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CHAPTER 1

 


 


“Have you ever had too
much to drink, then hopped on a roller coaster? And then during the
ride you realized your stomach couldn’t handle it, and you knew you
were going to throw up, but you knew you couldn’t throw up, so you
willed yourself to hold it in until the ride was done?”

Turning my head, I looked
over at Hayden sitting beside me in my truck. He was staring out
the windshield at my father’s two-story farmhouse, his usually tan
cheeks pale. “No, can’t say I’ve ever felt that way,” I answered,
smiling. “Are you nervous about dinner?”

He swallowed a lump in his
throat, then twisted to look at me. “Yeah. I know I shouldn’t be. I
mean, I’ve confronted Jordan multiple times and while that kind of
sucked, it never made me…nauseous.”

Leaning over, I gave him a
light kiss. “That’s because you were confronting him…not
coming over as a welcome guest. It’s easier to face someone when
you’re not afraid of rejection.”

As he pulled away from me,
his mouth twisted into a scowl. “I’m not afraid of your dad not
liking me.” His expression softened. “And I wouldn’t say I’m a
‘welcome’ guest. More like a tolerated one.”

I knew he was right, but I
had hope that one of these days Hayden would be as accepted here at
my father’s home as I was. Especially considering how far the two
of them had come since I’d first started “seeing” Hayden. Dad
almost smiled when he talked to him. Almost.

“Come on, it looks like we’re
the last ones here.”

As I cracked open my door,
Hayden ran his palms over his jeans. “Great…the entire family is
here. Not awkward at all.”

Raising an eyebrow at him, I
said, “I’ve already met your entire family, it’s only fair
that you meet mine. And this isn’t all of them—just my dad, my
sisters, and their husbands.”

He looked over at me with an
amused grin on his face. “Thanks, that helps so much.”

The look in his jade eyes,
the curl of his full lips…he was dangerously attractive, and for a
split-second, I considered climbing back into the truck, skipping
dinner, and taking him back to my place. I knew he would say yes if
I offered him an out like that. But no…just the fact that Dad had
invited Hayden over tonight was monumental. I couldn’t pass up the
peace offering. And besides, Hayden and I were slowly easing back
into our relationship. He hadn’t even stepped foot inside my home
since we’d restarted things, and the thought of inviting him
over—of being alone, being intimate, being…bare—I couldn’t deny the
fact that it scared me a little.

Shaking my head, I told him,
“You’ll be fine.”

Smiling at me, Hayden shook
his head and stepped out of the truck. “Well, if I’m not, at least
I’ll still have you. I don’t ever want to not have you
again.” The look on his face sent an icy chill racing along my
skin. Our momentary breakup had been devastating, for both of us,
and I knew, without a doubt, I’d rather advertise Benneti
Motorsports on my ass again than lose Hayden. And feeling that way
was terrifying.

“I don’t ever want to not
have you again either,” I whispered.

Hayden stared at me a moment
in the moonlight, then he stormed my way. Grabbing my face with
both of his hands, he pulled me into him for a kiss bursting with
pain and passion. My heart seized as his emotions rolled over me. I
could feel how much he cared about me, like his love was a tangible
object wrapping around us, warming us, protecting us. When Hayden
put his heart out there, let himself connect with someone, he
fought for them. Dedication and commitment were deeply ingrained in
his soul. But those same traits had also been our downfall.

Lacing my arms around his
neck, I deepened our connection. The undulating waves of passion
and devotion started shifting into desire as our kiss became more
heated. I could barely remember the last time Hayden and I had made
love. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold off on being with
him, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure if I was ready to move
forward—my heart was still cluttered with uncertainty.

“Hayden,” I murmured between
the short breaks when our mouths separated. “I…”

I think I want to try… I
think I want to take the next step. Take me home.

Before I could say any of
that, a gruff voice intruded on our heart-swelling moment.
“Mackenzie, stop that this instant and get your…”

I snapped my gaze to the
front door, just in time to see my father take a deep breath. “Will
you…please…come inside?” His voice was just as strained as his
smile, and embarrassment heated my cheeks.

“Yeah, sorry. We were just…”
I stopped trying to explain as I separated from Hayden and grabbed
his hand to lead him inside.

Hayden cleared his throat,
his expression uncertain as he approached Dad. “Hey, Jordan. It’s
nice to see you again,” he said, running a hand through his
scraggly blond hair.

Dad lifted an eyebrow. His
steely gaze on Hayden was a mixture of resignation and indignation.
“Hey?” Dad said slowly. While he hadn’t actually berated
Hayden for his word choice, his tone spoke volumes.

