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CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

CALDER

I can’t believe that after everything that’s happened today, Lily is still being so damned stubborn. She gave me the scare of my life earlier, and while it turned out to be nothing this time, that doesn’t mean we can just ignore what happened. Her mother upset her, then she experienced pain in her stomach. That’s not just a coincidence. When we finally retreat to our room for the night, I tell Lily exactly how I feel.

“That woman needs to go,” I tell her plainly. Her mother had some nerve showing up here in the first place, but for her to continue to put Lily through emotional turmoil is beyond acceptable.

“I’m fine,” Lily tells me calmly—though how she can be the least bit calm after today absolutely confounds me. “I promise, Calder.”

“It’s not fine,” I insist. “Lily, you have to be careful—”

“And that doesn’t mean I have to avoid all difficult situations.” She props her hands on her hips. “I never thought reconnecting with her was going to be easy. But if you’re going to freak out every time things are a little difficult with her, then maybe—”

“I’m not freaking out,” I tell her. “I believe I’m having a very understandable reaction regarding the emotional health of my pregnant wife.” I move toward her, looming over her but not touching. “When I saw you out there in the garden…”

“Bubble was just feeling a little cramped, that’s all,” she says. “I’m okay now. I feel perfectly fine.” She leans slightly toward me, but she doesn’t touch me, either—we both hover right against the other without making contact. Her beautiful eyes shine with a challenge. She’s not going to back down.

“You mean everything to me,” I tell her. “You and this baby.”

“I know,” she whispers.

“It’s driving me mad, not being able to protect you from this. If I had my way—”

“I’d spend all day in bed. And she’d be back out on the street. I know.”

“Not on the street. But out of our lives until the baby is here.”

“We don’t always get to choose these things.” She takes a step back, her hands resting on the round swell of her body. “While you were on the phone with the doctor, she talked to me a little more about why she came here. The man she was living with—he was awful. He literally took everything she had of value. All of her savings. Basically everything she had on this earth but the clothes on her back. She didn’t have a lot of friends in her life—and those she did have were more loyal to him than to her. She couldn’t turn to them. So she came here. She saw this as her chance to reconnect.”

Has she forgotten that she’s already told me what she and her mother were discussing in the garden? “So she decided that the best way to go about reconnecting was to explain that she didn’t love you or your father enough to stay?”

“She didn’t say it quite like that,” Lily insists, but I can read the pain in her eyes, and I’m almost sorry to have repeated the words at all.

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” I say. God, she has no idea how helpless I feel. Every day I see the fatigue on her face, the strain in her eyes—and though I’m more than delighted by many of her body’s changes, there’s a part of me that aches every time I see how hard this pregnancy is on her. I did this to her. And I’ll be damned if I don’t do everything in my power to offer her comfort and protection, to guard her from harm.

But how can I do that if she’s going to reject my help? If she’s going to embrace the risks and turmoil even against her own better judgment?

She’s stepped close to me again, and in her eyes I see a look I know too well—the look she gives me when she thinks I am the one being especially stubborn.

“I know you’re just looking out for me,” she says. “But I’m strong enough for this, I promise. You know why? Because of you.” She reaches out and touches my face.

It’s all I can do not to tug her into my arms. But this is a conversation we need to have—and I’m not about to let her slither out of it with gentle touches or that fluttery-lashed look. Oh, no. Not even this little minx can make me budge this time.

“You are the reason I can face her,” she continues, pressing closer until her warm, round belly is right against me. “You’ve given me so much strength, so much support. I know that you love me and that you’ll be here for me no matter what.”

“I will be here for you,” I begrudgingly agree, frowning slightly when I hear how rough my voice is. Even when I’m angry, this woman has complete power over me. “I love you more than anything, Lily.”

