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This one is for the readers who have loyally supported my books. Your desire to continue Maya’s journey into motherhood is what prompted me to write Every Day You & Me. By doing so, I have a greater appreciation for the strength and courage of NICU families, babies, and the medical personnel who provide such critical care.

And, as always, for my family. Hawk may say it best: “Every mile traveled, every memory made, every day lived ... I want them to be you and me.” I am so very grateful for every moment. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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“I like that it’s a secret,” I whispered while looping my arm through Hawk’s and leaning in closer to him.

Placing his finger to his mouth in the universal quiet sign, he nodded. “But first, we need to get through this.”

An abundance of greenery, pillar candles, and the white-cloth chairs we were sitting in created an elegant and romantic setting for Carter and Vanessa’s nuptials. Carrying white hydrangeas, Vanessa wore a similarly colored, fluffy dress with a long train, and Carter was in a black suit with white shirt sans any kind of tie—he was too hip for such traditional attire. As best man, Finn stood beside his good friend/drummer, while Lara did the same as matron-of-honor for Vanessa. Rounding out those standing up for the couple on their special day were Carter’s younger brother and sister. 

Since both the ceremony and reception were taking place in the same Nashville venue, the staff needed to quickly transform the main area. The soaring room with exposed beams would go from rows of chairs and an aisle to one of food and linen-covered tables. To expedite the transition, the wedding party took pictures out front while the guests were asked to go to the temperature-controlled patio for cocktails. 

Hawk and I, however, did not. We retreated to a secluded spot in the intimate, upper-level mezzanine. We had only made the decision to do so a couple days before and, luckily, the rules and laws of Tennessee said we could. So, we were. It was our turn for the exchanging of words, minus all the hoopla. 

Both of us had that type of wedding before—his ending in divorce and mine leaving me a widow. This time around, we didn’t want everyone making a fuss with parties, hugs, food, and ... everything. We simply needed us ... and the minister, of course. It was our secret.

Because of that, I didn’t walk down steps or an aisle like Vanessa had. I didn’t wear white. Although, my beaded dress was a soft cream hue. I also didn’t have my father give me away, but I swear I could feel him with me. There was no family with me for that matter. And that would have been the truth even if we weren’t saying our vows covertly.

Hawk was my family. He and the precious baby growing inside me were my life and my future. Since it was the last weekend of November, our “little bun’s” actual arrival was still many months away. However, I counted him or her as our wedding witness, even though the state did not require one.

Adorning the darkest of blue suits, which coordinated with his tie and my eyes, Hawk gazed lovingly at me as the minister performed the wedding ceremony. While it was basic and quick, we did make sure to include some personal touches, too. I wore my late grandmother’s necklace and had a trillium in my hair to honor the other side of my family’s Canadian roots. In turn, Hawk wore his father’s gold watch—one he rarely took out of the box—in memory of him. And we exchanged a few of our own words. 

Accompanied by instrumental music playing below us in the historic building, I was the one who spoke first. “I was up most of last night trying to think of the perfect thing to say to you today.”

“That’s what all the shifting around and kicking me in bed has been about?” Hawk mock grumbled. 

I shook my head. There was definitely something else on my mind disturbing my sleep, but I wasn’t going to let it spoil our day. “You’d think it would be easy,” I forged on. “I blog for a living. I use words constantly. But what do you write—say—to the most important person in your life on a day which means everything? I can’t find the perfect words. I can’t. I keep internally editing. I think it’s because I will always want to add more. I don’t want to just say them today. I want to say them for a lifetime.” I was going completely rogue and off the cuff, which wasn’t like me. “We both know that lifetimes, though ...” I swallowed and cut myself off. I didn’t need to say it. We both knew. “So, what I want to make sure to say today is, I am so thankful for”—I squeezed his hands—“you working for Finn, for me taking a girls’ trip ... for a bucket of ice.” I paused as we both smiled at our first unforgettable meeting in the Keys. “It could have ended there. Thankfully, though, we both took chances—you with a kiss and me with a job—and we’ve had friends to help us along the way. It is that wonderfully complex. But it is also as beautifully simple as I love you.” I tilted my head up and he dipped his so our lips could meet. 

In contrast to my lengthy monologue, Hawk’s vows were suited for those social media sites that have character count limitations. Yet, his words were beyond meaningful. “Every mile traveled, every memory made, every day lived ... I want them to be you and me.” He winked and added, “Me, too, Maya.”

