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      Ronan

      

      My phone’s alarm blares on the nightstand next to me, and I roll over to swipe that damn noise away as fast as I can. Still half asleep, I fumble with the phone, and it drops to the floor.

      “Jesus!” I groan in frustration before leaning over to pick it up as it still screams out that annoying sound.

      Finally, I silence it and set the damn thing back on my nightstand before lying back down to stare up at the ceiling for a few moments as my brain struggles to accept it’s time to get out of bed. Next to me, Kate stirs, somehow able to sleep through the noise I chose a few months ago since I couldn’t seem to wake up to anything more soothing.

      “You okay over there?” she whispers, the sound of amusement filling her words.

      “Uh-huh,” I grunt out, still struggling with achieving full consciousness.

      “I don’t know why you choose that sound for an alarm. It reminds me of the noise I think alerted the town folk when Chernobyl happened. I wake up every day sure I’m in the center of a full nuclear reactor meltdown.”

      Fully awake at last, I roll over toward her and see a stream of sunlight poking through the curtains across the room. As always, she looks beautiful lying there trying to wake up to begin her day.

      Kate smiles up at me before gently touching the tip of my nose. She worries about having bad breath in the morning, so she refuses to kiss me until after she brushes her teeth. Typical Kate concerned about things I never even think of. I’ve tried to convince her it doesn’t matter since I have morning breath too, but she insists on the nose thing.

      So every morning instead of kissing me, she touches the tip of my nose and asks, “Did you sleep well?”

      She asks me that now, and I nod. “I think so. At least until my phone decided to ruin things. You?”

      Stretching her arms above her head, she sits up and swings her legs off the side of the bed. “I did. I couldn’t get to sleep at first last night because you were sawing wood over there, but it was probably more because I was thinking about my meeting today with Jonas Brinley’s parents after school.”

      By the time I remember who Jonas is, she’s already in the bathroom brushing her teeth. He’s the kid who doesn’t seem to be progressing as well as Kate thinks he should. From what she’s told me, he’s a nice kid. He just seems to be distracted by things at home.

      His parents, on the other hand, aren’t as delightful as little eight-year-old Jonas, unfortunately. They’ve postponed this meeting twice already because neither one of them seems to have the time in their schedules. Kate practically had to bring the principal into the matter to get them to agree to today’s meeting. From what she’s heard from the little guy, he spends more time with his nanny than either of his high-powered and very successful parents.

      I roll out of bed much slower than Kate and crack my neck. My prosthetic hand sits on the dresser a few feet away, and on most days, putting that on would be the first thing I do.

      I’ve got something better in mind for this morning, though.

      “You’re going to be great. It’s not like you’re asking them to come in because the kid’s a problem child. You’re just hoping to work with them to get him to where you think he can be,” I say as I make my way toward the bathroom.

      Stopping in the doorway, I lean against the wall and watch as she finishes up the all-important first task of her day. She’s so beautiful, even first thing in the morning when her hair is a mess (her words, not mine) and she’s wearing one of my old T-shirts from college that comes down almost to her knees.

      When she finishes rinsing the toothpaste out of her mouth, she looks over at me and smiles, shaking her head. “How is it possible you always wake up looking as good as you do when you walk into a room in a tux while I need an hour first thing before I can even think of walking out in public?”

      “You don’t. You just think you do. You’re just as gorgeous right now a few minutes after waking up as you are dressed to the nines.”

      Kate mumbles something about life being unfair as I step into the bathroom and move behind her. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I nuzzle her neck as I tilt my hips forward to let her know I’m up and raring to go.

      “I think you need a little Ronan to get you set for your day,” I whisper against her skin just below her ear.

      She looks at me in the mirror and grins. “Nothing about you is little, honey.”

      Glancing up, I shrug. “Well, he’s little Ronan to my big Ronan. Whatever you want to call him, he’s ready, and I think the two of us will be sorely disappointed if you say you want to shower alone today.”

      Even now, after being together for so long and living together for nearly a year, she blushes, utterly seducing me. She has no idea she can do that with just a little smile and her cheeks growing pink. Turning in my hold, she looks up at me, stands on her tiptoes, and presses a tiny kiss to my lips.

      “How am I supposed to say no when you’re so sexy and clearly up and at ‘em?” she asks while she slides her palms down over my chest and ribs.

      I dip my head and kiss her minty fresh mouth. “You’re not.”

      Kate palms my cock and rubs the pad of her thumb on the underside, sending waves of need coursing through my body. She knows exactly what to do to make me go wild for her.