“So you can see why I’m not worried about her. Yes, she brings up some complicated feelings. But at the end of the day, whatever happens with my mom, I know that you’ll be here for me.” She leans closer still, standing on her toes and tilting her face toward my ear. “You’ll be there to take me in your arms and make everything all right again. You’ll be there to kiss me until I forget about any of the pain, to torture me with your fingers and lips until I know nothing but pleasure again. Until there’s no doubt that I am the most desired, most loved woman in all the world.”

Her hands skim up my sides and then across my chest, finally coming to the buttons of my shirt. My body is responding even before she undoes the first button—sometimes even the simplest, barest touch from this woman can bring me to the edge of my restraint—but I grab her hands, stilling her fingers before she can go any further.

“Lily, we’re in the middle of a conversation.”

Her lashes drop slightly. “Then let’s talk.”

Her tone suggests that the kind of talking she has in mind is very different from what I’d like to do, and her fingers wiggle in my grip, trying to break free.

“We need to settle the issue of your mother,” I say slowly, carefully. Because now she’s biting her lip, teasing me, and my cock is trying very much to misbehave.

“Convince me,” she says.

“There will be no convincing you in this mood, you stubborn little minx.”

“Not with words, maybe.”

Now her eyes are gleaming, and I know the cause is truly lost—at least tonight. But she doesn’t get to win that easily.

“I’m not playing this game, Lily,” I say.

“It’s too late,” she says, her lips curling up in a way that makes me throb against the fabric of my pants. “From where I’m standing, you’re already playing.”

She pulls her hands out of my grip, but rather than going for my buttons again, she takes a step back. She reaches up and pulls the tie out of her hair, letting the strands fall down around her shoulders.

“This isn’t going to work,” I tell her.

“Then we’re just exactly where we started,” she replies. “No harm done.” She pulls her shirt up over her head, revealing her bare stomach and the large, swollen curves of her breasts spilling over the edge of her bra.

Even on the days when she’s wearing simpler maternity clothes—things she can easily take off herself—I still consider it my duty and my pleasure to undress her. Which makes her current striptease all the more tantalizing—and she knows it.

She’s already started sliding her skirt down. She does a little wiggle side to side as she shimmies the fabric over her hips—God, that shimmy is enough to make a man’s cock explode—and then pushes it down her thighs.

Stay strong, I tell myself. She’s tormenting you on purpose.

But then she reaches behind her back to undo her bra, a motion that makes those full, enormous breasts of hers swell and threaten to pop right out of their binding.

Who the fuck am I kidding?

In two strides I’m in front of her and her face is in my hands. My lips come down on hers and my tongue slips deep into her mouth.

Her hands slide up around my neck, which is exactly what I’d hoped might happen—no one but me is allowed to peel that far-too-tiny bra off of those intoxicating breasts. I reach around and undo the clasp with one hand.

I feel her smile against my lips, but she’s a fool if she thinks she’s won. I press my hands against her back, pulling her snugly against my body. As much as I love her current round shape, though, I’d prefer a little more contact for my hungry cock. But I’m nothing if not resourceful.

I twist her around, turning her in my arms until her back is pressed to my chest. It’s a shame that it’s nearly impossible to reach her lips from this angle, but there are still plenty of things to do with my mouth. I suck her earlobe between my teeth as I slide her panties down over her hips, leaving her completely bare in my arms.

“You’ve forgotten who gets to undress you,” I growl into her ear. “That pleasure belongs to me and me alone.”

She lets her head roll back onto my shoulder as she releases a throaty laugh. “I’m yours to undress whenever you like.”

“Don’t think you’ve weaseled your way out of our discussion.” I slide my hands up to her breasts—God, I can’t get enough of these breasts—and weigh them against my palms. “We’re going to have a nice long chat about your well-being.”

“If you’re so concerned with my well-being, then maybe we should stop,” she says, her voice cracking slightly when I squeeze one of her nipples. “Unless you plan to be exceedingly gentle with me tonight.”

