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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      When I started writing Kind of Cursed, I was very conscious of the fact that this was the first time I had written a romance with a person of color as one of the principal characters. I was also conscious of the fact that, with this being my ninth novel, it was about damn time. 

      In 2016, my then seventeen-year-old daughter and I had the good fortune to sit in the audience of a panel discussion on diversity in romance at the RT Convention in Las Vegas. The overall message was that romance is for everyone and we shouldn’t shy away from writing about everyone. I completely agreed, and yet I was still afraid to leave the relative safety of writing about my own race and culture for fear of making mistakes. After the session ended, my daughter, also a writer, and I approached author Alisha Rai, and my teenager bravely shared that she wanted to write characters of color but that, like me, she was afraid of accidentally writing inaccuracies or stereotypes. Ms. Rai very wisely said, “It’s good that you’re afraid. That’s the first step in getting it right.” And then she advised us to be curious. To widen our social circles. To get to know people. And to ask them about their experiences.

      I hope I have done that well enough to have succeeded in writing Luc and the Valencias with respect, dignity, and an abundance of love. 

      On another note, in addition to being a multicultural romance, Kind of Cursed is a romantic comedy, but some serious themes emerge. Miscarriage is one of them. To any reader who lives with the pain of this unforgettable loss or who has struggled with infertility, know that this book is dedicated to dear friends who share that experience and have inspired me with their strength and outreach. You can read more about them in the acknowledgments.

      Finally, I hope you love Millie, Luc, and their families even half as much as I do. Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          MILLIE

        

      

    

    
      Fertility. It’s something of a curse in my family.

      I’m sure a lot of people who’ve had to deal with the curse of infertility probably wouldn’t appreciate me saying that, and to them—or anyone else—I mean no offense.

      But anyone who’s heard about my family, that is, the maternal line of my family, would agree that curse isn’t too strong of a word. I come from a long line of remarkably fecund women. And I’m not about to offend a whole other subset of people by claiming that any of my maternal ancestors were the result of an immaculate conception, but something supernatural (and I’m just stating for the record here that my term for it is curse) has to be at work.

      Either the women in my family have been graced with wombs that are teeming with eggs like a caviar sturgeon, ripe and ready for that magical moment three hundred sixty-five days a year, or we have all had the uncanny ability to attract the most virile of virile men who spread sperm—indestructible, everlasting, and navigationally superior sperm—like mean girls spread gossip.

      I could probably go back ten generations to make my point, but let’s just take three. Starting with Great-Grandma Mildred, whom I happen to be named after, but that’s a different family curse. Great-Grandma Mildred had two sets of twins—the first, boys, the second, girls—separated by three babies, all born in the span of seven years.

      That’s seven kids in seven years.

      The poor woman wasn’t even twenty-five by the time she had the last one. I’m not sure what put a stop to it, but either my great-granny’s uterus fell out or she started sleeping with a hot poker to keep Great-Grandpa Hubert on his side of the bed.

      Granny Matilda—whom my little sister Mattie is lucky enough to be named after—didn’t have it much better, even with the invention of the Pill in the 1920s. She used to say Grandpa Ernie just had to look at her across the dining table, and she’d be with child.

      That must have been some look. Two boys, then a set of twins—also boys—then my mom, and finally, my Aunt Pru. At least Granny Matilda spaced hers out a little better than Great-Grandma Mildred, but that just meant she was changing diapers for more than a decade.

      Mom turned up pregnant with me when she and Dad were sophomores in college. They’d been dating for all of three months. Mom knew about The Curse, of course. It was part of family lore. She had even warned Dad. They figured the Pill and condoms would be enough.

      They figured wrong. Medical advances are no match for the supernatural. And a week after seeing the plus sign on that pregnancy test, they tied the knot at the parish courthouse.

      I’ve always thought that decision said everything about what they felt for each other. I mean, they’d barely known each other for a whole season. I can’t imagine that kind of certainty, but they always had it.

      And back then, they didn’t have much else. No money, that’s for sure. I remember us eating Toasted O’s for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for a whole week while Dad was in med school and Mom was between waitressing jobs.

      Mom once told me that during those years, they’d relied on three different kinds of birth control. They weren’t about to take any chances with the three of us in a tiny apartment. But as I’ve said, I don’t think birth control actually matters. Maybe The Curse took a break. Or maybe my parents were just too tired to do it back then.

      But midway through Dad’s surgical residency, The Curse returned with a vengeance, and we got the twins, Harry and Mattie. By then, I was ten, and mom had gone back to school and finished in interior design.

      Money was still tight, but I remember Mom and Dad being insanely happy when they found out our family was growing, so I was happy too. Mom told me they’d never wanted me to be an only child. The twins just showed up a little earlier than they’d planned since Dad was still just a medical resident and Mom was a student.

      And three was supposed to be the magic number. I got this piece of information when I started dating in high school. The twins were about six at the time, and one Saturday, Dad took them to the skating rink, and Mom and I went shopping.

      That’s when she told me about The Curse.

      Of course, she didn’t use that word. That’s mine. If I remember correctly, she called it an uncanny potential for procreation. At the time I thought she was just trying to scare me away from sex.

      And I might still think that if it weren’t for Emmett.

      Emmett is my eight-year-old brother—who was born six years after the twins and five years after my dad’s vasectomy.

      I don’t care what anyone else calls it. That’s a curse.

      I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love my brother. And the twins. Harry, Mattie, and Emmett are the greatest. I’d literally do anything for them. And while all of my parents’ pregnancies were unplanned, I never thought for a moment they were unwanted. It’s the powerlessness I take issue with.

      The life-altering powerlessness.

      My parents never seemed to mind this haplessness, this state of being at the mercy of the fates. But they had each other, and they were so in love. I don’t think it really mattered what happened to them as long as they were together.

      And they were. Right up to the end.

      Maybe that would make any curse bearable. I wouldn’t know. For me, The Curse has just struck the once, and it was the most unbearable time of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          MILLIE

        

      

    

    
      Emmett is coughing.

      My alarm hasn’t even gone off yet, but he’s awake. Coughing. And I can tell just by the sound that he’s faking.

      School refusal, the guidance counselor called it. My eight-year-old brother doesn’t want to go to school. So he pretends to be sick as often as he can.

      I can’t say I blame him.

      He knows I’m off on Mondays. Someone would be free to watch him, so why not make it a three-day weekend? We go through this almost every week. Some days he rasps through a sore throat… or moans with stomach cramps.

