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      From the moment I saw her back in our hometown, we fell right back into our old ways…

      I’d seen her first all those years ago, but that didn’t matter much when I spotted her cuddled up with my best friend.

      Now she’s back home, and he’s no longer an issue.

      But something’s not quite right with her.

      Now that there’s no reason to put me off, why’s she still being so damn mean?

      Did she really hate me all along?

      Does she hate me so much that she hid something so important just so she wouldn’t have to deal with me?
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      “Yeah, I’m about to head into Frankie’s Bar to get my drink. It’s Friday, and I ain’t got shit to do for the next two days. You should come out too, little bro.” I pulled into the parking lot of the packed bar, parking my tall, red, four-wheel-drive truck between two beaters that looked like they wouldn’t make it another mile. “So, you coming out, Chance?”

      “Not to Frankie’s, I’m not. I’ve got a hot chica waiting for me at the Tampico. It’s dance night for me, bro. Some sexy salsa dancing is in my future. If it sucks over there, you should come and join us. You got your dancin’ shoes on?”

      “I’ve got my cowboy boots on. Stetson hat, pearl snap shirt, the whole nine yards. I’m like a walking, talking Texan billboard.” Smoothing my hand over the front of my shirt, I adjusted my silver belt buckle with a bucking bull in its middle to make sure it was in line with the snaps on my shirt. “A little bit Urban Cowboy tonight. Should be fun. Pool. Beer. Babes. You be careful out there, Chance.”

      “You too, Callan.”

      Shoving my cell into my back pocket, I headed inside with a certain swagger in my step. A lovely young lady strode past me, wearing sky-high heels and looking at me out of the corner of her teal-colored eyes.

      I never understood the whole colored contacts thing. At least not when the contacts were natural eye colors. But I tipped my hat at her anyway. “Evening, ma’am.”

      “Cowboy,” she said in greeting.

      Slowing her speed, she let me open the door for her. “Allow me.”

      “Thank you. I do adore a gentleman.”

      Most ladies do.

      But I wasn’t about to get stuck with the first woman I’d laid eyes on. And she was lingering, so that meant she was sizing me up as a boyfriend for the night — a role I had no interest in playing with her. “So does my girl.” I didn’t have a girl, but a little white lie here and there never sent anyone to hell. Or so I hoped.

      Without saying another word, the teal-eyed lady disappeared into the crowd. And that suited me just fine.

      Miraculously, I saw one empty barstool and parked my ass on it, holding one finger up so the bartender would notice me. He nodded and began filling a chilled mug with draft beer.

      Taking the first long sip, I scanned the people sitting at the bar. My eyes stopped on a face I hadn’t seen in years. Is that Sage Ruiz?

      The dark-haired beauty was talking to one of the girls I’d gone to high school with. And that pretty much told me that I was indeed looking at the girl I’d missed out on. But my best buddy, Robbie, hadn’t missed out on her at all.

      Sage Ruiz had moved to Brownsville during the middle of our sophomore year. I remembered it as if it were yesterday. Her short brown hair, cut into a bob. She’d looked at the floor, clutching several books against her chest as she walked into the first-period class. “The principal’s secretary told me to give this to you, Mrs. Spalding.” She put a piece of paper on our algebra teacher’s desk. Her head lifted so she could look around to find a place to sit.

      I had an empty seat on my left and almost pointed it out to her. I thought she had the most beautiful dark brown eyes I’d ever seen. And the jeans and t-shirt she wore looked great on her too. She wasn’t skinny, and she wasn’t fat. She was just right. But she wasn’t walking toward the empty chair near me at all.

      She made a b-line to the other side of the room, sitting in front of Mona Decker, the easiest girl in school.

      I couldn’t help but look at her every time I got the chance. She had the sweetest southern accent, too. The teacher kept asking her questions to find out where she was from and if she was ahead of us or behind us where algebra was concerned — turned out she was in front of us and already knew how to solve the Pythagorean theorem that we were currently working on.

