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How could so much pain produce something so beautiful?

Isadora Silverman took another deep breath. She could sleep for a week and not be happy. Twenty hours of intense labor drained her of any energy she had. Every muscle in her body ached. She shifted to accommodate a particularly sore spot on her left hip.

The tiny bundle in her arms mewled. Perfect bow lips quivered as though they ached to open and cry. The child's little brow knit in protest, even if her eyes remained closed.

Isadora groaned and leaned her head back against the surprisingly fluffy pillows. She knew a child changed everything, but if her daughter would allow her one night of rest, Isadora swore she would never ask for quiet again. 

She wouldn't deny herself the experience of motherhood. She wouldn't deny herself the good and bad, together in perfect harmony. Not after she prayed so long for a child.

Thank you for this gift, Lord. Isadora released the prayer automatically. Only her God could grant such a beautiful, precious thing. 

The doctors said she and Avery would never bear children. Avery's brother, Abner, and his wife had five children, the youngest now fifteen years old. With Avery and Abner's ten-year age gap, it was no wonder. Yet, Isadora thought she would have children by now. She wanted at least three, but her womb made other plans.

Like Hannah of the Bible, Isadora poured out the hurt and pain to her Lord and Savior. And like Hannah, He heard her cries and gave her a child. A beautiful baby girl, with Avery's chin and Isadora's eyes.

If Isadora knew what childbirth felt like, she wouldn’t have asked for it. Now she wouldn't trade it for all the wealth in the world, to have such a wonderful blessing and know she played a part in creating it. The wonder of a child's birth never ceased to amaze her. 

“I have knit you together in your mother's womb,” Isadora whispered to her child. “He's right, you know. You are wonderfully made.”

Her daughter only wailed. 

“Are you hungry again?” Isadora lifted the perfect bundle and kissed her forehead. “Of course you are. You only ate three times in the last hour and a half.”

“She has her father's appetite.”

Isadora looked up to see her husband entering. “As long as her father brought her mother something to eat, preferably chocolate, I think I can forgive him for passing on that trait,” she replied.

Avery settled on the edge of the hospital bed and rested his hands in his lap. “What are you offering in return for this prized chocolate?”

“Did I or did I not just birth your child?” 

“Yes, but I spent months bringing you chocolate and ice cream and cookies and the like. I think you owe me something.”

Isadora pouted. “Avery, I just spent twenty hours in pain. Give me chocolate. Now.”

The baby wailed louder.

“See?” Isadora rocked her. “She's on my side.”

“We can't call her 'she' forever.”

Of course he redirected the argument to something practical. Isadora frowned. “Don't change the subject!”

Avery laughed. He dropped a kiss to his wife's cheek, then his daughter's head. “Of course I brought you chocolate, my love.” He pulled a Milky Way from his pocket and tore off the wrapper. Avery presented the chocolate like a royal gift. “My lady.”

Isadora laughed with him and snatched the candy bar. “Thank you.”

“I should be thanking you.” Avery smoothed a hand over the hat that hid the baby's downy hair. “She's beautiful. Just like her mother.”

“I can't take full responsibility. You had some part in it.” Isadora bit off a large chunk of the candy bar. Chocolate never tasted so good. Maybe everything tasted better after one endured such trauma to the body.

Avery leaned over and kissed Isadora square on the mouth. “Izzie, it has been my privilege to watch over you while she grew. Do you know how amazing our God is, sweetheart?”

“Yes.” Isadora sniffed and swallowed. Every little temptation to cry turned into some catastrophe. She would be glad when her hormones calmed down. “I never thought we could have this, Avery. This family. This precious bundle of joy. I mean... look at how perfect she is.”

Their daughter gave up crying and instead slept peacefully in Isadora's arms. Ten perfect, tiny fingers clutched the edge of the blanket. Beautiful dark lashes framed a round face and brushed either side of her button nose. Her lips opened ever so slightly with each breath.

Avery wiped a tear from Isadora's eye. “This isn't a time to cry. It's a time to be happy. See? I'm smiling. Can you smile with me?” 

