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      If you’ve read my previous books, you’ll know that the chapter names are all song titles. Music has been an integral part of my life, and it always sets the mood. Whether it’s the overall energy of a song, the lyrics, or even just the title, that tone carries through into my written words on the page. The playlist and a link can be found at the back of each book, or you can find them on my website: www.amybookerauthor.com.
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          LIFE’S GONNA KILL YOU (IF YOU LET IT)

          OLIVER

        

      

    

    
      Staring at the tiled ceiling of this hospital room, counting the little bubbles in the paint, is really getting old. Especially since the painkiller I was given a little while ago hasn’t started to kick in yet. Activities like counting objects or focusing on one item are supposed to help with this sort of thing. At least, that’s what all the professionals keep telling me. I’ve yet to find a reliable way to distract myself from pain. It’s rather becoming a way of life for me now.

      “You know, if you ever want to see me, you could just phone. This whole ‘spraining your ankle’ thing is taking it too far. Even for you.” My literary agent and friend, Darcie, appears in the doorway and fills the frame, hands on her hips. She thinks she’s being funny.

      I’m not amused in the slightest.

      “They won’t let me leave without a ride. It wasn’t my choice to call you here, believe me.” The disdain in my voice is for the doctors, not her. But she knows that. We’ve been friends since university, and things like this are becoming par for the course lately. “I’m sure I’ll be fine once the drugs start working. Besides, it’s barely even a sprain.”

      I try to be as nonchalant about the situation as possible, but she knows me too well and sees through it instantly. Nothing gets past Darcie.

      “Seriously, Oli. What happened this time?” Her brows draw together, and her tone softens.

      With that one look, my worst fears flash before me. The concern. An expression I never wanted to appear on my friend’s face. Not towards me, anyway. I need to look back up at the ceiling to avoid it. I can’t stand it. I knew it would be coming eventually, but now that it has, it makes my stomach churn.

      “It’s nothing, really. I just missed a step in the stairwell of my building. I’ve done that a million times. This time I just landed awkwardly. It’s not a big deal. Some decent drugs, ice, rest, and I’ll be good as new.” My words ring hollow in my ears as they’re spoken, but I force myself to smile for her sake.

      “Well, you really need to find a flat with no stairs. We can’t keep doing this. And, that thing you’re doing with your face? That’s a grimace, just FYI.” She swirls a well-manicured finger in a circle in front of my nose. “Not the confident smile you think it is.”

      “Well, unsolicited advice regarding my living arrangements is exactly that, unsolicited. And as I said, the painkillers have yet to present themselves to my pain. I’ll be grinning from ear to ear just for you once they do. Better?”

      That gets a corner of her mouth to twitch, at least, and her scowl relaxes.

      “Are you able to take regular painkillers with your new prescriptions?”

      It’s an innocent enough question, but the barbs on the subject matter snag on my vulnerability. Darcie is a great friend, and I can count on her for anything I could possibly need, but sometimes she’s too involved in my life. I don’t know what I’d do without her, but I do like to let myself wonder about that very scenario in times like this.

      “Darcie…” I warn.

      She leans away and holds her hands up defensively. “Okay, okay. I just want to make sure your A&E doctors know what else is happening with you. That’s all.”

      My intense answering glare is enough to let her know it’s time to drop the subject of my care.

      Clearing her throat nervously, she asks, “What does this mean for your trip to the states? Are you going to be able to go as you planned?”

      For my next book, I’ve arranged to spend one month in Las Vegas to research the connections between the Mamana and Calnetta organized crime families and the city. Darcie has scheduled interviews with some key local players for me. Spraining my ankle like this was not on the agenda for my travel preparations, but it’s still a couple of weeks away, so I’ll have time to heal.

      “Nothing should be upset by this little mishap. Don’t worry.” I shrug a shoulder. “You know I can’t…don’t drive anyway, and that’s all been prearranged with your contact at that car service, Mischief, whatever.”

      I cringe internally at having to be carted around the city and not free to wander as a whim might take me. But, like it or not, this is the reality I face now. While I’ve always preferred rail over the road, having the road option removed is frustrating on a deeper level than I bargained for. It’s strange to miss something that isn’t even a thing but an essential activity in daily life for most people.

