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“YOU KNOW YOU CAN’T take that back, right?” I murmured to Damian, who had his arm around my waist. He grinned at me.

“Yep.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“More than okay,” he replied, and he planted a kiss on my temple and tugged me a little closer. I closed my eyes for a moment, happily nestled against him. I couldn’t believe that this had really just happened. He had told everyone who was listening that the two of us were together, once and for all. Now, nothing was going to undo the awesome thrill of knowing I could finally be with this guy for real, once and for all. 

“I wouldn’t take it back even if I could,” he replied.

“Because you’ve totally made this baby shower all about you,” I remarked. The grin spread a little wider over his face.

“That’s what I was hoping for, yeah,” he agreed. “I put this whole thing together, after all. Don’t I get to have a little attention to go with it?”

I giggled. I felt as though my feet weren’t touching the ground. I had gone from zero to sixty so quickly that I was having a hard time catching up with myself. I knew that I needed to talk to Natalie and the rest of my family about it, but right now I just wanted a moment to be with the man I was now very publicly dating.

Having Jarrod turn up had been bad enough, but the fact that my mother thought it was appropriate to try and nudge us back together was just, ugh. No. The thought of being close to him again was enough to turn my stomach, and if I could have gone back in time and just turned my back and walked away from him, I would have done just that. But he seemed pretty pissed and felt that he’d been made a fool of, so I got the feeling it was far from the last that I had heard from him. 

Hard to give much of a damn about the way Jarrod was feeling, when I had Damian here, ready to tell everyone in the place that he was with me and that he wanted each and every one of them to know it. I could already see a few people eyeing us as the news that we were together traveled around the room. I just wanted to stick my tongue out at them and say, ‘Oh yeah, it’s true. He’s with me!’  

Sometimes, it was hard for me to wrap my head around the reality that he actually seemed to want me the way he said he did. I needed to repeat it to myself a hundred times a day to make it stick, and I knew that it was going to be a while before I believed it for sure.

“You think we can sneak out of here now?” He asked me the question, brushing his mouth over my cheek and keeping his voice low so that nobody could hear us. I knew just what he was thinking, and that was where my head was at too, though we needed to stick it out here for just a little longer. It was important to make sure that I made the most of my first public appearance with the man that I was dating.

“We’re going to need to stay for a little longer,” I replied. “I’m supposed to be the one hosting the thing, remember?”

“Yeah, well I think you have Violet to thank for that,” he teased, and I looked over at my best friend. She was so caught up in the organizing that I doubted the news had even reached her yet. Wearing every shade of pastel that she had in her wardrobe, she was currently leading some baby-themed guessing game with a group of the guests, a dainty glass of champagne in one hand and a big smile on her face. She was clearly in her element. I never would have imagined that she would be passionate about planning an event like this, but it seemed I had a lot to learn about her, still.

“I think we could sneak out right now and nobody would notice we were gone, as long as she was here to keep things running,” he remarked. As tempting as it was to take him up on that suggestion, I was enjoying the thrill of finally having a date at one of these big family events. I wasn’t going to pass up the chance to show him off a little more, especially since he seemed to enjoy proclaiming that we really were together to anyone willing to listen.

“I think we probably could, but that wouldn’t be right,” I replied. “Especially when there is still so much cake to try, right?”

“I guess you have a point,” he agreed with a nod to the catering table across from us. “Where are we supposed to start?”

“I don’t think there is any specific order,” I replied. “Just trying the, again and again. And drinking. Where’s that champagne?”

Before long, I had a glass in my hand and a little miniature cake in the other, and Damian and I were making the most of the time we still had to spend here before we could slip out and be alone once more. I avoided my mother as best I could, though I was pretty sure that she would be doing the same. She clearly didn’t approve of me dating the man I was working for, and I decided I was going to have the best time that I could while I was here.

Natalie appeared by my side after an hour or so, after Damian had headed off to get us some more champagne. Her eyes were wide as she started to delve into the question of the hour.

“So, is it true?” she asked, nodding over at Damian. “Are the two of you really together?”

“Guilty as charged,” I replied playfully, and she laughed and clapped a hand over her mouth.

“You really should have said something,” she scolded me. “Maybe I could have stopped Mom from bringing your ex along.”

“It was actually kind of fun to have it play out the way it did,” I admitted, and she shook her head.

“You know, you’re not supposed to take pleasure in the pain of others, sister,” she warned me. “That’s the kind of thing that’ll come back to bite you in the ass every time.”

“If it does, you’ll be the first person I call, then you can remind me that you told me so. How’s that?,” I assured her. Damian started back over towards me, and she nudged me playfully. 

