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  Chapter 1
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Theodore McPherson checked the address on his phone, then glanced at the dark brown door. Yup. It was the right place. 
He lifted his hand to knock, hoping his sister was in her dorm room so he could get his check-in out of the way and move on to the next item on his list.
He sighed. That wasn’t the best attitude to approach Brianna with. She was standoffish on her best day. Antagonizing her wouldn’t suit his purpose.
Theo had volunteered to visit his younger sister. Brianna had started university in September and then disappeared off the map. 
She hadn’t returned home for any of the breaks and refused to answer her phone whenever anyone from the family called. A brief clip on the local station, highlighting the campus’s communication department, confirmed she was alive. 
He banged louder when no one responded to his initial knock.
“I’m coming. I’m coming.”
The strident female voice drifted through the wood seconds before the door jerked open.
Hello, nurse.
The phrase whipped through Theo’s mind as his eyes raked the figure before him. The tall, leggy, dark-skinned goddess wore a Silver Creek University t-shirt that slipped off one shoulder, exposing a thin black strap. 
She leaned against the doorjamb, an insolent smile teasing the corner of her lips.
“Cat got your tongue, handsome?”
Right. Theo shook his head. He was here on a mission, not to get distracted by some college student. 
“I’m looking for Brianna McPherson.”
The young woman scanned him from head to toe.
“She’s not interested in coming to your party.”
“Good to know.” 
He could tell his parents their daughter was not frittering her time away at fraternity events.
“Please tell her Theo McPherson is here to see her.”
The young woman’s eyes widened as she raised a finger. 
“One second.”
She ducked into the room and slammed the door in his face. Oh-kay. That was not weird at all. Theo resisted the urge to press his ear to the door to check for sounds.
A moment later, the door flew open, and he was glad he hadn’t given in to the urge to eavesdrop. His sister glared at him.
“What do you want?” She lifted a hand before he could say a word. “Never mind.” She dragged a hand through the coils of blue hair that draped over her shoulders. 
“I can’t stop to hear it.” She slipped past him. “You can stay in the room with Gabrielle. I’ll be back.”
He stared at his sister’s back as she hustled away. Should he follow her or stay? Either choice felt like it would be the wrong one. He didn’t want to stay in the room with her roommate, especially given his earlier reaction to her.
But if it already annoyed his sister when he’d barely interrupted her life, what would it be like if he were to pursue her and further disrupt it?
“Are you coming in? Or risking Brianna’s ire by following her?”
Theo wasted another minute staring at the door through which Brianna had disappeared. He hesitated so long that he doubted he could find her if he pursued her.
Theo flipped his gaze between the two doors. 
“Uh…”
Gabrielle shrugged one elegant shoulder before walking away. “Suit yourself.”
She left the door open, unconcerned. Dare he follow her inside? Theo cast his eyes heavenward.
Lord, help.
He entered the dorm room and closed the door behind him.
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It took tremendous effort for Gabrielle Wright to leave her roommate’s brother at the door. She focused on keeping her limbs loose to appear indifferent to his decision. 
She wanted to beg him to come in so she could learn everything about him.
She and Brianna had been roommates since they started school in September, and Gaby learned a few things about her. Brianna was the youngest of five children, with an older sister and three brothers. 
A late-night conversation had netted Gaby their names and a few other facts about them. Brianna’s terse statements hinted at the McPhersons’ fractured relationship.
Based on Brianna’s intel, Gaby never expected her roommate’s siblings to visit, hence her earlier reaction. She stifled a wince. It wasn’t her finest moment.
Her shoulders relaxed when the door clicked shut, and soft footfalls followed her into the room. Gaby sat before the small desk crammed into the space at the foot of her bed. She picked up a book and swiveled to face him.
Theo’s gaze swept over the room, and she tried to imagine it through his eyes. It was a typical dual-occupancy dorm, much smaller than anyone would like.
Brianna’s side of the room was pristine. The girl was hardly ever there. Either she was in class or working in the university newsroom. By contrast, Gaby had crammed every inch of the wall on her side with pictures.
Theo stepped closer to study her collage.
“Places you’d like to go?”
Oh, mercy. Why did his voice have to be as smooth as butter?
She cleared her throat. “More like places I’ve been.”
He swung his head to stare at her. “You’ve visited all these places?”
She shrugged. “I spent  two years on a cruise ship.” 
“Why?”
“I needed to earn money for school. Why not travel the world for free at the same time?”
Her father was a dentist, and her mother was his assistant. While they’d saved money for her to attend college, it cost more than they’d accumulated. 
Theo tucked his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I’m impressed.”
Gaby suppressed her giddy pleasure. It wouldn’t do to let this confident young man realize how much his praise mattered to her. 
She shook herself mentally. His opinion shouldn’t matter. It couldn’t. 
It wasn’t as if Gaby and Theo would fall madly in love and marry. Not with the tension that existed between Brianna and her siblings. 
It had only been about six months since she and Brianna met, but Gaby decided they would be friends. She told the younger girl as much when Brianna had been determined to keep walls between them. 
Gaby swung her chair around. She wouldn’t jeopardize her fragile relationship with Brianna for anyone. Regardless of how well he filled out a t-shirt and a pair of jeans. She waved a hand over her shoulder.
“Make yourself comfortable. It may be awhile.” 
A long while, if she interpreted Brianna’s intention correctly. 
Oh, Lord, help me.
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Theo pushed to his feet. This was ridiculous. Hours had passed since Brianna left, promising to return, while he dawdled in her dorm room. 
He’d memorized the titles of the books on her desk and knew how many tiles were visible in the small space.
“She’s not coming back, is she?” he asked, breaking the silence.
Gabrielle jolted at the sound of his voice.
“Excuse me?”
“Brianna!” He flung his hand out in frustration. “Did you and Brianna arrange a signal for her to return after I left?”
Pity filled Gabrielle’s gaze, and his shoulders slumped. 
“Don’t answer that. I’m sorry.” 
Theo pressed his lips together. It wasn’t Gabrielle’s fault his little sister didn’t want to see him. 
His stomach rumbled, reminding him that it had been hours since his last meal. He skipped lunch, hoping to eat with Brianna as they caught up. 