      “Mischief Motors,” she mumbles, now distracted. “Maybe I should go with you to help⁠—”

      “No. Absolutely not,” I say, my voice flat and emotionless, the words clipped. “I don’t need your help.”

      I impulsively drag my hands through my hair and sit up. Being treated like an invalid chafes against my pride and will not work for me or our friendship. She should know this. I don’t know what’s changed in our relationship for her to think she should even offer, but I don’t like it.

      I don’t fucking like it at all.

      The surprise and hurt in her eyes at my outburst makes me shift my gaze away again. I don’t want to see that; the pain I cause others. Because I do a lot of that lately, and she’s just the latest innocent bystander to be added to my tally of collateral damage.

      It would be easier if I could just cut everyone out of my life, which I’ve attempted to do and have been largely successful. Darcie, however, won’t let me quit, making my lashing out at her even more heinous and deepening my guilt. It’s a vicious cycle that I can’t seem to escape.

      “I’ll see when they’re going to let you go.” Her back is to me, and she’s out the door before I can even think of a response or apology if I was going to give one. I don’t think I have one to offer. Because I’m not sorry for lashing out. I happen to think I’ve earned the right to strike out at the entire world.

      What I am sorry for is hurting Darcie because she doesn’t deserve to be the victim of my rage. She’s been nothing but tolerant of me, which is much more than I deserve from her.

      She’s back within minutes carrying a set of crutches, with a nurse following behind, pushing an empty wheelchair. The sight of both disability aids causes a sinking feeling in my gut to spread as I glimpse my bleak future unfolding in front of me. Perhaps a distant future, but ultimately mine just the same.

      “I told her you’d refuse the wheelchair and opt for the crutches if given a choice, but she insisted on presenting both to you.” Darcie lifts her shoulders in a shrug. “So, what’ll it be? Limp along on crutches to the car? Or make me your slave and force me to push you in the chair? At your own peril, I might add.”

      “The chair is only to get you to the car. You don’t get to keep it,” the nurse chimes in, her voice stern. She’s clearly not happy with Darcie’s interference.

      I’m not happy at the suggestion that I’d be excited to keep a wheelchair to use. That’s the last thing I’d be excited about.

      “Crutches are fine.” The scowl on my face must be harsh since both women blanch at my response. I’m not in the mood to deal with niceties or be polite now, and I just want to go home. “Let’s go.”

      Filching the crutches from Darcie, I hobble my way awkwardly toward the exit without looking back or saying another word. I’m too busy trying to hide the fact that I’m clenching my jaw in extreme pain. I’ve had my fill of doctors and hospitals to last a lifetime, so if I don’t need to be here, you can bet I’ll haul my ass out of here at the first opportunity, crutches or not.

      I just want to go home where I can get away from that look of concern from my friend, who doesn’t even know she’s doing it, or what it’s doing to me. Where I can prep for my trip to the states alone and in peace.

      I’m looking forward to being around people who don’t know me or my condition and will treat me like a normal human being, not the ticking time bomb everyone here thinks I am. To be fair, they’re not entirely wrong. Time is something I’m now keenly aware of, and how precious it is.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.
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          CRASH

          BIANCA

        

      

    

    
      This is so typical. Something happens with Normandy or Chelsie, the half-sisters and co-owners of Mischief Motors, and I automatically get nominated to take over whatever project they suddenly can’t handle.

      This time, Chelsie has gone into labor early with her second baby, and now I’ve been assigned to cart around some pretentious British writer for an entire month. And I need to babysit on top of it. I don’t know when I signed up for all of this.

      While on the outside, and to Normandy and Chelsie, I make it out to be a huge inconvenience to watch the kids, in reality, I absolutely love it. Normandy’s daughter Ava and Chelsie’s son Jett are usually a breeze to watch, and I like spending time with them. They can be more fun to be around than adults since they speak their minds so freely and don’t care about social niceties.

      While I tend to voice my opinion on things, there’s always that tiny honest bit that is held back or filtered for fear of retribution. Young children can completely be themselves and say what they think when they think it. I envy that freedom.