“I am happy!” Isadora laughed at his over-exuberant grin. She reached her own hand to wipe away the last drops of moisture from her eyes. “Do you want to hold her?”

“It would be my honor.” Avery's grin dropped to a genuine smile. Only one of the reasons Isadora fell in love with him. So many other reasons tugged at her heart strings daily to remind her of their compatibility. Of their unlikely but wonderful adoration for each other.

With careful precision, Isadora lowered the baby into Avery's arms. The picture perfect father and daughter almost brought the tears back to the surface. Instead, Isadora chose to focus on Avery's eyes. She saw that look before, on many occasions. When he studied a piece of fine art. When he watched a sunset. The first day he laid eyes on her. 

Isadora knew beyond a shadow of a doubt what Avery thought about his new daughter. He gave that look to anything that took his breath away. Anything utterly beautiful. At least she knew Avery loved his daughter unconditionally and would treat her like a princess. Like he treated Isadora.

For a girl who barely knew her father, Avery's love changed everything. His faith saved her. 

Isadora knew now that both Avery and his views on faith were a godsend. Without them, she might have never had the opportunity for a family, because she might well have thrown herself from a moving car. Life hadn't been worth living without a cause. She tried to tell Avery's niece and nephews the same thing for years, but she might as well talk to a brick wall.

Avery glanced up and found her staring. “What are you looking at?”

Isadora grinned and settled back against the pillows. “The most handsome man I've ever laid eyes on.”

“Be still, my heart.” Avery leaned closer to his baby and whispered conspiratorially, “Did you hear that? That gorgeous woman over there thinks I'm handsome.”

Isadora laughed. Avery always lightened her load, no matter how heavy. “You're right. She needs a name.”

“Wow, talk about whiplash. Honey, I said that about ten minutes ago. You retain information that long?”

Isadora shrugged. Sometimes it took longer for things to click in her brain, but she never left anything open-ended. A ditz she never claimed to be. 

The baby stirred. Avery rocked her gently. “We could name her Gayle.”

“I'm not naming my child Gayle. You can forget that notion this instant.” Isadora couldn't believe he would suggest that. Gayle described the force of a strong wind, not a precious package like her daughter. 

Avery held up a hand in surrender. “What about Alexis?”

“Are you crazy? It sounds like a mid-sized sedan, not a name!”

“Okay, what do you suggest we name her, your highness?” 

Avery's mock disgust only served to amuse Isadora. She pressed a hand to her mouth to stifle her giggles. 

“Oh, you're going to laugh at me now?” Avery raised an eyebrow. “I'll give you something to laugh about.”

Balancing the baby in one arm, Avery reached out and tickled his wife with his free hand. 

Isadora didn't know what hurt worse: squirming away from Avery, laughing, or just her body in general. Any way she looked at it, Avery didn't help matters.

“S-stop!” She commanded between tearful belly-laughs. “Avery! Avery, stop it!”

His own laughter resonated around the quiet room. Avery set his hand against the bed and watched his wife calm down. “I didn't hurt you, did I?” 

“I hurt before you started anything. You just made it worse,” Isadora assured him. “Oh, they're going to think we're crazy. It's practically four in the morning, and we're in here having a grand old time.”

“When don't we have a grand old time?” Avery tilted his head, curious.

Isadora tucked loose hair behind her ears. “It takes a lot.”

“That's because you have a million-watt smile and you milk it.”

“Said the man who uses his puppy eyes to get what he wants!”

“I have puppy eyes?” Avery dropped his chin and leveled his soulful gaze on her. 

Isadora didn't realize just how accurately she described that look. He might as well be a lost puppy dog begging for a scrap of bread. “Stop it! We're in a hospital room!”

“That never stopped me before.” Avery sat down in the chair beside the bed and kicked one leg up over the other. “I was the happiest fifth grader in the ER.”

“Why did you go to the ER?” Isadora folded her arms across her chest. Even that hurt.

“One of the bullies at school bet I couldn't do the monkey bars one-handed.” Avery shrugged.

“And?”

“I will have you know that even though I broke my ankle in the process, I won that bet. He never bullied another kid again.”