I recognized, of course, those final two words before my name as our I love you. “How’d you do that?” I whispered my exasperation and appreciation. “It was perfect.”

“I’ve been thinking of and replaying them in my mind from the moment you accepted this ring.” He encircled the engagement rock on my finger—the only symbol we would have of our union for a while since we decided to get married so spontaneously and had only gotten engaged a few weeks prior. 

I shook my head. I’d met a number of macho men in my life, and Hawk was definitely a top contender. He didn’t let a lot of people see the internal, soft, emotional side of him. But when he showed it to me, I could not be in more awe or love. 

It was weird how different I felt after those couple minutes of words and the minister’s proclamation of my new status as Mrs. Brannigan. I knew paper didn’t make the commitment. The two people involved did. Somehow, though, formalizing our bond provided me a sense of calm and rejuvenation. It was like mystical doors had opened and I was breathing more completely than I, perhaps, ever had. 

When we rejoined the formal wedding festivities out on the patio, my internal happiness must have shown right through. Smiling brightly, I was taking a selfie with my new secret husband when Finn and Lara approached us. Drinks in their hands, they were obviously done with their photo obligations. 

“You’re acting like you are the bride and groom,” Lara noted my demeanor. “I mean, pretty soon, though, right? Did you pick a date?”

Finn must have noticed my look at Hawk because he hardly let his wife finish her question before proposing one himself. “Shit, you already did, didn’t you?”

“What? Did what?” Lara looked at her husband.

“That’s why you wanted to make sure you two could take off for a bit.” Finn Murphy wasn’t just Hawk’s long-time employer. He was mine, too, although I had only joined the country music star’s team six or so months prior. 

While I looked at Hawk again—curious about Finn’s time-off comment—Lara started putting the pieces together. “They did what ... got married?”

I poked Hawk on his side. “Are we going somewhere?”

He rolled his eyes at Finn. “Thanks, man.”

“What? Maya doesn’t know? Rule number one: no omissions from your wife.”

“True,” Lara seemed to give a particularly knowing look at her husband. “But is it also true that you are already married?”

When Lara opened her eyes wide at me, I looked at my husband. My husband! His shrug encouraged me to give up the guise, which was pretty much already over. “Yeah,” I admitted. “Actually, a few minutes ago.” I felt Hawk’s hand affectionately playing around with mine. “We went upstairs and had the minister perform—"

“Oh my God! Congratulations!” 

Lara’s interruption and hug attack caused my hand to separate from Hawk’s. I was laughing lightly and looking at him from behind Lara’s embrace as he accepted Finn’s congratulatory handshake. The men were much more than workmates. They were truly good friends.

“Oh.” Lara suddenly pulled me away from her. “But I wanted to throw you a—"

“No. No. No. No.” I declined any party or shower or whatever Lara had in mind. “We don’t want all that.” I reclaimed Hawk’s hand. “Please. Okay? And wait to tell anyone. We don’t want to take away from Vanessa and Carter’s day.”

“It was kind of last minute,” Hawk added.

“But perfect.” Then I got back to the question unanswered. “We’re going somewhere?”

“Yeah, with those two.” Hawk nodded toward the corner of the room where Carter and Vanessa stood.

“Oh.” I hoped my one word came out without the sound of the disappointment I felt.

Finn had gifted his drummer a trip to Monte Carlo so the newlyweds could gamble and go on wine tours. It was perfect for the flashy couple, who loved that life and didn’t want kids. Although I got along with both of them, it was far from my style and not where a pregnant me wanted to spend her honeymoon. 

“Maya ...” Hawk shook his head and, boy, was I relieved when he said, “Do you think I’m crazy? No. How about the Keys?” Although it was asked as a question, I was fairly confident he had already booked it. And then he confirmed. “Tomorrow.”

That destination couldn’t have made me happier. “Really?”

“I think we might have to be holed up in that room again.” Even though he was referring to an extremely frightening experience, it was also what had propelled him and me to first meet and start our story.

As I curled myself onto Hawk’s side, I replied the way he did when feeling free and easy. “Mayyybe.”

Glancing at the spot on the patio that hosted a mic, stool, and guitar, Finn announced, “Looks like they’re ready for me.”

“You’re not singing the next single, are you?”

