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        “Every passing moment is a chance to turn it all around.”

        UNKNOWN

      

        

      

      Seventeen years was a long damn time to wait for an apology.

      But if Maddie Christopher was ever going to get any peace and closure in her life, she needed to bite the bullet and extend one.

      Pulling into the parking lot of SEAL Security, she was surprised to find it full of cars on a Sunday afternoon.

      Actually, she was hoping it would be empty and the offices closed so she could have one more day to mentally prepare, but clearly that wasn’t going to happen.

      “Well…crap,” she muttered as she pulled into the first open space in sight.

      Facing the building.

      Obviously there was some sort of event going on, so it seemed like a sign that she could take a little more time to think about what she was going to say and how she was going to say it. It didn’t matter that she’d been thinking about it and rehearsing it in front of a mirror almost every night for a month. Saying the words to her own reflection was one thing; saying them to the man she’d wronged so long ago was another.

      Her husband.

      Ex-husband.

      Wait…was he still an ex if the marriage was null and void because she lied on the license?

      Either way, she was here to look Knox Channing in the eyes and apologize.

      Maybe then karma would get the hell off her back and let her get her life together and find some happiness.

      It wasn’t like Maddie hadn’t been happy in seventeen years. It was more like she felt like a shell of her former self. She’d gone to college, currently had a great job, owned her own house, drove a nice car, and had dated a handful of nice guys.

      And if she were smart, she would have married one of them and started the family she’d always wanted.

      “But I’m not smart,” she murmured with disgust. “I’m stupid. Stupid for still thinking about a guy from a whole other lifetime ago who probably hasn’t given me a second thought in all this time.” She sighed. “Why am I even here?”

      Then she remembered.

      A simple recent comment from her mother sealed Maddie’s fate and brought her here.

      “When are you and that nice husband of yours going to have babies?”

      That was it.

      That was the question.

      The funny thing was that her mother had early onset Alzheimer’s and normally couldn’t remember what happened yesterday, but for some reason, she suddenly chose to remember Knox. Not that Maddie had ever forgotten him, but no one dared to mention him in over fifteen years. That one random comment had sent her spiraling a bit and a wave of “what ifs” hit her with a near crippling force. Her therapist said the only way she could ever move on was if she got some closure. That meant she had to seek him out and talk to him and ask for his forgiveness.

      Of course, this wouldn’t be an issue right now if Knox had answered any one of the dozens of letters she had sent him. Granted, the last time she wrote to him was close to fifteen years ago, but still.

      They’d been young and in love and secretly eloped the weekend they graduated from high school. Maddie was only seventeen, but they said she was eighteen on the application for the license. The ceremony was in a cute little chapel up in Maryland and they had a honeymoon at a Holiday Inn off of I-95. When they got home and told her parents though, everything fell apart in the worst possible way.

      She’d never been rebellious—ever. That weekend was the one and only time that she went after what she wanted. She loved Knox and was so excited to be his wife. That weekend they talked about leaving the small town outside of Richmond, Virginia where they grew up and moving to North Carolina.

      Ironically, that was where he currently resided.

      After everything happened, her parents sent her off for an extended stay with her aunt and uncle in Washington State. She’d written him so many letters apologizing, but never got a response. Then she found out he’d gone into the Navy and had to do a little detective work to get an address where she could write to him, but…she never got a response. Logic would dictate that he clearly wasn’t interested in what she had to say, but Maddie knew this was something she had to do.

      She knew it even if her therapist hadn’t told her to.

      And she’d still be procrastinating if she hadn’t gotten that postcard in the mail.

      Which was weird.

      It was a postcard for SEAL Security and the services they offered. There was literally no reason why Maddie should have been on their mailing list, but the timing was certainly convenient.

      So now here she was and rather than getting out of the car and ripping the damn bandage off, she was rehashing history in her head.

      “Dr. Marcia would say I’m reverting to my stalling tactics…” she groaned. “This shouldn’t be so hard!”

      Basically, she was going to confront a stranger. She didn’t know this grown-up version of Knox Channing, so this shouldn’t be a big deal. Granted, she’d seen some pictures of him and wished she did know the grown-up version because he’d grown into a fine-looking man.

      Not that she was surprised. He’d always been good looking and all the girls in school had crushed on him. But Maddie was the girl he picked–the one he fell for–and she was the envy of them all.