      “His flight arrives at 1:30. He’ll be staying at Bliss casino, and I’ve already emailed you his complete itinerary,” Normandy says as she rushes toward the door. “There’s supposed to be a barbeque at our house on Sunday, but that might have to get moved to next weekend. Thanks again for doing this. I’ll call you as soon as there’s news.” She halts in her tracks, then returns to give Ava a quick peck on the cheek and tousles Jett’s dark hair before hurrying out the door.

      Normandy and I were friends before she became my boss, and while sometimes the lines blur between our friendship and our jobs, it’s usually not a problem. She’s the high-strung overthinker, and I’m usually the laid-back, go-with-the-flow one. It works, especially during emergencies like this.

      Once the door shuts and quiet settles over the three of us, we look at each other expectantly. Jett is the first to react.

      “I’m hungry.” He gives me a pitifully starving expression while rubbing his allegedly empty stomach.

      “Don’t believe him,” Ava argues with a heavy sigh, placing her fists on her hips in disappointment. “He just ate lunch at my house.”

      “But that was a long time ago,” Jett whines.

      “Was not.”

      Before I need to start a full-blown mediation, I suggest a plan.

      “How about we pick up Mr. Bellamy from the airport and deliver him to his hotel, and then we’ll all grab a snack together?”

      The two toddlers eye each other warily, gauging who will be first to cave in to my suggestion. This is a new dynamic I wasn’t expecting. In the past, it’s been a race to see who can go along with me first. I’m not sure how I feel about this new approach. I sense a power struggle approaching on the horizon; of course, it would be at the worst possible time.

      “You two think about it while I get the car ready.”

      As I install their car seats, I can hear them bickering between themselves about what they ate for lunch, whether it was good or not, who is a better cook between their mothers, Normandy wins that one, who is hungrier, what the best snack in the world is, turns out it’s french fries, and who could eat the most fries in one sitting.

      My money’s on Jett, who is turning into a bottomless pit when it comes to food. He’s been named appropriately and is so active anything he eats gets burned off almost instantly. How Chelsie and Noah keep their refrigerator stocked is a modern miracle.

      “Alright, cugini, hop on in your seats. We’ll be late picking up Mr. Bellamy, and you don’t want Aunt B to get in trouble, do you?”

      I herd them into the back of the car and their respective seats, ensuring they’re buckled in securely.

      “You wouldn’t get in trouble,” Ava says matter-of-factly. “I’d protect you.”

      “Me too,” Jett nods in agreement, not wanting to be left out.

      These kids. I swear to God. If I didn’t have a job to do right now, I’d be a melted puddle on the floor. For an almost four- and three-year-old, the things they randomly say are so thoughtful it blindsides me sometimes. I can only hope that my own kids, whenever that happens, are as kind and sweet as these two. Normandy and Chelsie are doing something very right with them.

      “Well, thank you. I appreciate that,” I’m finally able to say as I get behind the wheel. “It’s good to know I have you two on my side.” I glance at them in the rearview mirror. “Ready to go to the airport?”

      They rambunctiously reply in the affirmative in unison at a decibel level I don’t think is appropriate for the interior of a car. Oh no. Mr. Bellamy is in for one hell of a crazy welcome to America.
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        * * *

      

      Mischief Motors is extremely close to the airport, so I’m not really worried about being late picking up Mr. Bellamy. Being a car service, having a location nearby is kind of imperative for business.

      We arrive with some time to spare, so I park and take the kids inside to meet Mr. Bellamy at baggage claim instead of the regular pick-up and drop-off spot.

      We have a sign that reads “BELLAMY” that the kids argue over who will get to hold. They eventually agree to my compromise, and each takes a side of the sign. It keeps them together and, in my sight, at least.

      Normandy didn’t give me a description of what this Mr. Bellamy is supposed to look like, but considering the kinds of books he writes, I’m assuming he’s an older gentleman. He’s probably a tweed jacket-with-patches-on-the-elbows kind of guy. Maybe he even smokes a pipe. Do people smoke pipes anymore?

      My mind wanders as I search through the crowd of newcomers circling like vultures around the baggage carousel, anxious to get their bags first like it’s some kind of achievement. I don’t see any older gentlemen with patched elbows in the group.

      What my eyes do catch on is a tall man in his early to mid-thirties, with blondish hair that’s well cut but still longish on the top, well-tamed scruff on his square jawline, and in very well-fitting jeans, with a button-down shirt and dark suit jacket. A perfect example of traveling business casual.