Maybe I should. After last night, I promised myself I’d be more careful. But gentle isn’t possible with Lily, not when she’s getting me worked up like this. The temptress knows exactly what she’s doing with me. God, my cock is throbbing in pain right now, and I still have my fucking pants on.

It takes all of my strength to peel my hands away from those luscious breasts, but I do—if I don’t get these pants off now, terrible things are going to happen. I nip at Lily’s neck as I undo my belt, and my arousal grows with every gasp of breath from her lips.

My pants are off. My shirt goes next. Then I wrap my arms around her and instead of moving us both toward the bed, I nudge her forward toward the wall.

Lily puts her hands out in front of her, catching herself against the wall as I press up behind her. This is another position that we’ve been playing with quite often since Lily started growing—and having her round ass pressed right against me never fails to make me ache. She leans forward, her loose hair falling down over her shoulders, and I position myself behind her, sliding one of my hands up her body as the other guides my cock between her legs.

My body is tense, already aching for relief, but I take my time sliding into her. She makes a sound of pleasure, and it pleases me to know that no matter how stubborn she might be, no matter how much we might argue, there is one thing that will always bring the same sweet sounds from her lips. One thing on which we will both always agree.

After that first slow stroke, the need overtakes me. She’s just as eager, my dear sweet Lily—at least if the way she pushes back against me is any indication. Her cries are getting louder and throatier with my every thrust.

I suppose she is right, I think with a hint of amusement. I can’t be worried so very much over her well-being if I can’t keep myself from taking her like an animal against the wall. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned during my time with this woman, it’s that she can take the entire strength of my pleasure and my need—and give both back just as fully.

My hands tighten on her hips, and I grind against her until I’m nearly delirious with desire. When I feel her start to come, when her warm, soft passage begins to contract around my cock, I can’t hold back any longer. I give one more hard thrust and fill her with my release.

Afterward, for a long while, we both just lean against the wall, trying to catch our breath. Our arms are tangled around each other and I can feel her heart racing beneath her breast.

“What were we arguing about?” she says dazedly.

I know—from her tone, if nothing else—that she has truly forgotten our argument in the haze of her pleasure, if only for the moment. And even if I believed she actually expected an answer, I wouldn’t give one.

Because I haven’t forgotten. No matter how many times she teases and seduces me, no matter what distractions fall in my path, nothing will ever make me forget the danger she’s in—or keep me from putting everything on the line to protect her.

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

WARD

It’s been over a year since I started renovating this place, but I think I’ve finally finished the south side of the house.

Lou’s been teasing me this week, telling me that I should take a little time away from my tool belt—after all, we’ve only been married for a couple of days and it’s not like we took a honeymoon—but honestly, I’ve never been more eager to get all of my projects done. To finish making this place ours. Now that we’re officially a family, now that the responsibility is fully on my shoulders, I’m determined to give my wife and my daughter the best home possible.

Of course, considering the size of this place it’ll probably take me about ten more years to finish, but who’s counting? It’s hard not to feel satisfied with the work I’ve done so far. We have big plans for this place—but our first priority is to get the house and estate back to what it was, to erase all evidence of Edward Carolson and Huntington Manor.

“What do you think?” I ask Ramona. Lou and Lily went into town today, so I offered to take Ramona for the afternoon. Normally I don’t want my daughter anywhere near my renovation projects—there are too many dangers for a small child—but today I want to show her what I’ve done. How her mom and I are clearing the shadows of the past and building a life for her.

Edward Carolson—my biological father—wasn’t a terrible person, I guess. But he wasn’t really a good one, either. I didn’t even know who he was until a couple of years ago, after he hired me to help develop this place into a luxury resort. He died before I had the chance to get to know him, but I have a feeling we wouldn’t have gotten along even if we’d had all the time in the world. We were from different planets. He left me and my mother to live in poverty while he and his family had everything anyone could ever want.