      And then she was the girl everyone mocked because she was stupid enough to let him get away.

      Not that she had a choice.

      “Okay, no more of this,” she said firmly as she turned the car off and grabbed her purse. “No more stalling, no more depressing trips down memory lane.” Looking up at the big building, she let out a long breath. “Time to get this over with and move on.”

      Walking across the parking lot, Maddie noticed that the people leaving the building were wearing baseball or softball uniforms. She didn’t know much about Knox’s business other than the fact that it was a training facility for bodyguards and security teams, but it looked like they also hosted ball games.

      “Good for company morale, I guess…”

      She hesitated slightly at the door, but when a group of people came out, she simply held the door and forced herself to step inside. Following the sounds of people talking and laughing, she made her way through a small office area and through a doorway that led to a massive gym. There were small groups of people scattered around the room and she scanned them all from her spot to see if she recognized Knox. It didn’t take long to realize she didn’t.

      With no other choice, she walked to the first group and asked if anyone knew where he was, but they didn’t. Then she moved on to a second and then a third before she started to second-guess her decision to show up here today.

      “Should have waited until tomorrow and normal office hours,” she said quietly before approaching a couple sitting on a pile of mats. “Excuse me?”

      The dark-haired woman turned to her and smiled. “Hey! Can I help you?”

      Glancing around nervously, she replied, “I’m looking for Knox Channing.”

      They both stood and looked around the gym. “I think I saw him head into the locker room just a few minutes ago,” the guy said, pointing to a doorway in the corner.

      “Thank you,” she said before turning and walking to the locker room door.

      “Um…” he took off after her and stopped her before she could open it. “Um…that’s the men’s locker room. If you’d like, I can go in and get him for you.”

      But she shook her head even as her heart threatened to beat right out of her chest. “That’s okay. He doesn’t have anything I haven’t seen before.”

      “Oh, uh…”

      And for some bizarre reason, she finished with, “I’m his wife.” That effectively left the poor guy speechless before she walked into the locker room and let the door slam shut behind her.

      Now what, genius?

      Yeah, she probably should have thought this through before acting so recklessly.

      Taking a minute to assess her surroundings, it didn’t seem like anyone was even in here. It was almost painfully quiet. After walking a few more steps, however, she heard the sounds of a shower running.

      Uh-oh…

      It was just her own breathing and the water until…

      “I'm bringing sexy back…” The poorly sung lyrics came from somewhere in the back of the locker room.

      Slowly, Maddie began to walk toward the awful voice and prayed it was Knox. She’d die of embarrassment if she ended sneaking up on some other guy caterwauling like that.

      “Baby, I'm your slave…”

      Oh, good grief, she thought.

      The closer she got, the more nervous she became. In the distance, she heard the water shut off and seriously hoped he wasn’t going to be standing there naked in the shower. How awkward would that be? Like she needed anything else to make this situation worse?

      “And get your sexy on…”

      This time she rolled her eyes as she stopped on the edge of the shower room. But then…she saw him. His back was to her so she couldn’t be one hundred percent certain it was Knox, but…she knew. The sandy brown hair was the same–well, it looked darker because it was wet, but she was confident the color was the same. He might be bigger and taller and more masculine, but…wearing nothing more than a towel, she swore she’d know him anywhere.

      Or…her body would because all her girly parts were suddenly on high alert.

      He was doing some little dance and Maddie wasn’t sure if she should laugh or clear her throat or do something to alert him to her presence, but all she could do was watch.

      Every time she imagined seeing him, he was fully dressed and sitting behind a desk. How was she supposed to have a serious conversation with him when he was practically naked?

      Focus on his eyes…just look him in the eyes…

      It was good advice and something she was prepared to do. He was still dancing and his singing had turned to gibberish–like he didn’t really know the lyrics–and she couldn’t believe she was standing less than ten feet away from the boy she had vowed to love and cherish forever and he didn’t even know she was there.

      Until he spun around a few times and finally noticed her for himself.

      “What the…Holy shit!” he blurted out mid-spin. “Maddie?!”

      Then several things happened at once.

      His towel started to slip at the same time he tried to take a step toward her. The next thing she knew, he let out a startled sound as he slipped and fell on his ass.

