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      For all of you that wanted more of Jake and Holly.

      If only really existed.
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      First and always, thank you to my Father who lives in Heaven, but who once again guided me through yet another story. I couldn't have done this without Him. I will always, always love you, until the end of time.

      To my family; I couldn't have done any of this without your loving support.

      To Monique, my editor and friend. Although the stories are mine, your words make them so much stronger.

      A special thanks to my content and copy editor, Sandra Valente. Your love for words, sentence building, descriptions, and emails after emails with questions upon questions has definitely made me a better writer. I absolutely love your ability to look beyond an editor's perspective and see what the reader would question and want to see more of. Your descriptions have made Imperfect- and Secret Love, better, stronger, and real page turners in my opinion. I will treasure your friendship forever and look forward to working on more projects with you.

      To all my proofreaders, a big thanks for diving head-first into another story of mine.

      To Fire Quill Publishing and the team, you are simply the best and your hard work and endless support will always be treasured, and thank you for the covers.

      Please note that any medicine in the what if novels, doesn’t exist. It’s fictional and were made up by the author.

      Thank you all so much. Words cannot express how I truly feel.

      To the readers, I apologize for the wait and hope that this one was worthwhile.

      Lots of love,

      Isabella White
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        HOLLY

        Four years later.

      

      

      It had been almost four years since that unbearable day when Jake had said those nine horrible words to Holly Scallanger.

      It is what it is, I’ve got to go.

      No goodbye, no apology, no explanation. Just those words.

      There were times when it was hard for her to accept everything, but she’d had no choice.

      He had been so excited about the pregnancy, but then his residency started and things changed. He became cold and distant. She’d put it down to him being tired, but it hadn’t been that at all. He’d gotten second thoughts—cold feet—about the pregnancy and wanted her to get an abortion.

      No matter the circumstances, there was no way in hell she could have gone through with something like that. She’d marched—in high heels—against abortion with his sister, Amelia, who couldn’t have children. Holly had had blisters for days, blisters that proved and shouted her beliefs to the world.

      She’d wanted the baby, and leaving him had been the only way. In retrospect, she should’ve fought harder, should’ve gone to that stupid hospital and…

      Oh, who was she kidding? What could she have done? Kill the bastard for what he’d done to her?

      She regretted all the things she hadn’t done, because it had been so clear that Jake was the one for her. There would never be anyone who would take his place in her heart.

      With time, it got better and the future looked brighter, but then there were days—most days—when thoughts of him lingered in the back of her mind. Whenever a lecture dealt with neurology, or someone mentioned a neurologist, she’d think of him.

      How she missed the old Jake. The one who’d taken her to meet lion cubs, the one who’d made her blood tingle, who’d made her laugh, who’d held that silly banner up during her high-heeled march and told her she could do it. She missed the Jake who’d lit up her life.

      Why had he changed his mind about wanting them, wanting to be with them? Things would’ve been so different if he’d never said those words. Though she couldn’t deny that some good things had come out of the entire situation; one of which was her plans for her future.

      She was in her final year of med school and she was killing it. She’d be starting her residency next year, which would bring her one step closer to becoming a surgeon.

      When she made the decision to go into medicine, it was because she wanted to help women with pre-eclampsia so they would never be in the position she had been in.

      Gus Peters, Jake’s father, was one of the best gynecologists in the country and had developed a shake she had thought of as a wonder drug. It had regulated her high blood pressure—the biggest cause of her sickness and the one thing that put her and her babies’ lives in jeopardy—but without warning, he suddenly took it off the market due to some flaw in the formula.

      She’d thought she could fill the place he’d left open in the market by inventing something similar and as wonderful as his shake. Her hopes and dreams were crushed when, during her first year of med school, he brought out something similar. All wasn’t lost, though, as she found a new interest—cardiology.

      It was the one thing she had in common with Jake’s mother. She hoped she never bumped into Mara. That would be just her luck.

      Every spare minute she had was spent learning everything she could about cardiology, and what she couldn’t learn from books and the Internet, she learned from her mentor, Dr. Somers.