Leaving me this place was probably his way of trying to make it up to me, but while I’m grateful for the comfort and security of this estate, it can never make up for what Edward Carolson didn’t do.

I stroke Ramona’s hair. Her curls are so soft beneath my fingers. Sometimes it still terrifies me, knowing that I have a kid. I have no idea how to be a dad. I didn’t have one to show me the way. I mean, some of this stuff is common sense—give her love and attention, make sure she has food and clothing and clean diapers, protect her from outside harm—but in most ways, I still feel lost. I don’t want to be a good father for her—I want to be the best father. And deep down, no matter what I do or how hard I try, I’m deathly afraid I’m going to screw this up somehow. That I’m going to fail to be the dad that Ramona needs or deserves.

Lou says I’m crazy. She tells me I’m a great dad, but the fear still sticks. It’s a knot in my chest that I feel every time I hold my daughter, every time I look down into her angelic little face. This is everything that I’ve ever wanted—a woman who I love more than life itself, a child we created from our love, a safe and happy home—but I’m not sure I deserve it. I mean, the only reason I have this house at all is because my asshat father felt guilty. I didn’t earn any of this myself.

This is all too perfect, and somehow it’s going to fall apart.

I take Ramona outside. She’s only just woken up from her nap, so she’s still a little groggy and quiet, but her wide eyes take in everything around us.

“Does it feel like home?” I ask her.

Ramona sucks her lip into her mouth and stares up at me.

I rub her back and smile. My precious girl.

“I’m thinking of reworking the stones in the courtyard on the eastern side of the house,” I tell her. “But I have to talk to your mom first. She has some ideas for the garden.”

I continue to walk down the gravel path, and Ramona twists her head around, trying to take everything in. She’s reached an age where she’s curious about everything—and since she’s also starting to walk, I know the next few months are going to be a bit of an adventure.

“I don’t think I’ve ever taken you on a tour of this place,” I tell her. “Your parents have a lot of history here. We met just up there.” I point to a window above us. “I won’t tell you all the details about that, though.”

I continue around the house, and Ramona perks up a little more. Pretty soon, she’s gurgling and babbling in my arms.

“Da da!” she says. She raises her hand toward the sky. “Buh! Buh buh buh!” A flock of birds sweeps by overhead.

“That’s right—birds,” I say with a grin. “Birds.”

“Buh buh!”

I laugh. We’ll have to work on that one.

“We used to spend a lot of time out here in the maze,” I tell her as the labyrinth comes into view. “This is where I fell in love with your mom. And where I proposed to her. And, as you might remember, where we got married.” Married. Jesus, even just saying that word brings me joy—and anxiety. So much depends on me now.

“I’m doing my best,” I tell Ramona—and myself. “I promise I will always do my best.” But this still feels like uncharted waters. I mean, I never thought of living in a place like this. Never imagined I’d be this madly in love. Never even really thought about kids. I was always just fighting—fighting for more, for some little bit of happiness in a life I thought had screwed me over.

Fuck me, who’d have thought I’d become a rich, respectable man?

Being rich isn’t exactly what I thought it would be. I mean, don’t get me wrong—it’s great. I wouldn’t trade it for anything. Having this sort of security for my family is incredible. Let’s be real, though—I’m not a billionaire or anything. Most of my wealth is tied up in this property—though Lou and I got a decent chunk of money by selling off supplies and furniture and other bits of Huntington Manor that we didn’t want or need.

But I’m still getting used to feeling safe. Having money at my fingertips whenever I need it. Being able to work for fun, on projects I truly care about, instead of scrambling from paycheck to paycheck, always looking for that next gig to cover my rent for the month. Sometimes it feels like I’m living someone else’s life.

And wealth comes with its own set of complications. After we got over our differences, I was happy to invite Lou’s brother and his wife to move in with us. This house is way too big for just me and Lou and Ramona. Honestly, it was a little creepy living in such a huge, empty mansion by ourselves. Having other people here brings more life and energy to this place. And let’s be blunt—all of us wanted and needed the support of family close by.