      “Oh my God!” she gasped, and wasn’t sure if she should turn away or help him up.

      Good manners dictated that she turn away because…ahem…things were showing that she should not be seeing.

      But that didn’t mean she couldn’t peek.
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      Knox wasn’t sure what to do first—fix the towel so everything he had wasn’t hanging out or reach out and see if the woman standing there was actually real.

      He opted to fix the towel.

      “Um…Maddie?” he croaked before clearing his throat. “What are you doing here?”

      Her hands were over her eyes—barely—as she said, “I wanted to talk to you.”

      For a moment, he was too stunned to respond.

      Then he came to his wits. “You waited seventeen years and you couldn’t wait another ten minutes until I was out of the shower?”

      She dropped her hands. “I didn’t know you were in the shower!”

      “Still, it’s a men’s locker room!” He maneuvered to keep the towel from exposing any more of himself as he came to his feet.

      And winced.

      “Are you okay?”

      Rubbing a hand on his butt, he groaned. “Yeah. Fine.” But when he went to take a step, he winced again.

      “You probably just landed wrong,” she said. “It’s not uncommon to develop a bruise on your…um…gluteus maximus. Forceful impact on a muscle can cause damage to muscle fibers and underlying blood vessels, resulting in bleeding underneath the skin. Direct impact on the gluteal muscles can cause a…”

      “I get it, Maddie,” he quickly interrupted. “I’ll have a bruise on my ass. Got it.”

      The bruise to his ego was the bigger issue.

      “You should put some ice on it as soon as possible,” she went on. “If you can rest for a few days, it should be fine. But if you need someone to look at it…”

      “Are you volunteering?” he asked with a hint of sarcasm. He might be standing there in a towel, but Knox crossed his arms over his chest and did his best to flex his muscles and look intimidating.

      “What? Uh…no!” she stammered. “I’m definitely not volunteering to look at your butt, Knox! I mean…get over yourself.”

      He would have believed her if her voice wasn’t so shaky and her cheeks weren’t bright red. It was cute as hell and…

      No! he admonished himself. Don’t think of her as cute or sweet or anything!

      “I’m over everything,” he said firmly. “But clearly you’re not since you’re here and it was important enough to sneak up on me while I was in the shower, so…say what you’ve got to say.”

      All she did was blink at him—as if she wasn’t expecting him to be so blunt with her. How did you think he was going to react to her after all this time? Seventeen damn years without a word from her and now…now…

      Now she was openly checking him out.

      Okay, maybe not openly, but she was definitely looking at him from head to toe—while trying to act like she wasn’t looking.

      Adorable.

      Stop it!

      Watching her, Knox noticed her gaze lingering a little too long below the belt and couldn’t resist calling her out on it.

      “Hey!” he said with a snap of his fingers. “My eyes are up here.”

      And then grinned triumphantly when she blushed again.

      “Can you please go put on some clothes?” she asked with exasperation.

      “What’s the matter? Am I too distracting?” Knox knew he was in great shape and women were constantly complimenting him on his physique, but right now, he wanted Maddie to say it.

      “I would like for us to have a serious conversation,” she said with a sigh. “An adult conversation. I just think you having pants on would help for obvious reasons.”

      Leaning in close, he said, “Because you obviously can’t stop checking me out.” Then, with a wink, he turned and walked away. “Give me five minutes and then we can go talk in my office.”

      It would have been easy for him to simply tell her where his office was or suggest that she wait for him out in the gym, but he was curious to see what she was going to do. The fact that she not only walked into the men’s locker room but also practically made it into the shower room said that she was determined. But now that the initial shock of seeing each other was over, would she choose to step outside or stay close?

      Peering out from behind a row of lockers, he saw her sit in one of the large leather chairs they kept in a seating area.

      Okay…she’s staying close.

      Knox walked over to his locker and inwardly groaned. Now that she wasn’t watching him, he could actually take a minute and freak out. Seeing her standing there was a complete shock. Every once in a while, he would let himself imagine what it would be like if they were still together. When he and Daniel and Xander bought this place, he remembered sitting in the middle of the empty space and wondering what she would think of it. It was foolish and he would never admit it to anyone, but…there it was.