      It’s the coughing that woke me today. Or it woke Clarence, and Clarence woke me. I’m not sure which, but I can feel the puffs of his canine breath through the blanket over my knee. His ears are perked toward the door, listening to Emmett’s cough, but being the good boy he is, he’s waiting for me to make the first move.

      I glance at the glowing red numbers on my alarm: 5:26. I have four minutes until the thing goes off. Five minutes until I have to wake up Mattie. Ten minutes until I have to wake up Harry. And fifteen minutes until it’s Emmett’s turn.

      Except he’s awake already. Plotting.

      With a sigh, I roll onto my back and stare at the shadowed ceiling, asking the question I’ve asked every day for the last five months.

      What would Mom do?

      She’d be patient… cheerful… and absolutely uncompromising. And Emmett’s ass would get to school.

      I close my eyes, marshaling my will power and letting myself catch a few more seconds of peace and solitude—

      And then the beeping starts.

      I deliver the alarm clock a vengeful slap. Clarence lifts his head with a jingle of tags.

      “Yep, buddy,” I sigh again. “It’s time.”

      When I toss back the covers, my roommate/bedmate/soulmate and four-year-old Great Pyrenees rises with lumbering ease, stretches his massive limbs, and jumps off the bed.

      “Let’s go wake Mattie,” I say, wrapping up in my robe before opening the bedroom door. It’s technically not my bedroom door. It’s the guest room.

      Or, rather, the guest suite.

      My room—the room I lived in until I left for college—is now Mattie’s. Before I moved out, she roomed with Harry. Like most twins, they were inseparable when they were little. When I went to Tulane, they were only eight years old, and I don’t think either one of them had ever thought about rooming by themselves until Mom offered Mattie my room. I guess Mom figured the two of them bunking together any longer would be weird, and the offer of my room—with its private bathroom and its balcony overlooking St. Mary Street—might be just the thing to get her to take the plunge. Mom was right, and Mattie moved. All the way down the hall.

      I pass both boys’ rooms because Mattie needs to be woken first. Not because she’s a girl. Not because she primps or changes outfits five times before she leaves. But because she stresses when she’s rushed, and I don’t need her to be stressed.

      Her door is closed almost all the way but not latched, so when Clarence pokes it with his nose, it opens soundlessly, and he slips in. I stand in the doorway and squint to see him boop her in the face.

      The sight of it makes me smile.

      Mattie, who sleeps on her side, makes a muffled sound, reaches out a hand, and scrubs Clarence behind one ear. “I’m up, Millie,” she says softly, and I can tell she’s smiling too.

      Because if your mom’s not there to wake you up in the morning, a one-hundred-and-ten pound Great Pyrenees is the next best thing.

      And, yeah, I learned that the hard way, but at least I learned it.

      The wake-up routine is almost the same for Harry, except Harry is a stomach sleeper. This means he somehow roots his way under the pillows during the night. He may be fourteen years old, but when he’s asleep, he still looks like one of Peter Pan’s Lost Boys. Boney. All elbows and knees. Hair sticking up like a turkey tail from his pillow diving.

      So most mornings, Clarence has to do a little excavating. He snuffles and snorts and pokes his big head under the pillow pile. And since Harry isn’t as easy to wake as Mattie, there’s usually licking involved.

      “Ugh!” Pillows scatter.

      I grin. Yep, he’s awake.

      “Morning, Harry.”

      “Blech. His tongue got in my mouth,” he whisper-shouts across the room. He’s not really mad. Or even grossed out. He’s trying to make me laugh, so I do.

      “Clarence, mind your manners,” I say, chuckling. “So, what’ll it be? Waffles or eggs?”

      After we lost Mom and Dad, I quickly learned that even if Mattie and Harry were technically old enough to make their own breakfasts, they didn’t actually have the maturity to do it. They’d say they weren’t hungry just to sleep later.

      But then the calls started coming from school about them falling asleep or sneaking snacks in class.

      So I make breakfast for everyone now.

      “Eggs. Three scrambled, please. Got a game today.”

      My eyes bug, and I’m glad it’s too dark for him to see. “Right!” I say as if I totally remembered his soccer game, and I so totally forgot. I cross my fingers for good luck. “A home game.”

      Please, God, let it be a home game. Away games are a logistical gamble, and I’d hate for him not to have anyone in the stands cheering him on.

      “Yeah, like I told you last week.” Harry sits up and scrubs his head, and in the dim light of the hallway, I can see he’s frowning at me. “Did you forget?”

      “No, no. I didn’t forget… Just making sure,” I sing-song, crawfishing out of the room.

      I still have a few minutes before I have to get Emmett. Just enough time to negotiate. So.

      I dash back to Mattie’s room. The outline of light tells me she’s in the bathroom, so I tiptoe through her room and press my lips to the door jamb. I can hear water running.

      “Mattie,” I hiss whisper. The water cuts off.

      “What?” She sounds irritated. And I have to admit, if one of them came to the door while I was in the bathroom, I’d be irritated too. But I only have a few minutes, and I need to be strategic about this. As Mick Jagger says, you can’t always get what you want.

      Well, none of my siblings is going to get what they want today, but maybe they’ll get what they need.

      “Can you stay at school today for Harry’s game? So I can pick up Emmett and get him there?”

      I hear my sister’s annoyed sigh, and I brace myself. Mattie likes routine. She wants to come home every day, straight after school, and start on her homework. At five-thirty on Mondays and Wednesdays, Mrs. Chen arrives for Mattie’s piano lesson, but at five-thirty every day even when she doesn’t have lessons, Mattie is still at the piano, practicing for an hour.

      Except Saturdays and Sundays when she practices for two hours.

      Harry’s game starts at three. Emmett loves Harry’s games. The chance to go to one—which means me picking him up from school instead of having him ride the bus home—might be just the bargaining chip I need to get him up and out without a fuss today. But instead of picking her up like I normally do, Mattie will have to stay after school until the game ends, which won’t be until around four-thirty. Messing with her routine is going to carry a price.

      “Fine,” she drones, “but can we have Chick-fil-A for dinner?”

      And here it is. Harry likes Cane’s better. Emmett says Cane’s is better, but I really don’t think he cares. He just wants to be like his big brother. I don’t like either, but at least Cane’s is closer. And local. To get Mattie’s precious Grilled Cool Wrap and waffle fries, I’ll have to drop the kids off at home first so Mattie will be there in time for her lesson, get back in the car, and drive all the way to the Ambassador Caffery location.

      Not to mention having to listen to the boys gripe about why we aren’t getting Cane’s.