But I also feel like every long-lost relative and his brother has suddenly started creeping out of the woodwork. From the moment the news went public that Edward Carolson had left this place to me, I had old friends calling me out of the blue, asking for money. And let’s not even think about that guy who showed up here last summer, claiming to be Lou and Calder’s brother. I mean, he might actually be their brother, but people like that weren’t stumbling into my life when I was barely making ends meet.

Now Lily’s mom is here. I know we’re supposed to be giving her the benefit of the doubt, but I’m pretty sure it’s only a matter of time before she asks for money.

So yeah, things are different now.

“Da,” Ramona says. “Da wa wa.”

Wa wa is her way of asking me to put her down.

“You want to walk?” I ask her, lowering her carefully to the grass.

I set her on her feet, and she clings to my leg. The sun shines off of her red hair as she twists her head, looking around her. She begins to bounce slightly, bending her knees up and down as she gets her bearings.

“Where do you want to go?” I ask her. “I’ll help you.”

She grins up at me, flashing her handful of baby teeth. “Da da!”

Jesus, this girl has me wrapped around her little finger. Yeah, I might still be getting used to the life we’re building here, but I can’t regret anything that led me to this.

Ramona finally decides on a direction, and she points a chubby hand away from me, toward the maze.

“All right,” I tell her. “Let’s go.” I bend over and take her hand, then move forward a step.

She toddles after me on unsteady feet, then grabs my jeans again.

Step by step we move across the grass. She can’t seem to build up the courage to do more than two or three steps at a time, but I’m okay with that. When this girl gets moving on her own, there’ll be no stopping her—and I’m definitely not ready for that.

Jesus, how did you grow so fast? She needs to slow down. Give me a chance to figure out what the hell I’m doing—or the chance to build her the home she deserves.

I don’t think I’ll ever not feel a little restless in this place. Not when it was just handed to me. I know I should just accept that I got lucky—and looking down at my daughter, I’m pretty sure I’m the luckiest guy in the whole damn world—but I don’t think I’ll ever stop being afraid that it’ll be taken away from me again. That’s why I’ve been throwing all of my energy into renovating this place. I need to put my own stamp on this life. Pour my own blood, sweat, and tears into this estate. Give Lou and Ramona something I built with my own two hands.

But in the back of my mind, I’ll always be wondering, Is it enough?

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

LILY

I’m not sure who is driving me more insane—my mom or Calder.

It’s been a week since my mom showed up at the estate—but it feels more like a lifetime. I still don’t know quite how I feel about her. Yes, she’s apologized. Yes, she’s shown some remorse. But I’m not convinced that, given the choice, she wouldn’t do exactly the same thing again. She might be sorry that she hurt me, but is she sorry that she left?

It doesn’t help that her continued presence here has put a strain on my relationship with Calder. I know he’s only looking out for me, but damn it, if he isn’t the most pigheaded man that ever lived. Just because I’m pregnant doesn’t mean I need to be coddled. He needs to accept that I’m strong enough to deal with this.

At least that’s what I tell myself. Sometimes I feel my resolve melting, find myself thinking that he might be right—and honestly, it would be easier if my mom weren’t around, and not just because she seems to have an opinion about everything in my life. She’s put everyone on edge—even Lou and Ward, though they’re too kind to say anything—with some of her tactless comments and questions. Maybe it’s unfair to ask the others to accept her.

But then I look at her and I see the woman I once knew—the one who used to make me breakfast in her curlers and tuck me in with a story every night. In my memories, she’s gentle, loving, giving. Where did that woman go?

She’s hurting just as much as you are, I keep telling myself. She’s lost. She needs my help, and I’m in a position to help her. I can’t abandon her when she needs me the most. She just needs a little assistance getting back on her feet—and the sooner I help her do that, the sooner she’s out of my hair.