      But the weirdest part—maybe—was how she still looked the same. Well, not exactly the same—she obviously looked a little older and she wasn’t a girl anymore—but that face? He’d know it anywhere. Her hair was longer but still had those curls he used to love to wrap his fingers in, and she still wore her glasses. That last one made him smile because he used to love to take them off of her before kissing her.

      Ugh…I’m in trouble…

      Why would she come to see him after all this time? What could she possibly have to say? Or, more importantly, what did she expect him to say?

      Bracing his hands on his hips, he let out a long breath because he knew exactly what he wanted to say.

      You look beautiful.

      You broke my heart.

      I’ve missed you.

      Yeah, he wasn’t actually going to say any of those things. Seventeen years ago, he would have killed for this opportunity, but now? What was the point?

      Whipping off his towel, he quickly donned his briefs and jeans. Next, he reached for his phone and typed out a quick text to the woman he was supposed to meet for drinks later. Once that was done, he pulled on his shirt, socks, and shoes.

      And then…he sat.

      There were benches by the lockers and he quietly sat, raking a hand through his damp hair, and wondered how long he could stall before facing Maddie again. Five minutes? Ten? Seventeen years?

      That last one wasn’t a possibility, and he didn’t want it to be, but he still wasn’t sure he was ready for whatever it was she was here to talk to him about. Was she here to apologize? Ask his forgiveness? Was she going to tell him they were still married or…or that she had their baby and…?

      Oh, shit…

      He was instantly on his feet and quickly grabbed his keys and phone before sprinting back to where Maddie was sitting. She looked up at him—her jade green eyes wide with confusion—and Knox had no idea how to ask all the crazy things racing through his mind.

      “Knox?” she asked slowly as she stood up.

      He was sweating and his heart was pounding way too hard, but he forced himself to speak. “Are you here because we’re still married?”

      Her eyes went comically wide now. “What?! No! Why…?”

      “Were you pregnant…you know…back then? Did you have a baby and…?”

      “Oh my God! No!” She let out a sound that was part distress and part sob as she paced away from him. The next time she looked at him, she was practically in tears. “Do you honestly think I would wait all this time to tell you either of those things?”

      “That’s just it, Maddie, I don’t know what to think!” he yelled, his voice echoing in the space and that’s when he knew this wasn’t the place for this conversation. Unfortunately, neither was his office. His hand scrubbed along the back of his neck as he tried to think of a place that would be appropriate and wouldn’t have an audience.

      “Knox, I know it’s been a long time, but…”

      “No,” he interrupted. “I don’t want to do this here. Hell, I can’t believe no one's come in here yet.”

      Maddie glanced over her shoulder at the door and back to him. “I thought we were going to talk in your office.”

      He shook his head. “I think we’ll still be interrupted.” Pausing, he considered their options. “Where are you staying?”

      “Staying?”

      “Yeah, staying,” he repeated. “Or do you live in North Carolina now?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m out near Chesapeake now. It’s only a three-hour drive, so…”

      So she was just planning on coming here and talking and leaving.

      Knox had no idea how he felt about that, but…

      “I wasn’t sure if I’d find you today so I planned on staying until tomorrow. I booked a hotel near North Hills, I think. The map said it was only fifteen minutes from here, but I haven’t checked in yet.”

      “Okay, um…we can go there and talk or we can go to my place. It’s only a few minutes away and not far from your hotel, so…”

      She chewed on her bottom lip and he could read the indecision there. Neither were great options. One had them still surrounded by people because he was sure she’d want to talk down in the lounge or something, and the other had them completely alone.

      He knew which one he was opting for and he wasn’t proud of it.

      “I think…”

      “We should go to my place,” he finished for her. “We won’t be disturbed and we can talk or yell or just be free to say what we want to say without an audience.” Then he waited for her to disagree with him, but she didn’t.

      All she did was nod.

      And so did he. “Good. Okay,” he said, suddenly unsure of…everything. “Um…let me give you my address so you can put it in your GPS or you can just follow me or…”

      “I’ll do both. I mean…I’ll follow you, but still put your address in just in case we get separated.”

      As soon as she said the words, their eyes met. Even though they weren’t talking about their past, it just seemed like that statement resonated with them both.

      Knox rattled off his address and then motioned for them to leave the locker room. His hand hovered near her lower back without touching her, but as soon as they walked out to the gym, they came face to face with one of his partners.

