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      “Enjoy your books and let me know how you like the new tea,” Hailee Kerrigan said to her shop guest, handing the colorful bag full of purchases over the counter to the woman.

      “I will. See you later, Hailee.” She watched the woman leave through the front door, the little bell above tinkling.

      Like a lot of her guests, this one was a local and a regular at her shop, Leaf and Leaves. She loved owning her own business and being able to combine two of her loves—books and tea—were the best thing ever in her mind.

      Sure, she had it a little easier than most when it came to setting up and running her business. Her mother was a lawyer and helped her with the legalities involved with owning a business. Her father was an accountant and made sure her finances were always in order. Hailee was lucky that she didn't need to go find a lawyer or accountant whenever she needed one.

      Aunt Amanda and Uncle Lou, her cousins Noah and Luke's parents, found a lovely little house downtown that she converted into her shop. Then her cousin Ryleigh, along with some locals she hired, did the construction inside and out to make it exactly what Hailee wanted.

      It now looked like a storybook house that you'd find in a children's book with gingerbread details and a white picket fence around it. While that was being worked on, Uncle Riley, Ryleigh's father, created some wonderful tables, shelves, and the checkout counter. The rest of her family all rallied around to help unpack boxes and set up stock.

      Because she had so many people to support her, she was able to concentrate on what she loved the most... running her business and—despite being an introvert—talking to her guests. They came in because they loved books and tea as much as she did, so it was great to talk to them whenever possible. It used to be hard talking to people only when she was outside her shop, but recently she was finding it hard to talk with the tourists who would come in since she didn't know them.

      It had been a month since an older couple came by Leaf and Leaves, showing Hailee a brochure with a woman who looked like her, telling a story about her friend who lost her daughter and son-in-law to violence, their baby missing.

      Hailee always knew she was adopted and now she struggled with the knowledge that she might be that baby. That her biological parents were murdered. That she wasn't abandoned after all like those who found her on the church doorstep believed. Could she have other family somewhere? People she fit in with?

      She didn't want anyone to think she didn't love her parents or the family she had here in Cypress Bay. The Kerrigans all made her feel welcome and tried to include her all the time, but they were all extroverts, who were comfortable in crowds full of noise. She would rather be in her quiet shop, with her books and tea.

      She didn't look like them either. Most had a darker, tanned complexion with light brown to dark hair and athletically built bodies. Meanwhile, she had red hair, light skin, and had more than a few extra pounds on her.

      They were all ambitious and went after what they wanted. They were CEOs, lawyers, and accountants. There were even a bunch who liked to fix things—people, problems, and objects. Some built and fixed homes. Others made furniture. But here she was happy to just sit with her books and tea. Sure she owned a business, but she wouldn't have if it weren't for her parents helping her out.

      Hailee couldn't help but wonder what her biological family would look like. What were they interested in? Would they accept her? Or had they forgotten about her already? The woman who came in said her friend was still holding onto her daughter's death. She'd be Hailee's biological grandmother.

      She couldn't imagine living all those years knowing someone close to her was murdered. She may not have a child, but just the thought of anyone in her family being murdered made her shiver. Sure not everyone in the Kerrigan family had it easy in recent years. Her Aunt Lauren was killed by a drunk driver coming home after dropping her parents off at the airport in Orlando. That was a hard loss, especially for her cousins Simon and Oliver. Her father had lost his twin brother when they were teenagers. And her paternal grandparents were gone now, too.

      But to know they were murdered. Their granddaughter missing. Hailee just couldn't imagine. Now to find out she may be their granddaughter. That hit a little too close for her to handle.

      She spoke to her parents about the find and showed them the brochure the woman gave her. It was for a benefit to raise money for those left behind after losing family members to homicide. And it was in memory of Celeste, Ian, and Mabel Reed. Pictures of the family were spread all throughout the brochure and what really got Hailee was that she looked almost exactly like the woman... Celeste.