      Like I said, no one’s going to get exactly what they want here. Emmett’s not going to get to skip school. Mattie’s not going to get to come home right after school. And Harry’s not going to get the dinner he wants when he wants it. He’ll have to wait another hour—after a full day of school and a soccer game—to get the dinner he doesn’t want.

      But they’ll get what they need.

      And, bottom line, that’s what I need. Forget what you want. I know I have. Getting what you want is overrated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          MILLIE

        

      

    

    
      “Can I get a Coke and a popcorn?” Emmett asks, slamming the car door before catching up with me. The soccer game is just minutes from starting and I want to be in the stands when it does. “I’ll share it with you.”

      I glance down at my red-headed little brother and his manufactured look of wide-eyed innocence. “I’m not falling for that again.” The last time I did, Emmett drank all but the last two swallows of Coke and zipped around the soccer field like a bumblebee on Vyvanse. “How about we get a popcorn and two waters?”

      His whole body sags. “I hate water.”

      “You’re made of mostly water.”

      Emmett screws up his face and looks at me through his long bangs. The kid needs a haircut. When was the last time he had one? How often should he get one? It’s shit like this I haven’t figured out yet.

      “I’m mostly made of water?” His look of bewilderment is priceless, and I wish he’d hold it long enough for me to snap a picture with my phone. But he doesn't. And who would I show it to anyway?

      “All humans are,” I say, tucking my self-pitying thoughts away. We make our way to the concession stand.

      “What about dogs?” he asks a moment later.

      “Dogs too.”

      He giggles. “Even Clarence?”

      I grin. “Even Clarence.”

      “I figured he was mostly gas.”

      I try not to laugh because laughing at Emmett’s fart jokes only encourages him, but he sees me struggling and beams with pride.

      “Get it?” he asks, digging in.

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I get it. You’re too much.” We move to the front of the line and get our snacks. I lead him away from the concession crowd and scan the bleachers. “I wonder where Mattie is.”

      “Probably hiding with her homework somewhere,” Emmett mutters.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” I find us a spot in the stands with enough room for Mattie to join us and dig out my phone.

      “It is a bad thing,” Emmett says with conviction. He takes the popcorn from me and plants the bag on his lap. “A boring thing.”

      If he’s ready to talk about school, I’m ready to listen. I just have to find Mattie first. I tap out a message on my phone.

      Me: At the soccer field. Where are you?

      I grab a handful of popcorn and scan the field for Harry, making my question come out as casual as possible. “Is your homework boring?”

      Emmett snorts like I’ve just said something ludicrous. “No. It’s dumb.”

      My little brother gets his homework done—at least on the days he goes to school—because I make him. He sits at the kitchen table while I fix dinner, and it never takes him long. But if I didn’t drag it out of his book sack, he’d ignore it and probably fail. He may fail anyway, his counselor has warned me, if he misses too many more days.

      But if school is boring and dumb, maybe he needs more of a challenge. Maybe I should ask the counselor about having him tested for gifted. Mattie and Harry are in the gifted program here at Lafayette High. I did it too when I was in school. Maybe Emmett is ready for that now.

      “Do you think school is boring?” I ask, still not looking at him, but I’ve said the s word. Classic misstep. Even out of the corner of my eye, I watch his shoulders slump.

      “I don’t want to talk about school.”

      “Well, we probably should.” But even as I say it, the Lions kick off the game, and I know I’ve lost him.

      “Let’s watch,” he says. “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”

      I sigh just as my phone chirps. I glance down.

      Mattie: In the library. Can I stay here and finish? Be done in about 20.

      I stifle another sigh. She’ll miss most of the first half. I know I shouldn’t complain. She’s in the library finishing her homework.

      But going to Harry’s games has always been a family thing. Just like Mattie’s recitals and Emmett’s T-ball. Mom and Dad thought it was important for us to do stuff like that together. Living in a different city while I was in school meant I didn’t share this the same way, but if I was home visiting, I was expected to go too. We all were.

      Maybe it’s silly to try to keep this part of their lives the same when so much else has changed. Still, when I text her, it feels like conceding failure.

      Me: Okay, but be here by 3:30.

      She replies with a thumbs up.

      I put my phone away, ignoring the too-familiar sinking feeling in my gut, and lift my gaze to the field. Harry is the starting goalie, and even from this distance, I can see the coiled readiness of his limbs, the way his eyes track the ball as it zig-zags across the grass.

      The season just started. The Lions are three home games in. Last season, back when everything was the way it was supposed to be, Harry and Mattie were still in middle school. He played, of course, but I was still in vet school, and I could only make it in town for one game. The same thing for the years before that. Before this year, I’d seen maybe three soccer games. This season I’ve figured out about half the flag signs, but I still don’t understand most of the offside calls.

      I’m trying to understand why one of the assistant refs has his flag in the air when four people—arguing in rapid-fire Spanish—approach and sit on the bleachers in front of us. I can’t help but notice them because, besides the arguing, out of the four, two of them walk with canes, an older man and a woman who looks adorably ancient.

      But it’s the man between them, steadying each with a supportive arm on either side, my eyes find. I swallow. Dark. Chiseled. Flawless… Oh, except for that scar that scores his left brow. It would make him look kind of scary if he didn’t have those long, curling eyelashes.

      This is what I’m thinking when the eyes behind those dark, curling lashes flit to mine—and I suck in a breath and choke on a piece of popcorn.

      The rogue kernel triggers an instant coughing fit, and I wrench open my Dasani bottle, trying to silence my struggle in a flood of water.

      “You okay?” Emmett asks, frowning up at me.

      Eyes streaming, bottle pressed to my lips, I nod. It’s touch-and-go for moment, and for one terrifying instant, I’m afraid I’m about to spray Emmett and the entire Spanish-speaking family with a mouth shower. But then the beastly popcorn kernel washes away, and I can breathe again after a few wracking coughs.

      Thankfully, most of this has happened while the family in front of me has been busy situating the two cane-bound members, still arguing in Spanish.

      Dear God, for future reference, if I’m going to choke to death, please don’t let it be in front of an audience, I pray, dabbing my eyes dry on the cuff of my sweater. Definitely not in front of Emmett. And no cute guys. I know I shouldn’t care about that part, but I really do—

      I halt my prayer as one of the strikers from the opposing team aims a powerful and arrow-straight kick right at the Lions’ goal. Harry leaps, limbs splayed like a five-pointed star, and deflects it with his right hand.

      The home side goes wild. Emmett and I spring to our feet, screaming for all we’re worth.