      He was old school and almost in his eighties; sadly his hands were no longer of any use. For the last year and a half, she had become his hands in his free clinic.

      The one thing she would miss about her residency was the scrub-in time she got, something first-years didn’t get a lot of. She was so used to being in the OR by now that it seemed like she was taking a step backward.

      Tears stung her eyes as she looked at Jake’s Facebook profile photo. He was still breathtakingly gorgeous.

      Why hadn’t he wanted them?

      She sighed. His Facebook account was private, which meant she could only see his profile pictures. And because she’d deleted her account, the only way she could see his was through Google.

      It wasn’t like she cyberstalked him often, but from the few times she did, he was seeing someone else. And every time she saw the new profile picture, she wanted to scream.

      It pissed her off that he had moved on so easily, when she was struggling to do the same. She felt pathetic, but the simple truth was that she still wasn’t over Jake. Even though he’d turned out to be the biggest monster to ever have walked into her life, she just couldn’t seem to forget him.

      It didn’t help that her daughter was a mini version of Jake, and a Peters through and through.

      Keys rattled in the lock of the apartment’s door.

      She quickly clicked off Google, and a picture of a human heart accompanied by medical jargon filled the screen.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” greeted her mother.

      “Hey, how was your day?” Holly asked on a sigh.

      “You need a break,” Jane remarked, taking a seat at the table.

      “Mom, I can’t afford to take a break.”

      “You’re really worried about this test. Darling, Somers has given you so many opportunities to scrub in, you could ace that test without even opening a book. You know it. You need a break. Frank wants you and Jamie to join us on a trip.”

      Holly rolled her eyes as she looked up from the screen.

      “Sweetheart, you know almost everything about cardiology there is to know. You just need some downtime. Come with us.”

      “What kind of trip? And where are we going?”

      Jane smiled. “It’s at some over the top resort, for his brother’s kid or something—who’s apparently going to propose.”

      Holly pursed her lips. “We won’t know anyone there, Mom.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just come with us. You and Jamie can lounge at the pool. The rest will do you some good.”

      “When?”

      “This weekend.”

      “Mom,” she whined.

      “Holly, how many times must I say it? Both you and Jamie need a break, and I’m not taking her if you don’t come with us. She misses you too much.”

      “Fine, I’ll go,” Holly groaned.

      Her mother jumped up and wrapped her arms around Holly, smacking her lips on Holly’s temple. “Who knows, maybe you’ll meet a handsome prince.”

      Holly snorted. “I hardly have time for this break, so I sure as heck won’t have time for someone else.”

      But that wasn’t the real reason. She’d already met her prince. He’d just turned out to be an asshole.

      “Nonsense, but whatever you say. I’m going to change into something more comfortable.”

      “Hang on a sec…I thought you and Frank called it quits?” she called after her mother.

      Jane grunted, which made Holly smirk.

      “Admit it, he’s your kryptonite.”

      Jane’s laughter floated from the bedroom.

      Keys rattled in the lock once again. The door opened and Rodney, Holly’s best friend—the one who’d taken Bernie’s place—walked into the apartment with the love of her life.

      “Mommy!” Jamie’s head of black curls bounced as the almost four-year-old ran over to her and jumped onto her lap.

      Holly wrapped her arms around her daughter and dropped a kiss on her head. “Did you enjoy the park, baby?”

      “Yes, I did, and we had—”

      “Our secret, Jamie,” Rod interrupted, clamping his hand over Jamie’s mouth, her laughter muffled in the palm of his hand.

      Holly made big eyes, saying playfully, “Are you two keeping secrets from me? I thought we were the three musketeers!” She tickled Jamie’s sides, drawing loud cackles from her.

      Rod had probably bought Jamie one hell of an ice cream, or some other outrageous thing she was not allowed before dinner, but Holly let it slide.

      After all, apart from Holly’s father and Frank, Rodney was one of the only male role models in Jamie’s life.

      “Nanna, help me!” Jamie cried through her giggles when Rod joined in on the tickling.