Isadora smiled dreamily. “That's one of the things I love most about you.”

“My innate ability to turn any situation into a five-hour debacle?” 

“No.” She rolled to her side and curled one arm under her pillows. “You would risk your own life if it meant other people's lives would get better. You're so giving and so protective, even when you don't know who you're protecting.”

“When you come with as much dough as I do, you either use it to help others or become an insensitive narcissist. I liked the first option better.” Avery busied himself with the baby's blanket as if it came undone.

“I like the name Hadassah,” Isadora offered. 

“Like the girl in the Bible?” Avery asked.

Isadora nodded once. “The thought of having such a purpose, such a destiny. It's always intrigued me. I've always wanted a destiny that affects more than just me. And Hadassah helped a lot of people, like you like to do.”

“Sweetums, you don't have to convince me. I'll agree to anything you want to name her. I'm not picky. Heck, I wanted to name her Gayle of all things.” Avery rolled his eyes melodramatically. 

Isadora considered for no more than a minute. “Hadassah Joy. Does that sound okay?”

Avery smiled back at her. “Izzie, I would name her Brunhilda if you asked me to, and you know it.”

“But I want you to like it. If you hate it, I don't want to live with that guilt.”

Avery stood and placed the baby back into her mother's arms. He kissed Isadora's forehead and caressed her cheek. “I love it. Hadassah Joy Silverman. It's a beautiful name, and you don't have to feel guilty.”

Isadora stretched her neck to kiss him. “Thank you for giving her to me.”

“Aw, honey, that was all God. We couldn't have done it without a lot of prayer and a couple miracles.” Avery leaned back down to return her kiss. “If we weren't in a hospital...”

Hadassah let out a sharp cry.

Both parents turned to look at her as she cried again. Avery bowed his head and laughed. 

Isadora didn't see what was so funny, but she wasn't about to let this moment pass. These were the things she would remember for a lifetime. Small moments that would all too soon fade away. 

Deep blue eyes opened to look at her father. Hadassah then turned to Isadora and cooed.

“I think Hadassah is going to be one of those kids that interrupts all the good parts of their parents' flirting.” Avery made a face.

Isadora laughed. “She's just hungry.”

“As long as she knows I get some time, too,” Avery pouted.

“Oh, I'm sure she'll be just fine with that.” Isadora winked at her husband and relished the red blush that spread over his face. She liked to know she still made him blush. Even when the newest part of their world, the part that changed everything, nestled softly in her arms. 

Their perfect little Hadassah.
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This was all unfair. 

The younger Silverman and his woman didn't deserve this happiness, not when it meant agony for others. They didn't care. They never cared. They probably didn't even know. 

Generations of Silvermans, ruining his family's lives one by one. Because Avery found religion, he thought himself better than all his forefathers. Rage knew better. The guilt fell as heavily on Avery as it did on the rest. All the Silvermans must go, so he could claim what rightfully belonged to him. 

Rage drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. According to his sources, they went home today. Today, his plan began. His mom thought him immature, but Rage intended to prove her wrong. He would make it all right. He would get what she deserved from these people. Everything.

A long black limousine pulled up to the hospital door and stopped.

Rage glanced back at the parking lot entrance. No media. No paparazzi. Where were all the fame seekers and photo grabbers? Finding the hospital they occupied was the easiest part of the plan. Did he possess more brains than everyone else? 

He checked his watch. Mom wouldn't miss him for another hour, at least. Avery better get his wife in line and get her going. They may have all the time in the world, but thanks to Avery's grandfather, Rage didn't.

The automatic doors slid open. Rage lifted a pair of binoculars from the seat beside him. 

An orderly in blue scrubs wheeled a chair through the doors. 

Yes. Rage smiled. This place gave him what he came for.  

Avery spoke congenially with the nurse, hands waving as he told a story. The wife focused solely on the wad of blanket in her arms. He figured the blankets held the kid. It didn't matter if it was a boy or girl, but the pink elephants suggested a baby girl. Some people might think the happy family cute, but he knew better. The sight disgusted him.

How could they act like everything in the world played out right? How did they act so happy all the time?