      Mona caught me looking her way and must’ve thought I was checking her out — which I was not. I didn’t like fast-ass girls. Especially since I had no sexual experience at that time, and I wasn’t looking to find out what Mona knew.

      By the end of the class, I’d gathered enough courage to introduce myself to the girl named Sage Ruiz, formerly of Dallas, Texas. But, as I tried to get in behind her, Mona got in my way. “Hey, Callan. Is there something you’d like to talk to me about?”

      “No!” I said as I tried to move around her ample body.

      “You sure?” she asked with a smile that was meant to be sexy but came off sort of slimy and gross, as her lips were heavily glossed and she smelled of fake cherries. “I saw you looking at me.”

      “I wasn’t looking at you.” I finally got around her and sped up, trying to find Sage. But she wasn’t anywhere around. I’d lost my shot.

      If I would’ve only raised my hand to point at the desk beside me, then I wouldn’t have lost my chance. But I was on the shy side at times, and this time it had cost me. Though I had no idea how dearly it had cost me yet.

      The next four classes went by with my mind still on the new girl in school. At lunchtime, I went toward the cafeteria to eat at the table that most of us on the football team sat each day.

      Standing in line, I picked up a tray of meatloaf, mashed potatoes with red ketchup gravy, which was everyone’s favorite, and some green beans that literally no one ate. Lola, everyone’s favorite lunch lady, plopped a giant, homemade, yeast roll on top of the tray. “There you go, Callan. You have a nice lunch now.”

      “Thanks, Lola. The rolls look delicious, as always.” I headed to the table where guys jumped around, acting goofy like they always did.

      Searching for a free seat, I found that my best buddy Robbie Winslow wasn’t at the table. So, I looked around for him and found him sitting at another table. A table with only him and one other person at it.

      “No way!” I marched right over, not caring if I looked kind of stupid as I glared at him. “This table for anyone or are you guys on a date?”

      Robbie looked up at me towering over him as he sat next to the girl I’d fallen in love with during first-period. “Callan! Come on. Sit down. I’d like you to meet Sage Ruiz. She’s from Dallas. Just transferred in today. I’m showing her the ropes. It’s crazy. We have almost all the same classes. I’ve been joking, telling her it’s kismet.”

      I sat down rather hard as anger bubbled inside of me. “What the hell is kismet?”

      “Fate,” Sage said with that devastatingly sweet accent. “Seems fate brought me to Brownsville and this high school, in particular.” She put her hand on top of Robbie’s, leaving their touching hands on top of the table for the whole world to see. “I’ve met the sweetest boy here.”

      Robbie’s brown eyes twinkled as he looked at her. “And I’ve met the sweetest girl.”

      I was about to throw up. “Holy shit! You two are gross.”

      Her big doe-like eyes met mine as she smiled. “And what’s your name?”

      Like you don’t know, I was about to say. But then I remembered that she’d come into my algebra class after roll call. So, she didn’t know my name. She didn’t even recognize me from our first-period class. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to let her know that I had noticed her in that class either.

      “Duran. Callan Duran. But the guys call me by my last name.” I shoved the roll into my mouth to shut myself up as I was talking weird for some reason.

      “Not all of them,” Robbie said as he bumped his shoulder against hers and left it there as they still sort of held hands on top of the table. “Callan and I have been friends since kindergarten. I call him Callan, and he calls me Robbie instead of Winslow.”

      “Yeah, but only our closest friends call us by our first names.” I took another bite of the roll, trying not to scream with anger and frustration. I saw her first!

      Sage smiled as she looked at me. “I hope we can be friends too, Callan. Since Robbie and I are such good friends and you and he are good friends.”

      “He’s my best friend,” I snarled. “And you can call me, Duran — Ruiz.”

      She looked a little confused. “So, you want to call me by my last name?”