As the “real” bride and groom entered the patio area, Finn answered his right-hand man. “It couldn’t be a more perfect time ... especially now.” He swung his finger at Hawk and me.

“God, Finn,” I exclaimed. “What is the song about? I want to promote.” 

My job for team Murphy was to assist his publicist, Reese. I was mostly in charge of a day-in-the-life blog, updating social media, and looking for anything with Finn’s name on it. Yes, Reese would handle the releases and contacts, but I was always informed ... except for that song, which seemed to be coated in complete secrecy.

“Hope you like it, Maya,” Finn spoke to me and then to his wife, “You too, Beauty.” He gave Lara a kiss, handed her his glass, and then started walking toward the mic.

“You haven’t heard it?” I was shocked the singer’s own wife wasn’t privy to the new song.

“No. I’m in the dark as much as you. Though, in the past, if I don’t know about a particular song, it’s something extra special.”

“Maybe you and I should be jealous,” I jested to Lara. “Hawk seems to know all about it. What exactly happens at these boys’ weekends?” The only thing I knew about the song was that the lyrics were composed during their last getaway.

“Supposed to just be hunting and fishing,” Hawk grumbled. “Give me his bourbon.” He reached his hand out to Lara. “He owes me that much.”

As Hawk took a swig, I commented, “You’re making it seem like the song is awful.”

“It’s ...” He shook his head, alongside a second sip. “No. You’ll see.”

Not needing an introduction, especially with the crowd of friends and friends-of-friends, Finn spoke into the mic, setting up the song. “For the newlyweds and for all them girls. This is called ‘Boys’ Weekend.’ I hope you like it.” And so started the vocals ...

“It’s the weekend we look forward to every year

An escape to the woods for good times and some beer

It’s bro code, man cave, tunes, and some fishing

It’s gambling and hunting and not doing dishes

There’s no worries, no honeys, no fast-paced worlds

But why, oh, why, do we keep talking ’bout them girls”

From the opening lines and chorus alone, I knew the latest Finn Murphy song was definitely not a sad, depressing tune like his “Dark and Dusty.” As big of a hit and as beautifully done as that one was, I turned it off every time. It made me go back to a dark place of my own—losing my husband, Jeff. “Boys’ Weekend” seemed to have the beat and tone of a classic country song but with a lighthearted, fun twist. It was a little unusual for Finn, but I could already see how it would be a hit.

The multi-award-winning country music artist looked directly at his wife as he started singing the next lines. 

“I admit it, I started with pics of the kids

And vids of what both of them did

But after a few brewskis or two,

The stories came out about me and you

I explained to the guys—my bros in the band

What makes you the most beautiful”—he nodded at Lara—“one in the land”

It was obvious then that it was really a song about them—his wife and their kids, who were with Finn’s mom during the adults-only wedding festivities. The lyrics were, indeed, going to be special like Lara had predicted. She wasn’t one for the spotlight, and the family kept their private life pretty much that. It didn’t mean, though, that it wasn’t one robust with love. Finn and Lara Murphy were the ultimate relationship goals in my eyes. While being on Finn’s concert tour all summer, I had personally been witness to their devotion to each other and their two children—Chance, age four, and Arinn, freshly minted age two. And since then, the family had truly become very good friends of mine. 

Finn was right. I did like “Boys’ Weekend.” Not only was it sweet, but it would also be easy to promote. Fans loved songs that connected directly to the artist themselves. I was already beginning to think of hashtags for social media. First, though, I needed to refocus on the next round of lyrics.

“A long time ago we were nothing but friends

Our life now, though, has a happily ever after end

Strawberry blonde with eyes like the sea, 

God, girl, what you do to a man like me

“It’s bro code, man cave, tunes, and some fishing

It’s gambling and hunting and not doing dishes

There’s no worries, no honeys, no fast-paced worlds

But why, oh, why do we keep talking ’bout them girls”

When Hawk took another gulp of Finn’s bourbon, I looked at him with curiosity. He truly was acting a little bizarre, and I knew it had to be about the song. But why?

“The drummer was next after a few hands of cards”

On the lyrical proclamation of Carter’s profession, the groom raised both his hands in the air, as if the party gathered didn’t already know he was the drummer. In contrast to Lara, Carter wasn’t shy. He was a happy-go-lucky, talk-straight kind of guy. And his new bride had a similar personality. 