“I’ll leave you and the man of the hour to it,” she replied. “But I want all the details soon, okay?”

“Okay,” I agreed, though truthfully, I could hardly imagine where I would start when it came to giving her the details. More had happened between us than I knew how to put into words, and even now, I had trouble wrapping my head around it. I was certain that the two of us being together was a good thing, but that didn’t simply undo all that had gone on before, did it?

“What were you talking to your sister about?” Damian asked, glancing over at Natalie as she backed off with a wave, giving us some space once more.

“Oh, nothing,” I replied, and linked my arm through his again. “She just wants the inside gossip, that’s all.”

“Not that there’s a lot of that to share anymore,” he remarked.

“Not since you spilled the whole lot of it to my mother and anyone else within earshot,” I teased. “You know, you’ll be getting calls from relatives you didn’t even know you had now, asking if what she’s saying is true.”

“I look forward to it,” he replied, and leaned down to plant a kiss on my lips once more. He tasted of fondant and champagne, a combination almost too delicious to let go of, and I wondered how I was going to make it through the rest of the event without dragging him into the nearest closet. Would something like be tolerated in a place like this? Though I suppose I could claim that we were just getting in the baby shower mood by trying to make one of our own.

But no. We had already attracted enough attention to ourselves, and I didn’t want to be the one who spoiled such an important day for my sister with my own drama. Not that it felt like there was much in the way of drama going on right now anyway. No, since Jarrod walked out, it had all been smooth sailing, and I was grateful to have a man at my side willing to help me deal with the rough edges of my life. 

After deflecting a few prying questions from a couple of the guests, I was soon tipsy on champagne and contemplating climbing up on a table for a quick press conference just to clear up any questions that remained. I knew that the two of us were going to be the topic of gossip at all the brunch sessions that happened this weekend, and it was only fair that I got a chance to get out ahead of them and share some actual facts, right?

But more than anything else, I just wanted to be by his side right now. I didn’t care what anyone else thought about it. I just needed to have him here beside me, proving that I had made the right choice in everything that had brought me to this moment. Reminding myself that I had the man that every woman in this room may have wanted for themselves. Things might not have turned out exactly the way I had pictured them, but I didn’t care about that any more. All that mattered was that the two of us were going to do this. 

“I think my teeth are going to fall out if I have another bite of fondant,” Damian remarked, as he eyed the catering table once more. I laughed.

“Yeah, about that. I don’t think the idea is to eat all the cookies that fit in your hands,” I replied. “You only have yourself to blame for that one.”

“Hmm, no,” he replied, shaking his head. “I think I’ll be blaming this party. And Natalie’s baby in particular. I wouldn’t have a toothache right now if that baby didn’t have the audacity to think about being born, would I?”

“You may have a point there, but I’m not sure talking smack about the baby at the baby shower is going to go down too well,” I teased him. 

“Yeah, that’s the annoying part about being an adult,” he sighed. “That whole taking responsibility thing. I hate that.”

“Yeah, it sucks,” I agreed. “But at least you get to drink all the champagne you want. That makes it a little easier to handle, right?”

“Yeah, you definitely have a point there,” he agreed, and he gazed down at me for a moment. There were split-seconds, like this one, where I saw a side of him that I was sure nobody else in the world ever got to see. Everything seemed to slow for a second while I tried to take in the beauty of his face when he gave me that look. He could be so soft, so very tender, even if I only ever saw it come out when he was alone with me. But I was going to enjoy every second of it.

“You want to get out of here?” I asked him, and he grinned.

“I thought you’d never ask.”
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Damian
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“WHERE ARE WE GOING? she asked, as she tripping along behind me, trying to keep up with my pace. I just looked over my shoulder and grinned.

“You’ll see.” I knew this might have been a little dangerous since we could have gotten caught by anyone at the party who was paying attention, but I was finding it hard to give a damn right now. I just wanted to be alone with her. Especially now that I had told the whole world that the two of us were actually together.

I still had no idea if that had been the right move, but there was no way I was going to stand by and let her ex talk to her like that, not when she clearly didn’t want to have anything to do with him. I couldn’t believe her mother would be so cruel as to set up a situation that awkward. Did she even care about her daughter at all? I had no idea what the family dynamic was, but I had the feeling Lilah would be avoiding her mother as much as possible now that this had started.

It was more than just the urge to get one over on that asshole ex, though. It hadn’t been driven simply by the desire to see the look on his face. I was realizing that, in all the time that had passed, I had never really been honest about the way I felt. Not to
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