      “HARRY! YEAH!” I yell.

      “WOOHOO!” Emmett whoops. “THAT’S MY BROTHER! WOO!”

      I hear chuckles from the crowd around us, and I don’t miss Mr. Dark, Scarred, & Chiseled glancing over his shoulder, the corner of his mouth tipped up in a grin. But I quickly drag my gaze away, cheering again for Harry before I sit down.

      I grab the water bottle and guzzle. Cheering is thirsty work. And my face is hot. And I am definitely not here to make eyes at the dark, scarred, and chiseled of the world. Not today, and not anytime in the near future.

      That is the last thing you need right now, I tell myself, a mental image of Carter Fox darting through my mind. And that image does the trick. A frosty rush replaces the heat in my cheeks, and I draw my thin cardigan more tightly around myself.

      One thought, and I am prepared to live like a nun until Emmett finishes high school. That’s me. Sister Mildred. I sniff a laugh at the ring of it. Sister Mildred sounds more chaste than Mary Poppins and absolutely, positively impregnable.

      Impregnable. That’s the critical point.

      So with impregnable focus, I turn my attention firmly back to the soccer game and cheer as the Lions make a goal.

      The blocked kick and the first score rev up the crowd, and the bleachers rattle as feet stamp in time to “We Will Rock You!” Emmett and I are stomping, clapping, and laughing when Mattie finds us.

      With her backpack slung over one shoulder, she gives us a wry smile. “Having fun?”

      Oblivious to her irony, Emmett practically vibrates with excitement. “Harry blocked a kick and then that guy scored!” He bounces in his seat, jabbing a finger toward the field. Mattie and I follow the trajectory of his pointing to see Number Seven, a tall, wiry boy with thick dark hair who is already in pursuit of the ball again, frowning in concentration, the moment of triumph clearly already a memory.

      And then the guy on the row in front of us turns. “That’s my brother,” he says with a grin for Emmett, but his gaze flicks to mine, and I quickly look away.

      “Really?” Emmett squeals. “He’s good!”

      I glance at Mattie to have something to focus on besides the gorgeous guy in front of me, but I find her blinking, looking almost startled, her eyes glued to the figure on the field. Number Seven.

      “He is good,” she says, sounding breathless.

      Oh Jesus.

      I yank the bag of popcorn out of Emmett’s grasp and thrust it in front of my sister’s face. “Want some popcorn?”

      She turns to me with a confused frown.

      “I-It might be a while before dinner,” I stammer. “Are you hungry?”

      She takes the bag from me, answering absently. “Sure.” She looks back, searching, I know, for Number Seven, but in the frenzy of activity on the field, no one person is easy to spot.

      Don’t look for him. I’m not ready to have The Curse Talk with you just yet.

      “Did you finish your homework?” I ask, my voice blaring.

      Mattie’s face when she looks at me is one of keen irritation. “God, why are you shouting? Are you okay, Millie?”

      No, not really, I want to tell her. Take your eyes of the cutie on the field, and I’ll be fine.

      Instead, I nod. “Yeah...You just made a big deal about finishing your work, so I’m curious. Did you?”

      She rolls her eyes at me and tosses her chestnut hair over her shoulders. “I finished math, but I still have to study Spanish.”

      I swear, every muscle in my body tenses when she says this, and from my peripheral vision I catch the guy in front of me react ever so slightly. He’s heard her. He’s listening. His eyes might be on the game, but his ear is angled just a little more in our direction, the line of his shoulders taut and alert.

      Why did she have to take Spanish? Why couldn’t Mattie have picked French like Harry and I did?

      “I can help you study after piano,” I say in a rush, ready to change the subject.

      My sister’s lip curls like she smells something off. “But you don’t speak Spanish.”

      And I know I’m not imagining things. Mr. Dark, Scarred & Chiseled chuckles at this. He doesn’t make any noise, but those shoulders—broad and impressively muscled though they are—bounce with silent amusement.

      He’s laughing. At me.

      I ignore the rush of heat this delivers to my cheeks. It doesn’t matter if this cute guy is laughing at my expense. Sister Mildred does not care about such things. I clear my throat and try to sound as confident as ever. “I can still quiz you. Call out vocabulary words or something.”

      Mattie just shrugs, and her eyes drift back to the game. And no sooner does she do that then Number Seven breaks away from the cluster of players, the ball clearly under his command, and makes a bold kick toward the goal. It’s blocked, but the crowd still roars, electric with the near miss.

      “Good push, hermano,” the guy in front of me yells. “Keep ‘em on their toes!”

      And before I can stop him, Emmett leans forward and shakes him by the shoulder. “Hey, your brother’s name is Hermano?”

      Three things happen at once. My stomach forms a cement ball. Mattie snorts a laugh. And the guy twists around, hitting me with a smile that is so beautiful I feel the absurd urge to cry. In a nanosecond, my brain catalogues every nuance of its radiance. The natural rose of his lips. The hint of dimples there on his cheeks. The white of his teeth, which are almost perfect except for the one lateral incisor. The left one on the bottom. It’s just a little crooked, leaning against the central incisor like a tipsy friend after a night of clubbing.

      Stop it. You’re making up stories about his teeth. Look away! I scold myself and then scold Emmett.

      “Buddy, let the man watch the game.”

      “It’s all right,” the guy says with a shake of his head, his eyes moving from me to Emmett. “His name is Alex. Hermano means brother.”

      It’s faint, but his words hum with an accent. The hum tickles the back of my neck. I lift a hand to sweep away the sensation, then grab the popcorn from Mattie and thrust it back at Emmett. “Want more popcorn?”

      But my brother just ignores me. “Alex? I think Harry’s talked about him.”

      “He has,” Mattie adds in a gauzy tone I’ve never heard from her. My gaze whips to her to find her staring onto the soccer field looking drugged, a slow smile lifting the corners of her mouth.

      Oh shit.

      I need Emmett to stop talking to this guy and Mattie to stop mooning over his brother, but I realize that’s not going to happen when the woman beside him—not the ancient one, but the other one—swivels around too. One look at her eyes, and I’m sure she’s his mother.

      “Is your brother in ninth grade too?” she asks, smiling, her accent more pronounced than her son’s. She’s looking at Emmett, but I am acutely aware, as if every cell in my body is receiving a satellite signal, that her son is looking at me.

      I force my gaze to my brother. Emmett nods. “Yes, ma’am.” I should be proud of his good manners, but the weight of this guy’s stare has my system on overload.

      Turn around, dammit.