Hayden’s hand tightened
around mine, and I could see his posture straightening. Five
seconds in, and Dad had already pissed him off. I instantly
interceded. “Dad, you said you’d be nice.”

Dad redirected his
intimidating gaze to me. “I am being nice,” he said, looking
genuinely perplexed. I gave him a pointed look, and with a sigh, he
returned his eyes to Hayden. Extending his hand, he politely
intoned, “It’s nice to see you as well, Hayden.”

Hayden didn’t take his hand
right away, and I thought I might have to scold my boyfriend, as
well as my father. They might have worked together to get Cox
Racing up and running again—and in my name—but they weren’t
friends.

Just as I was about to elbow
Hayden, he accepted my father’s palm. The shake was almost too
short to be considered polite, but at least they’d touched each
other in a non-violent way; if we made it out of this dinner with
no one getting socked, I’d consider it a success.

I stroked Hayden’s hand with
my thumb as we walked past Dad into the entryway. Anything to calm
him down. As we stepped into the living room, I heard Hayden inhale
a deep breath and slowly release it, and when he smiled, it looked
completely natural.

“Oh good, you’re here.”

My oldest sister, Theresa,
and her husband, Nick, rose from the couch to greet us. I instantly
wrapped my arms around my sister, squeezing her tight. When we
separated, I introduced Hayden to Nick. They shook hands—it was a
much longer and more cordial shake than when Hayden and Dad shook
hands.

“It’s nice to finally meet
you,” Nick said. “I’ve heard…a lot.” Nick’s pale blue eyes flashed
to my sister, and I instantly knew not everything he’d heard was
good. Nick was a decent guy, though, and I was sure he would give
Hayden a chance. But knowing that Nick had probably been
preconditioned to not like or trust Hayden, sucked. If only Hayden
and I had been given the chance to start out like a normal couple.
Like my sisters and their husbands.

Hayden gave Nick an uneasy
smile, and I knew he was also aware of what Nick had been told.
“Well, don’t believe everything you hear,” he said.

Nick ran a hand through his
dark hair as a nervous laugh escaped him. Then both men were
looking anywhere but at each other.

With an inward sigh, I asked
Theresa, “Where’s Daphne?”

She pointed behind her. “Out
back. Jeff wanted to try out the track.”

That made me smile. Daphne’s
husband, Jeff, was sort of…straight-laced. I couldn’t even picture
him on a bike. Looking over at Hayden, I gave him a crooked grin.
“Want to see the track?”

Hayden’s expression instantly
brightened. “You have a track here?”

He looked back at Dad, and
Dad shrugged. “Just a simple practice track. Nothing like what
you’re used to.”

My eyes widened as I stared
at Dad. That was almost a compliment. Hayden smiled and gave Dad a
small nod. Oh my God, was that…bonding that just happened? Feeling
almost eager, I pulled Hayden to the backyard. Dad, Theresa and
Nick followed.

A chuckle escaped me when we
got to the track, and I saw Jeff sitting on an older Kawasaki 100cc
dirt bike. I think it was mine from when I was six. He looked a
little terrified, like he was straddling a rocket. Daphne was
giving him pointers on how to ride. That made me laugh even harder.
Daphne hadn’t ridden a bike in ages, and back when she had ridden
one…well, it was like watching someone on a golf cart.

Hayden’s grin was enormous as
he took in the scene. Dad rolled his eyes and sighed; I was pretty
sure if I hadn’t ended up a racer like him, he would have spent
every day rolling his eyes and sighing.

Bouncing on his toes, Hayden
turned to me; his grin was infectious. “Can I try it?”

I pointed at the track where
Jeff was just now starting. “It’s an oval. Why are you excited
about this?”

Hayden pointed over to a bike
next to Daphne. It was a little 50cc pocket bike, a bike that
looked like it was made for a doll; it was no taller than Hayden’s
knees. “I’ve always wanted to ride one.”

Dad cracked a smile. It had
surprised me to no end when Dad had purchased the “toy” bike, but
boys will be boys, even if they had hardened with age and
discipline. And, of course, when I’d asked Dad about it, he’d had a
perfectly reasonable excuse: he’d said it was good to mix up your
training every once in a while, confuse the body.
Uh-huh.

I shrugged at Hayden. “Go for
it.”

Looking like a kid on
Christmas, he grabbed a nearby helmet and jumped on the tiny bike.
A grown man on a bike that small was a ridiculous sight to see, and
we were all laughing at him when he started it, but I knew from
experience that it was exhilarating. Your entire perspective
changed when you were that close to the ground—it felt like you
were going 500 miles per hour.