      Jane came running into the room, brandishing one of Jamie’s inflatable toys and proceeded to hit Holly and Rodney on the head with it.

      As soon as they stopped tickling Jamie, she let out a huge breath of relief, a grin plastered on her face.

      Holly’s heart twisted every time she looked at Jamie—which was all the time—as she was the spitting image of her father. Smiling, she brushed a kiss on her daughter’s head.

      “Come on, peanut, let’s go watch Disney Junior,” Jane said, picking Jamie up and carrying her to the bedroom.

      Rod sat down next Holly. “Are you still freaking out about the test? You know these procedures. You could do half of these surgeries on your own if it came down to it. It can’t be that difficult.”

      “I know. I’m just nervous and I don’t know why.”

      “Because you need to take some time for yourself.”

      “Ugh, you sound just like my mother.”

      “Guess I must be right, then.” He chuckled and squeezed her shoulder. “I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She smacked him playfully on the shoulder. “Thanks for taking Jamie to the park.”

      He opened the door, then turned around. “You’re welcome. Besides, it’s always a pleasure spending time with her,” he said, winking as he left.

      Holly shook her head with a smile.

      Jamie wasn’t like other normal kids her age. She was smart, and it wasn’t at all difficult to have a decent conversation with her.

      When Jamie was just two years old, she’d asked the daddy question, wanting to know if Rodney was her father. That had almost had Holly in a spin, but she’d told her the truth, just a less monstrous version of it; her daddy wasn’t with them.

      But of course, that wasn’t enough for her daughter’s inquiring mind, and she kept asking why her daddy wasn’t with them. There was no way Holly could tell her that he hadn’t wanted them, so she made up a story about a rainbow, where he was helping other people get better.

      But questions didn’t stop there, and Holly wished they had. Jamie wanted to know what her father looked like, so Holly showed her—it was easy as she knew exactly where to look. She’d hoped that would be the end of that, but then Jamie wanted to know if she had aunts and uncles, and other grandparents.

      She should’ve just told her that her father had no family, but she didn’t want to add to the lie. So, the entire Peters family made it into her stupid story about the rainbow, and Jamie finally stopped asking questions.

      Holly sighed. She never should have made up that damn story to begin with, even though part of her was glad that Jamie at least had some information about her father. Hopefully, when the truth came out one day, Jamie would be understanding.
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      The weekend was upon them before Holly could blink.

      She had class until eleven, so her mother was doing their packing since she had taken the day off work. They’d also opted to let Jamie stay home from school, who was so excited about the trip, she’d proudly told Holly that she was going to help Nanna pack.

      Frank would be picking Holly up right after her class, and from there they’d all go straight to the airport to catch a flight to Montana—the location of the luxury resort they’d be staying at.

      Holly was still dead set against going on the trip because she was stressed about her upcoming test. But since her mother had said she wouldn’t take Jamie if Holly didn’t go, there was no way she’d get any studying done, anyway.

      Her stomach turned at the mere thought of the test. It was ridiculous. She knew everything, as both her mother and Rod had pointed out, and she knew every step of each procedure, thanks to Dr. Somers letting her assist him in surgery. However, she couldn’t shake the sick feeling roiling in her stomach.

      She wished Rod was joining her on this trip, if only so she could have someone other than her mother and Frank to hang out with.

      With her class done, she hurried to the front of the building where Frank’s Mercedes was already waiting at the curb. She got in, muttering a greeting to her mother and Frank, then gave Jamie a kiss and a cuddle.

      The drive to the airport was excruciating as her mother and Frank tried their level best to make small talk with her, but she wasn’t in the mood for any type of talking.

      An unsettling feeling that something bad was going to happen tormented her.

      It couldn’t be the flight that was making her feel this way, even though she was a tad nervous, and it couldn’t be the getaway, either, because she had made peace with it. Perhaps she was really stressed about the test. And perhaps, her mother was right; she did need a break.