      After their talk, her parents were concerned. Not that she'd find her birth family, but that she'd be hurt when Hailee found out the details of their deaths. That the rest of whatever family was left wouldn't want her. Or that it wasn't her family at all. Only someone who looked like her, but wasn't related in any way. Otherwise, they were incredibly supportive and willing to help Hailee find her biological family.

      They spoke about how she would go about finding them. Her mother, Felicia, was looking into information that was public record on her behalf. Her parents also suggested talking to Luke. Maybe he could find more information about them.

      Luke Kerrigan, Jr. was the local sheriff and one of her many cousins. He'd been in the military before coming back to Cypress Bay to take the sheriff's position. He also helped with some of the issues her other cousins and their wives and girlfriends had recently.

      Her oldest cousin, Simon, was now married to Aylin Miller. She had a stalker who followed her to Cypress Bay when she came down to finish her book. Simon's brother, Oliver, was engaged to Demi-Lyn Shaw. She was kidnapped by a man who killed her parents and thought Demi had something of his he wanted back. Luke's twin, Noah, had his own stalker and she tried to kill his pregnant then-girlfriend-now-wife, Emma, in the middle of a hurricane. And finally, Luke's fiancée Gracie's ex-in-laws kidnapped her son Sebastian, and he had to travel across several states to find him.

      The last thing she wanted to do was cause more problems for Luke. He'd been through the wringer already with the others.

      Besides, she liked her nice and quiet life. All she wanted was to find her biological family with the hope it helped her learn more about herself. She didn't need it to be complicated. Maybe she'd give them a call and find out what her parents had been like and never talk to anyone in her bio family again.

      Hailee was alright with that. She already had a ton of family in Cypress Bay. Seven cousins, tons of aunts and uncles, plus all their significant others and friends. It was enough for her. She didn't need more family.

      Hailee only needed to know where she came from, then she'd be happy.

      Satisfied with her thought process, Hailee went back to organizing some of the tea she had in a display by the window of the shop. A couple of new ones came in and she wanted to make sure they were displayed with some of the others that enticed tourists to enter Leaf and Leaves.

      She didn't set up the displays for the locals. The local regulars always came in to either purchase more tea or to pick up the latest book by their favorite author. No, the displays were to encourage the tourists to drop in. The entire exterior and window displays were set up to look like a cute little small town shop that tourists coming through couldn't resist.

      Her mind wandered back to her potential biological family. What if they didn't like her? Or refused to talk to her?

      The bell above the front door tinkled as it opened. Hailee prepared to call out a welcome when she looked up, then noticed Joel walking through the door.

      “Hey, Joel. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “I was actually looking for you.”
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      With yet another call from his father Adam, Joel Madris growled in frustration. Ever since he became an adult and started his own boat tour company, his father had been calling him for one thing after another. First, it was just to talk. “Hey, son. It's been a long time and I'd like to get to know you.”

      Then it became a need for help. “Hey, son. I was wondering if you could come see me. I need your help.” Joel went to where he was in California for a time to help him out, finally getting him into rehab.

      Lately, he had started calling him for money. “Hey, son. I've hit a little snag. Think you can lend me some money?” Joel refused to give him a dime and now Adam was starting to become desperate. “Hey, son” turned into veiled insults and manipulations. His father was trying to guilt him into helping him. Unfortunately, it just might work. If only to prevent Adam from going to his mother.

      Becca Roberson was the nicest woman ever. He wasn't saying that just because she was his mother. The crap she once had to put up with at the hands of some of the older locals made her a saint. They didn't approve of a young black woman hanging out with a white man. They especially didn't like that she became pregnant without being married, or that she kept Joel when Adam left her to deal with the pregnancy on her own.

      That she gave him Adam's last name, even though the man had left and hadn't given her a dime in child support, earned her more ridicule. But she always said she wanted him to have a part of his father even if he wasn't there with them. And she said it was the right thing to do. Adam Madris was his father and she wasn't ashamed if everyone knew.

      Instead, she ignored all the ignorant people around her, including her own parents, and set out to make their lives the best she could. His mother scrimped and saved, working as an administrative assistant during the day and taking on jobs running errands for some of the same people who didn't approve of her life in the evenings. They had lived in a shitty one-bedroom apartment for most of his childhood.