He should have known better. Just because she sometimes spoke to him with less acidity than their other siblings didn’t mean she liked him or would voluntarily spend time with him.
“Is there somewhere we can get something to eat?”
“I—” 
Theo sensed Gabrielle’s reluctance and cut her off. 
“Never mind. I shouldn’t have asked. I’ll leave so you can get back to your life.”
Her mouth quirked into a half-smile. “You don’t even need me for this conversation, do you?” She gestured between them. “You can have this chat all by yourself.”
He gave her a sheepish grin. “Sorry.”
She stood and stretched, her long limbs and graceful movement reminding him of a cat he’d seen in a documentary.
“I could eat.” She grabbed a small bag stashed on a corner of her desk and slung it across her body. “There’s a wonderful pizza place nearby.”
“Sure. I’ll pay.”
She grinned, the expression lighting her entire face.
Wow! She was gorgeous. 
“I mean,” he stumbled over his words, “this is not a date, but it’s only fair that I pay since I’m disrupting your day.” 
His words were more for himself than for her. He could not date his sister’s roommate. She stopped at the door and looked back at him, one hand on the knob.
“I’m a college student, Theo. I never turn down a free meal.”

      [image: ]Theo tucked his hands into his pockets. The urge to grab Gabrielle’s hands and twine his fingers with hers was much too intense. He’d never responded to anyone like this, and his reaction warped his mind.
“So, Theo,” she cast a side glance at him. “Why didn’t you go to Silver Creek like Brianna?”
He snorted. “Don’t you mean why didn’t Brianna go to Eastside like the rest of us?” 
He buttoned his lips. Why did she pull so many words from him? 
“Forget I said that.” 
The last thing he wanted was for her to mention it to Brianna, further widening the chasm between them. It was like his sister deliberately did the opposite of what everyone in the family did.
“I went to Eastside because they have a better Fire Science bachelor’s program.”
Gabrielle studied him a moment, and again there was pity in her gaze.
“Brianna’s not your enemy, you know.”
His shoulders stiffened.
“I know she puts up these walls and acts  tough, but if you care about Brianna, get to know her before it’s too late.”
Great, just what he needed—someone to lecture him on his relationship with his sister. He opened his mouth to let her know his relationship with Brianna was none of her business, then snapped it shut.
Who was he kidding? She’d known his sister for six months and probably had a better understanding of Brianna than he did after a lifetime of living in the same house with her.
“She doesn’t make it easy.”
Gabrielle grinned. “I know. But things that are important to us are worth fighting for. Isn’t that why you got a fire degree? I’m sure you could have become a firefighter without one.”
He nodded. She was right. He’d chosen the degree because he anticipated a lifetime as a first responder. A degree made it easier for him to move up the ranks.
“I’ll try to do better.” 
Theo didn’t make casual promises.
“Good.” She smiled at him. “What’s next now that you have your degree?”
“Fire Academy.”
“Didn’t you spend the last four years as a volunteer firefighter?”
He shot her a look. “How did you know that?”
She winced. “Brianna may have mentioned it. Don’t tell her I said anything.”
Huh. Maybe his little sister wasn’t as standoffish as he thought she was.
“I won’t.”
Gabrielle exhaled a sigh of relief. “Thanks. I’d hate to explain why I told you that.” She stopped in front of a building with a red and green awning covering a narrow outdoor seating area. “We’re here.”
Theo smirked at the big red lettering of the pizzeria’s sign.
“Really? They couldn’t do better than Pizza Pizza Pizza?”
Gabrielle chuckled, and his lips tugged upward in response.
“What can I say?” The mouth-watering aroma of freshly baked pizza wafted out when she opened the door. “When a name’s this good, you must say it thrice.”
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Gaby hurried into Pizza Pizza Pizza, almost running from Theo. When a name’s this good, you must say it thrice? 
What had she been thinking? With such inane statements, he’d think she was in high school. She looked over her shoulder to make sure he was following. 
She drew in a drew breath of tomato sauce-flavored air. But even the allure of melted cheese and hot pizza didn’t diminish her embarrassment.
“Why don’t you wait over there?” She pointed to the corner of the room where people waited to collect their orders. “Once I’m through here, I’ll join you.”
She spoke loud enough to be heard over the din of students.
He tilted his head. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.” She flashed her student ID. “I get a discount and you don’t.”
Plus, it would give her time to get over her embarrassment and jump-start her brain so she didn’t make more dumb statements.
He chuckled. “Fair enough.” He tugged out his wallet and gave her a few bills. “I’m starving.” He scanned the menu board. “Make it a large barbecue chicken pizza and whatever you want for yourself.”
She gaped. “You plan to eat a large pizza by yourself?” She ran her eyes over his body. “How do you keep so fit?”
“I’m kidding.” He winked.
“Oh.” Her cheeks warmed, and Gaby was grateful her skin wouldn’t show her embarrassment.
“A large pizza for the two of us should be fine. On one condition,” he held up a finger. “No pineapples.”
Gaby gasped. “You know, Theo, I don’t know if we can be friends. Pineapples are a staple for a barbecue chicken pizza.”
He mock-shuddered and she laughed as she joined the line. Valerie Deese and Lola Scott, from her English class, rushed up to her, each grabbing an arm.
“Ga-bri-elle!” Lola squealed her name so that it became three distinct syllables.
This was exactly what she didn’t need—someone to see her with Theo, who also knew Brianna.
“Your boyfriend is gorgeous.” Valerie cast a furtive glance over her shoulder. 
Gaby’s eyes followed Valerie’s and tangled with Theo’s. She lifted a hand to her chest. Be still, my heart.
“He’s not my boyfriend.” She forced the words out, hoping they’d convince her stubborn heart of the truth. 
“Are you sure?” Lola stared at her as if she could see Gaby’s secret desires.
“He’s Brianna’s older brother.” She kept her voice flat and emotionless, hoping they didn’t realize she wished a status change was possible.
“You mean he’s not with you?” Valerie whispered, her expression eager.
“In that case, you don’t mind if we ask him out, right?” Lola flipped her finger back and forth between her and Lola.
“No, suit yourself.” 
Kill me now. Why was she encouraging these two? Still, what choice did she have? She couldn’t admit how much she wished Theo wasn’t off-limits.