A black-capped chauffeur jumped from the front of the limo and raced to open the back door. He nodded to the older Silvermans, then bent to introduce himself to the baby, hands folded behind his back.

Sickening, really. To feel such an obligation. To bow and preen and introduce yourself to a child less than a week old. The Silvermans brainwashed their servants and staff with their talk of a merciful God, but they would never reach inside Rage's mind. He knew better, and he could see right through their act.

Avery scanned the parking lot.

Rage dropped his binoculars and shrank down in his seat. Did Avery see him? Did he sense him there, watching their every move?

Don't be ridiculous, you idiot.

Avery didn't see him or sense him. He couldn't possibly know someone watched them. Statistically, the probability of feeling someone's eyes on the back of your neck sat in the low teens. Impossible, if you asked him. His cover remained intact. 

Avery looked away, as if to say “everything is in its place.”

Rage started his engine and waited. Everything was, indeed, in its place. Every aspect of his plan would soon come together. After that, the world would be his. He could buy anything he wanted, and his mother would have all the fine things she deserved. This was all for her, he reminded himself. He couldn't let greed get in the way. Everything he did—everything he would do—was all to show her a better life.

The orderly shook hands with Avery and shut the car door behind the happy couple. The limousine pulled out.

Rage shifted his vehicle into drive, waited for two more cars to pull out before him, and followed the limo out onto the road. 

No need to panic, he reminded himself. Today, he surveilled. His true plan would go into full effect later. Right now, he needed to know their schedule and habits. It would all change with the baby on board. Their agendas had been erratic at best before this kid. Maybe now it would all settle down into some sort of routine. He hoped.

He didn't have to pay much attention to follow a limo. They could at least choose a less conspicuous vehicle. The stupidity of the rich never ceased to amaze him. 

The long black car turned off the main road and slowed down.

Rage did a loop and turned off after it. They probably headed straight for the estate, but he wanted to be sure. They could turn off anywhere after that intersection. To be on the safe side, he cruised slowly down the lane until he saw the estate in the distance. 

Sure enough, the gate clicked closed as he passed.

Rage stopped his car and watched the limo pull up to the mansion's front door. Even with their gates and security and cameras, they weren't safe. He would get to them. He would get even with them. Nothing could keep him out. He belonged there, even if they didn't realize it. 

Once he made up his mind about what to do with them, nothing would stop him from carrying it out. Not Avery. Not his wife. And not that baby of theirs. They all had to go. It was just a matter of when.

“I'll be back for you,” he muttered.

Rage checked his watch. Mom needed her meds soon, and he would be there to assist her. Like always. The dutiful son. 

He put his car in drive, pressed the gas pedal, and pealed away.
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Five years later...

Morgan Silverman studied his reflection in the floor-length mirror. Not too shabby. No one would be able to tell he wanted to sob his heart out not thirty minutes ago. Morgan Silverman didn't cry. Even when his world shattered, Morgan Silverman held it together. No matter what.

He straightened his Hermès tie and rolled his shoulders back. He needed tonight. Not only because Ashley was beautiful, talented, and everything he could ever want in a date, but because he needed to forget. On today of all days, he had to forget.

Morgan studied the mini bar, silently reminding himself that he was too young to drink. He never used alcohol to numb his pain, but the temptation grew with each passing year. His mouth watered. A voice in the back of his head told him it couldn't hurt to drink just one glass. Morgan swallowed hard and shook his head. He used other ways to dull his pain. Much less dangerous ways. 

He checked his watch. Ten minutes until he needed to be at Ashley's door. Plenty of time. He pulled his phone from his pocket to check his reservation at the restaurant downstairs. 

The screen lit up and the phone blared Somebody That I Used to Know by Gotye. Morgan groaned. Great. Jessica. She had lousy timing. Then again, maybe the timing wasn't so bad. At least he had an excuse to hang up on her once she lectured him. He sighed and slid his thumb across the green button.

“Sis,” he dead-panned.

“Morgan.” Jessica sounded like she had been crying. “How have you been?”

Like she only called to ask that. Contrary to what Jessica believed about him, he recognized the significance of the day. “Jess, you've never been good at small talk.”