Now I just need to make sure Calder doesn’t murder her before we get to that point.

“Are you sure you don’t want to leave her here with me?” he asks as I’m getting ready to head in to work. He’s working from home today, but I have to oversee a couple of things at the Center.

“I’m not leaving her alone with you,” I tell him.

“I just don’t like the idea of you being stuck with her all day. And frankly, I don’t even think you should be driving in this condition.”

“We’ve had this conversation before,” I say, crossing my arms. “As long as I can reach the pedals, I’m going to drive. I’m perfectly capable of operating a car in this condition. And as for my mom, she’s already agreed that she’ll make herself busy while I work. In fact, she was talking about using my computer to look for an apartment in Barberville.”

I assumed he would see this as good news—after all, it would get her out of our home—but instead, his dark eyes sharpen.

“So she plans to make herself a permanent fixture in our lives?” he says.

“What else would you have her do? Move to a city where she doesn’t know anyone?” I put my hands over my face, trying to calm my emotions. It’s not even eight in the morning and already my body aches all over. I’m not in the mood for another fight.

I hear a step, then two, and then Calder’s arms are around me. In spite of my anger, I let myself sink against his chest, burying my face in his shirt. Why can’t we just forget everything else today and curl up in each other’s arms?

“I’m sorry, Lily,” he says against my hair. “I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

“Why do you insist on hating her?” I ask, my voice muffled by his shirt. It’s an unfair question, but I don’t care. I’m exhausted. Why is it that now, when I’m only a handful of weeks from becoming a mother, I feel like such a child? I don’t know whether to blame the hormones or my mom or my own immature fears, but I hate it.

Calder lets out a sigh, his hand running up the length of my back.

“I don’t hate her,” he says gently. “But you have to remember, Lily, that I only know what I see.” His fingers thread themselves in my hair. “I know that she left you and your father when you were quite young, and that it wounded you deeply. I know she returned here without warning, and with the barest of explanations. I know she keeps questioning you about your life and choices, even though she hardly knows you, let alone what might be best for you.” His fingers still. “And, most importantly, I know that she’s bringing you pain and confusion. I see it every day in your eyes, Lily, so don’t try to deny it.”

I cling to his shirt. “Don’t ask me to make her go.”

For a long moment, he doesn’t say anything. And then, “You see the parts of her I don’t. You have memories of her as a person you loved, and I see only who she is now. I understand that. But that doesn’t mean I’m having an easy time accepting it.”

“She’ll be out of the house soon,” I say into his shirt. “And then Bubble will be here and she’ll be the last thing on our mind.”

Despite everything, his chest rumbles with a laugh. “We really do need to come up with a real name for him.”

“He’ll be Bubble forever in my heart.”

He laughs again as he pulls back, but when he looks down at me, his smile drops. In its place is a tenderness that makes my chest ache.

“Be careful today,” he says, his voice rough.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.” I lift my mouth to his, kissing him good-bye.

He kisses me back, but the look he gives me as I leave tells me he doesn’t believe things are fine at all.

* * *

It’s obvious that my mom doesn’t understand why the Frazer Center is so important to me and Dad, but she puts on a pleasant face as I show her through the facility.

“I’m glad you’ve found a job that makes you happy,” she says. “But trust me—when the baby gets here, you’re going to have to make some choices. You aren’t going to be able to do as much as you’re used to.”

I know that on some level she’s right—that we can’t anticipate how much work Bubble is going to be until he gets here—but I don’t admit that to her. She might have felt like she had to choose between raising a child and having a life of her own, but I refuse to think that’s my only option.

I get her settled into my office as soon as I can. She glances around.

“What a cute little space you have here,” she says. “Lots going on.”

I’ve never been the sort of girl who kept a super clean, minimalist office. I’ve always been the girl with a hundred things tacked up on the walls, sticky notes everywhere, and piles of paper on every surface.