“Okay.” Both girls responded with repressed squeals, and Gaby barely refrained from rolling her eyes. 
Was she that giddy? She hoped not. It made conversation exhausting, and she only spoke to them for a brief time.
She kept her eyes forward. She did not want to see Theo flirting with Valerie and Lola. 
Gaby filled the gap between her and the person before her in the queue. He had no obligations to her. He could flirt with whoever he wanted to.
“Well, looky-here.”
Gaby jolted at the voice near her ear. She shut her eyes at the face that was too near to hers, opening them quickly before he mistook it for an invitation. 
“What do you want, Lenny?”
Leonard Jackson Jr., captain of the basketball team and self-proclaimed gift to women, grinned at his crony, Wayne Orr.
“What do I want from this pretty little thing?” Lenny winked at Wayne and then ran his finger down her cheek. 
Gaby struggled not to wince. Weakness only egged him on.
“What do you think he wants, pretty lady?” Wayne’s breath rustled the hair at her nape. 
Seriously. Didn’t these guys know the meaning of personal space? Gaby glanced at the surrounding people. Would anyone help?
Nope. Suddenly, everyone was hyper-focused on minding their business, the chatter fading to a low buzz.
She wriggled away from them, trying to get some air not tainted by the garlic these guys had consumed too much.
“Do you mind?” She glared at them. “You’re crushing me.”
Lenny ignored her request and stepped closer. “If you give me a chance, I’ll show you how much you’ll enjoy being my girl.”
Eww. He was handsome, in a slick way. It wouldn’t surprise her if, in another few years, he became either a smarmy salesman or a gangster.
Lord, please help. I can’t fight them off by myself.
“I hope that’s not my girl you’re putting moves on.”
Relief coursed through Gaby’s entire body at Theo’s voice.
“Back off buddy, this doesn’t concern you.” Lenny’s snarl was usually effective at getting him what he wanted.
“Oh, but it does.” Theo didn’t raise his voice, yet the hint of a threat had Wayne and Lenny turning in his direction.
Theo wasn’t as tall as the two young men, but his muscular frame made them step back.
“Look.” Theo’s side pressed against hers as they faced off against the guys. “You have a choice. At the moment, you’re the big man on campus and everything’s right in your universe.”
Theo’s tone was calm as if they were discussing the weather or what pizza they planned to order.
“You didn’t realize that messing with Gabrielle brought you to my attention.” Theo lifted a hand and brushed the shoulder of Lenny’s t-shirt. “I would hate to prove to everyone here that you’re a little boy pretending you can play in the big leagues.”
Lenny and Wayne stared at each other, eyes wide. They scanned the room. Gaby did too. No one stared at them, but there was a heightened tension in the room as the conversation slowed to a halt. Everyone’s attention had focused on them, even if they wouldn’t admit it.
“Come on, Wayne.” Lenny elbowed his friend. “She’s not that pretty.”
“Hey,” Theo called after them as they walked away. “I don’t want to hear that anything like this happens again. If it does,” Theo deepened his voice. “I’ll be back.”
Lenny and Wayne scuttled out of the pizzeria as if they had a game they’d forgotten.
“Thank you.” Gaby’s shoulders sagged.
“Are you okay?” Theo stood before her and clasped her shoulders, his eyes flitting between hers. 
She forgot they were in a crowded pizzeria. That he was off-limits. That he was her roommate’s brother. 
Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips, and his eyes dropped to them. Awareness danced in the air and, for the first time, she realized she wasn’t the only one affected by the energy between them.
What were they talking about? Right. Her state of mind. 
“Yes. I’m fine. Thank you.” 
Lenny and Wayne had terrorized her since the beginning of the semester. When she reported them to the coach and the dean of discipline, she was told “boys would be boys” and they were just having fun.
“Thank you.” She clasped her hands, which trembled now that the danger had passed.
“You deserve to buy your pizza in peace.”
Her lips curved at his unintended pun, and he grinned back at her.
“And to guarantee it, I’m staying here in case another bozo gets a stupid idea.”
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Theo drummed his fingers against the steering wheel. He was concentrating hard to drive within the speed limit on his trip to Silver Creek. 
He was hopeful his sister would have a few minutes for him this time. But the real reason for his eagerness was Gabrielle.
He’d been unable to get her out of his mind in the past two weeks, and he tried. He even went on a couple of dates with a girl from church. 
Theo stopped asking her out when he kept forgetting her name. Okay, so he hadn’t exactly forgotten. He’d wished she were someone else. It wasn’t her fault she wasn’t the woman he wanted her to be. 
Theo parked in front of the dormitory, squinting at the sunlight reflecting off the cars’ windshields. This time, he found Brianna’s room without checking the directions.
He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans before knocking on the brown door. Would Brianna react the same way she did the last time he visited? He braced himself in case she did, his heart pounding in his chest.
The door swung open, and Brianna glared at him.
“What are you doing here?” She rolled her eyes. “It’s like you choose the worst times to show up.”
Theo clenched his jaw, Gabrielle’s admonition to try harder echoing in his mind.
“I’m not your enemy, you know.”
“Yeah, well, you haven’t exactly been my friend.” She opened the door wider. “Let’s not give these jerks a show.”
He stepped inside and pushed the door shut.
“Is today not a good time for you to spend a few minutes with your brother?”
“No.” She stalked away from him. “Something you would have known if you’d bothered to call.”
She flung the accusation over her shoulder. Theo followed.
“Would you have answered?” 
She hadn’t answered or returned any of the numerous calls from anyone in the family. He’d barely restrained their sister, Tonya, from coming to Silver Creek in his stead. 
That would not have gone well, since the tension between the two sisters had reached epic proportions. Brianna waved a hand.
“Point. But I don’t have time for you this weekend. I have a major test on Monday and need to study. Gaby…” 
Brianna’s tone became cajoling as she turned toward her roommate’s half of the room. 
Theo angled his body, glad for the excuse to look at the woman he’d been aware of since the moment he entered the dorm. 
It hadn’t been his imagination. If anything, she was more beautiful than he remembered.
Gabrielle put the book she was reading face down on the bed and sat up.
“What do you want?” She flicked a glance his way. “Hey, Theo.”