      How can I ignore him and stick to my ten-year chastity plan if he’s staring at me like that? I refuse to meet his stare, but it might as well be a hand reaching across the space that separates us, seizing me by the belt. I feel like I’m being tugged forward. And maybe it’s not an invisible hand at my belt. Maybe it’s grabbing my chin, insisting that I turn to face him.

      Well, I won’t do it, I silently tell him, keeping my gaze fixedly on Emmett.

      “They’re the only freshman starters on the team,” the guy’s mother says with obvious pride.

      I swivel my focus to her, completely bypassing Dark, Scarred, and Chiseled. His mother is safe territory. I meet her smile with my own and nod. I don’t mean to be rude to her. She has no way of knowing what I’m dealing with. Everything I’m dealing with. She can’t possibly know the threat both her sons’ very existences pose to my sanity. Still, I don’t want the conversation to continue, and I need the temptation of her older son’s eyes to ease up, so I don’t actually speak to her.

      Instead, she turns to her son. “Luca, didn’t you start as a freshman too?”

      The question is a Godsend. He finally turns away and faces his mother instead. “Only during the playoffs when one of the seniors tore his ACL.” He pauses for a moment, and I allow myself a glimpse at his profile. The dimple in his right cheek winks at me. “But don’t tell Alex. He’ll never let me forget he’s the better player.”

      His mother snickers, shaking her head. “Alejandro wouldn’t rub it in. He has too big a heart.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mattie drop her elbow to her knee and lean forward, resting her chin on her raised knuckles. I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I think I hear her whisper with dreamy appreciation.

      “Alejandro…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          LUC

        

      

    

    
      I open my eyes and pick up my phone: 4:57 a.m.

      Across the apartment, coffee hits the bottom of the carafe, right on time. Tapping the clock icon on the screen, I swipe the green dot, killing the alarm before it kills the silence.

      But I don’t move. Instead, I lie still, eyes closed, and figure out my Daily Three. Today’s top three priorities. According to Papi, anyone who says you can have more than three priorities a day is full of shit. To-do lists are long. Priorities are short.

      Priorities determine to-do lists, not the other way around.

      Yesterday’s Daily Three were Resources, Quality Control, and Family. I review yesterday in my mind. Repair costs on the Series II Crawler. Lumber orders. My visits to each Valencia & Sons job site. Hector’s fuck-up with the dirt delivery. Papi’s leg. Alex’s two soccer goals.

      Eyes the blue of spring fever…

      My lids snap open and I stare at the ceiling, but all I see is that redhead. I reach a hand behind my head and squeeze the back of my neck, surprised I don’t have a crick in it from turning back to look at her so many times—instead of watching Alex’s game.

      “Pendejo,” I mutter to my empty room.

      I should have stopped that shit the first time she yanked those blue eyes away. She might as well have held up her hand. Not interested in you. Message received.

      But I didn’t stop.

      I tried, but looking at her felt like striking a match. No. It felt like I was the match. I tried telling myself she was an ice princess. No warmth for some first-gen Chicano who works with his hands. But that wasn’t it. Even a minute or two listening to her with her little brother and sister made that clear.

      No ice princess would stamp her feet to Queen songs. Or yell, “C’MON HARRY! TURN ON THE SCARY!” at the top of her lungs. Or keep her cool when the little brother spilled soda in her lap.

      And, yeah, each of those moments made me turn back for a look. Nothing icy about her. Just hot.

      Only not for me.

      “Not a priority,” I say, flinging off the covers and pulling my mind back to the Daily Three. I make my bed and decide they’re going to be Customer Satisfaction, Staffing, and Bros.

      I text my brother to see if he wants a ride to school today, and then I text Cesar. Maybe he has time for a beer tonight. Alex won’t answer for another hour, but my best friend is already up.

      Cesar: Time and place?

      I move to the kitchen and fill a mug with coffee, tallying up the tasks that fall under my first two priorities. Call the Sterling’s and find out if they want to change anything else before we start framing the house. Check in with Mike and Ella Lambert to smooth over any hard feelings about yesterday’s mess. And try for the twentieth time to reach that woman with the kitchen redesign. I might just have to go over there if she doesn’t pick up this time.

      And I can’t iron out staffing until I know where that third job stands. But I won’t make Cesar wait on me. If I have to work a couple of hours at my desk tonight after we have drinks, so be it.

      Me: 6:30. And you’re the restaurant expert. You pick.
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      “You bought lumber from Stine’s? Why not Menard’s? I always bought from Menard’s?” Papi says, frowning up at me from the kitchen table.

      “Stine’s had a better price for three-quarter-inch moulding,” I say, crossing to the counter to refill my travel mug. “Coffee smells good, Mami.”

      My mother flips the last pancake onto a short stack and turns toward the table. “Help yourself. You want some pancakes, Luca?”

      “No time,” I say, shaking my head, and then I realize she’s setting the plate down in front of my father, and I frown. “You sure you should be having pancakes, Papi?”

      He makes a dismissive grumble and reaches for the syrup.

      “Don’t worry, mijo,” Mami says. “His doctor increased his Metformin, so it’s okay.”

      I look from Mami to Papi. “Um… I don’t think that’s how it works, guys.” They both know that’s not how Type 2 diabetes works. We’ve been over this for months.

      Scowling, Papi slathers his short stack with ribbons of syrup. “So, I’m supposed to go without breakfast?”

      I take a slug of coffee and swallow my response. No use in mentioning green smoothies or steel-cut oats. None at all.

      I lean down and kiss my mother on the cheek. “Tell Alex I’ll be in the truck.”

      “Without greeting Abuela?” Mami gasps, scandalized.

      “What was I thinking,” I mutter.

      In the living room, Abuela sits in front of the Today Show, propelling herself in her glider like a champion sculler. Her eyes are trained on the TV screen and she’s clutching her rosary when I bend to kiss her.

      “Buenos dias, Abuela.”

      Abuela doesn’t speak English. I would bet my life on the fact that she understands English perfectly. The woman watches the Today Show religiously and without subtitles. She just won’t speak it. My cousins and I have a theory it’s just to make sure we all learned Spanish despite being American born.

      “¿Qué hay en las noticias?” I ask her.

      My grandmother makes a face like she’s tasted something rotten. “Centros de detención,” she hisses. She rubs her rosary beads between her thumbs and forefingers and mouths the Hail Mary.

      In the time it takes me to send up my own Hail Mary, Alex tears down the stairs, and we head out to my truck.