      Robbie leaned forward, breaking their shoulder connection, which made me happy. “Hey, bro, chill. What’s up with you? Why are you acting so weird?”

      I used my hands to gesture to their lovey-dovey bullshit. “Why are you acting so weird? What’s all this — stuff?”

      Sage moved her hand off his. She leaned away from him as her cheeks turned red. But Robbie draped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to him, holding her close to his side — which pissed me off like I’d never been pissed off in all my fifteen years on Earth. “We like each other. Can’t you be happy for me? For us?”

      I had no idea what the hell he meant. “It’s been what — three hours since she’s been here and you’re already in love?”

      Sage blushed even harder, ducking her head, seeming as if she’d love nothing more than to climb underneath the table to get away from me and my questions.

      Robbie’s expression turned from confused to mad as hell. “Hey! Chill!”

      Taking my tray, I got up. My hand shook as I carried the uneaten food and tossed it into the trashcan before shoving the heavy glass doors open so I could storm out of the cafeteria.

      I couldn’t recall ever being that mad. But as I walked, I began to feel stupid. Robbie was my best friend. He’d talked to the girl, fair and square. He’d had no idea I’d fallen for her first. And neither did she.

      So, I had no choice but to stop acting like an idiot. But I wasn’t going to explain myself to either of them. And I never did.

      As hard as I tried to stop being angry, every time I got around the two of them together, I couldn’t stop myself from becoming a giant asshole toward Sage. “That shirt’s too tight. Did you get it in the toddler’s section?” I would grin so that Robbie would think I was just joking around with her, but I wasn’t joking at all. I really don't know why I said all those things to her. It seemed like it was out of my control.

      And it wasn’t like she couldn’t give as good as she got either. “Why? Is that where you got your I.Q.?”

      “Good one, babe,” Robbie said as he’d wrap his arm around her, pulling her close to him, then kiss her on the cheek.

      “Gross.” I’d speed off, wanting nothing more to do with them.

      By the time we graduated, Sage and I had our relationship down pat. We hurled insults at each other like a couple of pros. Neither of us ever missed a chance to put the other down. It was sort of like an art form.

      One week after graduation, Robbie came over and told me something that sounded rather insane. “I wanted to tell you this in person, Callan.”

      “Sounds interesting. Shoot.” I’d been playing basketball by myself in the driveway and went for a basket, missing it.

      The ball bounced off the garage door and Robbie caught it. “I’m leaving next Friday. I’ve joined the Marines.”

      My whole world stopped as I stared at my best friend. “No.”

      He tossed the ball to me. “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you talk to me about this before you signed up?” I would’ve tried my best to talk him out of it. “There’s a war going on, Robbie. And I would bet that the Marines are all up in that shit. You don’t want to go to war, do you?”

      “I want to serve my country. You know my dad was in the Navy when he first got out of high school. He was in it for five years. Being in the military gives you certain advantages. That’s why I signed up. See, I want to be able to buy a house sometime soon. And I can get special loans. I think Dad said they’re V.A. loans. Anyway, I want to get one to buy a home for me and Sage.”

      “Hold up!” We were only eighteen. “Why are you talking about buying a home for you and Sage? You don’t need to be worrying about that right now. We’ve got college to get to in the fall. You have to get through college before you even think about settling down with one girl.”

      “She’s the one, Callan. I don’t want to date anyone else. I did talk to her about this. She’s not entirely happy with my decision. But she said she’ll wait for me, and when I get back home for a visit, we’re gonna get married. That way, if I’m going somewhere where civilians are allowed, she can come with me.”

      There was nothing I could say. His mind was made up, and he’d already signed away the next two years of his life to the Marines.

      The night before he left, he invited Sage and I over to his farewell party. It was only the three of us. And he’d stolen a bottle of tequila from his father’s home bar.