Brianna flung herself on the bed beside Gabrielle and threw her arms around her, resting her head against her friend’s shoulder. 
Theo gaped at his sister. He’d never seen her this demonstrative. The Brianna he was used to spoke in monosyllables and used a surly tone almost exclusively, though she was never disrespectful to their parents.
“Can you entertain Theo? Please. I need to do well on this test to be considered for the internship next year.”
Theo frowned. “What internship?”
Both women ignored him. Okay. He plopped down on Brianna’s bed since his contribution to the conversation was unwanted.
Gabrielle rolled her eyes. “Fine.”
Her long-suffering sigh did nothing for his ego.
“Just know that you owe me one.”
Brianna squealed and squeezed Gabrielle. “I’ll do your laundry for a month.”
Who was this effervescent woman, and what had they done with his sister?
He was still in shock when he trailed Gabrielle outside.
“Is that her normal behavior with you?” He pointed over his shoulder.
Gabrielle scrunched her nose up at him. “Mostly.” She shrugged. “Brianna and I get along pretty well.” She grimaced. “Sorry. I don’t mean to make light of your family situation.”
“You’re fine.” Theo waved a hand. “I’m trying to reconcile that bubbly person with the sister I grew up with.”
“I know.” Gabrielle held up a hand. “In all fairness, I should tell you she tried the surly bit with me. I had to tell her it wouldn’t work. We’re trying to be our authentic selves with each other.”
“Okay.” He’d process what happened at another time. Until then, he would enjoy this time with Gabrielle. “What are we doing today?”
Her grin held a hint of mischief. Uh-oh. If she kept smiling at him like that, there was a real chance he’d lose his heart.
“The drama club is performing today.”
“Now?” He checked his watch. “It’s not yet 2 p.m.”
She shrugged. “It’s Sunday. They start earlier than they do in the week. It’s that matinee experience.”
Had he ever attended a drama club performance at Eastside? He doubted it. He’d spent his time studying or volunteering at the fire department. 
In what little spare time he had left, he worked shifts at his brother Everton’s construction company.
“It’s free.” She used the same cajoling tone Brianna had used with her.
He quirked an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to recommend it?”
She laughed. “Come on.” 
She grabbed his hand and tugged. Theo stumbled after her as electricity shot up his arm. 
What on earth was happening? His hand tingled where his skin met Gabrielle’s, warmth spreading through his entire body.
He had touched her that first night in the pizza parlor. So why did it feel like he’d stuck his arm into the hottest part of a fire?
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What in the world had just happened? If it wouldn’t make her response obvious, she’d drop his hand as if burned. Because it felt like she had been. 
Grabbing his hand had been a casual gesture to push past his resistance so he’d agree with her plan. She hadn’t expected the jolt of electricity that bolted up her arm. Nor the pang of longing that came with it.
A relationship with Theodore McPherson was not something she could pursue. But oh, she wanted to. She wanted to find out if they could fan the spark between them into a flame. 
She slid into the first empty seat she came to and dropped Theo’s hand. In the dark theater, she sucked in a shaky breath. Her heart raced as if she’d run up the stairs with a load of laundry.
Lord, this is not the right guy to feel this way about. Help me remember he’s a friend and can’t be anything more.
She glanced at the stage and almost groaned aloud. The actors on stage were at a ball. The chemistry between the couple was reminiscent of what brewed between her and Theo.
The urge to leave was so strong she had to curl her fingers to resist it. After singing the praises of a free matinee, leaving would say all kinds of things she didn’t want to.
Like how tempted she was to lean into him rather than press her back rigidly against her seat.
Or how she wished he’d drape his arm around her to stave off the chill of the air-conditioning. She wished this were a date—one with a happy-together-for-now at the end.
Gaby wrapped her arms around herself and stared at the stage with gritted teeth. She could do this. 
How hard could it be to sit through a performance of Romeo and Juliet?

      [image: ]“Okay.” Theo tucked his hands into his pockets as they left the theater. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”
“Oh?” She knuckled away a tear that blurred her vision. 
It was stupid to get emotional about a story that had been told a thousand times. But watching the drama play out while the actors wore contemporary clothing affected her.
“Hey.” Theo stood before her, bending his knees to meet her gaze. “Are you okay?” 
“Uh-huh.” She nodded, unable to get any more words past her swollen throat.
“Come here.” Theo drew her into a hug, his hand making soothing motions down her back. 
Gaby sighed as she snuggled against him. They were a perfect fit, without the awkwardness that sometimes came with a hug.
“That’s weird.” 
Even with her eyes shut, Gaby recognized Valerie’s nasal voice. Still, she gave herself another second to savor the comfort of Theo’s arms and the warmth of his embrace.
“Strange.” Lola’s high-pitched voice further ruined the mood.
Gaby pulled away from Theo and faced her classmates. “Valerie. Lola.” 
She folded her arms across her chest, bracing for whatever came next.
Valerie jabbed an accusing finger at her. “You said the two of you were not together.”
“Yeah.” Lola narrowed her eyes at her. “Does Brianna know that you’re getting cozy with her brother?”
Gaby’s eyes widened at the implied threat. She wouldn’t. Would she?
“Ladies.” Theo interrupted, his smooth tone activating Lola and Valerie’s simpers. “Brianna knows Gabrielle and I are together.”
Gaby cast a side glance at him. His expression was earnest. Calm. 
Did he realize how Valerie and Lola would interpret his words? Valerie sniffed and stuck her nose in the air.
“Whatever. Come on, Lola. Let’s go watch the football team practice.”
As Valerie stomped away, Lola mouthed congratulations to her and Theo. Gabrielle stifled a groan. 
As soon as they were out of earshot, she glared at Theo.
“Do you know how that sounded?” She didn’t wait for a response. “As if you and I are dating with Brianna’s blessing.” 
Something that would never happen, considering how her friend felt about her siblings.
Theo shrugged. “It’s not my fault if they misinterpreted what I said. Brianna knows we’re together.” He grinned. “She practically begged you to entertain me.”
She gnawed at the inside of her lip. He had a point. “Fine.”
Gaby relaxed her shoulders. She could do this. It was a simple favor for a friend. “Okay.”
“Besides,” Theo moved closer, his clean, woodsy smell enveloping her. “Tell me I’m not the only person feeling this chemistry between us.”