During the long pause, Morgan could almost picture his oldest sibling running a hand through her perfect blonde hair. He never understood why she took time to style it in the morning if she insisted on messing it up. 

“I guess some things never change,” Jessica said simply. 

“No. They don't.” Morgan paced the length of the room. “So what do you really want?”

“Kev and I made plans to visit... you know...” Jessica's voice trailed off.

Morgan worked his jaw. He would not break down, especially not on the phone with his overbearing older sister. “Their graves?”

“Yeah. In about an hour. We didn't know if you wanted to come with us.”

Morgan tensed. Go to the cemetery? With Jessica and Kevin? It would only end in disaster. Besides, she didn't ask for his sanity, she asked for her own. If he didn't go, Jess would have to watch her little monsters while she and Kevin “grieved”. Morgan loved his niece and nephew, but he didn't want to travel to a cemetery just to run around with them. He'd take them to the park if he wanted time with them. Then for an ice cream, their little secret. 

But... Morgan buttoned, then unbuttoned his Armani jacket. Could he do it? Could he look at the graves and go on living with the knowledge that it hadn't been an accident? What kind of man would he be if he refused to go? Then again, what kind of man would he be if he accepted?

“Morg?” Jessica's voice broke through his thoughts.

Morgan cleared his throat and checked his watch again. “I told you. I don't see the point in going to look at the graves. They're dead. Gone. Why do I need to remind myself of that?”

“Because you never grieved!” Jessica exploded. “You ran away and left the rest of us in a river of sorrow! You didn't even tear up.”

“I'm not a monster, Jess. I just don't deal with sorrow like the rest of you. Crying works for you guys, but it doesn't do anything for me. I'm different. Let it go.”

Jessica huffed. “Everyone needs to cry, Morgan.”

“Yeah? Well, not me.” Morgan flexed a fist. “I'll deal with it my way.”

“You mean womanizing and drowning your sorrows? I'll tell you one thing right now, Morgan Isaiah Silverman! That is no way to deal with what's inside. You have to let it out. If you won't cry, just talk to someone. Talk! That's all I'm asking.”

“I don't drown my sorrows!” Morgan spat back. “I haven't touched a drop of alcohol. Ever. Besides, it's illegal. Or don't you remember I'm only twenty? Did you forget me that fast?”

“Did you forget who you are too?” Jessica sighed. Morgan could imagine her rubbing that sensitive spot between her eyebrows. “Look, I didn't call to argue.”

“Then why did you call?” Morgan wished he could throw something. Right now. That would help relieve his frustration. Only Jessica pulled this kind of rise out of him, and she did so often.

“It's been two years, Morg. Come home.” Jessica's voice broke.

Morgan blinked, sniffed, and swallowed the lump in his throat. Always the big sister. Always looking out for the others. “I can't, Jess. You know that.”

“Because you'd have to face what happened that night? Or because you'd have to face their memory?”

“I have a date I have to get to.” Morgan started for the door. Sure, Jessica meant well, but she didn't realize why he couldn't go back. He hadn't set foot in that house in two years, and he wouldn't set foot in it for the rest of his life, if he had any say about it. “She's waiting on me.”

“Morgan?”

Morgan stopped at the door. He hadn't ever heard Jessica sound so vulnerable. So open and sincere. Was she okay? “Yeah, Jess.”

“I just want you to be okay. I don't want you to push us all away because it hurts too much. We're here for you. That goes for all of us.” 

“Yeah.” 

He knew that. Deep down. It didn't always feel like they wanted the best for him, though. He would rather hang out with Uncle Avery. At least he understood him. Uncle Avery knew how to let him be silent, or when to tell him a good story or a joke. Aside from the whole Christianity thing, Uncle Avery might have been a carbon copy of his own dad. 

“I won't keep you,” Jessica said. “Jesus loves you, Morg. So do I.”

There it was again. The ever-beckoning call to turn to this Jesus fellow. Morgan still resisted the urge. Nothing could help him, especially not religion. He needed to figure this out on his own.