“You’re just like your dad,” my mom says. “He always had a messy office, too.”

Something about her tone prickles at me. “It’s not messy. I know where everything is.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” she says. “It’s still messy, even if you think you can find things.” She glances around again. “This is what happens when you don’t have a woman around to teach you how to keep things tidy.”

She says the last bit almost to herself, but whether or not she intends me to hear it doesn’t matter.

“Well, maybe you should’ve thought of that before you left us,” I say. “Good luck with your apartment search. I have things to do.” I don’t wait for her response. I spin around and march down the hall toward the classrooms.

Why didn’t I listen to Calder and leave her at home? I ask myself. It’s going to be a long day—my back already hurts, and my shoes are pinching my swollen feet. I can’t deal with her little comments about my life.

But another part of me feels like I’m being too hard on her. She just wants to make sure you’re okay. She’s trying to make up for the time she’s lost.

Well, that’s another thing she should have thought of before she walked out the door.

I stop at the first classroom and rub my eyes. My headache has started early today, and I can already tell it’s going to be a bad one—I’ll be lucky if I make it to lunch without getting sick. I hate feeling like this—it’s like my body has turned on itself. All I want to do is keep living my life, but Bubble insists on making things difficult.

Only a couple weeks more, I remind myself. Then your son will be in your arms and all of this will be a memory. Hopefully by then my mom will have her own apartment, too. Then things won’t be quite so complicated. Reuniting with my mom was always going to be hard, no matter when or how it happened. I just need to stay strong. Be patient.

And come to a compromise with Calder. The last thing I want is to be constantly arguing in the last couple of weeks before our son’s birth.

I glance through the window into the classroom beyond. Our summer art camps are currently in session, and this particular classroom houses our youngest group—some are hardly out of preschool.

What will you be like, Bubble? I think. Will you take after your father? In my mind I see a little boy with a mop of dark hair and those deep Cunningham eyes. Will he be as serious as Calder? Or will he be wild and silly like that little boy in the classroom who’s currently trying to paint his own hair? Either way, I can’t wait to meet him.

I take a deep breath, composing myself, and walk into the classroom.

I love my work—always have. And I didn’t think it was possible, but I love it even more now that I run my own branch of the Frazer Center. I built this place—took my dad’s dream and expanded it to fill my own. Over the next hour, I go from classroom to classroom, chatting with the teachers and students and overseeing the various projects. There’s nothing like watching a child’s face light up as she creates something with her bare hands.

I’m just leaving the final classroom when I hear a familiar voice coming down the hall.

“Good to see you too,” I hear my dad say. “And you better call me about the game later.”

The bottom drops out of my stomach. I love my dad, but he’s the last person I want to see right now—especially with my mom just down the hall in my office.

He doesn’t know about her return yet. I know I should have called him the moment she walked back into my life, but I didn’t know quite how to break it to him. I didn’t want to make an already awkward situation even more complicated. And then the days started ticking by and it felt like I’d waited too long.

My dad just got engaged to Regina, the woman he’s been seeing for the last couple of years. The last thing he needs is my mom coming back and mucking things up. Because I have no doubt that she’ll be just as tactless with him as she has been with me.

“Sweetheart,” he says when he sees me, his face brightening. “You’re glowing today.”

He’s just flattering me, I know. I can’t remember the last time I had a good night’s sleep, and my head is still throbbing—but the ache has subsided to a slightly more manageable level. My back still hurts, though, and I try not to let it show as I waddle over to him.

“Hey, Dad,” I say, praying that my mom doesn’t hear us. I throw a glance over my shoulder toward my office, but so far the coast is clear. “I wasn’t expecting a visit from you today.”

“I know,” he says, looking a little shamefaced. “I meant to call you, but I’ve been a little spacey recently. Regina has been running me ragged all week. She wants to get the caterer and the flowers and the music all settled by Friday, and there
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