Hayden took off, zooming
after Jeff; he looked like a child chasing an adult. With Hayden’s
aggressive speed and profound skill, it didn’t take him long to
zoom around Jeff. Daphne frowned when her man was passed so quickly
that he looked to be standing still, but then she started watching
Hayden, and her expression turned appreciative. As I glanced
around, I saw that everyone was watching Hayden with the same small
smile on their faces. Even Dad looked impressed. Hayden was
handling the small bike just like he would a full-sized one,
ducking low in the corners, taking his time to pull out of them.
Even on a toy, he was flawless.

His smile widening, Dad
turned my way. “I think you made the right decision, hiring him
onto your team.”

Shock made my mouth pop open.
As I regained my composure, I asked Dad, “And as a boyfriend? Did I
make the right decision there?”

Dad’s eyes flashed to the
track, his lips pressing into a firm line. Jeff tossed his hands
into the air in annoyance as he was lapped by Hayden. Again. Dad
smiled. Returning his eyes to me, he shrugged. “It galls me to
admit it, but I don’t really know Hayden. It’s too early for me to
know for sure, but…so far, I like what I’m seeing.”

He was appraising Hayden the
same way he would a new rider, but, oh my God…just him confessing
that was mind-boggling. I couldn’t hold back my explosive grin.
Dad’s expression instantly shifted to a frown. “Having said that,
the moment he hurts you…all bets are off.”

Even that mild threat
couldn’t deflate my buoyant mood. Because it wasn’t all that long
ago that Hayden hurting me had been exactly what Dad had hoped for.
He liked him. He still didn’t want to like him, but he
couldn’t fool me anymore. My father approved of my
boyfriend. Now if they could just stop getting on each other’s
nerves.

Once Hayden was finished, he
headed back to us. Removing his helmet, he stepped off the bike.
“Now, that was fun!” he exclaimed. I had to laugh at his
expression. Doing something he was familiar with—something he was
extremely good at—had made him more at ease. I doubted he still
felt like he needed to throw up.

Without my help, Hayden
walked over to Jeff and stuck out his hand. “Hayden Hayes. Nice
race, man.”

Jeff had been sulking at his
obvious defeat, but hearing Hayden call it a “race,” like he’d
stood a chance against him, lifted his spirits. “Jeff. Thanks.
You’re not…half bad on that thing.”

Hayden leaned toward him, his
face mischievous. “You should see me on a real bike.” Jeff smiled,
his dark eyes amused, and Hayden lightly smacked his shoulder. “You
should come to the track, race me on a big bike.”

Daphne, Theresa, and my
father all said, “No,” at the same time.

Daphne shook her head and
crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t you dare tempt him to do
what you and Kenzie do, Hayden. You’ll get him killed.” Her face
morphed into concern as she lovingly stroked Jeff’s arm. Theresa’s
expression was the same; they both thought Jeff would die on one of
our bikes.

Dad leaned toward me, and
said in a low voice, “I’m more concerned about what he’d do to the
bike. The boy has no talent for racing. None,
whatsoever.”

I stifled a snort, while Jeff
gave Daphne a disheartened frown. Hayden leaned in close and
whispered something in his ear. Jeff instantly brightened, and
Daphne turned her irritation toward my boyfriend. “I said no,
Hayden!”

He smiled at her, giving Jeff
a conspiratorial look. “I know,” he said, then he subtly bumped
fists with Jeff.

I rolled my eyes. Here I’d
been worried about my father being the one to murder my boyfriend,
but if he took this any further, it would be my sister who put him
six feet under. Striding over to Hayden, I grabbed his elbow and
started pulling him toward the house. “How about we go inside and
get started on dinner. Hayden has a lot to do tomorrow.”

With a sigh, Hayden dropped
his head. “God, I hate moving.”

I gave him a wry smile as we
walked back into the living room with everyone. “All of your stuff
fits in one vehicle. How bad can it be?”

He grinned at me, then
sighed. “It’s the principle of the thing. I’m tired of bouncing
around…”

Melancholy seeped into his
voice, and I put a gentle hand on his arm in support. “You won’t
have to bounce around forever,” I told him. It was as close to a
promise of moving in together one day that I could give him. I
couldn’t proclaim our happily ever after when we were taking
things easy.

Theresa, having overheard his
comment about moving, told him, “You and Kenzie are moving in
together? That’s great!”

The happiness in Dad’s eyes
instantly faded, and he gave Hayden a look that clearly said,
Forget every nice thing I ever said about you. Dad
definitely wasn’t ready for Hayden and me to shack up.

Hoping Dad remained nice, I
told Theresa, “No, he’s moving in with Nikki.”