“Talk to you later, Jess.” Morgan hung up before she could bombard him with her brainwashing crap. Religion worked for her, but he wasn't one to turn to something so superficial. Not after the murders.

He silenced the phone and slid it into his inside jacket pocket. If all went well, he wouldn't need it, anyway. If Jess wanted to relive her pain, let her. He would forget his pain, his way.

Morgan pushed the sadness from his mind and focused on counting room numbers. Three-oh-two... Three-oh-four... Three-oh-six...

He stopped at door three-oh-eight and straightened his tie one last time. Preparation never hurt anyone. A good first impression was the only impression he ever needed to make. Or so his life motto went.

Morgan unbuttoned his jacket, reached forward, and knocked. He rebuttoned his jacket, folded his hands behind his back. Ashley was fairly punctual and besides, a few minutes of waiting time would calm his frazzled nerves. He would wait for her to answer.

Ashley called something from inside, too muffled for Morgan to make it out clearly. The door clicked open.

“Sorry,” Ashley apologized. She poked a thin gold string at her ear. “I meant to be ready by now. Really. I didn't think it would take so long to do my hair or makeup or put on this ridiculous dress or—”

“­—Ashley.” Morgan smiled. “Calm down. I'm not mad.” He held out a hand. “Give me the earring before you impale yourself.”

Ashley hesitated only a minute before she settled the golden string in Morgan's hand. “Thanks,” she mumbled.

Morgan stepped closer and brushed her auburn hair behind her ear. He could smell apple blossoms and citrus. Probably her perfume. There was something worth getting distracted over. He slid the earring into her lobe in one try and took a step back. “There. Better?”

“Yes, thank you.” Ashley fixed her hair and took a breath. “So... how do I look?” She struck a pose worthy of supermodel status.

Morgan looked her over. He would like to commend the designer who created the black dress Ashley poured over her size two frame. A deep V stretched halfway down her torso, though it tastefully covered all the important areas. The skirt sat too short to miss Ashley's killer, mile-long legs. A comb held back half her rusty red hair and the rest hung in free waves down her back. Her eyes glittered brighter than any of her jewelry, though Morgan didn't miss the careful selection of pieces that made her shine. 

He grinned. “You look stunning.”

Ashley beamed and dropped the pose. She glanced to the floor, then coyly raised her gaze to Morgan. “I've never been called stunning before.”

“That's a shame,” Morgan clucked his tongue. She looked amazing, and only words like stunning would do to describe it. Why did no one use the English language as a romantic technique anymore?

“I'm beginning to think it really is,” Ashley agreed. She grabbed one of those strapless purses from inside her room and closed the door behind her. “I'm going to raise my standards.”

“'A man's reach should exceed his grasp or what's a heaven for'?” 

“You quote poetry, too?” Ashley tilted her head. “You intrigue me, Morgan Silverman.”

“Not nearly as much as you intrigue me.” Morgan offered his arm. “Shall we?”

He relished the feeling of Ashley's slender fingers against the crook of his arm. She leaned in to him. Her hair brushed his suit jacket. 

“Thank you for doing all this,” she whispered.

Morgan furrowed his brow and slowed his step. He hadn't thought about her four-inch heels. He didn't remember ever feeling this unfocused during a date. “For doing... what?”

“For the hotel room. And the dress. And a fancy dinner. No one's ever treated me like this before.” Ashley pulled him to a stop and raised to the tips of her toes to kiss his cheek. “So, thank you.”

Morgan looked down into her hazel eyes. After only two years, they were both so far removed from the stereotypes of high school. The cheerleader and the book nerd. No one thought Morgan would become the most sought-after date in the county. No one believed Ashley Rosings would go out with him. 

Not only the stereotypes changed. So did the people behind them. 

Morgan knew the murders changed him. A little for better, a little for worse. He had never been so solemn before, even if he still put up a front of happiness. He had been the first to laugh and the first to help those in need. Until he learned God only helped those who helped themselves. A brutal lesson he never wished to repeat. He listened to the teacher the first time.