Smiling and shaking his head, Finn continued singing. 

“He easily concurred that he had fell hard

So in love with her dark eyes and matching hair

Long, loose waves of curls everywhere”

Oh, that was why Finn said it was the perfect time to premiere the song. I got it. It was a song about marriage. And Vanessa could not have been more thrilled, as her dark waves bounced with delight upon hearing the lyrics.

“Awww, this is perfect for their wedding.” I nudged Hawk, who put his finger up to his mouth, urging me to listen. 

“A casual fling was all they were s’posed to be”

Finn’s lyrics made Vanessa shrug at her parents.

“But that all changed when he got down on one knee

Now forgoing his playboy ways

The two have made it to their wedding day”

“Woo-hoo!” Carter exclaimed midst lyric.

Finn chuckled a bit as he began his next line.

“God, he said, what that girl can do to a man like me

It’s bro code, man cave, tunes, and some fishing

It’s gambling and hunting and not doing dishes”

“I think I have the chorus down already,” I proclaimed, starting the next couple words.

“Maya ...” Hawk shook his head. 

“There’s no worries, no honeys, no fast-paced worlds

But why, oh, why do we keep talking ’bout them girls

I didn’t expect it. He’s a man of little words,

But whiskey made him spill about his girl

Sun-kissed hair brushing her shoulders and eyes,

They met by chance on a search for some ice”

Oh ... my ... God. I know my mouth dropped open, but I couldn’t actually feel it. I was in such complete astonishment. Finn was singing about Hawk and me. The country music star’s focus became solely on us, and I could tell Lara’s was, too. But I was turning to my other side and looking at Hawk. Even though his mouth was perfectly straight, his hazel eyes were blinking and looking at me. I couldn’t determine what his exact thoughts were, and I couldn’t spend the time thinking about it. I had to listen.

“Each letting go of things from their pasts

To find a new love that’ll forever last

Now there’s a baby due sometime in May

And he loves it and its momma in every which way”

And then after the last round of the chorus, Finn ended the song with words that were more spoken than sung, “I’m coming home, baby.” 

In the midst of the sound of applause, the singer replaced the mic to the stand. Some of the wedding guests gathered around Vanessa and Carter. Others were talking with Finn. 

My focus, though, was solely on one person and one person only. “Hawk ...”

His response to my awe was to lift the corners of his mouth ever so slightly and take a final gulp of the bourbon. “What?” 

It was true what the lyrics had said—Hawk was a man of few words. In that way, we were opposite, for sure. But, as he had proved in our vows, a lot of times it was quality, not quantity that mattered.

Right then, though, I needed more. “What? What? Hawk ... God, that was ... You ... That was beautiful.” Even if it was Finn who was singing it, I knew Hawk had some part in the song. “If we weren’t already married, I would be down on my knee asking you.”

“Well, I’m glad you said yes before hearing some silly song.” 

I ignored his attempt at being nonchalant. “It wasn’t silly. It’s how you feel.”

That time his response was more truthfully heartfelt. “Yeah, but you already know that.”

“I do.” I stroked his cheeks and close-cut, dark-auburn beard. “And the people in our lives know, too. But still, it ... it was special.” I started putting the pieces together. “No wonder the song was such a secret.”

Finn, who had made his way to our trio, interrupted. “Whatcha think?”

When I responded by throwing my arms around my boss, Hawk jokingly called out, “Hey, hey, not even an hour into our marriage and you have your hands—”

“On you.” I switched partners quickly, giving my husband a much more secure and loving embrace than I had with Finn.

“And you,” Hawk’s finger pointed toward his friend. “So much for what happens at camp stays at camp.”

Finn let out of small chuckle before addressing his wife. “Baby, you okay with me releasing it?”

“Sure,” she agreed, adhering to her own man’s side. “I loved it. Definitely one of my favorites.”

“Maya? You’re a yes?” 

Finn was asking my opinion, which was kind but absolutely not necessary. First of all, his art was his choice. But second, uh, what an honor.

“Yes, of course,” I agreed.

“You asking me?” My man’s voice vibrated in my ear as I had my head on his chest.

“No, you don’t get a say.” Finn denied him and added a bro punch. “As cowriter, you’ll get to come on stage if we win Song of the Year, though.”