      We all got drunk. We all cried.  Robbie said something about puking then going to bed then stumbled away to his bedroom, leaving Sage and I alone in the den. I went to check on him and found him passed out soundly, face down on his bed, snoring like a buzzsaw. He was completely out. So, I went back to the den, told Sage his condition and things got real weird, real fast.

      “I hate you, you know,” I told her as we sat cross-legged on the floor, looking at each other. “If he wasn’t all in love with you, then he wouldn’t have joined the Marines in the first place so he could buy you a house.”

      “It’s not like I want him to go.” She wiped fresh tears from her eyes. “I’m going to be lonely as hell here.”

      I don’t know how it happened, but all of a sudden, we were kissing and ripping each other’s clothes off. And then we were having the hottest sex I’d ever had. Despite the gnawing guilt of knowing I’d betrayed my best friend, that night was still on the top of my sexual adventures chart. It was hot. And then it was over, never to happen again.

      “Fancy seeing you here, Duran.”

      It is her!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ruiz,” he said before pulling the beer mug to his lips.

      I didn’t know what I expected from Callan Duran, but the icy greeting wasn’t it. Holding out my arms, I cocked my head to one side. “How about a hug for your old best friend’s girl?”

      Putting the empty mug down on the bar, he looked a little reluctant to hug me, but then he gathered me up in his strong arms, lifting my feet off the floor. “You know that you’re a little more to me than just that.”

      I wasn’t sure about that. But him saying it made me feel better about how things had gone with us. “You’ve filled out, Callan.” I rested my hands on his amazing biceps.

      He looked directly at my chest. “You have too.”

      I’d gone up a cup-size in bras. “When I had the baby, it rounded out parts of me that hadn’t been that round before.”

      “Being a mother looks good on you.” He looked around the crowded room then took my hand. “Let’s go to the back where we can hear each other talk.”

      Callan had always been on the great-looking side. But now, well, now he was too hot for words. His blonde hair hung in soft waves to just above his shoulders, and his blue eyes seemed even brighter than they had eleven years earlier. Tall at a little over six feet, his shoulders had broadened, and his legs were thicker too. He was no longer a boy — he was all man now. And quite a spectacular man to look at.

      Too bad I can never have him.

      He pulled out a chair for me at a small table for two, way in the back. A waitress came up to us right away. “What can I get you two to drink?”

      Callan took the other chair, a sexy grin curving his chiseled, caramel lips. “We’ll each have a shot of Jose Cuervo Gold. And a couple of Budweisers.”

      “I’ve gotta watch my carbs. Make mine a Michelob Ultra.”

      “Mine too.” He chuckled as he patted his firm stomach. “I have to watch my figure too. I was just thinking you might still be into what we used to drink back in the day.”

      “I have grown up, and so have my tastebuds. But tequila sounds good.” I vividly remembered drinking tequila with him and Robbie the night before Robbie left town to join the Marines. The last time either of us ever saw him. I thought about Robbie often. But sitting with his best friend brought back tons of memories. “Can we make a pact not to get wasted tonight and do crazy things again?”

      “Aww, come on, Ruiz. Let’s not make any rash pacts so early in the night.” His eyes sparkled as he looked me over. Reaching out, he twirled one of my curls around his finger. “I like your hair this way. It’s a lot longer than it was back then. And you’re curling it now too. And wearing makeup. That’s new. Well, it’s new to me. I’m sure you’ve been wearing it for years.”

      “After I moved out of my parents’ house, the summer after we graduated, I finally got to use makeup. My grandmother didn’t care what I did.” I’d moved to Dallas to live with my grandmother after finding out that I was pregnant, and that Robbie would never be coming back home. I couldn’t stand to look at the places we’d been. I had to leave. And once I had the baby, I knew I couldn’t ever move back to Brownsville, Texas.

      My body prickled as he reached out, his hand cradling my face as he gently moved his thumb back and forth over my cheek. “I like the way you don’t wear too much makeup. You always had the best skin. Never a blemish on your face.”