Ashley seemed changed, too. Gone was the happy-go-lucky teenager who dated the football team and cheered on the sidelines. She matured, perhaps beyond her years, but so did Morgan. Even so, Ashley retained a sort of natural vulnerability. An ability to make the most mundane things sound like music to a man's ears. She had always been flirty, but now her flirtations thrived on another level. 

In her eyes, Morgan saw only trust. He knew he couldn't break that. “Ash... I don't expect anything in return.”

“I know.” Her eyes glittered. “That's what makes it special.”

“I'm not...” How did he explain without sounding like a total jerk? There were some things he just couldn't do. Committing was one of them. “I don't usually go on, you know, more than one date with a girl.”

“I know.” Ashley tucked her arm farther through his. “I know your reputation, Morgan. You date, sometimes you spend the night, and then you're off like a bee to the next flower. But a girl can strive to change that, can't she?”

Morgan threw her a cockeyed grin and nodded once. “Alright, then.”

“Great. Glad we got that settled. Now...” Ashley tugged him forward and glanced sideways at him. “How about that dinner you promised me?”

Morgan laughed and led her to the elevator. He couldn't quite figure her out. One minute she flustered so easily he had to calm her, the next she was seductive as they come, and then she became a confident social butterfly. He really jumped into the deep end this time. What possessed him to ask her out in the first place? 

Even in the elevator, Ashley held to his arm. Morgan grinned at that. Most girls let go as soon as they were out of sight. He thought he must be terrifying to cause such a reaction. Maybe he had been dating the wrong kind of girl.

The maitre'd seated them in a cozy back corner, away from prying eyes. Morgan silently thanked the man. He learned, growing up, that the media wasn't his friend. More so in his eighteenth year than ever before. From this angle, he would see them coming from miles away. A comfort he desperately needed.

Ashley surprised him yet again when she ordered steak. He expected something health-conscious or figure safe. Like salad or soup. He picked a definite winner this time. His brothers would be all over this if they found out about her. They hounded him to find a steady girl and commit to her for years now.

“So,” Ashley began as she tore a bite from a breadstick, “what drove Morgan Silverman to become a ladies' man?”

Morgan chuckled. “A bit direct, isn't it?”

“I'm a very blunt person, once you get to know me.” Ashley grinned back. “I see what you're trying to do, and it won't work. I have a very large propensity for curiosity, and I won't rest until you answer my question.”

“Says the girl who did everything but answer the question in debate class.” Morgan grabbed a breadstick of his own and raised a single eyebrow, challenging her.

Ashley swallowed. She stared at him, wide-eyed and mouth agape. “I will have you know that I answered every question they threw at me. I just answered them... diplomatically.”

“A non-answer is not an answer and we both know it.”

Ashley pointed her breadstick at him. “A diplomatic answer. And, heck yes, it's an answer!”

“Okay, okay. You win.” Morgan shook his head. “You always win. I'll answer your question.”

“Thank you.”

“You're welcome.” Morgan thought about it. How to answer without sounding completely insensitive? If he told the truth, she would no doubt get up and leave. No one wanted to carry the weight of that baggage on their shoulders. Others made the choice to walk away when they couldn't handle it. “I wouldn't really call myself a ladies' man. More of a man with many ladies. When I find the right one, I expect it will change my life.”

Ashley laughed, one of those deep, rich laughs only movie stars mastered. “That was very diplomatic. Thank you for answering.”

Morgan soaked in the sound of her laugh. So easy and free. Had he ever laughed like that? Definitely not in the past couple of years. He tried to make light of it, but something told him his heart still held the weight. Maybe it always would. He vowed that he wouldn't commit, at least until he found someone that could share his pain. But, what if he didn't need someone who could share his pain? What if he needed someone who could take it all away?

By dessert, Ashley made a dent in his heart. 

Morgan didn't think one woman could be more attractive, insightful, and tantalizing than Ashley Rosings. She rehashed their high school days on very rare occasions, for which Morgan thanked his lucky stars. She focused on the here and now, things that could lift any man's spirit. Her excited puppy-dog reaction to tiramisu made him want to kiss her then and there, but Morgan restrained himself.

“What's the most defining moment of your life?” Ashley




























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
WEGAN FATHERELE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