“Oh, brother.” Hawk was like me in that sense—we both were behind-the-scenes people. He definitely preferred to stay off the stage but did a phenomenal job managing everything behind it.

And then there was the opposite personality. “All right, gals.” Vanessa suddenly bounded into our group and put her arms around Lara and me, pulling us from our men. “Girl band. We’re coming up with a sequel recording called ‘Girls’ Weekend.’ Maya, you’re a writer. We got this.”

Lara was shaking her head at her fun friend as Hawk immediately denied such an event from happening. “No. Not even. She’s preoccupied.” And with that, he took my hand and led me back inside to the main room.

There was still some movement by the venue’s personnel, but not the crowd and noise of the festivities on the patio. Hawk leaned against the exterior wall and brought me snug against him. We both seemed to look up to where we had only moments before became husband and wife.

After leaving the lovely memory of that moment sit for a second or two, Hawk asked, “You sure you’re okay with the song?”

“Yeah.” I smiled with complete ease. “It’s not like anyone besides our friends know it’s about us. I like that. It’s kind of cool ... our insider secret.” 

“Sort of like our little ceremony earlier?”

“Yeah, hubby.” I met my lips with his, and he readily reciprocated. 

“How long do we have to keep up a presence here before we can start our honeymoon?”

“That’s the beauty of this not actually being our reception—we don’t have to do all the formalities.”

Hawk’s stomach rolled a little with silent laughter, and his eyes seemed to gleam. “Then I’m thinking we ditch now and head home.”

“Hawk ...” I tsked.

“Crap.” His demeanor changed slightly. “I didn’t think this through.”

“What?” 

I couldn’t imagine an instance where “Mr. Meticulous” didn’t have all the pieces in place. It was his job to keep everything in line and running seamlessly for Finn. Hawk observed and thought things out with precision. In fact, it was how Finn crowned him with the name we all knew him by. He has “Hawk” eyes. The first name he was given at birth was only used around close family and formalities like our marriage ceremony.

“Maybe I should have gotten us a hotel room or something?” he proposed.

“You said you did. We’re not going to the Keys?” I thought that was confirmed. I was confused and a little disappointed.

“No, no, no. We are. Plane leaves tomorrow ... late afternoon. I meant for tonight, here in Nashville.”

“Tonight? Why?”

“It’s our wedding night. It should be special.” Ah, my strong yet sentimental man. 

“A hotel in town would make it any more special?” I turned on the sentiment, too. “Home. Our home.” I thought of Hawk’s nearby townhome ... the one I had moved into a few months before. “It couldn’t be any more special than there.”

“God, woman, you’re the best.” He placed his big hands on either side of my head.

“You’re pretty damn great yourself.” I kissed him again to punctuate my feelings. “And, you know, I really would like to get out of these shoes. If you’re serious about leaving ...”

“For the sake of your feet, of course,” he agreed with a smirk.

“Of course.”

“And we probably need to get you out of some other clothes, too.”

“I mean, things might be getting a little tight.” Three months into a first pregnancy did not warrant true tightness in a new dress, but, nevertheless, I played along.

“I love you, Maya.”

God, I loved him, too. It still amazed me how much my life had changed since meeting him. I knew it came after a tremendous loss, and moving on at times had seemed impossible. But I was. I just had to believe that every day forward was going to be as beautiful as our wedding day. 

My life had never been that way, though. Never. So, a part of me—the inner most, realistic part—clung to the fear that it all could be taken away again ... just like that.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The white sheet was coming down on top of me. It was moving fast. I laid flat on my back beneath it, thinking all I had to do was move. I could sit up and swat it away. It should be that easy. But I felt stuck ... paralyzed even. And then I started to panic. The sheet wasn’t only coming down, but both of the sides were also squeezing in. I couldn’t breathe. Damn my claustrophobia. I tried my arms again, but it was to no avail. All I could do was scream. When the horrified cry left my mouth, though, it came out silent. It was trapped, too. 

Thankfully, the accumulating terror did accomplish one thing. It woke me. When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was a white sheet. It was above me, but it wasn’t trying to suffocate me in any sense. It was safe and secure as part of the romantic tent Hawk had the hotel recreate before our arrival. With a mattress instead of pillows anchoring us, the blanket fort was supposed to be reminiscence of our first time in that same exact hotel room ... the first time we met. And months later, I had treasured making love and falling asleep inside it the night before—day one of our honeymoon. That was until it subliminally transferred into the reoccurring nightmare I had been having for a few days.