      But his mother was not a quitter. By the time Joel was in high school, Becca Roberson saved enough money to purchase two small half-acre plots of land and then proceeded to build a small home on it just on the outskirts of downtown.

      His mother used the acreage wisely and now she ran a small farm, selling fruits, vegetables, honey, plants, and more down at the local farmers’ market. She even had a small co-op, where volunteers would come to help out on her farm in exchange for a weekly box of fruits and vegetables.

      And she was able to buy the property next door a couple of years ago. The home on that property was almost complete with its renovations to become a community center for locals and school groups to come and learn about sustainable living and small farm operations. Plus, the land extended his mother's farming ventures, and she was able to plant more and have some chickens to add eggs to her list of products.

      He was insanely proud of her.

      Because of her positive influence when he was growing up, Joel wasn't bothered by the whispers behind his back as a kid. At least until he was old enough to start defending himself. Meeting and becoming friends with Simon Kerrigan didn't hurt either. They'd met in the fourth grade and became inseparable. Joel would spend his summers at the Kerrigans' place, Cypress Bay Manor Resort, down on the beach they had on the edge of Lake Tola.

      It looked a lot different back then. The resort only had the one main building with a small dock off the beach that went out into the lake, where the Kerrigans had some small motorboats for their own use. That was where Joel got his love for boating and being on the water. Simon's father, John, let them go out on the boat every summer when the weather was good. At first, Mr. Kerrigan would go with them, but as they got older and he was comfortable they knew what to do, he'd let them go out on the boat alone. With the permission of Joel's mother, of course. Nothing got by her and she knew what Joel was doing each and every day. And after the life they had together, he'd never disrespect his mother. Ever.

      Eventually he was able to save enough money to buy his own small boat, which made the summers even more amazing for him. Those summers led him to dream of a day when he had his own boats, taking people out on the water every day.

      Now here he was... the owner of Madris Boat and Lake Tours located right where it all began at Simon's family resort. They spoke a lot growing up about how having boats at the resort would be a win-win for both of them. And now it was a reality.

      He had four pontoon boats that were running from sunrise to sunset, with one that went out at night just before sunset and came back after dinner was served several hours later. It was one of his most popular packages they sold only for the tourists who stayed at Cypress Bay Manor Resort. Simon's brother, Oliver, was the resort's chef and he created a dinner menu that was simple, yet elegant, for the twice-a-week night run. They all discussed the package before it came to fruition and decided having a limited boat run meant scarcity with a higher price range for the special sunset dinner tour. Joel's company shared the profits of that package with the resort.

      In addition to the touring boats, his company had a variety of other boats—from canoes and jet skis to fishing boats and a small cabin cruiser—that they rented out for daily use.

      Other than being on his own personal boat, the only other place lately that seemed to calm him was Hailee's shop, Leaf and Leaves. Funny, since though he did enjoy reading, he wasn't a huge reader. There was no way he'd get through all the books he'd bought at her shop. It would take him years to read through even a couple of them. Granted, he did buy books he enjoyed. He would read them. Eventually. And he'd rather have a strong cup of coffee than a cup of tea. Though the shop had a few teas that seemed to be just as strong as the coffee he preferred.

      Hailee was the only reason he liked going to Leaf and Leaves so much. She was a bright spot whenever she was around. She thought herself a misfit among the Kerrigan family, but he knew better. She was the one who stood out. Hailee would hate that idea. She was an introvert through and through. The last thing she would want was to stand out. But what she didn't know was she only stood out in the best of ways.

      She was soft-spoken while the others were loud and opinionated. She was the light to their dark—and he didn't mean that the Kerrigans were evil or anything. They were the nicest people on the planet right after his mother. What he meant was they all had darker hair and complexion compared to Hailee who was all light and fire with her red hair and porcelain complexion. She brightened his day whenever he was around her.