The entire room went quiet.
Daphne looked between Hayden and me like she suddenly didn’t
understand what she was seeing. “He’s moving in with…another
woman…and you’re cool with that?”

Hayden ran a hand through his
hair, uncertainty on his face again. “It’s not… She’s not… I’m
helping her out, she’s helping me out…it’s a friendship thing.”

Daphne pursed her lips. “It
always starts out that way.”

Dad crossed his arms over his
chest as he burned Hayden with his eyes. Glaring at everyone, I
told the room, “Nikki’s pregnant, and she’s worried about money.
Hayden is staying there to help her out financially.”

I stressed the word as I shot
everyone nasty looks, daring anyone else to call my boyfriend a
cheater. Unfortunately, they all knew I’d suspected the same thing
not too long ago. They knew about the breakup, and they knew about
the person who had triggered the whole thing. I firmed my face,
showing them confidence in my relationship, and nothing else.

The room was thick with
tension, and oddly, it was my father who broke it. “Nikki is
pregnant? I didn’t know she was seeing anyone.”

I could tell from the way he
said it that he wasn’t comfortable talking about it but was just
trying to change the subject. Relaxing my expression, I told him,
“She’s not. It was kind of…an accident.”

“Who is the father?” Theresa
asked, genuinely curious.

Cringing, I bit my lip.
“Myles…”

My father’s eyes narrowed
into pinpricks. “Myles Kelley? He’s the one who got her
pregnant?”

Sighing, I immediately held
up my hands. “Don’t. I know that look on your face, and I know you
want to ‘have a talk’ with him, but just…don’t. Myles and Nikki are
fine. They’re working things out.”

Dad indicated Hayden. “Then
why is he moving in with her and not Myles? Why is Myles
shirking his responsibilities?”

“He’s not, but Myles and
Nikki…they’re…complicated,” I said, knowing full well that wasn’t
going to be a good enough answer for my dad.

As I watched him slowly shake
his head, I resisted the urge to smack myself in the face. I never
should have brought up Nikki’s situation around Dad, and I knew,
without a doubt, Dad was going to have a conversation with Myles
soon. And then Myles was going to have a conversation with me.
Great.

 


* * *

 


After dinner, I drove
Hayden back to my place, so he could pick up the car he was
borrowing from Hookup before driving back to Hookup’s place in San
Diego. I was grateful this would be the last time he’d have to make
the long, twice-daily trip. Once he was settled in with Nikki, his
commute was going to be so much shorter.

“So, was that as bad as you
feared it would be?” I asked him.

Face pensive, he took a
moment before answering me. “Hmmm? Dinner? Oh, no…it was actually
kind of fun.”

I studied his face as we
approached a stoplight. “Then why do you look like
you’re…reconsidering something?”

With a sigh, he looked my
way. “I guess, because I am.”

Even though I didn’t want it
to, my heart fluttered. Was this about us? “What do you mean?”

Hayden frowned, which didn’t
make me feel any better. “It’s just…maybe your dad is right. Maybe
I shouldn’t be moving in with Nikki. Maybe Myles is the one who
should be doing this, and I’m stepping on his toes or
something.”

Relief poured into me as I
realized it had nothing to do with us. “Wait, you’re
agreeing with my dad now?” Hayden smiled and rolled his
eyes, and I shook my head. “Myles is stuck in a lease, you know
that. He can’t move in with her right now.”

He pursed his lips in
thought. “I could switch places with him. The landlord would
probably never know.”

Shaking my head again, I told
him, “Maybe…but Nikki isn’t ready for that. She needs to ease into
this parenting thing. Having Myles around all the time would just
make it harder, I think.”

“I thought they were best
friends?” he asked, confused.

A long sigh escaped me as the
light turned green. “Yeah…they are, but…there’s tension now, you
know?”

Hayden smirked at me. “Ah,
yes…I am very familiar with tension.”

I laughed, then asked, “Why
are you really having second thoughts? It can’t just be because
you’re worried about offending Myles.”

Hayden didn’t answer right
away, and when I snuck a peek at him, his head was down in
contemplation. Finally, he said, “I saw the way your sisters looked
at me. I don’t want you to ever look at me that way.” Lifting his
head, he stared my way. “Are you sure you’re okay with this,
Kenzie?”

I threw a carefree smile his
way, letting him know just how untroubled about this I was. “I told
you I was fine, and I meant it.” Pursing my lips, I added, “And
besides, I think I’d rather have you living with Nikki, then over
at the bachelor pad, party house. You and Nikki together will give
me far fewer ulcers.”

Hayden laughed as he put a
hand on my knee. “Good, because I don’t want you worrying about me
anymore. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I know,” I whispered, a
tight grin on my lips. Or at least, I hope I know.

