whiny.

      "I know, sweetie. And he will soon. They just have to help him get better first, and you want him to get better, right?" I glance at Madi again but she looks away when she sees me studying her. "Are you guys hungry? We could run through a drive-through on the way back."

      "Can we get ice cream?"

      I take a moment to test the thought of ice cream for dinner, and my body decides it's not a bad idea. At least at the moment. "Yeah, why not? Everyone needs ice cream for dinner at least once in their life."

      Dani grins like I've given her a giant stuffed llama—her current favorite animal—while Madison just turns and moves toward the exit without a word.

      Outside, random fireworks explode and remind me that it's a holiday. I navigate thick traffic to the closest ice cream shop, and we grab our treats. The girls eat their cones while I sip a milkshake on the way back to Carolina Cove.

      Dani has her headset on, watching cartoons, so I glance across the seat at Madi. "Are you sure you're okay?"

      "Yeah, fine."

      Yeah, she sounds about as fine as I am at the moment. "You know, if something's on your mind, it might help to talk about it."

      "Nope. I'm okay," she insists.

      Okay then. I take another pull from my vanilla shake and roll to a stop at a red light. The car's silence is freaky and more than a little unnerving.

      "So what are you going to do? About the baby?" She lowers her voice. "Are you having it?"

      The questions emerge right as the light turns green, and I don't take my eyes off the road, despite the girl's blunt question. "I am. I have a lot to figure out, but Bronwyn is basically my only family, and…I think I need a fresh start. Carolina Cove seems like the place to do it." And since it's literally across the country and as far away from my baby's father as I can get… Winner, winner.

      "I can help," Madi says softly. "I mean, if I'm still here, I'll help."

      I frown at her words. "What do you mean if you're still here?"

      The girl pulls at the hem of her shorts.

      "I don't know. My mom could come back or something. If Kace has rehab and therapy, he might be away for a while. I'm sure his friends will keep Dani, but…I'm not a kid. I don't actually need anyone to take care of me," she says, sounding defensive. "But he might not want me to stay at the house alone."

      "Madi, your uncle isn't going to kick you out."

      She huffs. "He might. My own mom didn't want me. She dumped me on Kace and didn't exactly give him a choice. Now he's hurt, and he's got Dani to deal with. He doesn't need to worry about another kid, especially one that's not even his."

      The girl's words ring with truth and anger and an aggressive edge of fear. My heart tugs because I know that soul-sucking hole well. That awareness of being alone and on the peripheral but not part of the true inner circle of family and friends. Of wondering what—if any—value you hold to people who have people of their own. "Look, I don't know your uncle well, but from what I can tell, he's an upstanding guy."

      "Doesn't mean he wants an extra kid though."

      "I suppose it doesn't," I admit. "But think of it this way, if nothing else. You are his family, and he seems very protective of his family. Also, you've been a great help in watching Dani."

      "So you're saying if I make myself useful, maybe Kace won't ditch me like my mom?"

      "I'm saying," I stress, "that just because your arrival wasn't planned, you aren't going to be forgotten. Kace loves you, and Bronwyn adores you and so do I," I add, despite having known the teenager for such a short time.

      Madison doesn't need any signs of hesitation right now. She needs reassurance. Just like I do. And since Zoey gave me that reassurance, the least I can do for Madi is offer the same. "We all have a lot to figure out at the moment, but we will figure it out. No one's going to be left out in the cold—or in this case the heat. Okay? I mean it."

      Madison turns her head and stares out the passenger window while I tell myself I've said all the right things—I just need to believe them for myself.

      And maybe her too.
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      Two hours later, I'm on Bronwyn's second-floor balcony, watching random fireworks explode around the area when I hear the sliding doors behind me open.

      I’d dropped the girls off at Kace's house where Pierce waited on the porch and then returned to the bookstore through gobs of traffic and pedestrians making their way to the boardwalk for Carolina Cove's fireworks show.

      "Hey, how'd it go at the hospital?"

      I shift on the lounger to peer up at her and see Gabriel Wolfe emerging from the door behind her. I sit up because I'm no longer alone, taking note that Bronwyn looks relaxed, even though today's bookstore grand opening was such a big deal. "It went fine, but—I'm going to be blunt since Gabe is here."

      "Okay," Bronwyn says with a glance at her love. "What's going on?"

      "I don't know what Kace has worked out for the kids long-term, but Madi is more than a little freaked out she won't be included in it."

      Maybe I should feel bad that I'm sharing the girl's fears, but now's not the time for such a thing to be ignored. Her presence and inclusion needs to be addressed so she's at ease. As an adult, I'm expected to handle things on my own but as a kid? Madison needs—deserves—help and reassurance. "I think a conversation or two letting her know she won't be forgotten might be in order."

      Bronwyn's surprise registers, and she shares another glance with Gabe before looking back at me.

      "She told you that?"