      “Good game last night,” I tell my little brother when his butt lands on the passenger seat.

      “Thanks.” When his seatbelt clicks in place, I put the truck in reverse. “And thanks for the ride. I hate the bus. I can’t wait ‘til I can drive.”

      I eye him with a smirk. “What’re you planning on driving?”

      “A car.” His sarcasm has me biting back a growl.

      But I just nod and let his answer hang there as we snake through the neighborhood.

      A minute later. “Did Mami and Papi buy you a car when you turned sixteen?”

      “Nope.”

      “Mierda,” he hisses under his breath, staring at his lap. “Did you buy your own? When you were sixteen?”

      “Not sixteen.” I shake my head. “I was seventeen.”

      He blinks. “Why not sixteen?”

      Alejandro is twelve years younger than me. We may have the same parents, but we didn’t have the same childhood. He doesn’t remember the years when Papi was in Mexico, waiting for his green card after he got deported as an illegal. He doesn’t remember the days when it was just Mami, Abuela, and me, the two of them working to keep the rent paid, to save for the day Papi would be allowed to come back and start a business while sending him a little money every month.

      But I do.

      “I couldn’t afford one until then.” I take a sip from my travel mug. I know better than to lecture Alex. He listens more when he’s asking the questions.

      He turns to me with a frown. “You worked?”

      I nod. “Mowed lawns and pressure washed houses for three summers.” We’re stopped at the intersection of Meaux and South College, so I don’t miss his double blink.

      “You started cutting grass when you were my age?” His voice cracks on age, and he clears it forcibly, embarrassed. I hold my mouth as firm as granite, even though I’d love to crack a smile.

      “Yep.”

      “What kind of car did you get?”

      Now I free my grin. “You don’t remember the Geo?”

      “The Easter egg?!” His voice climbs at least two octaves.

      Breath leaves me in a laugh. “You did call it that,” I say, chuckling at the memory. “Yeah, the blue egg.”

      He’s quiet until we stop at the light in front of Rouse’s Grocery. “You worked for three summers before you could buy that piece of shit?”

      I aim my glare at him. Yeah, I curse, but Alex wouldn’t know it. That might make me a hypocrite, but he’s fourteen. I don’t want him to sound like some naco punk. He can curse in front of me when he’s older.

      Alex rolls his eyes. “You look just like Abuela when you make that face.”

      “You’d better not be cursing like that in front of Abuela.”

      “You think I’m loco?”

      I eye him like the jury is still out, but he knows I’m joking, so he just snorts. “So, if I promise not to curse, can I come work for you this summer?”

      I keep my focus trained on the traffic in front of me. A construction site is the worst place to park him if I don’t want him to curse. But it will be the best way for him to decide if this is the life he wants.

      Papi named the business Valencia & Sons Construction when I was Alex’s age and before my brother was even potty trained. To say Papi had hopes and dreams for us would be an understatement. And that worked for me.

      But I want Alex to have choices. For him to know what to choose, he needs to know what he wants and what he doesn’t. I don’t want him to go into Construction Management at LSU just because I did.

      “I think I could put you to work,” I say simply.

      From the corner of my eye, I see a smile break over his face. “That’d be awesome.”

      I shrug. “Don’t thank me yet. You’ll be low man on the totem pole. Hauling dirt, picking up trash, sweeping sawdust...”

      This doesn’t seem to faze him. “Yeah, but I’ll be making bank,” he says, rubbing his palms together.

      I scoff. “You’ll be making minimum wage.”

      “What?!”

      His shriek makes me wince. “You heard me.”

      “Minimum wage?”

      I join the line of cars waiting to pull into Lafayette High’s horseshoe drive. “You think your knowledge and experience deserve more than that?” I don’t have to look at him to know his mouth is hanging open, but I glance over in time to see it close. He narrows his glare at me, and now he’s the one who looks just like Abuela.

      “Does everyone you hire start at minimum wage?”

      I shrug. “Everyone with zero experience and zero training.”

      “Hmmph.” His lips press together and he mutters, “You’d think you’d give your own brother a break.”

      He’s not really upset—at least, I don’t think so. And if he is, he needs to get over it. “I am giving you a break, ” I say, nudging the truck into the drive and braking as cars crawl through the drop-off line. “By paying you what you’re worth, I’m making sure the business with your name on it stays profitable.”

      He doesn’t have to like this, but I’m glad when I see the corner of his mouth turn up just a little. “So you’re saying keeping me poor is making me rich?”

      My chuckle is low but automatic. “Appreciate the paradox.”

      Alex sniffs a laugh. Then he looks at me and shakes his head. “You’re not fooling me.”

      “I’m not trying to fool you.”

      Shooting me his best wise-ass face, my brother shakes his head. “You’re trying to fool everyone, but you don’t fool me.”

      He looks so smug, I have to reach across the seats and mess with his hair.

      “Hey!” His skinny arms shoot out to defend against my attack.

      Wait a minute. They used to be skinny. They look bigger, more solid. When did that happen?

      “Serves you right,” I say as he rakes his fingers through his hair, restoring the order of his dark waves.

      “Yeah, that’s what I get for speaking the truth. I see through you.” His voice holds a teasing note, but something in the way he averts his eyes has me frowning.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Alex shakes his head. “Nah. Forget I said anything.” We’re at the front of the line, and it’s his turn to get out. His hand is already on the door, but I grab one of the straps of his backpack.

      “Hermano, what do you mean?”

      He opens the door and leans out, tugging against the backpack. “I gotta go, Luc.”

      I firm my grip. I’m wearing a grin, but I have no intention of letting go. “Tell me.”

      He climbs out of the truck and the backpack forms a link between us, neither one of us letting go. The car behind me honks.

      “C’mon, Luc.” His eyes widen with exasperation.

      I hold his gaze with my own determined one. “I’ll let go when you talk.”

      The car behind us honks again. An on-duty teacher motions for me to pull forward. I ignore her.

      “Luuuuuc.” He drags my name out until it’s at least three syllables. “Forget I said anything.”

      “Can’t. Won’t.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Ugh. Fine.” He throws up his free hand in defeat and then gestures at me with it. “This. Your big brother routine. All work and no play.”

      I frown. He tugs at the backpack, but I hold on. “Work is important.” It has to be. I’m running the family business now.

      “Yeah, but it’s not everything,” he says, all smugness. “And the way you were looking at that bonita at the game last night tells me you know it too.” Alex jerks hard on the backpack, and the strap pops from my grip.