      It didn't happen overnight, but he also didn't recognize what was going on right away. She'd always been around as he was growing up. He was only a few years older than her, yet he barely noticed her when they all got together at the lake by her family's resort every summer. He knew now it was because he was always off with Simon somewhere and Hailee liked to keep to herself, reading in a chair in the shade. She had to worry more about her skin burning than the rest of them, who seemed to worship the sun.

      No, he started really noticing her about a year ago. It was a gradual interest that increased every time he saw her until he began purposely going into her shop to see her every week. Then he started really talking to her and got to know who she was other than the quiet Kerrigan. His mother would say he was smitten.

      And now he didn't feel like he wanted to ever be away from her. Though he knew it wasn't possible. They both had businesses to run and lives to lead. Only he'd love for her to be in his home in the evenings winding down from the workday.

      Joel didn't think Hailee was interested in him, though, and she'd be embarrassed to hear he loved her. What would she want with someone like him anyway? But he couldn't help coming into her shop every week. Though he had been coming in more regularly after what happened the last time he was in the shop. He'd never seen someone with as pale skin as she had losing even more color so quickly. He was insanely worried about her.

      Ever since that day, she'd clammed-up. This morning, he decided to change her mind. He needed her to talk to him about what happened and what she was feeling about her potential biological family. And Joel wanted to make sure she understood that he was there for her no matter what.

      “You were looking for me? Is there a book you can't find?” Hailee asked. Of course, she'd think he only wanted to see her to find a book.

      “No, I wanted to find out how you're doing after everything that happened last week. Are you okay?”
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      “Are you okay?”

      That was a loaded question. Of course, she wasn't okay, but at the same time she was. Hailee stared at Joel trying to figure out what to say to him. How did she tell him that her mind kept getting pulled toward feeling unworthy of her biological family? As though they would be disappointed in finding out she was their lost granddaughter.

      Staring at him didn't exactly help her come up with what to say, though. Instead, she took him in. He towered over her paltry five-foot-four, standing at least six feet tall. He had muscles on top of muscles, probably from all the years of working on his boats. He may have gone from rowing the boats to captaining boats with a motor to spending most of his time behind a desk, yet he never lost the muscles from all his hard work.

      But it was his hazel eyes she never got enough of. They drew her in every time.

      “Of course you're not okay.” Hailee jumped at his voice. She'd been so inside her own head that she almost forgot why he was there.

      He's not here for you to ogle him, Hailee.

      “Come on, let's go sit down. You'll feel better talking it out with someone who isn't a Kerrigan.”

      He had a point. Everyone in her family she'd talked to had their own opinion about her potential biological family. She was sure Joel had his own opinions, but he'd done nothing but support her the entire time without any words to dissuade her from pursuing her past.

      She gave him a nod of agreement and they walked over to a grouping of chairs she had set up for guests.  He waited until she sat in one of the chairs, giving a soft sigh as she sank into its softness, then sat down in the chair next to hers. “Lay it on me. What's got you so worried?”

      She stared at Joel again. Oh my, he was beautiful. She only wished he felt even half as much for her as she felt for him. She'd had a crush on him since she was a little girl. Hailee had the perfect place to watch him growing up. Everyone thought she was sitting in her chair in the shade reading. And she was mostly, but she also had a great position to observe everyone else. Especially Joel.

      “Hailee?” Joel's voice once again startled her out of her thoughts of him.

      “Yes?”

      “What's going on in that head of yours?”

      Damn, there was no way she was telling him what was flitting through her head right now. Her face must be bright red by now with embarrassment. “I was just thinking about my bio family.”

      “How do you feel about everything so far?”

      “You're the first person to ask me how I feel about it.” And he was. Now that Hailee thought about it, no one else had asked her how she felt. They only wanted to know what she heard and what she was going to do about it.

      He sat quietly, waiting for her to continue. Hailee loved him for that alone. “I’m elated that I might have found my bio family. It was something I had always wondered about. I mean, why would someone abandon their baby at a church? It didn't make sense to me and I wanted to know if there was some reason one or both of my parents would do that to their own child. But then to find out maybe I wasn't abandoned at all... that I had been kidnapped and my parents had been murdered? I'm not sure I can handle that either. What if…” she started, stopping to organize all of the thoughts swirling around in her head.