      Shit.

      Daniel Alexander was one of his best friends, but by the amused look on his face, Knox knew he wasn’t going to be able to simply walk by with a smile and a wave.

      “Hey,” Daniel said, his smile brightening at Maddie before looking at him. “We were all wondering where you went.”

      “Uh, yeah. I went to go change and…”

      “Leaving already?” Daniel asked and then turned his attention to Maddie. “Hi. I’m Daniel. One of the owners of SEAL Security. And you are…?”

      Maddie leaned back slightly and Knox’s hand was right there waiting. “Maddie Christopher,” she said quietly before looking up at Knox like she wasn’t sure what else to say.

      And while she did, so did Daniel. Only…where Maddie’s was more of a panicked look, his friend’s face showed that he knew exactly who she was.

      “So, um…we’re heading out,” Knox said, his voice almost comically high-pitched before clearing his throat. “We’re heading out. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      Daniel nodded and stepped aside and there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that the second he and Maddie were out the door that everyone was going to know exactly who he was leaving with.

      And he knew there’d be a huge conversation waiting for him when he came to work in the morning.

      Out in the parking lot, they paused. “I’m over here,” he said, pointing to the large black pickup truck three spots away.

      “I’m the silver Kia SUV over there,” she replied, pointing to a few rows over. “I guess I’ll wait for you by the exit.”

      “Sounds good.” Neither moved and he realized his hand was still on her back. Clearing his throat again, he forced himself to move. “I’ll see you at my place.”

      Maddie walked away and Knox stayed where he was and watched her go as a sense of déjà vu hit him. The last time he watched her walk away, he was helpless. Of course, at the time, he had no idea it would take years to see her again.

      This time, however, it would only be minutes.

      Part of him prayed he’d survive her leaving him again—no matter what was said or how this all went.

      And as much as he knew this needed to happen, all he could do was question how smart it was to invite her back to his house knowing she had an overnight bag in her trunk.
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        “The best thing you can do for someone is give them a chance.”

        UNKNOWN

      

        

      

      Oh, God…what am I doing?

      That was the question that played on Maddie’s mind for most of the ten-minute drive to Knox’s place.

      Twice she was tempted to simply turn around and go home. Every time she envisioned how this meeting would go, they were in his office or a coffee shop and it was all very cordial and over quickly. So far nothing had been cordial; it had been intimate and awkward and going to his house meant it wasn’t going to be quick either.

      “I should have sent a letter,” she muttered. “I could have sent it with one of those signatures required things to be sure he got it. But did I? No. Of course not. I had to go and be bold and do this in person.”

      Actually, she had wanted to go the letter route, but Dr. Marcia said that wasn’t going to cut it with a situation like this. History had proven that. Even though Maddie had apologized in all those letters she sent him years ago, it hadn’t been enough to assuage her guilt. The only way to make that happen was a face-to-face apology.

      “Having a conscience sucks.”

      They turned into a gated community and she was a little surprised. It wasn’t that she often thought about where Knox might live at this point in his life, but for some reason, she just figured he’d live in an apartment or some big complex. This was…nice. Really nice. It felt like a family-oriented community. They were all townhouses, and…they looked big. Too big for one person.

      Oh no…

      That’s when she realized they’d never even gotten to the point of her asking if he was married or even involved with someone.

      Groaning, the urge to flee was even stronger now. The last thing she wanted to do was have to confront his wife or girlfriend.

      “Don’t be an idiot. He wouldn’t have invited you here for a private conversation if he had either of those things,” she murmured. Still, as she pulled into the driveway beside him, she couldn’t help but wonder and she definitely wouldn’t be able to relax until she knew. So, after letting out a long breath, she climbed from her car and asked, “Should I have parked on the street? I don’t want to be taking someone’s spot.”

      There. That was a simple and polite question, right?

      But Knox walked over with a knowing grin. “If you wanted to know if I lived with anyone, you could have just asked.”

      Damn him. Was she that transparent?

      “Fine,” she said with a hint of defensiveness. “It just occurred to me that this could be even more awkward if we had this conversation with your wife or girlfriend around. Happy?”

      All he did was shrug and give her another smile. “If I were married, I would have mentioned that already, and I certainly wouldn’t have invited you here. We could have just stayed at my office.”