      My brother tips me a two-finger salute, turns, and melts into the crowd before I can utter a single word.
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      By ten a.m., I’ve ticked off almost half of the tasks on my list. I’ve logged a brief report about Hector’s dirt dump into his employee file, realizing when I did that it’s not the first time his failure to show up on time has cost the company.

      Papi had a three strikes policy. As far as I’m concerned, three strikes seems excessive. Why should I let anyone fuck up a third time? What’s wrong with getting it right the first time?

      Don’t get me wrong. Accidents are one thing. I’m not talking about accidents. I’m talking about dumbass moves. About being somewhere else when you’re supposed to be waiting on a dirt delivery.

      I’m not eager to fire anyone. I’ve done it once right before Papi went into the hospital. He’d asked me to do it, and even though the guy I fired needed to be fired, it still wasn’t a fun time.

      Hector probably needs to be fired, but I decide to give him one more strike.

      Before I break for lunch, I reach out to my clients—or try to anyway. The family with the new construction is easy enough to contact, and the good news is they don’t want to change a thing. We’ll have some framing up by tonight. I leave a message on Ella Lambert’s voicemail, asking her to call me if the clean-up didn’t meet her satisfaction.

      And then I try the lady with the house on St. Mary, but instead of the call going to voicemail this time, I hear the three-tone beep and then,

      “We’re sorry, but the number you are trying to reach has been disconnected or is no longer in service…”

      I hang up. She must have changed her number. I look down on the papers from Papi’s meetings with her and grimace. He took her deposit last spring. Her orders for cabinets, lighting, and appliances were filled weeks ago, and the tile and granite should come in soon. I know we fell behind schedule when Papi got sick, but this is bad. We should have started the job in September. She’s probably ready to sue us by now. I roll up her plans and head for my truck.
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      A silver Infiniti QX80 sits in the driveway at 1021 West St. Mary Street. Somebody’s home. I pull up and kill the engine.

      As soon as I step out of my truck, the red front door opens and a baying, bounding white blur surges off the front porch.

      I halt on the spot. Jesucristo.

      “Clarence!” A woman’s voice calls from the porch, but I can’t spare her a look because this dog is huge. He’s not even a dog. He’s a polar bear.

      The bear stops three feet in front of me, tips up his chin, and bays again, aiming his warning to the treetops. Hell, they can probably hear him in the Space Station. See him too.

      “Don’t worry. He’s friendly. Can I help y—Hey, do I—Are you—”

      I look up, and I blink. It’s her. The redhead.

      What the hell is she doing here? She’s wearing dark green scrubs over a long-sleeved gray shirt. Is she a nurse? Does she work here?

      Maybe I’m in the wrong place. I glance down at the roll of plans in my hand. Delacroix, Eloise and Hudson.

      Delacroix? Is that the name of Alex’s teammate?

      “I—” I look up again and see she’s frowning. Definitely confused, but those blue eyes are sharp with wariness. “I’m Luc Valencia. I think we met at the soccer game.”

      Her posture stiffens. She doesn’t move an inch, but, I swear, every line in her body hardens. “We didn’t meet.” Her voice is hard. Flinty.

      She looks angry. Why the hell is she angry? We may not have been introduced, but I’m sure she remembers me. And by the look of it, it’s ruined her day. I might have to rethink my Ice Princess conclusion.

      I take a step forward and offer my hand. “We did. I—”

      She steps back. “Stop right there.” At her words, I hear what sounds like distant thunder, but the sky is clear. No rain in sight. And then it dawns on me.

      It’s the giant dog-bear.

      He’s growling. His lip curled in teeth-baring menace. At me.

      “Whoa—” I step back, both hands—the one holding the plans and the one I extended—go up in surrender. “Whoa. Whoa. Whoa. Maybe I’ve got the wrong house.”

      She narrows her eyes as though trying to make sense of my words. The dog growls again. I take another step back, and that monster takes a step forward.

      I jerk a thumb over my shoulder in the direction of my truck. “I’m with Valencia & Sons Construction. I’m looking for the Delacroix house. Maybe they’re one of your neighbors,” I say quickly, but fuck this shit. I don’t need to get directions from her. “You know what? Never mind.”

      I’m already moving toward the truck, walking backward, not giving the dog my back.

      “W-wait,” she says, her eyes flicking from me to my truck with its Valencia & Sons decal. “Construction?”

      It’s the look on her face that makes me stop. It’s not just confusion. It’s more like…

      Shock.

      She bites her bottom lip, and just like that, everything in her posture changes again. She sort of just… wilts.

      “Are you okay?” The question leaves my mouth, and without thinking, I move toward her. The dog growls again. I halt.

      “Clarence.” She says the dog’s name again, but now the sound is so different—a plea instead of a command—both the animal and I look back at her. He trots to her side, sits on his haunches, and sniffs the air around her as if searching for something.

      “Can you tell me wh-who…” I watch her swallow, her face now pinched, the wariness gone and a kind of devastation taking its place. “Who contacted you?”

      I glance down, tilt the plans, and read the names aloud. “Eloise and Hudson Delacroix?” I say, hoping I’m pronouncing it right. “Do you know them?”

      I flick my gaze back to her and my stomach drops. The woman has gone completely white.

      Yeah, of course she’s white. But a minute ago, she was a creamy white and high on her cheeks a rosy white. Like vanilla and strawberry swirl ice cream.

      But now she’s ash white. Bloodless white.

      I move then because nobody can look that white and stay upright. And just when I do, her knees give. The plans and my keys fall to the ground, but she doesn’t because my left hand catches an elbow while my right arm hooks her around the waist.

      “¡Ay!”

      She staggers back, but I’ve got her, and I lower her to the porch steps. Her eyes are open but unfocused. On instinct, I guide her head down until it’s even with her splayed knees. Curious, but no longer threatening, the big, white Clarence hovers, sniffing, but his attention is all on her. Not me, gracias Madre Maria.

      “Just breathe, okay?”

      Slowly, she nods, but she’s shaking. All over.

      Under my hand that rests on her back, I feel the exaggerated filling and emptying of her lungs. Once. Twice. Once more.

      Then she groans.

      I shut my eyes and pray she isn’t about toss her cookies on my shoes.

      But she doesn’t puke. Instead, she draws her elbows in and covers her face, her body still folded over her legs.

      “Jesus Christ,” I hear her whisper, but it’s no prayer. She sounds kind of disgusted, and I fight the urge to smile.

      She brackets her face with her hands and straightens up.

      “Ten cuidado… Easy,” I caution.

      She sniffs and clears her throat. “I’m fine,” she says.