      Our eyes meet and lock, and something happens in my chest that I’ve never felt before. I swear a million butterflies are fighting to fly free from my rib cage, and all tension leaves my body. Every nerve on my skin comes to attention, and my brain seems to stutter as we gaze at each other.

      I think time passes, but maybe it stands still. I can’t tell, and I don’t care, either. I can’t restrain my smile, and he responds with his own, and it’s gorgeous. It lights up his entire handsome face. I have no clue what we’re smiling about, but we are, thirty yards apart in the middle of a busy airport and smiling like idiots at each other. What the hell are we doing?

      “Maybe he didn’t come.” Ava’s voice reaches me from far away, and I reluctantly drag my eyes away from the man to glance down at her.

      “What’s that?” Her words still aren’t registering in my brain. I look up quickly, trying to find the man I was just supernaturally connected to. I don’t know how else to put it.

      That wasn’t just a moment we shared; it was an experience. I need to find that man again.

      Immediately.

      Ava says something else, maybe repeating what she just said, but it’s drowned out by my pounding heart, needing to find that person I just saw. I can’t believe I can’t locate him. It’s as if he magically disappeared as soon as I looked away. Great.

      Maybe I imagined the whole thing. Maybe he was smiling at someone behind me, not directly at me like I thought he was. I turn around quickly to see if there’s someone there, and there isn’t.

      Am I going crazy?

      Then I find him. Or he finds me. I don’t care which. We both must have been searching out the other because our smiles are back once we reconnect. He starts to walk toward me, and I do another quick check behind me to make sure it’s me he’s smiling at, and I still don’t see anyone there.

      It’s me. He’s smiling at me. Holy cow. I need to know who this guy is and why I’m reacting this way to him from out of nowhere.

      As he gets closer, he notices Ava and Jett. He tilts his head to the side, rubbing his chin, and a frown erases the smile he just wore so beautifully. I don’t understand the sudden shift in moods. I also don’t appreciate the scowl he gives the kids.

      Who the hell is this guy?

      “I take it you’re Normandy,” he snaps, his tone edged with disdain. He doesn’t ask if I am. He just announces it.

      “No, that’s Aunt B,” Ava explains in a rush, correcting him. “My mom had to go to the hospital to help Aunt C have a baby, so we came to get you. And we’re gonna have french fries. Aunt B promised.”

      “I said a snack. I didn’t say which kind.” I can feel my ears turning red with embarrassment, but I will not be pressured into french fries. It’s only now that the situation dawns on me. He thought I was Normandy.

      This is Oliver Bellamy. My recent out-of-body experience was with the stuffy British author I’ve been enlisted to escort around the city.

      I don’t understand his attitude. I guess a long flight like the one he just took can make anyone grumpy. I give him the benefit of the doubt and extend my hand to him.

      “I’m Bianca Torino.” He begrudgingly takes my hand, and our eyes meet again, but this time his are guarded, and he quickly looks away. I cannot get a read on him at all. The sensation of his skin against mine, however, is another story. Once again, every single one of my nerves is aware of his presence. “These two are cousins Ava and Jett. As Ava was kind enough to inform you, Normandy’s sister went into labor early, and she’s unable to escort you as originally planned. So, I’ve been recruited to take her place.” I try to smile, but it falters, and I don’t know why.

      An odd sense of losing control or falling settles over me. It makes no sense. None of what’s happened in the last five minutes makes any sense.

      He doesn’t seem impressed in the slightest, and his scowl deepens as he absently tugs on an ear.

      “Is it normal in America to bring children to work with you? Especially other people’s children?”

      “No. Of course not.” Wow. What is happening? I can’t believe he’s being so rude. This can’t be the same man from a minute ago. “This is a special circumstance, obviously. And these two are great kids.”

      As if on cue, Ava and Jett start to chase each other around Oliver’s legs, grabbing at him and screeching as they go. He rubs the back of his neck, which is turning red, and glares at them first, then turns it on me. He is not happy with this situation. I need to fix this fast.

      I reach out and grab Jett mid-run, swooping him up and resting him on a hip while extending my free hand to Ava to take, which she does without protest, thank God.