When we finally got to my
house, it was difficult to say goodbye to Hayden. My head told me I
was being silly, and I should take a chance and let him come
inside. My heart was screaming at me to seal the windows and doors
tight and prepare for the inevitable storm. I was torn, and because
I was so torn, I knew it wasn’t the right time—I needed to keep
some space between us, just a little while longer.

Hayden didn’t press me to
come in, just gave me a series of soft kisses that left me
breathless. I felt my resolve wavering as his mouth moved over
mine. Maybe I could do this. Maybe if he just came into the
living room. Maybe if we only sat on the couch and kissed. It
didn’t have to go further than that. I didn’t have to strip off his
shirt, feel every inch of his torso, place soft kisses down his
abs…

I immediately pulled away
from him and was shocked to find I was breathing heavier. Hayden’s
eyes were concerned, until he noticed how affected I was by him.
“Kenzie,” he murmured. “I know you wanted to take things slow…but
if you’re ready to go just a little faster…all you have to do is
tell me.”

I bit my lip as I studied his
face. God, yes, a huge part of me did want to pick up the pace. But
inviting him in, welcoming him into my heart, laying out my soul
for him to take…just the thought made an apprehensive knot form in
my stomach. As I contemplated progressing our relationship, the
barrage of lies I’d endured from him recently whipped me across the
face, stealing my desire. I said I’d tell you the truth. I just
never said when I’d tell you.

Swallowing a hard lump in my
throat, I shook my head at him. “I’m not…” My eyes stung as the
ache of his betrayal poured through me, all over again. Would it
ever completely leave me? God, I hoped so. “Not yet,” I
murmured.

Pain was on Hayden’s face,
but he nodded in understanding. “Okay, Kenzie.” A moment of silent
tension passed between us, and then he whispered, “I’m so sorry I
hurt you.”

My vision hazed with unshed
tears, making it difficult to see him. “I know. I know you are…” I
willed the moisture in my eyes back inside my body. There was no
reason to fall apart, to indulge in unnecessary agony. We were back
together, we were happy, we were moving forward again. I needed to
let this go…before it destroyed us.

Slapping on as large of a
smile as I could, I gave him a soft kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see
you tomorrow, Hayden. I’ll be at your place bright and early…so
don’t stay up late.” Mentioning staying up late made a well of pain
crack open inside my chest. The distance between us had started
because he’d been out late…with her.

Nothing happened, he did it
for you. He chose you. He doesn’t want her.

Begging my eyes to remain
dry, I gave him one last kiss, then turned and started
speed-walking to my front door. Best to get inside quickly, just in
case. Hayden’s voice stopped me as I was inserting the key. “I love
you, Kenzie.”

My back straightened, and
every muscle went stiff. We’d played around with those words, but
we’d avoided directly saying them. A mixture of emotions assaulted
me as I turned to look back at Hayden—joy…and grief. “I love you,
too,” I whispered, a small, sad smile on my lips. Then I darted
into the house, quickly closing the door behind me.

Exchanging those words should
have lifted my spirit, should have made me feel light and airy,
invincible. But that wasn’t exactly how I felt. Part of me felt
like I was walking through the clouds, blissfully buoyant. But
another part of me, the scared, dark, hurt part, felt like a giant
sinkhole had just opened up all around me, and any second now, I
was going to stumble over the edge and fall into the abyss. All
that was waiting for me on this path was pain. Inevitable pain.

No, that’s not necessarily
true. Not every relationship is doomed. As long as there is love,
there is hope.

And I knew deep in my heart
that he truly did love me. Fierce, unshakable love. Was that enough
to fill this distance between us though? Once trust had been
fractured, was it possible to regain unquestioning faith in the
person who’d cracked it? Or would I always—from now until the end
of my days—be haunted by doubt? Would these thorns inside my heart
ceaselessly pierce me, forcing me to heal over and over again?
Because that sounded exhausting.

Needing a little friendly
support and advice, I pulled out my phone and called Nikki, my best
friend, my confidant, my female other-half. I could hear Hayden’s
car pulling away as the phone rang; it intensified the confusion I
was feeling. I wanted space from him, but I also wanted to pull him
close. How both of those feelings were possible at the same time,
I’d never understand.

“Hey, girlie,” Nikki said,
answering the line. “How did it go?”

Knowing she meant dinner at
Dad’s, I sighed. “It was…fine. Awkward at first, but
then…fine.”

“Then why do you sound like
it didn’t go well?” she asked.

Worn out from the emotional
tug-of-war, I dropped to the couch. “Hayden told me he loved me,” I
said, melancholy in my voice.