I pursed my lips and began to try to regulate the tempo of my rapid breaths, which felt like a fan blowing at a decent speed. I knew it had been a dream. I didn’t need to panic. I was safe. No sheet or person was breaking free. They couldn’t take—

“Hey ...” Hearing his voice, I slowly turned my head to see Hawk propping himself on his side via his elbow. “What’s going on?” It was amazing how he could wake from a dead sleep and be so alert.

“Sorry.” Just two more slow draws of breath out and I would be okay. One. “I, uh, didn’t mean to wake you.”

“Mai, what’s wrong?"

“Just a bad dream.” And two. Better. But maybe one more would help.

“About?” His hand rhythmically and gently stroked the side of my face that was closest to him.

“I don’t know.” 

There was some truth in what I said. A lot of the dream evaporated instantly, but the ending part—right before the new addition of the suffocating sheet—always seemed to stick. I had no desire to relay it to Hawk, though. I wanted to solely be on our honeymoon with me in his arms.

“Really?” Obvious doubt dotted his question. “It’s been going on pretty much all week. I know it’s not you trying to think of some vows.”

“No. Sorry.” I felt bad about having been waking him for days. “I need you to hold me, okay?”

“Maya ...” His sigh told me he knew I was deflecting, even if my request was legit and something we both treasured.

“Tight,” I added. “You know how you do.”

It was amazing how his secure arms wrapped around me helped my claustrophobia. You would have thought the constriction would be even more troublesome, but I had come to realize it wasn’t the space I needed. It was the comfort. And Hawk was my personal breathing apparatus.

“Please.” I assisted in my request by turning and curling my body against his. “I can go back to sleep if you do.”

He gave in by using a common Hawk phrase. “You got it.” 

***
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I’m not sure which scent was stronger, the robust coffee or the salty sea air. Regardless, the two together seemed to be the perfect combination. I let my nose guide my bare feet to find the exact source. Even though it was only a little after sunrise, the hotel room’s balcony floor was already warm to the touch ... a significant difference from Nashville’s cooler temps. 

Sitting on one of the two striped beach chairs was a sight that was even better than the sweet smell. Hawk had his legs outstretched and his back toward me. Of course he was awake. He almost always was before me, despite going to sleep after. His gaze was on the turquoise water, which seemed to be lapping onto the still empty beach as if it was part of a perfectly timed orchestra. 

I closed my eyes and breathed in again. This—I thought—is how life should be. This is the peace and joy that should be with us every day. 

“I never experienced this balcony our first time here.” Walking around the side of his chair, I leaned over and gave him a good-morning kiss.

“Nope. Curtains needed to stay closed. We definitely had to stay out of sight.” He picked up a coffee mug from the small table next to him and handed it to me. “Decaf and should be hot. Unless you want to get the bucket and go look for some ice.” He wrinkled his nose with his tease.

I tasted the beverage and sat on the chair next to his. “No. Don’t need to necessarily relive that part.”

“The part when you first met me in the hallway? I’m hurt.” He mockingly put his hand up to his heart.

“If it didn’t involve us hearing nearby gunshots and running into your room without me even knowing who you were ...” I let out a light chuckle. “What do you suppose we will tell this kid about how we met?” Holding onto my belly, I felt a little swish of gas—a not-so-lovely joy of pregnancy. “I’m sure being barricaded and fearing for our lives isn’t exactly what a child expert would recommend for story time.”

Mid sip, he put down his own coffee and looked a little more directly at me. “That wasn’t what the nightmare was about last night, was it?”

“No.” Amazingly, all my thoughts of the hotel were positive, despite it being host to one of the most frightening experiences of my life. Because I associated it with our beginning, it did not cause an ounce of distress—awake or asleep. “Not at all.”

“Well, that’s good.” His eyes swayed back and forth across mine before he spoke again. “Are you going to make me ask seventeen katrillion times before you tell me what’s bothering you?”

“Seventeen katrillion ...” I teased. “Is that more than a billion or less?”

“Maya ...” My name came out partly as an exasperated sigh. “I think it’s been at least five times now.”

Because in the daylight everything seemed so much less threatening and I knew he would continue to ask, I told Hawk the truth. “I got a call a few days ago that he died.”