      “I love what you’re doing there, but I’ve got an even better idea,” I say, nearly moaning in pleasure as she continues to excite me.

      With a little smile that has more than a hint of the devil in it, she says, “Oh? Well, I think we have enough time.”

      “If not, then we can be late,” I say as I lead her back to our bed.

      “You know, Ronan, school doesn’t work on the schedule of when you want to have sex,” she says with a chuckle.

      I slip my old burgundy T-shirt over her head and groan at how incredible seeing her makes me feel. “I’ll write you an excuse.”

      That makes her laugh more. Leaning back on the bed, she looks up at me and asks, “What’s it going to say? To whom it may concern, please excuse Kate for being late. She was busy having great sex?”

      Covering her body with mine, I tilt my hips forward so my cock slides through her wet pussy. I cradle her face and whisper in her ear, “We’ll work on the wording. For now, let’s just focus on the great sex part.”

      Kate moans as she opens her legs to take all of me, and even though all I want to do is fuck her senseless, I force myself to take my time. I know we don’t have long to enjoy ourselves since she has to be on time for work, but I want to revel in the feel of her for as long as possible.

      She runs her fingernails down my bare back, making taking my time next to impossible. “You drive me crazy when you do that,” I moan in her ear.

      I slide into her warm and willing body as she says, “That’s why I do it.”

      This is one of the reasons I love Kate. She’s sweet and kind to the third graders she teaches, but when we’re alone, she drives me crazy with how sensual she is.

      Slowly, I pump into her, loving the sound of her ecstasy with every moan and soft grunt she makes. My body feels like it’s on fire, like every nerve ending is alive and aching with desire.

      Kate wraps her legs around my waist and presses her heels into the small of my back in that way she does that tells me she’s loving how incredible this feels too. Her fingernails dig into my back between my shoulder blades, and when I rear up to thrust hard into her, she tears at my skin.

      “Oh, God…Ronan, don’t stop!”

      In my mind, I think, “I couldn’t stop now if I had wild horses pulling me away.”

      Beads of sweat form on her skin, and I taste the saltiness of them when I kiss her neck. I sense she’s close, so I thrust harder and faster, wanting her to come as much as I need to myself.

      I roll her over so she’s on top, knowing she loves this position because it never fails to make her orgasm fast. Normally, I’d prefer to linger when it comes to sex, enjoying much more foreplay and taking my time, but that really isn’t an option thanks to her job.

      She looks down at me all flush and sexy and smiles. “Great minds think alike. I was just going to suggest this.”

      Setting my hands on her hips, I start to guide her up and down on my cock. I love how sweet but oh so sexy she looks when she rides me.

      I look up into her blue eyes and let myself get lost in them as second by second she moves me closer to coming. Kate rolls her hips and leans down to kiss me long and deep, and then a second or two later, I feel her cunt tighten around my cock. I cup her gorgeous breasts and squeeze her pink nipples because I know that never fails to excite her.

      If only she didn’t have to go to work.

      Faster and faster I pump into her, desperate to feel release and hers along with mine. She comes a few moments later, collapsing on my chest as I feel the last of my restraint fade away. I’m like a machine, fucking her until I come hard, filling her up.

      After, we lay quietly, our damp bodies wet from sweat and sex, until she lifts her head and sighs. “I’d call that the breakfast of champions. Wouldn’t you?”

      I sit up to kiss her softly and whisper against her lips, “Definitely.”

      “Too bad I can’t stay here all day. I wish I could,” she says before kissing me one last time and then easing off me.

      Folding my arms behind my head, I watch her climb off the bed and walk over to the bathroom. “Say the word and I’ll get you a doctor’s excuse to stay in bed with me all day.”

      She rolls her eyes and smiles but doesn’t answer me before walking into the bathroom to get ready for her workday. For a moment, I consider heading in to join her in the shower for round two, but I know she has to go to work.

      That’s okay. The beauty of living with someone is that you can have sex whenever you want to. I look forward to tonight.

      

      Grabbing half a bagel, Kate kisses me on the cheek before rushing toward the front door. “I love you! See you tonight. Remember I’m meeting with all the bridesmaids after work today to make sure everything’s set for our big day.”

      She stops after flinging the door open and looks back at me. “You’ve got all your groomsmen in order, right?”

      I don’t want to worry her, so I lie. “Of course. Most of them are my brothers, so they know if they don’t fall in line they’ll have to deal with me. Not to worry, babe. One month from now, you’ll see.”

      Relief washes over her face. “Good. Okay, I’ll see you tonight! Wish me luck with the Brinleys.”