      “Well, the sooner we get you to your hotel, the sooner you can get started on your book.” My tight smile hopefully lets him know I’m now annoyed with him. Two can play that game. If he can’t be friendly around two perfectly innocent kids for a few minutes, perhaps he shouldn’t be around people at all.

      It’s not as though Chelsie went into labor early just to upset his arrival. I’m half-tempted to leave him here to get an Uber or something to his hotel. Unfortunately, even Ava and Jett couldn’t protect me from the trouble that would get me into.

      “Right. Let’s go then.” He doesn’t even look at me. Going from shared smiles to glares and no connection at all is jarring. It’s taking me a minute to process it all.

      When we finally get to the car, I buckle the kids into their seats only to find that Oliver has left his suitcase for me to load into the trunk. And it’s not a light suitcase. It’s an entire month’s worth of stuff in one bag. Putting his suitcase into the trunk isn’t a problem; it is my job, after all.

      It makes no sense, but after the experience we shared minutes ago…being treated like just his driver…hurts.
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          SANTA CRUZ TOMORROW

          OLIVER

        

      

    

    
      I’m exhausted. An eleven-hour overnight flight without sleep has left my brain foggy and my eyes blurry. Being met by toddlers doesn’t help my mood any, either. It’s not that I don’t like children, but I don’t like surprises, and Bianca and company are a definite surprise.

      When I first saw Bianca, something happened. I don’t know what exactly, but there was a connection there that I’d never felt before. It was almost as if I’d known her forever and was seeing her again after a long time apart. An odd sense of relief came over me that makes absolutely no sense. As if she was the one thing I’d been waiting for my whole life, and something in my chest loosened that had been wound too tight for too long.

      What the hell am I thinking? A connection like that with a total stranger? It’s absurd. It’s insanity even to consider. I can’t start letting myself believe something like that is in my future anyway because I know damn well that it’s not.

      This is more of my brain fog imagining things that aren’t there. There’s no way any of these feelings are real. I desperately need sleep. A lot of sleep.

      Bianca gets in behind the wheel, and I can’t look at her. I know leaving my suitcase for her to care for was a knobhead thing to do, but it’s too late to fix it now. In my gut, I knew I couldn’t trust myself not to drop the bag while lifting it, which would have made everything even worse.

      Maybe after a good night’s sleep and some time to recuperate from the jet lag, I’ll be able to function like a polite and normal human being. That is always the goal, after all.

      “So, London to Las Vegas must be a long flight, huh?” Bianca eyes me warily in my peripheral vision. I deserve that.

      “Yes.” Pathetic. I don’t even possess the mental fortitude to withstand small talk.

      Her hands grip the steering wheel tighter, and her knuckles pale with the pressure. At least, I think they do. The blurriness is kicking in now, and my eyes are starting to hurt. A headache is on its way too. Lovely.

      A sudden screech from the back seat pierces my skull and nearly makes me jump out of my skin. It’s followed by hilarious laughter, which is unexpected. I turn to see the cause of the ruckus and find the children having some sort of hand-smacking contest. I can’t make out exactly what they’re doing, but it’s apparently amusing.

      “You guys, keep it down back there, okay?” Bianca calls, staring them down in the mirror. “Mr. Bellamy had a long flight and needs some quiet.”

      This gets muffled giggles, but they’ve listened, and the volume lowers.

      I take this opportunity to study Bianca briefly. Well, as much as my blurred vision can. Her dark hair is nearly black and is pulled up in a loose knot, exposing her long inviting neck. Her red lips and olive skin are equally enticing, but her eyes slay me. They are intense and passionate, throwing me back to our shared smile at the airport. Meeting her eyes exposed something in me I didn’t know was there. Something I can’t allow.

      Hope.

      “Mr. Bellamy? Are you okay?” Forcing myself to focus, I see Bianca with a concerned look leaning toward me. Oh no. Concern from her too. “We’re at your hotel. This is the Bliss Casino where you’ll be staying.”

      That was a lot quicker than I expected. Or maybe it took forever. I’ve been in my own head the entire time. Days could have gone by.

      I shake off the mental cobwebs and nod. “Right. Thanks.”

      “Bye, Mr. Belly,” the little girl chirps in a sing-song melody.

      That makes me laugh. I’ve never been called “Mr. Belly” before.