      "We're both outsiders here," I conclude aloud. "And she considers herself the spare kid dumped on Kace. With him now hurt…yeah. She's worried and trying to figure out what to do if she's kicked out soon."

      "That poor girl," Bronwyn says. "She's been through so much. No kid should ever worry about being left behind."

      "I'll make sure Kace talks to her," Gabe adds. "We don't abandon family. Whatever the plan, she's a factor in it."

      I nod, relieved to hear it. I mean, I didn't think Madison would actually be left to fend for herself, but given all that Kace has to deal with, who knows if he's even aware that the girl has doubts as to her welcome? The fire chief's words help reassure me that the teenager will be considered.

      "Are you doing okay?" Bronwyn asks me. "I was…surprised you volunteered to take the girls today."

      I wave my napkin list like a flag. "I needed some thinking space. I'm trying to prioritize what needs doing. And though we've only vaguely discussed it, I've…officially decided to move to Carolina Cove."

      "Oh, that's great!" Bronwyn grins. "I can't wait to be the favorite aunty."

      "You're also the only aunty. But I don't expect you to over commit," I add hastily.

      Bronwyn scoffs "Oh, please. I can't wait to spoil the baby rotten. I'm so happy you're doing this, Linds. I'm so glad you'll be close to me."

      "Me, too. I mean, I know you'll be busy with the store and…everything. Still, it'll be nice to live close by." I glance at Gabe and back at Bronwyn and sigh. "I, um, don't want to interfere with your life."

      "You won't. You aren't," Bronwyn stresses.

      I shake my head, identifying with Madi way more than I even realized. "That's nice of you to say, but I am. I'm grateful for the place to crash-land, but I'll find my own place as soon as possible."

      "Lindsey, there's no need to worry about that," Bronwyn says.

      "There is. You two are new and in love, and I don't want to be a third wheel while you're figuring things out. Besides, I'll need my own space. So will the baby. And it'll be easier to find something now rather than later when I can't see my feet."

      Bronwyn looks uneasy but shrugs. "Fine. But please don't feel rushed. You've got plenty of time to find a place and a job. It'll work out. These things always do."

      Yeah, maybe. But starting over from scratch? New town, new job, new living space—new baby on the way? Getting out of Bronwyn's way so she can live her own life?

      I struggle to breathe and fist my list like it can somehow solve my problems.

      New town. New baby. New life. The issue isn't so much making a plan.

      It's figuring out which fire to put out first.
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      Another week in the hospital passes in a blur of pain, PT to practice getting into and out of the wheelchair and using crutches, endless doctors and blood draws, and all things medical. The highlight is always getting to see my girl—girls—at the end of the day. Sometimes Pierce brings them. Or Gabe.

      But Lindsey pitches in, too.

      Mads says Lindsey volunteers to bring them so that Bronwyn can stay at the bookstore and Pierce, an EMT buddy who works part time at the station as well as waitresses, can catch up on sleep. All I know is that I'm grateful for the help and know my girls are in good hands. That's a huge relief and one I can't take for granted.

      Lindsey tends to make herself scarce after she walks the girls to the door. And she doesn't typically linger beyond small talk when she returns to take them home. Obviously my questions about her situation struck a nerve, so she makes a point of keeping things on a surface level.

      I respect that. Because God knows there are a lot of questions she could be asking me about my situation with my girls, but she hasn't.

      That said, it doesn't take a lot of probing to get a daily scoop from Dani about what she's overheard at the bookstore or fire station. I barely have to ask a question before my precocious daughter repeats every word she's heard that day.

      I shouldn't encourage gossip, but since Lindsey is pitching in with my girls, I also want to know who they're around. What kind of person she is. That type of thing.

      At least that's what I tell myself as I hint around for more and more info. Madi isn't as forthcoming as Dani, but Mads does offer up a comment or two whenever Dani repeats something she doesn't quite understand or gets something confused. Madi clears the air like a knowing Italian nonna before going back to her sullen self.

      Mads and I are watching a replay of Friends in silence while Dani uses glitter markers to color on my cast. The guys are going to have a field day when they see all the pink—including flowers and a freaking unicorn—but I'll wear Dani's sweetness with pride. I am a girl dad, after all.

      A soft knock sounds at the door, and all three of us turn to face the newcomer. My heart tugs when I spy her. Lindsey looks worse than she did a week ago. Thinner and paler and maybe even more green around the gills. I frown at the sight of her, wondering if she's eating enough. Resting enough. Obviously not, given her condition and appearance. "Hey, come on in. You're missing the party."

      "Sorry. I don't mean to intrude, but—Madi didn't answer the text I sent."

      "Sorry. My phone died, and I don't have a charger," Mads says.

      "No problem. I—I don't want to rush you

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Also by Kay Lyons
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Kay Lyons


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/trial_by_fire_1800x2700.jpg
#2
_ HEARTS ON FIRE

NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR™