“Normally I’d say
congratulations…but I feel like that’s the wrong thing to say right
now. Why is that not a good thing? Are you changing your mind about
him?” she asked.

Even though Nikki couldn’t
see me, I shook my head. “No, he’s who I want, it just…sometimes it
hurts to want him. Sometimes… I’m terrified. I don’t want to get
hurt again…”

A sympathetic noise met my
ear. “I get it, Kenzie, I really do…but if you keep holding him
back, then what’s the point of being together? Eventually, you’ll
have to stop dipping your toes in the water and jump in.”

Her swimming metaphor made me
smile. “I know. It’s just really…hard. I keep having these horrible
thoughts. And the dreams…they’re even worse than what I stress
about during the day.”

“Tell me about it,” she said.
“Last night I had a dream that the baby was actually an alien from
space. It burst out of my va-jay-jay, then tried to kill me.”

Before I could stop myself, I
started laughing. Belly laughing. Nikki sniffed, like she was
offended. “It’s not funny, Kenzie. That could totally happen. It
is Myles’s baby, after all.”

Wiping my eyes, I continued
laughing for another full minute. When I was done, Nikki flatly
intoned, “Feel better?”

And surprisingly enough, I
did. Humor had an uncanny way of dissolving fear. “Yes, thank
you…and please call me if you have any more nightmares like
that.”

Nikki finally laughed. “I
will.”

Feeling warm and at peace
once more, I told her, “Thank you, Nikki, I needed that. And, just
so you know, everything with the baby is going to be fine. You’ve
got me, you’ve got Myles, you’ve got Hayden…you don’t have to go
through any of this alone.”

She sniffed again, but it was
laced with emotion this time. “Thank you, Kenzie. I’m kind of
freaking out on a daily basis. I’ve got my first doctor’s
appointment next week…will you come with me?”

“Of course,” I said, smiling
into the phone. “Is Myles coming, too?” There was such a long
pause, I could almost picture her gnawing on her lip. “Oh my God,
Nikki. The second you hang up with me, call your baby-daddy and
fill him in on what’s going on. Okay?”

“Okay,” she murmured, clearly
unhappy.

“See you tomorrow,” I said,
disconnecting the phone before she could change her mind and weasel
her way out of calling Myles. For some reason, Nikki wanted to
pretend away the baby when it came to Myles. I supposed she had her
own fears on the matter, and they probably went even deeper than
mine.

Staring at my phone, I knew I
needed to do something. I needed to push myself forward, even
though I felt like retreating. Opening up my contacts, I scrolled
to Hayden’s assigned name—Major Asshat. Pressing the message
icon, I sent him a brief text—one I hadn’t sent in a really long
time. ‘I love you.’

My heart pounded as I hit
send, waiting for the confliction to return. But it didn’t come. I
still felt okay, and I took that small growth as a victory.

Hayden didn’t respond to my text until he got
home—good boy. ‘I love you too. See you soon, sweetheart.’
As I read his message, I could easily picture the content grin on
his face. It further eased my stress, and as I drifted off to
sleep, I found peace in the fact that, at least for today, hope had
conquered doubt.

***

 





CHAPTER 2

 


 


I left for Hayden and
Hookup’s place bright and early the next day, just as promised.
Hookup lived in the heart of the city, in a neighborhood that
looked a little sketchy. Everyone had chain-link fences in the
front and back yard, and graffiti was plastered on just about
everything. Hookup and Izzy had grown up near here, with Hayden
joining them later. I tried to picture them running around as
children, but I just couldn’t see it.

When I got to the basic
one-story house that belonged to Hookup, I couldn’t help but notice
that his place was the only house on the street with only one car
in the driveway. I had to believe that was a rarity for Hookup’s
house, since Hayden had told me that before his recent change of
heart, this house had been party central. Seeing how quiet it was
now must be shocking to the neighbors.

Parking my truck behind
Hookup’s car, I got out and headed to the front door. I considered
ringing the doorbell with a Christmas song, since that was how
Hayden frequently greeted me, but I decided against it, since
Hookup was probably still sleeping.

Instead of knocking, I texted
Hayden and let him know I was at the door. He looked adorably tired
and disheveled when he opened it to let me in. “Hey there,
twenty-two,” he said with a yawn. “I knew you said you’d be early,
but I had no idea you’d be racing the sun to get here.” He glanced
up at the pale, morning light, then shook his head. “Sorry, babe,
but I think you lost that race. I’ve got donuts as a consolation
prize though.”

He opened the door wide
enough for me to come in, and I shot him a dirty look. “You know I
can’t eat that stuff while I’m training. In fact, you shouldn’t be
eating that stuff either. I need you in tip-top shape for the first
race.”