      “You don’t need luck. You’ve got this. Love you!”

      A second later, the door slams behind her and she’s on her way out to the car service I arranged so she doesn’t have to worry about how she’ll get to and from the city. Alone, I try not to think about the fact that Marius and Kellen still haven’t done anything about their tux situation. Matthias owns one since he has to attend black tie functions more often as the head of King Industries than my other two brothers, so he’s all set. Those two, though, will need to rent them, unless they suddenly have the urge to buy formalwear, although knowing them, that’s a hard no.

      The memory of one of those two telling me their tux was sitting at the bottom of some lake drifts through my mind, but the details escape me. Sounds like Kellen, but knowing Marius’s history, it very well could be him who ended up buck naked on a boat somewhere.

      Clearly, I need to get this handled, so there’s no time like the present.

      I call Kellen first since I know he’s up at seven in the morning. He answers quickly, but something tells me he’s not having a great day already.

      “What’s up, Ronan?” he asks in a clipped tone.

      “Just calling to see how you’re doing and to check on how the tux issue is going.”

      He doesn’t immediately answer, making me wonder if he ended the call, but then a second later, he exclaims, “Fuck! Hang on. I’ve got to stop this bleeding or I’m going to look like a fucking wolf attacked me this morning.”

      The phone drops, making a clanging sound, and I wait as I wonder what’s happened to ruin his day this early. Kellen has never been a morning person, so it might be simply that he’s pissed he’s awake at this time.

      In the background, I hear Salem say something and then laugh. That’s not going to be good. In addition to being a cranky soul in the morning, what he hates even more is when others don’t cater to that miserable way of his at the crack of dawn. My brothers and I never tiptoed around his feelings as kids when he acted like this before school, but I guess I’d always assumed Salem took a gentler approach to his hatred of this time of day.

      A second later, he comes back to the phone. The sulking is crystal clear in his voice. “Sorry about that. You know me and mornings. Salem says hi.”

      Obviously, Salem has a way of dealing with this brother we never figured out because that’s the first time I’ve ever heard Kellen apologize for his behavior.

      “Tell her I said hi. I hear she’s meeting with Kate and the rest of the bridesmaids after work today.”

      “Yeah. I think she mentioned something about that. So what’s up? You getting cold feet and want me to hide you away on some island so Kate can’t drag you down the aisle?” he asks with a chuckle.

      My instinct is to clap back at his attempt at being funny, but knowing how he acts in the morning, I hold back. Kellen and I have always been closer to one another than any of our other brothers, so I know him almost as well as I know myself. He’ll only give me a hard time if I don’t humor him today, so better to go with ignoring his teasing.

      “Nah. I’m looking forward to it,” I say before downing the rest of my orange juice.

      That makes him chuckle again. “I know. That’s how it is when you find the one. You and Kate were made for one another. We all saw that when you were in high school. So let me guess. You’re calling me because even though you went with Marius as your best man, I’m the one who’s responsible for planning a blowout bachelor party and you’re not sure I can handle the challenge. Well, you don’t have to worry. I’ve got it covered. Just you wait until you see what I’ve got planned.”

      My bachelor party is the last thing on my mind. It’s not like we’re going to do anything like have strippers or get so drunk I can’t stand up to say my vows the next day. I’ve never been into that kind of thing, and he knows it.

      At least I think he does.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine. You know me. I’m pretty chill about things like bachelor parties. I assume it’s going to be all of us sitting around eating some good food, smoking cigars, and drinking some good whiskey.”

      When he doesn’t say anything to that, I add, “Right?”

      Again, he laughs. I think I preferred when he was a miserable bastard when he woke up rather than Mr. Chuckles.

      “Don’t worry, Ronan. I know you. You’re my baby brother. I’ve looked out for you nearly all my life. I wouldn’t do anything to ruin your big day.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief at hearing that. “Good. By the way, have you taken care of the tux yet? I know you won’t be buying one, so you need to get yourself to the rental place.”

      “Jeez, dude. You don’t get married for a month. Why are you stressed out about my tux? I’m your brother, Ronan. Trust me. I’ll have the right clothes on when you see me standing with you at the altar. If I were you, I’d be more worried about Marius.”

      Kellen likes to think that our older brother is going to be an issue, but I work with Marius at our foundation, Hope Forward, so it’s not like my wedding isn’t on the top of his mind. This brother, on the other hand, I rarely see since he and Salem are always so busy with their jobs. Even more, Ava talks to Eden nearly every day, and I know between those two, they have Marius and his tux under control.