      “You can call me Oli if you want.” Now that I’m so close to being able to sleep, my mood is lifting. Plus, I have to admit these kids are pretty decent for toddlers.

      “I like Mr. Belly.”

      “I kind of do, too,” I whisper. “Right. Mr. Belly it is.” I give her a wink as I open my door, making her giggle again. If I’ve done nothing else positive today, I’ve made a child giggle.

      My bag is already on the scorching hot sidewalk when I get out of the car, and Bianca stands next to it, arm resting casually on the handle. She looks so comfortable in this oppressive heat, her tanned skin glowing in the blazing sun. I get the sense she wants to say something about our initial connection, but that is not something I want to get into now or ever. I need to pretend it never happened if I have any chance of getting through this month unscathed. Spending time with Bianca could throw all of that into a tailspin. I have to deny my attraction to her.

      “So, are you going to be my chauffeur this entire month? Or was today a one-off?” I try to keep the hope out of my voice and think I come off arrogant enough to pass.

      Her pained expression lets me know I succeeded. I’m going straight to hell.

      “I’m not sure, actually…” she hesitates. “Did I do something to upset you, Mr. Bellamy? I am sorry about the children coming along to meet you.”

      “What? No. Not at all. The children were fine.” I can’t believe she came right out and asked that. I wasn’t expecting to be called out or confronted about my attitude. Especially not from a stranger. But then, Bianca doesn’t feel like a stranger. “I’m just fatigued. I’m sorry if I came across⁠—”

      “Oh, thank God,” she rests a hand on my arm, and something inside me ignites. It might be the smallest of pilot lights, but it’s a fire, nonetheless. And precisely what I didn’t want to happen. What can’t happen.

      I physically force myself to step back and out of her reach, trying not to be too obvious about it, but I can tell by the frown on her lips that it’s hurt her.

      God damn it. I can’t win. I can’t fucking win. My vision starts to blur again, and this time it’s welcome, because now I can’t see the results of my being a total jerk to this beautiful woman that doesn’t deserve it.

      I need to get away from her. I can’t do this right now.

      “Have someone email me with the arrangements. Thanks.” Turning away from her quickly and heading to the entrance, I can feel her gaze on my back as I go. I also feel her disappointment in me press on my shoulders. I’m surprised there’s room with all of my own discontent with myself taking up so much space.

      Once I check in, I have a porter bring my bags up with me. Not because I’m that full of myself, but because my eyes are so bad right now, I can’t see the floor buttons on the lift, let alone room numbers. When we get to the room, I tip him, knowing at least what I’m giving him. I’ve learned to keep my money in a specific order in my wallet for situations like this. I’m generous anyway. He didn’t try to make small talk, and that’s worth a lot in my book.

      I’ll be back to normal once I get some sleep. I keep telling myself that. Maybe if I say it enough, it will be true. Maybe.
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      As I watch Oliver Bellamy turn and walk away from me to enter the hotel, I can’t help but wonder what the hell I did to deserve him acting like that toward me. For the life of me, I can’t think of anything. I barely said two words to him, and he’s been nothing but rude.

      Sure, he apologized briefly just now, saying he was tired, but it didn’t feel like he meant it. Add to that his initial response to the kids coming along, and it doesn’t add up to him being a nice guy. Quite the opposite, actually.

      Whatever happened between us at baggage claim is starting to feel like a figment of my wild imagination. I wonder if I didn’t make the entire thing up in my head.

      There was a connection there. I know it. What happened to it? Where did it go? I have no idea. But now I’m left with this version of him that is rude and self-important, and it feels wrong somehow. Like it’s not real. He’s putting on an act to come off as an asshole.

      But why? Why would someone do that? Who wants to be thought of as rude? Did he only like me when he didn’t know who I was? Is my being a driver not good enough for him? That doesn’t feel right, either. He doesn’t seem like the type that would judge people that way. But I can’t say that with any certainty, either. All of this is intuition. And my instincts are almost never wrong.

      Well, I can’t say that either, considering I was jilted right before walking down the aisle five years ago. My instincts were way off on that one. My former fiancé, Colin, ran off with our wedding planner three days before we were to be married. I even ignored my brother, who told me that Colin wasn’t the type of person I thought he was. I should have listened or at least considered what he was saying. At the time, it was just a “feeling” he had, nothing concrete, so I dismissed it. Since then, saying I’ve got trust issues is an understatement. So, why am I letting this stranger bother me so much?