He raised an eyebrow at me as
I passed by. “In March? I think I’ll be fine.” He lifted his shirt
to show me a set of rock-hard abs that any male model would kill
for. “See…all firm, no flab. When you see love handles, then you
can take away my donuts.”

The sight of his lean, flat
stomach had me so distracted, all I could do was murmur,
“Sure…”

Hayden laughed at the look on
my face as he dropped his shirt, then he pulled me into him for a
hug. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said, and there was something in
his voice that seemed overly relieved, almost like he hadn’t been
sure I’d come.

Pulling back to look at him,
I noted the concern in his eyes. “My boyfriend is moving in with my
pregnant best friend…how could I possibly miss a moment of
that?”

His emerald eyes lightened as
he studied me, until finally, he laughed. “Yeah, if anything, this
should be…interesting. Come on, join me for breakfast. We need food
before we start.”

Grabbing my hand, he led me
toward the kitchen. My eyes drifted around as we walked. Hookup had
been busy packing his stuff, and boxes were everywhere. He’d sold
the place, so he could move into a house in a nicer neighborhood
with Izzy and Antonia. Aside from purchasing all of the equipment
I’d needed for Cox Racing, it was the most unselfish thing I’d ever
seen him do.

When we got to the kitchen, I
was shocked to see that Hookup was awake…and eating Hayden’s
donuts. Just because he’d changed, didn’t mean he was an entirely
different person. “Hey, man… Kenzie. Thanks for the grub,” he said,
lifting the apple fritter in his hand.

Hayden frowned. “I bought
that for Kenzie…that’s why there was a giant K on it.”

“It’s okay,” I interceded.
“My hips don’t need it.”

Hookup nodded, like he was
agreeing with me. Yep. A part of him was still very much the same.
Asshole. “See,” he said, “I knew she wouldn’t want it. Kind of sad
that I know your girlfriend better than you do.”

Hayden sighed, then shook his
head. “Whatever, Tony. Did you save me some boxes?”

Taking another big bite, he
nodded. “They’re in the garage. Good luck, dude.”

With that, he clapped Hayden
on the back and walked out of the room. Hayden watched him go, then
turned back to the donuts. His face compressed into a scowl.
“Damnit, Tony, you ate the maple bar, too?” Hookup’s laughter was
the only response.

Face forlorn, Hayden looked
over at me. “I can’t wait to move.”

Laughing, I picked up a
jelly-filled donut and handed it to him. “Here, you better eat this
quick before he comes back.”

Hayden sighed, then devoured
it in three bites. My eyes were huge as I watched him. “What?” he
said. “You told me to eat it quick.”

Shaking my head, I gave him a
kiss on the cheek. “Keep that up, and those love handles won’t be
far behind.”

Licking his fingers, he
suggestively wriggled his eyebrows. “I’ll just have to work them
off then.” His face immediately shifted. “When you’re ready, of
course.”

Right…when I was ready. Ready
to fully entrust my heart to him, ready to let go. Nikki’s advice
rang through my head, compounding my confusion. If you keep
holding him back, then what’s the point of being together? I
knew she was right, but I wasn’t there yet. Turning away from him,
I quickly said, “We should get started. I’ll go grab the
boxes.”

Hayden didn’t say anything as
I left the room, and I felt the silence between us, like a cold,
wet blanket covering my skin, weighing me down. I hated this, and I
felt like even though I was sure Hayden would wait as long as I
asked, the countdown on our relationship had begun. I either let
him in…or I let him go. Both options scared me, and even though
Hayden wasn’t pressuring me in any way, I felt like I was trapped
inside an hourglass, struggling to remain calm as the sand began to
bury me.

When I rejoined Hayden in his
bedroom a few minutes later, he didn’t seem fazed at all by me
running away from him. In fact, he seemed downright cheery as I
started opening the boxes; his joy made me feel better. We were
fine…we’d get through this.

Grabbing some clothes off his
bed, he told me, “It’s going to be so nice to be close to you
again, close to the track again. That commute was killing me. Plus,
Tony was getting really tired of me borrowing his car every day.
His newfound generous attitude only goes so far.”

He laughed as he started
tossing clothes into a box. “What are you going to drive
now?” I asked.

Hayden paused with his lips
pursed. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’ll have to find something soon
though.”

Chewing on my lip, I told
him, “You could ride my street bike? I’ve got my truck, so
technically, I don’t need it.”

Hayden shook his head before
I even finished. “No, we’re going slow, taking things easy. I don’t
want you to feel obligated to help me.”

I crossed my arms over my
chest. “So, I can’t ever help my boyfriend?”