“He—” His one word started as a question but was quickly aborted. “Oh. Why didn’t you say something?” His tone may have sounded a bit angry to a passerby, but knowing him as I did, I understood it was more about concern and his need to protect.

I placed my coffee on the floor and rested my hand on top of his. “I know ... If it has to do with me, it has to do with you.” I recited something he had told me about the bond we shared—we were truly one.

“Damn straight.” 

I believed it—knew it—but still hated burdening him with things from my past, particularly when it concerned Jeff. And also ... “I didn’t want it to have to do with me, though. I didn’t want it to matter at all. I wanted to concentrate on us ... on this.” I caressed his hand.

“Well, it doesn’t seem to be working.”

“It is, though. I truly don’t think about it at all during the day. But for some reason, my dreams won’t let it go.”

“What was the dream about specifically?” His voice was softer. “You do remember, don’t you?”

My eyes shifted downward before meeting his again. “I don’t really have a clear image, but I know it’s Percy, and he’s pulling at something I’m carrying. I’m not sure what it is. He wants to take it with him, but I won’t let him. And I feel bad.”

“You feel bad?” His hand moved from mine as he shifted in his seat to turn more directly toward me. “Why?” 

I couldn’t help but think the same question. Why would I ever feel bad about the man who killed my first husband? The only thing I had was a theory. “Maybe it’s because I’m glad he ... Percy”—I spit out the killer’s name—“is dead. I mean, what kind of person is glad someone else died?”

“Oh, geez, Maya. A person who had their whole world upended by evil. That’s who. And you feel that with good reason."

I love how even though it was my past with another man and I had only gotten to know Hawk over a year after the tragedy, he supported and understood all of what I felt regarding it. For that reason, I opened up a little more. “When they called and told me Percy died, it brought back seeing him in prison.”

“I know you haven’t wanted to talk about exactly what happened during your visit, but you have to know it tortures me only being able to imagine the worst.”

I leaned over and pecked him a couple times with kisses of my appreciation. Then, after a breath, I decided to vocalize what went down in the prison a few weeks before. “He was nice.” On Hawk’s immediate disgruntled, deep throat sound, I clarified, “I mean ... no. I mean ... he wasn’t like all brooding and angry and ... I don’t know.” Hawk didn’t try to disguise his headshake as I continued, “Percy did all of the talking. I was simply concentrating on breathing—catching my breath and not panicking.” 

That time Hawk’s head movement was accompanied by an eye roll. He hadn’t wanted me to face Percy Kellerman at all. It had been a bone of contention between the two of us. He knew it would—with due right—cause me an immense amount of emotional distress. And with me telling the specifics as we sat on that balcony, he learned it had been physically painful, too. But I stood by my decision, believing it was something I had owed both Jeff and myself.

“He wanted to say his piece,” I continued. “He said that night he shot Jeff, he had been high because he’d just found out his illness was incurable. None of that ever came up at the trial. He hadn’t told anyone.”

“So that was his excuse for shooting someone? He found out he was sick?” Hawk’s voice was a mixture of irritation and disbelief. “Tons of people are diagnosed with awful stuff and don’t—"

“I know. He said he was only blowing off steam, shooting his gun off ... minding his own business. That was all in the original testimony. The neighbors called the cops. Even though Jeff was clocked out and on his way home, he heard the call and went by himself because he was close. He should have waited. He should have waited for backup.” Thinking of and relaying my deceased husband’s final moments choked me up every time, and I took a second or two to wipe my watery eyes and continue. “The defense said Percy shooting Jeff was accidental and drug induced. But he said to me in that prison, Hawk ... he said he did it because Jeff was a cop and he was raised to believe cops were like a disease, too. They were not good.”

“For God’s sake!” Hawk actually rose a little from his seat. “I would have ripped his head off.”

“He wanted me to forgive him, but I couldn’t.”

“Of course you couldn’t."

“I actually said I wouldn’t. He wanted forgiveness, and he wanted to die.” Once again sitting solidly back down, Hawk took my hand, which encouraged me to finish. “That’s all. You know I wasn’t in there long. I couldn’t ...”

“It felt like centuries.” He related his side of the tale, having sat outside the prison gates waiting for me to reemerge that day. “If it’s guilt you are feeling for not forgiving him, don’t.”