      “Can Mr. Belly come over sometime?” Ava asks, interrupting my thoughts, her voice tired. Maybe they’ll both take a nap when we get to Normandy’s house. I’d love a nap too. I wish.

      “Um…I don’t know. That’s going to be up to your mom and dad.” I’m surprised she’s asking. From what I saw, she didn’t get any attention from Oliver. Maybe they talked in the car when I was getting his suitcase out of the trunk. “Did you like him?” Kids are known for their good instincts about most adults.

      “Yeah, he made a face at me that was funny.”

      I glance at the mirror and see her scrunching her nose up and shutting her eyes tightly. I think it might be an attempt at winking. Jett starts to copy her at once.

      “You like people making faces at you?”

      “No!” she laughs. “Just when he did it. It was funny.”

      “Oh, okay then.” I nod my understanding. Because, of course, that’s entirely logical. I like kid logic.

      Once at Normandy and Brandon’s house, there’s still no news about the imminent baby, so the kids and I have some popcorn for a snack and sprawl on the huge couches with super soft blankets in the media room to watch a movie.

      They’re asleep within ten minutes of the movie starting, and I’m almost right behind them, but my phone buzzes. When I check the screen, I see my older brother Lorenzo calling, so I slip out of the room to answer.

      “Hey, Enzo. How are you?” It’s odd for him to call in the middle of a weekday like this, so his call worries me.

      “I’m fine and dandy. How are you?” His emphasis on “you” has me curious.

      “I’m fine too. Why? Should I not be fine?”

      Maybe something happened to someone else in the family, and he thinks I should be upset.

      “No. I don’t know….”

      “What’s going on? Why are you calling me at two in the afternoon on a Thursday? Did you get arrested or something? Are you calling for bail?”

      “What? No.” That at least gets a laugh. “I just had a weird feeling to call you, that’s all. So, I wanted to check.”

      “Check what?” This isn’t the first time he’s done this, calling me after getting a weird feeling. It always scares the shit out of me when he does it. Our grandmother always said he could see and talk to spirits and stuff like that, but he’s always denied any supernatural gifts. When he gets like this, though, I tend to believe my grandmother.

      “Just that you’re okay, sorellina. I’m your big brother. I’m allowed to check on you once in a while.”

      “Alright. You’re allowed. And I’m…fine.”

      “Uh-huh. Right there. You hesitated. What happened?”

      “Enzo…”

      “Don’t “Enzo” me. Talk.”

      He can be more stubborn than me, which is saying something. Because I can be downright unmovable.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Bianca Maria Carmen Torino. Don’t make me call on our ancestors.”

      “There was a guy that I met today….” I start, unsure where to begin or what to say about any of it.

      My brother and I are close and talk to each other about almost everything. Almost. He’s used to this kind of thing from me.

      “Oh boy.” He starts laughing. “If I’m getting these vibes from this guy all the way in L.A., you better marry him. Like yesterday.”

      “What?” He’s crazy. “Who said anything about vibes or getting married? Slow down, Enzo. We just met today, and we’re not even getting along anymore, so marriage is probably off the table. You can kick that idea right out of your head.”

      “Ouch. I don’t know what to tell you, sis. You know how I am. Wait, you said “anymore,” does that mean you were getting along earlier? What happened to change that?”

      Damn. He’s too observant for his own good. How do I explain our intense look earlier without sounding completely stupid?

      “Promise you won’t laugh, Lorenzo. I mean it.”

      “I promise,” he chuckles. I’m glad he finds this funny because I certainly don’t.

      “He’s a writer from Great Britain who is in town for research, and I had to pick him up from the airport since Chelsie went into labor early, and Normandy had to go to be with her. So, I had the kids with me too. But before we even met officially, we saw each other across baggage claim, and I don’t know…we just stared and smiled at each other, and it was the most amazing thing.”

      “But…”

      “But then he saw the kids were with me, and he completely changed into an asshole. He said he was tired from his long trip, but I don’t know. I can’t figure out what exactly happened either way.”

      “To be fair, that is a pretty long flight. What, eleven hours? At least?”

      “I
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