      His touch was killing me. So, I took his hand and moved it away from my face. “Funny, I recall you calling me pizza face on many occasions.”

      He nodded slowly. “Yeah. I did do that. I could call you that because you never had anything to feel insecure about with your clear complexion. If you’d really had acne, I wouldn’t have said it. I know I acted like one, but I wasn’t really an asshole like I was with you.”

      “I’m aware of that. I did see you being nice to other people. Jenny Majors, for instance.” I’d been so jealous when he’d started dating her in our junior year of high school. “How is she doing?”

      “I’ve got no idea. I lost track of her when I went to college and she doesn’t live in town anymore. The whole family moved off to somewhere. We were never that close anyway.” He leaned back in his chair, looking at me with such softness in his eyes. “You knew that, though. You knew all along that she and I were not going to work out. I recall you telling me that she was too pretty for such an ugly guy like me.”

      Blushing, I felt a little embarrassed for some of the things I’d said to Callan back then. “Did I really say that?”

      “You did.”

      The waitress brought our drinks. Then he held up the shot glass of tequila. I picked mine up too. “So, should we drink to him?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” He touched his glass to mine. “This one’s for you, buddy. You will always be missed by the two of us.”

      “Neither of us will ever forget you, Robbie Winslow, the love of my life and the best friend anyone could ever have.” I had to fight back the tears as I downed the shot.

      Callan put the empty glass down then wiped his eyes. “Damn.”

      I did the same, wiping my eyes. “Yeah. Damn.”

      “I never told this to anyone. But I had a gut feeling the day that Robbie left that I would never see him again. I hate the fact that I was right.”

      “I had hope that he’d come back.” I had held out hope the entire two months he’d been away. “And when he was able to call me and I told him that I was pregnant, I still thought he’d come back home.”

      “How’d that go?” He leaned forward, wearing a curious expression as he folded his hands on top of the table.

      “He was happy,” I laughed as I remembered his reaction. “I was hem-hawing around, not sure how to tell him that I was pregnant. Then he said he couldn’t talk much longer, and I knew I had to blurt it out. So, I just said it. I said, ‘I’m having a baby.’ And he laughed and shouted out to everyone around him that he was gonna be a daddy. And then he told me — he didn’t ask me — he told me that when he came home, we’d get married and we would be the happiest family there ever was.”

      “And you believed him.” Callan sighed heavily as he sat back. “You believed that you two still had a future together. But that wasn’t true at all.”

      Nodding, I felt a lump form in my throat. “It was four days later that his mother called to tell me that Robbie was killed in action in Afghanistan. She also told me that Robbie had told her about the baby and that she and Robbie’s dad would always be there for us. They even moved to Dallas about a year after River was born so that they could help out with him. Thanks to them, I’ve never had to leave my son with a babysitter or take him to daycare. His mammy and pappy watch him while I work.”

      “Why’d you leave Brownsville?” he asked. “I mean, your parents never left. So, why did you?”

      Because I had a secret that I couldn’t have kept had I stayed here.

      I couldn’t tell him the truth, so I told him a version of it. “I saw Robbie wherever I looked. I couldn’t take it. So, I moved back to Dallas with my grandmother. And we still live with her. I like it that way. It makes it more like a real home for River. Not just me and him in some small apartment, you know?”

      “Yeah. It sounds like you’re a good mom, Sage.”

      It was a rare occasion that he would call me by my first name. The reminiscing about Robbie may have made him feel like we still had a connection — which we could not have, despite this nice little catch up we were having. “I’ve done okay. But that’s only because of the help Robbie’s parents have given me. And my family too, of course. If I hadn’t had such a great support system, then I have no idea how good of a mother I would be now.”

      “Robbie would’ve been proud of you, you know.” He touched my hand, sending jolts of pure electricity running through my body.

      And I hated how it felt. It felt like I was coming undone inside. If things had been different, I would’ve loved the way it felt when our bodies touched in any and every way. But things couldn’t be different.