      “What if?” he prodded.

      “What if I'm not what they expect? What if I'm not good enough for them? What if I'm not their granddaughter? What if I am and they tell me they don't want anything to do with me? What if…”

      “No. Stop, Hailee,” he said softly, yet forcefully. “You can't start playing the 'what if' game here. It's not going to do you any good. And what's all this about you not being good enough for them anyway? You're amazing. And anyone who thinks or tells you differently will need to go through me.”

      “But what…” she tried again. He didn't understand what it felt like to always be the one on the outside looking in. To be the one who was not like anyone else in her family.

      “No, Hailee. Just no.” He stared at her like he knew what was going through her mind. “I know what you're thinking. I do,” he said after seeing the look on her face. She was never any good at keeping her emotions off her face. It was something she wished she could do better.

      “I’m not sure you do,” she whispered.

      “You're thinking there's no way I can understand what it feels like to be different than everyone else around you. But look at me, Hailee. I am different than everyone here in Cypress Bay. I grew up the only biracial kid in the area. I was never good enough to fit in with the white kids or the black kids. But you know what? I didn't care because I had something they didn't have.”

      “What's that?” she asked softly.

      “I had my mother, then the Kerrigans. It was the best childhood ever, even with the crappy apartment and hand-me-down clothes,” Joel said.

      Before she could respond to Joel, her phone rang in her pocket; she noticed it was her cousin, Katia. “Hey, Katia.”

      “Aylin's having her baby. Can you come to the hospital?”

      “She is! Yes, I'll be right there.” They hung up, and Hailee turned to Joel. “Aylin's having her baby. Want to go to the hospital with me?”

      “Absolutely. Simon's going to be a father. I wouldn't want to miss it for the world.” He gave her his biggest grin, which made her want to smile right back at him. The mood between them definitely swung from somber to happy in an instant at the thought of Simon and Aylin having their baby.

      “Let me just tell Jonie and Shea that I'm leaving and make sure they'll be alright here without me.” After talking with her employees, Hailee left the store with Joel.

      “I’ll drive,” he told her, walking to his classic Ford Mustang.

      She may be a quiet bookworm, but she was secretly excited to drive in his car. It was a beauty. It was shiny black with silver rims and hubcaps. Solid black interior with silver and gray accents... or was it chrome? She really didn't know what it was called.

      Hailee never thought she'd be so into cars before... until his. Or maybe it was more about him in the car that got to her. He looked right sitting in the driver's seat. She'd never been in his car with him before, and she liked it. It was cozy and every time he had to shift, the back of his hand came close to her thigh. The heat of him next to her enveloped Hailee, and she never felt anything so wonderful in her life.

      Knowing she had to curb thoughts of Joel, she started up a conversation with him about Aylin, Simon, and the baby. “So how do you think Simon and Aylin will handle being parents?”

      “They'll be pros in no time.”

      Hailee gave a little chuckle. “Aylin's always lost in her writing and Simon's always working. I'm not sure how they'll have time to become a pro at it.”

      “Being a parent doesn't mean they need to be perfect, Hailee. They just need to love their little girl the best they can. The rest will fall into place. Besides, with the whole Kerrigan clan, they don't need a lot of time. They'll probably be wrestling with everyone to even get time with their own daughter.”

      “That's true.” Aylin and Simon were the first of the cousins to have a baby. It'd been so long since there was a baby in the family that all of their aunts and uncles were chomping at the bit to spoil their daughter. And right after she was born, Emma was due to have her and Noah's little boy. Every moment available would be used to spoil those kids.