      “And we didn’t…why then?” They were walking up to the front door and he stopped so suddenly that she banged into him. “Oof!”

      Knox turned and steadied her. He’d gotten so tall that she had to really look up at him. His sunglasses were dark so she couldn’t see his eyes, but everything about him seemed to tense up. “I thought it would be better if we could talk without interruptions. We covered that already. But if you’re not comfortable with this…”

      “No! No,” she said, realizing she was being ridiculous. She had shown up unannounced after far too long, so really, she should just be thankful he was willing to speak with her at all. “Sorry. I’m just…I’m nervous.”

      He didn’t respond. He simply gave her a curt nod and turned to open the door. Maddie followed and was immediately struck by how un-Knox-like it all was.

      At least…the Knox she remembered.

      “Wow,” she said with a small smile. “This is all really, um…nice.”

      Chuckling, he tossed his keys on the entryway table as he kept walking. “Thanks. I just moved in about a month ago and bought it fully furnished.”

      Now that made more sense. The place was beautifully decorated, but not particularly masculine.

      She followed him into the kitchen where he offered her a bottle of water. “Thank you,” she said as she accepted it. Looking around, she tried to figure out why…

      “So you know Daniel—the guy you met on our way out?”

      She nodded.

      “This place used to belong to his wife, Josie. It was her place from before they met and they did live here together for a little while, but they recently moved to a bigger place. Josie’s pregnant and they wanted a house with a big yard and all that.” He took a sip of his water before continuing. “She decorated this place and everything in it looks like it was custom made for the space.” Then he laughed softly. “My lease was just about to end on my condo and I always liked this place, so it just made sense to make an offer on it.”

      “And she didn’t mind leaving the furniture behind?”

      “Not at all. They wanted to pick out stuff that they both liked and would work for the new house.” He glanced around with a smile. “So I lucked out.”

      “Is any of this yours? I mean…I’m sure you have furniture or personal items of your own that you wanted to keep.”

      He shrugged. “Not really. I spent fifteen years in the service and when I got out, I was used to living a more minimalist lifestyle.” Another shrug. “We were so busy getting the business started that I didn’t bother doing much with the condo. It was a rental and everything I had was there for function.”

      “That sounds so…” She stopped herself before saying anything that might offend him. But Knox being Knox, didn’t let it slide.

      “So…what?”

      “Sad,” she replied. “I can’t imagine not having at least a few items in my home that were strictly there for…for comfort or to make me smile.”

      “Yeah, well…” And that was all he said before, “Come on. We’ll sit in the living room.”

      With another nod, she followed. He was already sitting on the huge sectional and she wondered if she should sit or stand.

      And wondered.

      And wondered.

      “Uh, Maddie?” he asked.

      “Right,” she muttered and sat down on the opposite end of the sofa. But when she looked at him, all the words—everything she had rehearsed—escaped her. Suddenly she didn’t know why she was here or what she wanted to say because all she could see was the boy she had fallen in love with when she was fourteen years old, the one she loved enough to marry.

      Knox looked at her expectantly and the only thing she could do was look at him helplessly.

      He put his bottle of water down on the coffee table before leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. “Okay, I can tell you’re on the verge of a panic attack, so why don’t we just take things slow,” he suggested. “Why don’t you tell me what you do for a living?”

      Her shoulders relaxed a bit as she nodded. “I’m a physical therapist. I specialize in sports medicine and sports-related injuries. I’ve got a practice back in Chesapeake.”

      “That’s awesome,” he said as he leaned back against the cushions. His smile was genuine as he added, “Good for you.”

      “Thanks. And you started up the security company?”

      He nodded. “It was something Daniel, Xander, and I talked about while we were still in the Navy. We sort of started to put things in motion the year before we all got out so we’d be able to hit the ground running once we were back.”

      “How did you end up in Raleigh?”

      “Daniel’s from here and talked about how much he liked the area and how he thought it was a good central location for the East Coast,” he explained. “I didn’t really care too much about where we set up. I just wanted to get started.”

      “Do you specialize in any one specific thing?”

      “Not really. We all had the same kind of training, but I guess if I had to pick something, I’d say that I’m the one who handles a lot of the background checks and anything computer-related. Turns out I’m good with technology and finding things other people can’t find.”