“Uhm.” She gaped at him. 
Yes! Her inner romantic—the one who believed in love at first sight and happily ever afters—shouted at him.
“Gabrielle?” Theo brushed his fingertips along her cheek. “I like you and want the chance to explore this thing between us.”
She swallowed hard. “But Brianna…” 
Theo frowned at her. “What does my sister have to do with us?”
She made herself step back, lessening the pull she felt toward him.
“Brianna wouldn’t be happy if we started dating.” 
They’d never discussed it, but Gaby felt the truth of it in the depths of her spirit.
Theo scrubbed his hand over his face. “You might be right.” He intertwined his fingers with hers.
“But let’s not worry about that today. Let’s get something to eat and find a place to talk. And then,” the corner of his lips quirked. “If we take this further, I’ll talk to my sister.”
“Okay.” Her English teacher would be ashamed of her inability to express herself verbally. She smiled at him, thoughts scrambling as she searched for the right words. “I’d like that.”






  
  Chapter 7
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How many texts could two people send in a week? Thousands. 
He and Gaby exchanged numbers after his last visit, and they’d been texting ever since. She called sometimes, and they spoke for a few precious minutes.
But their texts and infrequent phone calls weren’t enough, which was why he was at Silver Creek University again. 
His family commended him for his determination to reconnect with Brianna. If only they knew the truth.
The magnetism between Theo and the university had everything to do with a beautiful woman named Gabrielle Wright. 
A smile stole over his face as he thought about her. For him, things were getting serious. He needed to have a conversation with his sister to get her blessing.
Gabrielle would want Brianna’s approval before she admitted their relationship hinted at forever. 
Before he could enter the familiar dormitory, he spotted Gaby with a group of students and hurried toward her.
“Gabrielle.” 
The smile on her face bloomed slowly before she suppressed it. 
“Theo.” She glanced at her friends. “Later, guys.” She wriggled her fingers and watched as they strolled away.
He studied her, examining her features and noting the smudges under her eyes.
“What are you doing here? Does Brianna know you’re coming?”
“I didn’t come to see Brianna.”
She dropped her gaze. “Oh.”
He used a finger to tip her chin upward. “You haven’t been sleeping. Have I been keeping you up?”
Their best texting sessions happened late at night. 
“Yes. No.” She shrugged and took a deep breath. “The last week has been rough because I had a project I needed to finish.”
“And I kept you on the phone too long.” He was an inconsiderate boyfriend-to-be. “You should have said something.”
She met his gaze. “I wanted to talk to you.” 
Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips, drawing his gaze to them. What would they taste like?
She cast a furtive glance over her shoulder. “Can we go somewhere else?”
“Of course.” 
Best not to kiss her in front of her dorm house and risk being caught by Brianna before he could discuss what was blossoming between him and Gaby. 
He followed her to a secluded area of the campus. The small, enclosed garden was a haven of green, herbs, and vegetables spilling out of their pots and creating a lush atmosphere. Theo took in the many pots around them. 
“What is this place?” He spoke softly, not wanting to disturb the tranquility created by the rustling of leaves and the faint hum of insects.
Gaby wrapped her arms around herself. “The Garden Club got the school to donate this small plot for us to experiment with.”
“What’s the experiment?”
Her gaze flickered over his face. “Do you truly want to know?”
“Yes.” He tugged her hands loose. “I want to know everything about you.”
“Okay.” She lowered her gaze, and a tiny smile teased the corner of her mouth. 
The desire to kiss her grew stronger. Before he could act on his impulse, she cleared her throat and met his eyes—all business once again. 
“We’re experimenting with growing plants in pots. Eventually, we want to give each new student a plant and teach them to care for it. 
“The Club will give each dormitory a variety of plants, so they have enough food to provide for those with financial struggles. The students won’t feel like charity recipients because they would have contributed.”
He drew her to him. “You’re amazing, you know that?”
“It wasn’t my idea.”
“Maybe not. But you’re a part of the solution. Few college students care enough about another person’s struggles to want to be a part of something like this.”
He caressed her cheek. “That makes you pretty special in my book.”
“Thank you.”
That was one thing he liked—loved?—about Gaby, she wasn’t vain like some women he’d met.
“I think it’s time we talked to Brianna.”
Panic flickered in her eyes. “What do you mean?”
Was she ready to hear what he had to say? Dread was the last emotion he’d expected her to feel.
“This is serious for me, Gabrielle.” 
He’d been serious since that moment in the theater when he’d wished she would relax enough to rest her head on his shoulder.
“I’m tired of sneaking around. How do you feel about me? Are you ready to take a chance on us?”
Theo held his breath as he waited for her answer. 
“This is serious for me, too.” Her voice was soft, but he had no trouble hearing her, each word echoing like a sonic boom.
“Oh, thank God. I’ve been praying, Gabrielle, that you feel an ounce of what I feel for you.”
“What do you feel for me, Theo?” Her words were breathy. 
He cradled her face—the one he sometimes saw in his dreams. “I don’t know. Feels like love?”
His eyes darted between hers. Had he said too much? 
Who fell in love in a handful of weeks after a couple of interactions and a few dozen texts?
She cleared her throat. “That’s how it feels to me, too.”
“Gabrielle.” He brushed his thumb over her mouth, eyes asking permission to kiss her.
“Yes.”
He ducked his head and brushed her lips with his. This was what he’d been searching for. The woman who completed him and made him feel as if he belonged with her.
Much sooner than he wanted to, he broke the kiss. Their relationship had just officially begun. There was no hurry.
He rubbed his thumb over her lips, now moist and plump from his kiss. 
“Fire Camp starts soon.”
She nodded, a frown marring her brow. “You’ll be careful, right? I don’t want to lose you now that I’ve finally found you.”
“You won’t lose me.” He kissed her. “I want you to keep something for me.” 
He dropped her hand with reluctance and tugged something out of his pocket. He pressed the small object into her hands.
“What’s this?” Her gaze dropped to his gift.
He swallowed. Maybe he should have gotten her the travel journal instead.