      “You sure?” I realize my hand is still on her back when she rolls her shoulder to shed it. I drop it and inch back.

      Clarence steps in and noses her. Still shielding her face with one hand, she lowers the other and pats him absently.

      “I’m okay, big guy,” she tells him.

      She sounds better, so I get to my feet and step back, giving her space.

      Her shielding hand moves to her forehead, and she looks up at me from beneath it as though shading her eyes from the sun. And then I see. She’s embarrassed.

      I don’t want her to be embarrassed. It surprises me how much I really don’t want that. So I say the first thing I can think of.

      “Most people don’t usually faint until they get my bill.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          MILLIE

        

      

    

    
      I stare at him. Blink. And then his words penetrate. A joke. I want that to be irritating. I really do. Yet it takes away the sting of my embarrassment. Just a little.

      But, yeah. I fainted. Again.

      At least I’m definitely not pregnant this time.

      My fingers tremble when I wipe my forehead, so I ball up my fist and lower it to my knee.

      “I-I’m sorry about that,” I say to my shoes. Meeting his dark-eyed gaze straight on isn’t really an option right now. “That… uh… that took me by surprise.”

      My parents have been gone for five months, so there’s no way they called a contractor. I’m not sure what’s going on, but there’s got to be some mistake. Still, I miss them so much, I want them back so badly, just hearing their names—hearing that this man is looking for them—gives me a moment of absurd hope.

      Maybe it has all been just a big misunderstanding. Maybe the Coast Guard got it wrong. Maybe they’re really fine. They’ve just been marooned on an island… like Tom Hanks in Castaway.

      It can’t be true. I know that. But even the temptation of such a possibility is enough to make anyone light-headed.

      “Are you okay? Should I call someone?”

      I risk a glance up at him. He’s frowning down at me, and that scar through his left brow makes him look a little scary, but only until I notice concern in his dark, watchful eyes. It hits me again that he’s the guy from the soccer game. Alejandro’s brother. But I can’t process that right now. One thing at a time. Answer his questions.

      The first one’s easy enough. “I’m… fine.” It’s true. I am fine. My little fainting spell has left me misted in sweat, a slight ringing in my ears, and my limbs feel like jelly, but that’ll pass in a minute.

      As for the second? There’s really no one. Who would he call? Kath at the office? Aunt Pru on her Norwegian cruise ship? Harry, Mattie, and Emmett, my next of kin, are all minors.

      “No, you don’t need to call anyone.” When his frown deepens, I quickly add, “I’m fine, really.” To prove as much, I push myself—carefully—to my feet.

      He steps closer, as though to offer me a hand, but stops before actually touching me. Good. I don’t need to look any more helpless than I already do.

      Standing, I brush my hands against my scrubs and offer one to him, pretending that nothing at all weird just happened. I didn’t just faint in a heap in front of him, and I definitely didn’t give him the stink-eye before that—when I recognized him from the soccer game and assumed he’d looked me up.

      Who? Me?

      Let me just say for the record that I feel like an ass for that one, but, really, who could blame me? Even after it was clear last night that Mattie had developed and insta-crush on his little brother… even after the chit-chat between his mom and Emmett, the guy kept eyeing me. Stealing glances behind those curling lashes. Checking me out.

      At least, that’s what I thought.

      So when I stepped outside and saw him, I was more than a little freaked out and, frankly, annoyed that he’d looked me up. If I go out of my way to avoid making eye contact with you, you’d better not show up on my doorstep the next day, looking like you just stepped out of a Calvin Klein underwear ad.

      I mean, yes, of course he’s dressed, but that T-shirt he’s wearing doesn’t look like it’s up for the job of actually keeping him decent, clinging to his muscles the way it is. I guess it’s not the T-shirt’s fault. If I were hanging on that chest, I’d probably lose all my strength too.

      So that’s why I was rude to him before I even knew why he was here. Self-preservation.

      And then he mentioned my parents, and I fainted. Yeah, nothing at all weird here.

      But he shakes my hand anyway, still watching me closely. I willfully ignore the warmth of his hand. The way it surrounds mine.

      “I’m Millie Delacroix,” I manage. “Hudson and Eloise were my parents.”

      I don’t know what it’s like for anyone else, but using the past tense to talk about people we’ve lost should be its own stage of grief. Denial. Anger. Bargaining. Depression. Past Tense Usage. Acceptance.

      Or maybe Past Tense Usage comes before Depression. God, I hope not.

      But the past tense definitely gets Luc Valencia’s attention.

      “Were?” His eyes widen a fraction, but that scary frown sharpens so that he looks both confused and horrified as things fall into place. It’s a look I’ve seen enough times over the last five months to know I’ve just made someone feel supremely uncomfortable. He glances up at the house and back at me. “That’s why—” He stops and clamps his mouth shut before visibly swallowing.

      I’d feel sorry for the guy if I had the room. Or the time. But these days, feeling sorry for my sibs and myself is pretty much all I can manage.

      “That’s why,” I echo because it’s true. That’s why… pretty much everything. That’s why I live in this five-bedroom house instead of an apartment like a normal twenty-four-year old. That’s why I took a part-time position at a vet clinic in Youngsville instead of looking for jobs in places I’d always thought I’d try living. Austin. Charleston. Nashville.

      Nowhere too far away, but someplace different. Someplace buzzing. With people. Music. Cool stuff to do on the weekends.

      That’s why I don’t even want to so much as look at a man—especially one as stunning as he is.

      “I tried calling,” he says, and I hear regret in his voice. “I didn’t mean to disturb you, but…” His gaze shifts to the ground, and he lowers to pick up his dropped keys and the roll of papers he was holding.

      I see it’s drafting paper, and as soon as I do, a memory smacks me across the face.

      A phone call from Mom. A week or so before they left. She was excited because they were finally—after living in this fixer-upper for eight years—redoing the kitchen. Of course, I never saw the plans, but I know what this contractor is about to show me.

      A breakfast nook with bench seating at the bay window. Dark stone countertops. A cobalt blue statement oven with brass knobs.

      One more thing my parents were looking forward to that they’ll never get to see.

      I point to the rolled up plans. “That’s the kitchen, isn’t it?”

      Surprise glints in his eyes. “So you know your parents hired us?”

      I shake my head. “No, but I heard about the remodel.” It’s my turn to frown. “But that was supposed to happen over the summer. Like late August, right? Why are you just showing up now?”

      The look in his long-lashed eyes turns rueful. “I’m afraid we’re a few months
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