      She laughed softly. “You’re lucky. I mean about being good with technology. I think anything tech-related hates me. I have an assistant who literally has to handle everything with the computer and she even sits with me when I get a new phone to talk me through it.” She shook her head. “It’s like I need my own personal tech support. She’ll be thrilled to know that I was able to program your address into my GPS all by myself.”

      “Well, things are always changing and if it’s not something you have to deal with on a daily basis—or if you have someone to do it for you—then I imagine it would be hard to keep up with.” He stretched and rested his arms along the top of the sofa and Maddie had a feeling they were done with small talk.

      After shifting to get a little more comfortable, she let out a sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      One dark brow arched at her. “For being bad at technology?”

      And yeah, she knew he wasn’t going to make this easy on her and he was a bit of a smartass.

      “Knox…”

      “Okay, okay, okay…you’re right. This isn’t the time for jokes, so…go on.”

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “For everything.”

      The relaxed and easy-going man was gone in the blink of an eye as his expression turned mildly fierce. “You’re going to need to be more specific than that, Madalyn.”

      He was right. Dammit.

      “When we got home that weekend,” she began with a shaky voice, “and told my folks what we’d done? I knew they were going to be upset, but I didn’t expect them to react the way they did.” She paused. “And I panicked.”

      In truth, they had been furious. Her father had always been the loud one in their family. He was great at intimidating people and always reminded her of a bully. But the way he yelled that day was scarier than anything she’d ever witnessed before. He’d threatened to call the police and have Knox arrested for rape—since she was only seventeen at the time—and that’s when she went from scared to terrified.

      And said all the wrong things.

      Knox still hadn’t said a word and she figured he was waiting for more of an explanation.

      “I thought if I could just get my father to calm down, that we could get him to listen to reason. Then my mom started crying and…and…I had never seen either of them like that and I felt so guilty and…like I said, I panicked. I thought I could defuse the situation…”

      “You gave him even more ammunition, Maddie! Hell, you were practically handing him the phone to call the cops on me!” he said loudly, startling her.

      “Looking back, I realize that. But in that moment…”

      “You told them that I forced you across state lines,” he said through clenched teeth. “You told them I forced you to marry me. He was already threatening to have me arrested for rape and you went and pretty much told him he was right!”

      This wasn’t going quite the way she thought it would…

      “You and I both know the truth, Knox. I know you didn’t force me to do anything. I went with you willingly!”

      “It doesn’t matter!” he countered angrily. “It’s all fine and well for you to admit this now! But when it was important to tell the truth, you chose not to. When it was time to pick a side, you chose them and threw me under the bus.” He sighed loudly, raking a hand through his hair. “You lied. You destroyed my life because you were too afraid to tell your parents the truth. And then you waited seventeen years to apologize!”

      “That’s not true! I wrote to you! A lot! Hell, I sent you dozens of letters in those first few months, but you never responded!” she cried. “I knew you were upset with me—probably hated me—but you could have at least responded or just sent them back!” She jumped to her feet. “So I knew the only way to finally get some closure was to come and see you in person and just…just apologize to your face and go.”

      With a huff of annoyance, she stepped away from the sofa and considered grabbing her purse and just leaving.

      “If you don’t want to accept my apology, then fine. I can’t force you,” she said to him after a moment. “But you need to know that I have regretted every damn word I said that day ever since.” Tears stung her eyes but she refused to cry in front of him. “At least now I know I did everything I possibly could to tell you how sorry I am, so…goodbye.”

      And this time, she did turn to leave the room, but Knox was fast on his feet and was suddenly standing in front of her.

      “You never wrote to me, Maddie. Come on,” he said with a hint of disgust. “Don’t lie to me again. It’s insulting to us both.”

      Her eyes went wide. “I most certainly did write to you! At first, I sent them to your house, but when I heard you went into the Navy, I found an address to send them to and wrote to you there! Why would I lie about that?”

      “Why would you lie about me forcing you to marry me?” he shouted and she could feel the frustration vibrating off of him. He looked ready to shake her, but instead he took a step back and threw his hands up. “I don’t know why you would do half the things you did. There was a time when I thought I knew everything about you, but…clearly I was wrong.”

      This time Knox was the one to walk away and Maddie stopped him. “You weren’t wrong!” she
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