“It’s my Fire Chief’s Commendation Award. The Chief awards it to firefighters who demonstrate exceptional leadership, teamwork, and professionalism. Well,” he shrugged. “This is the junior award because—”
“Shh.” Gabrielle pressed a finger against his mouth. “It would be an honor to keep your award until you return for it.” 
“Wonderful.” He blew out a shaky breath.
She slid the award into her pocket and twined her arms around his neck. How did he get so lucky?
No, not lucky, blessed. The gift of Gabrielle’s love was one he wanted to hold on to with both hands. 
“It’s a long training, Gaby. Four months. Will you wait for me?”
It would be an eternity, but they’d survive on phone calls and text messages. Maybe he’d drive up a couple of weekends to see her.
“I’ll wait for you forever.”
She met his lips. In the middle of a makeshift garden, Gabrielle Wright kissed him as if she wanted him to remember it for the next four months. As he kissed her back, there was no place Theo would rather be.

      [image: ]Curious about Theo and Gaby’s text thread? Step inside their private world and read a few of the messages that bridged the distance between them. Get the exclusive bonus when you join my community at https://books.aminatacoote.com/theo.

      [image: ]Theo and Gaby's romance doesn't end here. How do they tell Brianna about their relationship? Find out in His Perfect Family.
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Gabrielle Wallace stood so fast that her chair spun and hit the opposite wall. The offensive letter floated to land on her keyboard. She covered her mouth, her hand stifling the scream building from deep inside. She cast her gaze around the room. 
How had her mother-in-law found her? Was someone outside watching her even now? Caleb. She had to get Caleb from the daycare, and both of them needed to leave town. Right now. Gabrielle jumped when Brianna touched her. 
“What’s wrong?”
Her heart thumped in her ears, making it hard to hear what Brianna was saying.
“Ruth knows where I am.” She forced the words past stiff lips. Ruth Campbell-Wallace. Her former mother-in-law. 
The woman who wanted to steal her child and had enough clout and power to do so. 
“I have to get Caleb, Bri. What if Ruth takes him?” Gaby clasped Brianna’s forearms until the tips of her fingers went numb. 
Brianna nodded. “Okay, I’m coming with you.”
Gabrielle shook her head. She did not have time for this. Every second she was away from Caleb was a second that allowed Ruth to snatch him away.
“Gabrielle, you’re upset,” Brianna spoke in the soothing voice she’d cultivated in the year since she’d married a pastor. 
“What if something happens to you and you never make it to the daycare? What happens to Caleb, then?”
Gabrielle flinched. Her husband, Maurice, had died in a car accident. She forced herself to take a calming breath. 
“You’re right. Can we go now, please?”
Brianna grabbed her phone, fingers flying over the keypad. “Call the daycare to let them know to expect us.” 
Gabrielle nodded and did as Brianna suggested. They exited the office, locked the door behind them, and went to Gabrielle’s car. Gaby got in the back and handed the key over to Brianna. Her friend was right. She was much too frazzled to drive. 
She spent the trip peering into the rearview mirror. Was one of those drivers behind them Ruth’s henchman? 
Fifteen minutes later, Brianna pulled into the lot of Little Geniuses Daycare behind a familiar black SUV. Gabrielle had memorized the license within a few days of living in Orange Valley. Ugh, why was he here? She scowled at her friend. 
“What’s he doing here?” 
As if he knew she was speaking about him, the door opened, and a man stepped out. Theodore McPherson. Brianna’s older brother’s black T-shirt clung to every muscle. 
“I texted him and asked him to meet us here.” 
Gabrielle restrained the desire to sneer. “Of all your brothers, you had to call that one.” 
Why couldn’t Brianna have called Everton or Paul? Any of the other McPherson men would have been preferable to this one. She didn’t want Theodore to know about the predicament she was in.
Brianna sighed. “I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but we need the help.” 
Brianna unbuckled her seatbelt and turned to face Gabrielle. “He’s the closest person to law enforcement that I know, and we need someone who’ll take our side. Why don’t you report her to the authorities?” 
Gabrielle scoffed. “It wouldn’t do any good.” 
She’d tried that once. She’d lived with her in-laws for a brief time after Maurice had died. It had been great having someone to help her care for her son because those first few months had been rough. 
She’d gone into Martin’s office searching for a large envelope to put some important documents in. She’d glanced at the papers on his desk. Glimpsing her name had made her stop to study the document. 
Her in-laws had been drawing up papers to declare her an unfit mother so they could sue her for custody of Caleb. 
She had gone to the police to report the matter. The officer she’d spoken with had been unconcerned. Had wanted to know why she wasn’t eager for her child to grow up as the new heir of Wallace Industries. 
In Cinnamon Hill, the Wallace name was synonymous with power and wealth. She’d returned to the house defeated. Later that day, Ruth had recounted her conversation with the officer in such detail that Gabrielle wondered if she’d been wearing a wire.
It had taken a bit of scheming, but she’d been able to escape with her son before her in-laws could file their suit. She swallowed. Brianna was right. Again. They needed all the help they could get. She didn’t think Ruth would do anything to hurt her or Caleb, but she wasn’t willing to risk their safety on a whim. 
She tuned into Brianna’s words. 
“…up Caleb.” 
She pressed the flat of her palm to her forehead. Focus, Gabrielle. 
“I’m sorry, what?”
“I’m still on the approved list, right?”
Gaby nodded. Of course. There had been times she’d needed her best friend to pick up Caleb. 
“Tell Pam I’m picking him up today in case Ruth’s people are watching.”
Gabrielle scribbled a note and added her signature. She pressed the paper into Brianna’s palm, just in case.
Please, God, don’t let it be a case where she’d need the letter later as proof against Ruth and her lawyers. 
A few minutes later, Brianna opened the back door for Caleb. Gaby snuggled her son in her arms, inhaling his scent of sunshine and crayons until he squirmed out of her embrace. She laughed and buckled him into the car seat. What would she do if Ruth took her son away?
She needed a plan. Ruth knew where she lived. Maybe she could leave Caleb with Bri and sneak into her apartment. That way, she could get some of their clothes before she snuck off again. But where would she go? 
Her parents were on a medical ship sailing around the world. She had no idea where they were at the moment. Only that they wouldn’t be back for months. She had no other relatives on the island, at least none she wanted to involve in her problems. 