      I don’t tell Kellen that, though.

      “Yeah, I’ll be calling him right after I get off the phone with you. Just tell me you’ll have it handled, okay? If Kate finds out from Salem tonight that you haven’t even thought about it, she’s going to be stressed out. I don’t want that for her.”

      My brother hums into the phone. “You’re coming through loud and clear. Make sure Salem tells Kate I’m on it so she doesn’t worry. Got it.”

      Closing my eyes, I pinch the bridge of my nose in frustration. “Or you could just go to the tux place and get fitted so it’s ready for the wedding. That could happen, right?”

      Salem once again says something in the background, and Kellen sighs. “I’m getting it from all sides here. Okay, I swear I won’t screw this up. I’ll get there today or tomorrow. It’s just that you have us all going to that place out near you and I’m in the city all the time, but I’ll get to it. Scout’s honor.”

      I imagine him holding up the Boy Scout sign with his fingers, but the problem is I don’t remember Kellen ever being a scout, so that pledge means nothing. I don’t feel like pushing him anymore today, though, so I’ll have to take him at his word for now.

      “Thanks. Okay, I’m off to call Marius. Have a good one!”

      “You too, baby brother, and don’t get so stressed out. We have the easy job. All the guy has to do is show up and look good. It’s Kate who’s doing the heavy lifting with the wedding.”

      He leaves me with that thought. He’s right. Kate’s done far more planning for our big day than I have. Not that I didn’t want to, but choosing colors for dresses, flower arrangements, and the million other details that go into a wedding don’t seem to need much input from the groom.

      Here’s to hoping I’ll have better luck with Marius. Although I don’t even know if he’s awake before eight on a Tuesday, I call him and am surprised when he answers sounding like he’s been up for a while. Domestic life with Eden seems to have made him a changed man.

      “What’s up, Ronan? I bet you didn’t think you’d get me all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, now did you?” he asks with a laugh.

      Caught off guard at how awake he truly sounds, I fumble out, “Well…not really, but you know.”

      “No need to explain. I know I haven’t always been Mr. Rise and Shine. The baby had different plans, though, and since Eden had errands to run this morning, I’m the guy in charge of the progeny today. So what’s going on?”

      Stuck on his use of progeny instead of his daughter’s name, I ask, “Does Lily’s mother know you refer to her like that?”

      He gives me a full belly laugh before answering, “Probably. I call Lily everything but her name, to be honest. Nugget. Dumpling, but that’s usually only after we get dinner from that great Chinese place. Pumpkin. It’s all pretty much food, frankly. Well, except for Little Duck, but that’s just because I call her mother Duck. Don’t worry. She’ll know her name by the time she has to go to school. So what’s going on this fine April morning, and why are you calling me?”

      I’m not sure how to deal with this very awake, very chipper version of my brother. Before Eden, Marius tended to be pretty sarcastic most of the time. He had his genuine moments, of course. Definitely that night he found me after I tried to kill myself was one of them, and we’ve certainly been closer since then, but for most of my life, Marius was the brother who seemed comfortable being snide and cynical about life.

      This Marius confuses me, but I can’t help but admit I like this guy.

      “The tux. That’s it. I’m just wondering if you’ve handled that. Kate asked me if all of the groomsmen had taken care of business, so you get a call from me at this time of day asking if you’ve done just that. I spoke to Kellen already, and he promises he’s going to get to the store today or tomorrow.”

      Even as I say that, I suspect the reality will be sometime later this week after I slyly insert the tux into a text conversation I’ll start in a few days. I love my brother, but he’s predictable in his forgetfulness.

      Marius hums as all of that runs through my mind and then answers, “Maybe I’ll just buy one. I’ve got at least two more weddings coming soon that I’ll probably have to wear one to, so why not?”

      It’s like I don’t know the people in my family at all anymore.

      “Buy one? Just for Matthias and Ava’s wedding?” I ask, wondering if the second one he means is his own official ceremony coming up.

      “Well, yeah,” he says, quickly adding, “You don’t think Kellen will be doing the formal thing?”

      This time it’s my turn to laugh. “Kellen? You mean the brother in between the two of us? That Kellen? I don’t even know if he’s asked Salem to marry him. What makes you think he’s going to be getting married anytime soon?”

      Marius stays silent for a few seconds before I can practically hear his shrug through the phone. “I don’t know. I just assumed once you and Matthias get married that he would.”

      I can’t imagine why he ever thought that. Kellen and Salem have never seemed like the marrying types to me. If anything, they’re the perpetually single types.