      Hailee had a slight pang inside at the thought of never having her own children. Glancing over at Joel before turning her head to look back out the side window, she wondered what it would be like if they were a couple and had children. If they took after him, they'd be the most beautiful children in the world.
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      Joel was anything but calm driving his pride and joy. Usually, just sitting in his restored 1965 Shelby Mustang relaxed him completely. But with Hailee sitting next to him, he was a bundle of nerves. Her scent permeated the inside of his car. She smelled like a combination of lilies, tea, and book dust. Not what most would think of as an appealing combination. On her, though... it was comfortable and felt like home. He wouldn't be able to sit in his car for several days after today without smelling her as though she was still sitting inside it with him.

      Every time he shifted, the back of his hand would almost brush against her thigh. He wanted to turn his hand over after a shift and place it on her thigh just to see how she felt. And it wasn't even bare. She was wearing khaki-colored dress pants. It was her standard work outfit... some sort of dress pants of various colors—usually khaki, black, or navy—and a pretty shirt.

      Today, she wore a light pink tunic that was form-fitting with a filmy cover that was loose around her body. It wasn't particularly revealing, even with its slightly scooped neck, but it didn't prevent Joel from seeing the beautiful form of her body either.

      He loved every dip and swell of her body. He knew Hailee wasn't happy with the extra weight by the way she always chose looser-fitting clothes and constantly tugged at the hems to smooth them out. To him, she was perfect. A woman with some extra curves always did it for him. It was probably because he was hard all over. Feeling a little cushion when they came together was something he dreamed about.

      Only he wouldn't be telling her how he felt about her body. At least not anytime soon. She'd probably slap him, get all embarrassed, and hide out hoping it would all go away. No... she wasn't ready to hear all the ways he pictured their bodies together.

      Joel still held out for a time when he could say everything in his head to her. How much he loved her. How much he wanted her. How he wanted to marry her and start a family. Sooner rather than later if he had any say about it.

      Pulling into the hospital parking lot, Joel climbed out of his car and walked over to the passenger side. He was a little exasperated that she'd already gotten out of the car. It may be old-fashioned, but he was taught to be polite, and opening the car door for a woman was one of those things he believed in doing. Hailee wasn't used to it though so he didn't say anything to her about it. It was another thing he'd like to tell her, though maybe they would have that conversation a little sooner than the others.

      Instead, he took her hand in his, threading his fingers through hers. At her startled look up at him, he gave her a smile and a small squeeze of her hand. “Do you know what floor they're on?” he asked as they walked into the hospital together.

      “Umm... yeah, somewhere on the third floor. That's where the maternity ward is.” She was clearly uncomfortable with him holding her hand, yet he couldn't help himself from keeping a hold of it. She kept flexing her fingers, and she was fidgety.

      “Relax, Hailee. It's all right.” Joel didn't want to make her uncomfortable, but he also didn't want to wait forever for her.

      “What's going on, Joel?” she asked, her voice a little shaky as they stepped into the elevator. Her eyes were dilated a bit and Joel sensed she was more than a little turned on thinking about him.

      “I want to go on a date with you, Hailee.” Well, that wasn't him waiting until she was ready at all. “Will you go out on a date with me?”

      She nodded her head with a timid 'yes', then ducked her head as if embarrassed. Not wanting to cause her any more issues, especially since they would soon be at the maternity ward waiting room, where all her family would be waiting for word on Aylin and the baby, he quickly brought her hand up to his mouth and gave it a kiss before releasing it gently just as the elevator doors opened on the third floor.

      And it was a good thing he released her hand before the doors opened, too. Standing at the elevator, Luke Kerrigan stood with his fiancée, Gracie, and their son, Sebastian. Luke was one of Hailee's cousins and the local sheriff. He took one look at Hailee and quickly figured out something was up with her. Her face was flushed from their conversation and the kiss he gave her on her hand.

      He swung his gaze over to Joel, his eyes narrowed. Joel wasn't about to let Luke intimidate him. “Hey, Luke. Gracie. Sebastian,” he greeted them with a smile, pretending Luke hadn't figured out exactly what was going on. Though his imagination probably led him more to the depraved than what actually happened. Not that Joel didn't have those same thoughts. He just couldn't act on them. Not with Hailee and especially not this early into their relationship.

      “Mr. Joel! Can we go on your boat again?” Sebastian asked.