She caught sight of a street sign and gasped. Her eyes flew to the rearview mirror and tangled with Brianna’s. 
“Where are we going?”
“To my parents’ house.”
“No. Stop the car right now.”
“Gaby, it’s not safe for you to return to your apartment.”
“I realize that.” She glanced at Caleb, who had fallen asleep. She spoke through gritted teeth, not wanting to wake him up. “That’s why I was going to sneak in and get some of our clothes and stuff.”
“Hmm-hmm.” Her friend navigated another turn. “And then what?”
“And then…” 
Her voice trailed off as her eyes stung with tears. And then she’d tear herself away from the life she’d painstakingly pieced together. She’d drag her son away from his playgroup and the woman who cared for him as if he were her child. 
She swiped away her tears. She couldn’t afford for them to fall. If she did, she’d never stop crying. Her voice was husky when she spoke.
“I don’t want to bring your parents into this, Bri, especially since you guys are finally finding your groove.”
Brianna nodded. “You didn’t bring them into this. I did, and they were happy to help.” 
Brianna had recently mended the relationship with her parents after years of tension. 
“Besides, aren’t you the one who’s always saying I should learn to ask for help?”
Gabrielle laughed. She had said that, but somehow it was easier to counsel others than to accept their advice. 
Brianna parked in front of a gray and white house with a canary yellow door. She mock-shuddered. “I even enlisted Tonya’s help.’’ 
That Brianna would willingly work with her older sister because of this made more tears well in her eyes. Their eyes met in the mirror. Bri was wrestling with her own emotions. 
“I love you like a sister.” She grinned. “To be honest, I love you more than I love my sister. I refuse to let you face this giant alone.”
Gabrielle was still processing Brianna’s words when the door flew open, and the McPhersons converged on the car.






  
  Chapter 2
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Theodore McPherson would not get between the females in his family and a baby. It didn’t matter that they had more than half a dozen children. The McPherson women surrounded Caleb. The little man was trying to figure out if having that much attention was a good or bad thing. 
His eyes drifted to Caleb’s mother. Gabrielle Wright, no, Wallace, he had to remind himself that she had married another man. 
His gaze roamed over her frame. She looked as good as she had the first time he’d seen her. Long, loose limbs that should belong to a model. A face he still saw in his dreams, and lips made for kissing. She had pulled her hair into a knot on her head that was both stylish and practical. He forced his eyes away. It would not do to get caught staring at her. 
Theo caught Brianna’s attention and jutted his chin toward the patio. He’d get some answers from Brianna. He needed to figure out what was going on before his need for sleep obliterated his ability to think. She nodded and slipped through the door. He waited a few moments before following. He’d prefer to do this without drawing everyone’s attention.
“What’s going on?”
His younger sister twisted the ring on her finger as she faced him. “I can’t tell you.”
Theo inhaled and told himself to be calm. His relationship with Brianna was still tenuous. He didn’t want to do anything to set back the progress they’d been making over the last year. 
“Brianna, you texted me as I was about to drift off.” Next time, he’d put his phone on silent so the notifications wouldn’t disturb him. “I need to understand what’s going on, or I can’t help you.” 
He’d completed a forty-eight-hour shift at the fire station, and he was exhausted. 
“I get it.” Brianna’s gaze met his, then flittered away. “It’s just that—I think Gaby would have preferred it if I had not involved you.” 
Of course. Because in the two years since she’d moved to Orange Valley, she’d either pretended he was invisible or treated him as if he had an incurable form of leprosy.
He scrubbed his hands over his face, willing himself to remain alert enough to figure out what to do next. He blew out a breath. 
“Why don’t you go get her so I can ask her myself?” 
He didn’t want to be in Gabrielle’s presence any more than she wanted to be in his. When she had shown up in town as his sister’s partner, it had been like someone had punched him in the gut. The sight of her and Caleb left a bitter taste of betrayal and regret. 
He needed to get over it. Gabrielle had made her choice, and it hadn’t been him. No use lamenting over it all these years later. Except he had. Gabrielle was a hard act to follow. At least for him. 
Theo’s skin tingled as his heart went into overdrive. Gabrielle. How was it that he always knew where she was in a room? It was as if he were a moth drawn toward the flame of her presence. 
Easy Theo. Moths get burned by the flame that attracts them. 
He faced her, his gut clenching at the sight of her puffy red eyes. She’d been crying. He rushed toward her and took her cold palms in his. 
“What’s wrong?” All thoughts of sleep and not helping fled his mind. “Tell me.”
She looked into his eyes and, for a moment, time moved backward. She was Gabrielle, the college student he’d met seven years ago. He was the man who’d wanted to be everything she needed. She took a deep breath and expelled all the words in a rush.
“My mother-in-law is trying to steal my son.”
“Excuse me?” 
Okay, those were not the words he’d expected to hear. He listened as the story poured out of her. What kind of woman tried to take someone’s child from them after she’d lost her husband? 
“What can I do to help?” 
She shrugged. “I’m just waiting to see what she’ll come up with next.” 
She shuddered. Theo stepped closer, drawing her into his arms. Whatever lay ahead for her, he wanted to be a part of the solution. So much for keeping some distance between them.
Lord, how can I be what she needs during this crisis without getting my heart broken again?






  
  Chapter 3
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Gabrielle manned the front desk at Eyes & Ears since Brianna was working onsite with a client. She straightened as the two well-dressed men sauntered in. Usually, men in suits were signs of well-paying clients. Her stomach churned. These men weren’t clients. She stretched her lips into the best version of a welcoming smile she could manage, just in case. 
“Good morning. Welcome to Eyes & Ears. How may I help you?” 
She breathed a prayer of relief that she’d accepted Yvonne McPherson’s offer of free babysitting. She would not be sending Caleb back to daycare until the issue with Ruth was resolved. The fewer places he had to go out of her presence, the easier her mind would be. The taller of the two men spoke. 
“We’re looking for Gabrielle Wright-Wallace.”
She swiped her hands on her black pants under the desk. Brianna had gone to her house and packed some things for her and Caleb.
“I’m Gabrielle.” She tilted her chin, feigning confidence.