      “Well, regardless of that ever happening, I need to be able to tell Kate you’ve got this tux situation handled. Can I tell her that, or will you force me to lie to my future bride just one month before we get married?”

      Unlike Kellen, this brother has shown himself to be susceptible to this kind of emotional manipulation, so of course, I use it. Whatever it takes to get him to have the damn tux by my wedding day is fine with me. Not that I think he’ll show up in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, but the last thing I need that day is some drama because the damn tux store is closed when he realizes he forgot to handle his shit.

      “I got this, baby brother. I promise you I won’t let you down,” Marius says in an uncharacteristically somber tone.

      “Thanks.”

      “Can we talk about something fun now?” he asks, back to his usual happy self.

      I know what he wants to discuss. My interview with that woman from New York Magazine. I knew he’d have something to say about it since it’s due out today. He probably read it online already.

      “Like what?” I say in the best innocent voice I can muster.

      “Um, like that kickass interview, dude! You killed it! I have to ask. Was she flirting with you as much as it seems in the write-up? I wasn’t even there, and I swear the whole article sounds like she was coming onto you.”

      Damn. I had hoped the interviewer, a very nice woman named Lisa Bradley who had to be at least forty, would have made the article sound much less playful than it was in reality. Not that either one of us did anything untoward. I thought she conducted herself professionally, if not a little more informally than I’ve gotten used to since I started the Hope Forward Foundation, but I had thought she’d tighten up our discussion. Clearly, she hadn’t.

      “It wasn’t like that,” I answer, already tired of talking about this latest public relations effort.

      I accept I’m the face of the foundation. I just don’t care much for it to be about my face. I’d rather conversations be about my hand, to be honest.

      “You should see the comments under the article, Ronan. Holy fuck! Not only are they talking about how you look in the picture that accompanies it, but people definitely picked up on the vibe that woman was putting down. Let me guess. You didn’t even realize she was hitting on you, right?”

      The way Marius says that—like I’m either too stupid or too naïve to understand when someone likes me—rubs me the wrong way, and I snap, “Maybe I just don’t need anyone but Kate to think I’m something fucking special. Ever think of that?”

      He doesn’t speak for a long moment before quietly saying, “Hey, I wasn’t busting your balls or saying you wanted her or anything. Whatever gets people to give to the foundation works for me, and I know you feel the same.”

      That defuses my sudden anger, and I quickly return to feeling good again. “Yeah. You’re right. Hey, I need to get going. Are you coming into the city today, or is it a Lily day?”

      In the background, my niece makes a cooing sound. Marius replies to her with baby talk I still can’t believe comes from that mouth I’ve heard say some of the dirtiest shit when we were younger and then says, “No, I’ll be there. Maybe I’ll bring her and she can charm anyone who wasn’t completely seduced by that interview. Sound good?”

      I roll my eyes and struggle to not tell him to fuck himself. He is talking about a baby, so I should refrain.

      “Tell Eden I said hi. She’s meeting with Kate and the other bridesmaids tonight, so remember that, funny guy.”

      Marius laughs and ends the call. Or maybe Lily did. Who knows with the two of them anymore.
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      Kate

      

      My cousins Carrie and Marni give me one final wave before heading off in a cab down Fifth Avenue. I turn around and smile at Eden and Ava as Salem takes a work phone call. The last of the sun’s rays disappear behind one of the buildings around us, and I glance down at my watch to see if there’s still time for me to pop into the travel agent’s office nearby.

      “Are you joining us for an impromptu girls’ night out?” Ava asks, making Eden chuckle.

      Nudging her friend, she says, “Impromptu? We’ve been planning this for weeks. As soon as Kate asked us to meet her tonight, we decided we were going to make it a girls’ night.”

      Ava waves away her comment and focuses her attention on me. “Yeah, yeah. We deserve a night out. So what do you say, Kate? Want to join us for some drinks at a restaurant Eden claims is to die for?”

      Salem looks over at us and nods. “Count me in! I’ll be done with this call in a second.”

      Something akin to peer pressure settles into me, but I shake my head, determined to get my secret errand complete before I go home tonight. “I wish I could, but I have a parent meeting. I have to go back to school right now, in fact.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Eden’s eyebrows shoot up into her forehead. “At seven o’clock at night? That school better be paying you well for after-hours service like this.”

      Before I can add more to my lie, she turns to Ava and laughs. “Remember how our teachers at school used to practically disappear right after school let out? They couldn’t wait to be rid of us.”