Tossing me a one-sided smile,
he said, “You’re helping me right now.”

Lifting an eyebrow, I waited
for a real answer to my question. With a sigh, he stopped working
and faced me. “I don’t want to take any sort of handout from you
right now, Kenzie. I’m not blind. I know we’re not 100 percent back
to normal. And I don’t want something to come between us while
we’re still so…fragile. No resentments, no hard feelings, no
bitterness, no…anything. I don’t want you to feel like I’m taking
advantage of you or taking something from you.” He cracked a small
smile. “And besides…it’s about time I stood on my own two feet. I
want to do this by myself.”

What he had to say about us
not being 100 percent hurt to hear, but I knew he was right. And
maybe he was also right about not adding any more complicated
feelings to our relationship, although I didn’t think I’d ever feel
like he was taking advantage of me. “I understand wanting to make
it on your own. That’s one of the reasons why I purchased my own
Ducatis, instead of letting my father buy them.”

Hayden grinned. Shrugging my
shoulders, I asked him, “Can I at least help you look for
something?”

His grin was infectious. “Of
course.”

As I’d predicted, it didn’t
take long to gather everything of Hayden’s and pack it into my
truck. He just didn’t have that much stuff. I wondered if Hayden’s
habit of living light would change as he continued fully embracing
the roots he was putting down. Roots that still included me,
thankfully.

After saying goodbye to
Hookup, we got in my truck and made the trek back to Oceanside. Now
that Hayden was sure I was okay with him moving in with my best
friend, there was an excited energy about him. He bounced in his
seat, drummed his fingers to the music as he hummed along to the
radio, and he wouldn’t stop grinning. He was excited for this
transition, eager to turn a new page in his life. In our
lives.

Even with my flip-flopping
emotions, I was excited about this too. “I’m so glad this is
happening today. I’m glad you’re not going to be so far away
now.”

Hayden swung his dazzling
smile my way. “I know. Even though Hookup is better company now
than he used to be, it was lonely there. I missed you.”

He reached over and put his
hand on my knee, and my heart skipped a beat. “I missed you, too,”
I quietly told him. And in some ways, I still missed him. I missed
us…what we were. Hopefully, what we could be again.

Sooner than I expected, we
pulled up to Nikki’s place. Her apartment was just a few blocks
from my house. Luckily, it had two bedrooms, so Hayden would have
his own space, at least until the baby got bigger.

I parked the truck beside
Nikki’s tiny smart car. She’d probably have to get something bigger
soon. On the other side of Nikki’s vehicle was a car that belonged
to someone I hadn’t expected to see today: Myles. Seeing him here
made me grin. He was already trying to be a good father by
supporting Nikki during this could-be-awkward change. Either that,
or he was bored.

Hopping out of the truck,
Hayden and I each grabbed a box, then made our way to Nikki’s first
floor apartment. When I got to the door, I could hear low and
intense voices inside. It was kind of unusual, considering Myles
was in there with her. Generally, all I heard was laughter when
those two were together. “Nik,” I yelled, banging on her door with
my toe. “We’re here.”

The voices continued, but no
one acknowledged me. “Nik?” I called again.

Finally, the voices drifted
closer. As the door opened inward, I heard Myles saying, “I know,
but that doesn’t mean I have to like…” His voice trailed off as he
stared at Hayden and me in the now-open doorway.

“Don’t have to like what?” I
asked.

Myles shot a brief glance at
Hayden before tossing on a carefree smile. “Nothing. Glad you guys
are here.”

I looked over at Nikki in the
doorway just in time to see her roll her eyes. “Come on in,” she
said, stepping back so we could enter.

Tension laced the room as I
glanced between my two best friends, who had obviously been arguing
about something. Or someone. “Is this a bad time?” I asked,
repositioning the box in my hands.

Nikki shook her head, her
long, dark ponytail bouncing around her shoulders. “Of course not.
I’ll show you to your new room, Hayden.”

As she waved him inside, I
noticed how unmistakable her pregnancy was now. Either she was
finally wearing clothes that fit her, or her body had decided it
was free to expand since we all knew about the baby now. I also
noticed Myles’s scowl when Hayden followed Nikki down the
hallway.

I waited for the two of them
to be out of earshot, then rounded on Myles. “What’s going on?”

His face instantly corrected
itself. “Nothing. This is awesome. Totally…awesome.”

A frown curved my lips as I
stared at him. “You said you were fine with Hayden. That you’d
forgiven him.”

He shook his head. “I have,
and it’s not him, per se.” He pointed down the hallway, where I
could hear Hayden and Nikki talking. “It’s just, that’s my kid
growing in there, and that’s my…” Pressing his
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