“Yeah, but I also think it’s knowing he’s gone is like letting one more piece of Jeff go. There’s no living person to be angry with anymore. It’s weird to be free of that. I know it’s important for my wellbeing. I should concentrate on remembering the good times, not how it ended. It’s a guilt for not holding on to that anger, or anything else, and being ... happy. Because that’s what I am. And there is no doubt in my mind that Jeff would have wanted that for me. I am so happy with you, Hawk.”

“Aw, Mai, come here.” He opened his arms to gather me in them. As I found my natural and comforting space against him, he said, “Thanks for telling me all of that.”

“Thank you for giving me the time to tell you.”

He rubbed my back for a little while before breaking the silence. “And, you know, I don’t think there’s any reason not to tell Little Bun the truth about our first time here ... the first time we met.” When I leaned back to look him in the eyes, he surged on with his reasoning. “The fact is, Mai, kids nowadays? They’re like in preschool and practicing active shooter drills.” When I scowled at that depressing mental image, he continued, “I know, but it’s true. When we tell our kid our story, the most important part is that they’ll know their momma is a kickass, brave woman who stands up for what is right and knows how to protect those around her.”

I shook my head at his sentiment. “It helps having you by my side.”

“You and me, Maya.” He winked.

I started to rest my head back onto his chest, but something halted my action. Slowly, I looked up to, once again, claim his eyes with mine. “Kickass?”

His eyebrows curled inward. “Of all the words I just said, that was the one you—?”

“I’ll tell you who is kickass.”

I placed his hand on my stomach. It wasn’t gas. It was our baby. It was his or her first flutters. I had known it was about the time to expect it, but I wasn’t thinking that way when I had first woken up. Yet, sitting there as close as I could to our little one’s dad, I knew it was their first kick. It was their first time to officially tell us they were there. While I knew the babe growing inside me couldn’t truly hear or certainly comprehend what was going on outside the womb, I wanted to believe she/he was letting us know that not only did it like the comfort of us bound in love, but it could also be brave and strong. I only hoped they wouldn’t have to face too many challenges, like I had in my life, to prove it.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Less than a month into our marriage, and I was pretty sure I had the “wife look” down. It was a week before Christmas. Hawk and I had brought gifts over to the Murphy house for the kids but none for their parents, and I was embarrassed when Finn announced they had gifts for us. It was bad enough to be empty-handed, but when it was your boss, it seemed ten times worse.

I opened my eyes wide with a glare at my husband. “You told me not to get anything for them. You said you don’t exchange gifts.” 

It was my first holiday season with the crew, but not Hawk’s. He had been Finn’s right-hand man for many years. He should have known. He shouldn’t have argued when I had wanted to buy something for Finn and Lara, too.

“We don’t,” Hawk immediately protested my words and gave a suspicious, thanks-a lot-bro look at the country crooner. 

“It’s really mostly a wedding gift,” he argued. “We were going to do something for—"

“Oh, really, we said not to do that.” Although, practically everyone Hawk and I told of our nuptials had sent something, including his mom, Della, who was upset about not being a part of our big day. “We don’t need anything,” I concluded.

“You two really are perfect for each other.” Finn shook his head at my statement, which I did recognize sounded a lot like what Hawk would have said.

“Chance and Arinn, come on, we’re going for a ride,” Lara called out to her little ones. When her son whined—clearly already enamored by one of the toys Hawk and I brought—Lara added, “You can bring it.”

“We’ll take my car.” Finn put one hand on Hawk and the other on me.

“What? Where are we going?” I asked Finn but glanced at Hawk, who had the same bewildered look as I did.

“To get your present,” our boss answered in a matter-of-fact way.

So, we were not only getting a gift, but we also had to drive somewhere to get it? What did that mean? I was not one for surprises, perhaps because so many dark moments in my life had happened completely out of the blue. At the same account, I needed to trust more. It was something Hawk was always encouraging me to do. With him I could. So when he agreed to the plan, I did, too.

As we entered the garage and started toward the Murphy Range Rover, Chance said the same thing I was thinking. “We can’t all fit.”

“Guess we leave the kiddos at home.” 

Finn was in a particularly lighthearted mood. It was nice to see. December was his downtime in his extremely fast-paced yearly schedule. He had more of a chance to spend time with family and compose. It was a complete contrast to his regular schedule of attending award shows, making TV appearances, and
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