      “Do you blame them? We weren’t bad, but they had to deal with the five King brothers and countless other teenage boys. You’d speed out of the faculty parking lot as soon as you could too after a day with them.”

      I nod, remembering how devilish Marius and Theo King were back in school. Those poor teachers. They had good reason to want to escape from our prep school as soon as possible once the final bell rang.

      Eden laughs. “I would have had a drinking problem if I was one of our teachers in high school.”

      Finished with her phone call, Salem rejoins the group as cars speed by us. “You know, Kellen never talks about when he was a teenager. I’d always assumed it was because he thought I’d be jealous, which is ridiculous, but was he as bad as I imagine back then?”

      All three of us turn our heads to look at her and nod. “He wasn’t as bad as Marius, but yeah, he was a hellraiser. Always pranking people and doing stupid things,” Eden answers.

      Salem rolls her eyes. “Just as I thought.”

      “The only King who wasn’t a thorn in every teacher’s side was Ronan,” Ava says sweetly, touching my arm. “You got the good brother.”

      Finally, I say, “I think it was probably like their parents when it came to teachers. They all learned what to do after the first four, so by the time Ronan came along, they knew what to expect and how to act accordingly.”

      All three women nod, and Eden shrugs. “You’re probably right. I know that’s what happened with my parents, although I think by the time I came along they’d just basically given up on discipline after my brothers.”

      Ava throws her head back and laughs. “How can you possibly be that blind? You’re the youngest of all the kids and the only girl. That explains why they spoiled you, especially your father.”

      Eden grins like a cat who just ate a canary. “Well, there’s that too.”

      “So, where are we headed?” Salem asks, clearly impatient to get girls’ night going.

      I look at my watch again and sigh. “I wish I could go with you. Have a good time!”

      “We wish you could come, but this is why you’re such a great teacher,” Ava says before leaning in to hug me.

      “Next time, I’m right there with you guys.”

      Eden and Salem give me a hug, and then the three women set off on their way toward whatever restaurant they said they wanted to try. I turn to walk toward the travel agent’s office, but my cell phone vibrates in my jacket pocket. Fishing it out, I see it’s my sister.

      “Hey, Kelly. I’m a little busy right now. Did you get everything straightened out with the dress shop?”

      My sister, who will also be my maid of honor at my wedding in a month’s time, sighs. “Yes and no. Yes, they finally fixed the length of the dress, but no, they can’t seem to figure out that I’m not Dolly Parton. I’m still swimming in the damn thing, Kate!”

      Ever since the bridesmaids’ dresses arrived, Kelly’s has been a problem. Everyone else went in for their fitting and were finished. My sister has been to that dress shop three times, and still her dress isn’t right.

      Then again, if she hadn’t gone on that crash diet to lose fifteen pounds before my wedding day, none of this would be an issue. I consider mentioning that, but she’s been so excited about looking her best for my big day that I don’t have the heart to say anything.

      Not that I think she had to lose an ounce for my day or any other day. My sister’s been under a lot of pressure since she started medical school, and the long hours caused her to put on a few pounds, but she looked fantastic before the weight loss. The problem was she didn’t think she did, so the diet became all she could focus on.

      She’s lost the fifteen pounds and looks great, but it’s wreaking havoc on her fitting into the maid of honor dress. I thought about joking with the lady at the shop that maybe she could put in some elastic in the back, but she’s a very serious woman and that joke may not have gone over well after all the hassle Kelly has given her.

      “Maybe a padded bra?” I suggest before sidestepping a pile of rocks some children probably left in the middle of the sidewalk.

      “Hmmm…I never had to wear one before, but since it’s obvious that my boobs and my ass are the parts of my body that lose weight first, some push up bra action might be the answer.”

      I keep walking, silently hoping she doesn’t plan to wear something to make her behind bigger. That has nothing but wardrobe malfunction written all over it. I don’t need that on my wedding day.

      “Sorry I had to miss your bridesmaid get-together tonight. I would have come if I could, but I’m swamped with school.”

      “It’s okay. You’re the maid of honor, so you get a one-on-one briefing,” I say with a chuckle.

      “Can we make it Monday night at that seafood restaurant I’ve been seeing ads for all over the place? What is it? Finnegan’s? Fitz’s? It’s something with an F. I’ve been dying for clams and a good crab bisque.”

      I have no idea where she’s talking about, but I agree anyway since I have to get off the phone to go into the travel agent’s office. “Sure! Hey, I have to go meet with a student and their parents. Text me when you figure out the name of the restaurant and we can meet at say seven Monday night?”