The man reached inside his suit, and Gabrielle’s mind screamed, ‘Gun!’ She froze. Was this Ruth’s new plan? Kill her so she could get custody of Caleb? The man withdrew an envelope and stretched it toward her. Her hand drifted up, and the tips of her fingers closed around the paper. 
“Gabrielle Wright-Wallace, you’ve been served.”
A hysterical laugh bubbled up, and she slapped a hand over her mouth. The men pivoted and exited the office, almost bumping into Theo. 
“Who’re the suits?” He pointed a thumb in the direction the men had gone.
“Process servers.” She lifted a shaky hand with the nondescript brown envelope. “I’ve been served.” 
He rushed over to her and took the envelope before dropping it on the desk. He took both of her hands and warmed them between his palms. Theo’s fingers were so warm in comparison to hers. She lifted her eyes to his.
“I don’t know what I’d do without him.”
“Easy. Let’s take it one step at a time. The first thing we need to do is read the summons. Once we know what it says, we can make a plan.”
“Okay.” 
Gaby nodded. She could do that. Swallowing, she grabbed a pen and used it to slit the envelope. The summons was several pages thick, and she couldn’t understand a word it was saying. After trying for a few minutes and failing, she held it out to Theo. Let him figure it out. He scanned the pages before setting them down.
“Okay. You’re to appear in Cinnamon Hill Family Court tomorrow morning at 10.” He squinted at the paper. “That’s kind of short notice, isn’t it?”
Gaby’s laugh was bitter. “Not for the people who practically own the town.”
Theo scowled at the letter. “Yeah. And who waited until the last minute to have these papers served?”
Gaby scoffed. That was typical Ruth behavior. Her mother-in-law would do anything that benefited her and put the other person at a disadvantage.
His unwillingness to meet her gaze cued her into the fact that there was something he was hiding.
“What is it?”
“Your in-laws are filing for custody of Caleb, claiming you are an unfit mother.”
The blood pounded in her ears, and she curled her hands into fists, her short nails digging into her palm. How dare they? She was a good mother to Caleb. A good one. Why was Ruth trying to take the only thing she had left in her life? Hadn’t she lost enough?
“Hey.” 
The sensation of his hands on her arms centered her in the present. 
“You don’t have to do this alone. I’ll go with you.”
She frowned at him. Why would he do this for her? She had treated him like a pariah since she’d moved to town. Her tongue flitted out to wet her lips. 
“Why?” 
She hated how weak her voice was, but she needed to understand the reason he would do that for her. 
He shrugged. “You need someone to go with you.” He dropped his hands and stepped back. “This isn’t something you should face alone, and I have the time since I don’t have to work tomorrow.” 
She nodded, though the thought of spending hours in a car with him was at the top of her list of things not to do. 
“I’ll grab some clothes and stay in my old bedroom so we can leave early enough tomorrow to get there in time.”
It would take them about three hours to drive to Cinnamon Hill. Though she still chafed at the idea that Theo would use his day off to help with her meddling in-laws, she appreciated it. 
She did not want to face Ruth and Martin alone. Gaby swallowed and pushed the words past stiff lips. 
“Thank you.” 
She needed to pray about the challenge that lay ahead, but she’d used up all her words. She focused her thoughts heavenward, anyway. 
Lord, I could use Your help.

      [image: ]The trip to Cinnamon Hill passed in a daze. At 9:44 am, she was seated in a small courtroom at a battered desk with Theo at her side. She would never have expected him to be her champion after what they’d been through, but he had been with her all the way. He told his family what happened, and they rallied around her.
She was glad Caleb was only three. It meant she didn’t have to take him to court as she responded to Ruth’s outlandish claims. He was safe with Yvonne, who was quickly becoming one of his favorite people. 
Gaby took a shaky breath and tried to recapture the peace she’d always had in the Lord. Why did He seem so far away from her at this moment when she needed Him the most? 
The courtroom door opened with a bang. She turned. Her in-laws with their lawyers. The two distinguished-looking gentlemen had served the Wallaces for years. Ruth wore a simple black dress adorned with a string of pearls, while her husband wore a steel-gray suit. 
None of them ever had to worry if they’d have enough money to pay for food after they paid the bills. Was she doing the right thing, fighting to keep her son with her? What would Maurice have wanted? 
Her husband would have wanted her to raise their son. She met Ruth’s gaze, refusing to show any sign of weakness. Her mother-in-law may play the role of a harmless society matron, but Gabrielle wasn’t fooled. 
The woman had proven that she’d go to any lengths to get what she wanted. Why else was Gabrielle sitting in a courtroom miles away from her home, fighting for the right to raise her son?
The sound of the gavel rapping had her switching her attention back to the front of the room. Gaby stifled a groan. Great. Judge Pendleton. The judge was an older man who sometimes played chess with Martin Wallace. She gulped. There was no way she’d win this battle against the Wallaces. Not in their friend’s courtroom.
Theo brushed his fingers against hers. She grabbed onto them as the clerk called the court to order. The judge gestured for Gabrielle to stand, and she rose on shaky legs. 
Please, God, don’t let my legs fail me in this courtroom.
“Mrs. Wallace, this is not a hearing. You will get a chance to respond. Based on the information presented here, the court will make a decision.” He glanced at the papers in front of him. 
“Your in-laws are suing for custody of the minor Caleb Wallace on the grounds that you are an unfit mother. I understand you had a breakdown? And then you kidnapped their grandson?”
Judge Pendleton peered at her over the thick glasses perched on his nose.
“Sir, my husband died. I moved in with my in-laws because they offered to help me with my son. It was an emotional time.” She clutched Theo’s hand. 
“Then I found out they were planning to take him from me.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I left their home because I was afraid. I’d lost my husband, Your Honor. I couldn’t afford to lose my son, too.” 
“You’re a single mother, Mrs. Wallace. Mr. and Mrs. Wallace are offering to raise your son in a two-parent home that offers more stability. Would you begrudge your son the opportunity to grow up with two loving parents?”
Gabrielle cleared her throat. “I am his parent, Your Honor. He can grow up in a stable, loving environment with me.”
“Come now, Mrs. Wallace, you of all people know how fragile life can be. What if something happens to you? Would you leave your son to grow up alone?”
Theo moved to stand beside her. “He wouldn’t be alone, Your Honor
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