      Joel had taken Sebastian and his mother out on a boat tour after everything settled down from their ordeal. Sebastian had been kidnapped by his grandparents and taken out of Florida. They were angry that their own son, Colin Rogers, refused to abide by their rules and wanted to live a life free of them. When he died, they decided his son would become their second chance to have an heir molded to be exactly in their own image. Someone who cared about the family business and didn't care for others. Unfortunately for them, Luke found and rescued Sebastian, resulting in their arrest. They were now sitting in a jail cell waiting for their trial.

      “Any time your mother and Luke say it's okay, Seb.” He put his hand on the boy's head for a moment in affection. The kid was five going on twenty. He was super smart and precocious at the same time. He was a great kid and Joel couldn't wait to have a bunch of kids of his own. He took a quick glance over at Hailee, her blush covering her entire face as though she was thinking the same thing.

      “What are you doing here, Joel?”

      “My best friend and his wife are having a baby. Where else would I be? Luckily, I was at Leaf and Leaves looking for a new book when Hailee got the call. Wouldn't want to miss this for anything.” There was no way he was spilling Hailee's secrets to Luke. If she wanted him to know they were talking about her thoughts and fears about her family, that would be up to her to decide.

      Luke's eyes narrowed at him some more until Gracie spoke up. “We're just going down to the cafeteria to get some drinks and snacks for everyone. Do you want us to get you anything?”

      “I’m good. Hailee?”

      “No, thank you, Gracie. Is everyone in the waiting room?”

      “Yes, everyone's here. It's around the corner and on the right.”

      Joel placed his hand lightly on Hailee's back and directed her toward the waiting room. He took a quick look back and saw Luke still watching him until Gracie pulled him into the elevator. Luke wouldn't have gone so easily if it weren't for Gracie. He loved her and Sebastian with everything he had inside of him. But there would definitely be a time when Luke would come find Joel to have a talk. No doubt in his mind about it.

      “I’m sorry about Luke,” Hailee said quietly beside him.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for, Hailee. Let's go check on what's up with Simon and Aylin’s baby.”

      He was surprised when she grabbed onto his hand and tugged him around the corner into the waiting room. As soon as they stepped into the room, all the Kerrigans turned to look, with Hailee's cousins immediately moving their gazes to their clasped hands. Well, now she's done it.

      “Hey, look who I brought with me. He was at my shop looking for a book when Katia called so I told him to come along,” she said loud enough for them all to hear. God he loved her. She was so far out of her comfort zone and yet she made sure to repeat what he told Luke to make sure everyone was on the same page. Hailee released his hand after her announcement and walked over to the triplets, Marinda, Katia, and Ryleigh.

      He looked around the room and realized that when Gracie said everyone was there, she meant it. The waiting room was overflowing with Kerrigans and Kerrigan-to-be's. Aunts, uncles, cousins, girlfriends.

      The only people missing seemed to be Emma Cooper Kerrigan and her brother, Sean. No surprise. She was about ready to have her baby soon, too. Emma was married to Noah, Luke's twin brother. As a doctor, he was most likely making sure she rested. Apparently, she had a health scare around the same time Sebastian was taken and now Noah was overly cautious with her. Joel imagined he had Emma's brother staying with her while he was here at the hospital.

      Joel walked over to the other side of the room to sit with Oliver and his fiancée, Demi. Oliver was Simon's brother and the Kerrigan he was closest to after Simon. He spent a lot of time over at their house growing up.

      “Oliver, heard anything from Simon yet?”

      “Not yet,” he said, sitting back in his chair, his arm around Demi, who was talking to his father, John.

      John Kerrigan had been a father figure to him growing up and their mother, Lauren, was like a second mother. He was devastated right along with the family when she was killed in a car accident just over a year ago.

      Looking around the room again, he couldn't believe how many of the Kerrigan cousins were either married or engaged. That the men in the family did all the pairing up first was amazing to him. He never thought he'd see the day, but if he had his way, Hailee would be the next Kerrigan cousin to be engaged.
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