      “Sounds good! I have to get back to work now too. See you Monday night!”

      That issue out of the way, I toss my phone into my bag and head inside the building in front of me. I want to set up something special with the travel agent to surprise Ronan on our honeymoon to Aruba.

      “Kate, right on time! Come sit down and talk to me about what this surprise for that soon-to-be husband of yours is,” Sharon says with her usual enthusiasm as she waves me over to her desk.

      Her office walls are covered with gorgeous posters of every place on the planet, and each time I come to see her, I mentally make my bucket list of places Ronan and I will go on vacation bigger. One of Venice catches my eye tonight, and for a moment, the fantasy of the two of us floating along the Grand Canal in a gondola fills my mind.

      I sit down in the cushy black chair in front of Sharon’s desk and set my bag down on the floor beside me. “I saw something about snorkeling with turtles, and I know Ronan would love that. Can you set that up for me? Just don’t list it anywhere that he can see on the plans so he’s surprised.”

      She smiles and begins tapping away on her computer keyboard as I think about how happy he’s going to be when he finds out about the turtles. Everything about our honeymoon has been arranged by him, which means it’s only the best Aruba can offer, and while I know a few hours snorkeling and seeing turtles might not sound like much, I still think he’s going to be thrilled with it since he loves my surprises.

      Sharon and I talk about the wedding and all our plans for much longer than I planned, so it’s nearly eight before I thank her and head back toward my school to call for the car service Ronan set up for me. I take my time, even though it’s getting chilly, loving the sights of the city at night just as I always have from the first time my parents brought my sister and me to see our first Broadway play. I’ll never forget how sparkly everything looked that night when we came out after seeing Lion King. It seemed like Manhattan had lit up a million twinkly lights just for us.

      Lost in thought, I trip over that pile of rocks I’d carefully walked around on my way to the travel agent’s office. Thankfully, I catch myself before the hit the sidewalk. Shaking my head, I look at the rocks and smile at my foolishness.

      Not two seconds after I recover from my near fall, I feel a hand touch my right arm. I quickly look to see who it is, but before I can focus on their face, a man yanks me into a darkened spot on the side of a building. My heart beats wildly as terror fills my mind. I’ve spent nearly all my life doing things in the city, but I’ve never been attacked. It’s just not something that happens as much as people outside of New York City think it does.

      He doesn’t wear a mask, but even as I look at him in utter fear, I don’t think I could describe him. This man looks like a thousand other men you see every day on the streets of Manhattan or anywhere else in the world. Dark hair. The beginning of a black beard starting to grow in along his jaw. Brown eyes. Maybe? I’m not sure. It could be fear or it could be that it’s getting darker out, but it’s like nothing on him seems memorable.

      Without saying a word, he yanks my purse off my arm, hurting my shoulder. I open my mouth to say he can have it and everything in there if he’ll just let me go, but I can’t seem to speak. Then a terrible thought fills my brain. What if he doesn’t just want the money and credit cards?

      I should run, but like my mouth and vocal cords, my feet don’t seem able to remember what their job is. Every part of my body trembles in terror, and although I have no idea how long the two of us stand in the shadows, it feels like an eternity.

      He rifles through my purse and pulls out my wallet before glancing at me. I shake my head like a silent plea to just take it and nothing else from me, and then in a heartbeat, he tosses my purse to the ground and runs off.

      I stare down in utter shock at where it landed, unsure what to do at the moment. I feel numb. Nothing else. Just numb. So I pick it up and look inside, even though I know he only took my wallet. My phone, lipstick, a bunch of notes I stuffed in there after my meeting with the Brinley parents this afternoon, and my keys sit at the bottom of my purse looking lonely and missing the one item that normally takes up most of the space inside it.

      Tears start to fill my eyes as the realization of what just happened pushes out all other thoughts. I was mugged. Or would it be called assaulted. I don’t know. Does assaulted have to include some kind of bodily or sexual harm? I don’t know. All I know is my brain instantly becomes fixated on that question, but I don’t know the answer.

      I hurry down the street, my head on a swivel looking left and right and occasionally behind me to see if anyone is there. Everyone I see on my way back to in front of the school looks dangerous, and even though I want to stop the tears that roll down my cheeks, I can’t.

      Knowing I have to call the car service to come pick me up, I stuff my shaking hand into my purse and lift my phone out, nearly dropping it on the pavement as I attempt to press the number four on speed dial for the company. Thankfully, I don’t have to speak to anyone since ordering a car is all done by punching in some numbers and the address of my location, but my hands shake so badly that it’s a next to impossible task tonight. I get through it, though, and continue to hurry toward my school.