      She tried to push the feeling aside and concentrated on Jamie and her excitement. Jamie kept up a barrage of constant questions, all due to the excitement about flying. It was her first time on a plane, and her four-year-old brain was curious as to how the plane would stay in the air, and a bunch of other questions that no one could explain the answers to.

      Holly watched her mother and Frank as they all stood in line, waiting to go through security. It was evident by the look on her mother’s face, as well as her body language, that Jane was head over heels for the guy.

      Holly couldn’t deny that they made a great couple.

      When they got through security and made themselves comfortable in the waiting area, Jamie recited a song for Frank which, if the smile on his face was anything to go by, he enjoyed tremendously. But his expression suddenly changed, the smile turning into a frown as he studied Jamie’s face.

      Holly wasn’t liking the way Frank was looking at Jamie—it wasn’t the first time she’d caught him staring at her—almost as if Jamie reminded him of someone. Whenever he got that look, questions regarding Jamie’s father were brought up. He’d tried on numerous occasions to get Holly to tell him who Jamie’s father was, but Holly never relented. She’d always tell him the same thing, that Jamie’s father wasn’t important enough to discuss, considering he hadn’t wanted them.

      Frank never said why he wanted to know who her daughter’s father was, and she never asked. But she‘d always had a nagging feeling in the back of her mind that he somehow knew the Peterses, the reason she’d caught him starting at Jamie a number of times—he was surely seeing Jake in Jamie.

      But she couldn’t ask him that straight out as it would lead to more questions, and then she would have no choice but to admit that Jake Peters was Jamie’s father. If that happened, a series of unfortunate, and probably horrible, things would follow. So she kept her mouth shut.

      She knew that if Jake ever discovered she’d kept the baby, he would do whatever was in his power to take her away from Holly.

      Thinking this way was probably irrational, considering Jake had wanted her to get an abortion, but Jamie was the type of kid who crawled into one’s heart, dirty feet and all. She had everyone falling in love with her on the spot—a trait she shared with her father.

      When Frank’s gaze shifted to her, Holly looked away, pretending to read through her textbook.

      “Please tell me you are not going to study the whole weekend,” Jane remarked as she dropped into the chair next to her.

      “Mom, I don’t feel ready for the test.”

      “You are ready, sweetheart. Believe me.”

      There was no point arguing with her mother, so Holly gave her a tired smile.

      “Put it away, please. It’s family time.”

      Acquiescing, she shoved her textbook into her carry-on. Just then, the flight was announced and passengers were called for boarding.

      Jamie, beside herself with glee, jumped up and down as they all stood up. She grabbed hold of Frank’s hand and bounced along beside him, Holly and Jane following behind.

      Holly took a deep, shaky breath.

      “Are you nervous about the flight, sweetheart?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know, Mom. I just have a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach.”

      Jane wrapped an arm around her shoulders and brushed her lips across her cheek. “I’ll be right by your side. Like always.”

      Holly smiled. Getting her mother back was the second good thing that had come out of the horrible situation. And this time around, her mother was her rock, just as it was supposed to be.
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      The flight was uneventful, and Holly even managed to relax a bit. Once they landed, Frank went to collect what was needed so he could take possession of their rental car. Holly settled in for the four-and-a-half-hour drive, resting her head against the window, watching the trees flash by as they drove.

      The words Black River Lodge eventually appeared before they turned into the resort’s entrance. It was clear that this was a getaway for people with expensive tastes and an abundance of money.

      Holly’s jaw dropped when the lake came into view. It was magnificent. She saw a marina where various boats and jet skis were moored, and a large board that listed all available water activities. In the winter, it was a ski resort, so the board had all the winter activities listed as well.

      Opulent cabins were scattered all over the grounds.

      “Oh, Frank, this is gorgeous,” Jane said, her hand on her chest. She couldn’t stop looking every which way, wanting to take everything in.

      Holly was doing the same. The place was so beautiful that a part of her was happy she’d come with them.

      “We’re going to stay here?” Jamie asked, her eyes as wide as saucers.

      “For the entire weekend, munchkin,” Frank answered.

      Jamie squealed with glee.

      Once inside
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