      Like usual, the car service arrives so quickly I imagine they’ve been sitting around the corner in some lot waiting for me, although that’s unlikely. The driver rolls down his window and smiles at me. A middle aged man, he reminds me of my father, which immediately makes me feel at ease. I recognize him as someone who’s driven me home in the past and smile as he says hello and tells me to give him a second so he can come around to open the back door for me.

      I don’t usually make drivers do that, but tonight I don’t think I have it in me to say I’ll do it. All I want to do is cry, although I’m not sure why. I’m not hurt, so why am I feeling this way?

      Then the idea of Ronan finding out washes over me. If he knows about what happened, he’ll be furious. I bet he’ll want to drive me to and from work from now on.

      I don’t want that, though, so I quickly try to put on my confident game face when the driver comes around the car to open the door for me. “How are you tonight? Having a good night?”

      The man whose name I think is Martin smiles at me and leans down to open the car door. “Not a bad night at all, miss. I hope you can say the same.”

      I swallow hard and continue to smile, but it takes every ounce of strength I have. “Oh, it’s a lovely night. Just lovely.”

      As I climb into the car, I thank him, but I’m most thankful when the door closes and I’m all alone, even for a few seconds. It’s not a lovely night. I was just mugged, and even though the man only took my wallet, I feel vulnerable and violated.

      Martin doesn’t say anything to me as he drives me out of the city and I quietly sob in the back of his car. I keep my crying silent because I don’t want to explain what’s wrong with me.

      I just want to go home.

      The trip takes no time, probably because I’m lost in thought about what happened. It doesn’t take long for me to realize how fortunate I was the man only wanted to steal my wallet. It could have been much worse. Even admitting that sends a chill down my spine.

      When Martin takes the exit off the highway, I know I only have a few minutes to get myself together. Ronan will likely be at the apartment waiting for me, so I want to pull myself together. I pull out my compact and open it up to powder my nose, but the sight of my face in the mirror makes me break down again. My eyes are red-rimmed, and it’s quite obvious I’ve been crying. I don’t want to tell Ronan about what happened, so I quickly do what I can to make myself look as normal as always before reapplying my lipstick.

      With one last look, I think I’ve achieved something close to how I should look after a long day at work and blow the air out of my lungs. Martin stops the car in front of the apartment building, and while he walks around to let me out, I take a deep breath in to calm myself.

      I’m okay. It’s nothing thousands upon thousands of New Yorkers haven’t dealt with over the years. It’s no big deal. It could have been so much worse. That’s all I need to remember.

      The door opens, and Martin smiles down at me. “There you go, miss. I’ll wait until you get inside, but have a wonderful evening.”

      I nod and try to say something positive back to him, but suddenly, my emotions feel all over the place as I look up and see Ronan’s shadow in our front window. I don’t want to tell him about the man or what he did. He’ll be so overprotective, and I know that will cause us to fight. That’s the last thing I want to do a month before our wedding.

      With each step toward the apartment, I try to psych myself up to be my usual happy self. It doesn’t work, so by the time I reach our front door, I decide I need to go with the exhausted from work version of me. Ronan’s seen that before, so he won’t think a thing about it.

      I take one last deep breath and force a tired smile I hope will be convincing enough to avoid talking about my day. If he thinks I’m too beat to talk, maybe I’ll escape having to deal with this at all tonight.
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      The door opens, and I jump up from the sofa to share my news with Kate. I can’t wait to see her face when I tell her about how Marius and I convinced one of our father’s friends to set up an endowment to benefit the Hope Forward Foundation. She’s going to be so excited.

      She hurries past me after giving me a half-smile, so I follow her into the bedroom. I know my Kate. She’s probably stressed out about something that happened at school today. She lets things like that get to her, and even a few hours with my brothers’ girlfriends can’t shake her worry about her students.

      It’s not healthy, but I can’t help but respect her for how much she cares about those kids. I just hope they and their parents, along with the administration, understand how lucky they are to have her teaching at that school.

      “Tough day at work?” I ask, hoping it wasn’t too bad for her.

      Kate doesn’t respond with more than a shrug. It may have been worse than I thought.

      I walk behind her and wrap my arms around her waist, but she hurriedly spins out of my hold and walks into the bathroom. This isn’t like Kate. Even after her worst days at school, she always has let me comfort her.

      Quickly, I think about what I may have done. Knowing Ava and Eden, they likely told her
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