      Callan had been the last man I’d ever had sex with. And it was the absolute best sex I’d ever had. Not that I had a lot to compare it to.

      Robbie and I had been intimate for the last few months of our senior year. He and I had been each other’s firsts. Maybe that’s why our sex wasn’t as amazing as it had been with Callan. He had some experience; there had been Jenny and then he had played the field a bit during senior year. I didn’t like to think about him having sex with anyone, though. So, I’d sort of stopped listening when he’d talked to Robbie about any girls he was interested in or had been messing around with.

      As amazing as the sex had been, it was also something I felt terrible about. Betraying Robbie ended up hurting me more than I knew I could hurt. “He was the best. He deserved better than what he got. He deserved better than me.”

      “Don’t say that.” Callan took my hand in his, holding it tightly, making fireworks go off in my lower regions. “I feel bad about that too. I really do. I never wanted to hurt him. And we can be thankful that we never had to hurt him by telling him anything.”

      “I hated myself for a long time for what we did.” I saw no other way to say it. I wasn’t trying to make him feel guilty. I’d been just as into it as he’d been.

      “Yeah, me too,” he admitted, letting my hand go so he could pick up his beer. “I was his best friend. I was the one guy he knew he could trust with anything. And the thing is that I don’t know how we got to where we got, Sage. I swear that I don’t. I hadn’t set out to do that. I swear to you that I hadn’t meant for that to happen. Not ever.”

      I’d had this secret crush on Callan that I hadn’t told anyone about. I’d always thought that if I had met Callan first, then I wouldn’t have fallen for Robbie.

      I saw Callan with other girls, and he was nice to them. If he’d been the same way with me, I had no idea how things would’ve turned out for me and Robbie.

      Callan had charm and charisma. Robbie had a solid heart, full of love and commitment. I loved Robbie. But at times, I yearned for Callan. And that was why I had never blamed Callan for what had happened that night after Robbie went to his bedroom, leaving us alone in the den.

      I’d had more than enough liquid courage, plus I was sort of shell-shocked by Robbie’s leaving. The two of those things combined had made it easy to make the first move. It only took leaning in a bit, biting my lower lip slightly, and then sighing. And that’s when Callan caught my lips with the most savage kiss I’d ever had.

      I’d made love with Robbie before. But I’d had animal-passion-sex with Callan. And, in the end, I was left with a baby in my teenage womb. A baby who would always be known as Robbie Winslow’s son. And that was how it was going to stay.

      “We were drunk teens,” I said with a laugh, picking up my beer and taking a long drink to try and smooth out my mind and body. “And we were both reeling over Robbie’s leaving. And where he was going. And if we would ever see him again. So, we were both vulnerable. Like you said, at least he never had to know that his best friend and his girl betrayed him. And no one ever has to know about that. What we did was a terrible mistake. I think we’re lucky that we’re the only two people who know about it. I regret it to this day.”

      His eyes were on the bottle in my hand. There was no expression on his face. And then he said, “It wasn’t a mistake.” His eyes moved to meet mine. “I never regretted doing that with you, Sage. And, to be honest, I had no idea that you regretted what we did. I had no idea why you never called me after Robbie died. I wanted to be there for you. And I needed you too. I needed you to help me understand why he had to die. I needed to talk to someone who loved him as much as I did.”

      “And where would that have left us, Callan?” I said quietly. I knew exactly what would’ve happened. And then we would’ve looked like the assholes we truly were. “There are many reasons why I left town so soon after getting the news that Robbie was dead. And you were one of them. I knew what would happen if I stayed.”

      His brows arched and his mouth slightly ajar, he whispered, “You and me might have happened. We can’t be sure about that. But we can be sure that me and you won’t happen in the future.” He downed the rest of the beer then got up and walked away without looking back.

      The pain in my heart was nearly unbearable. Every instinct in me told me to run after him and tell him that I was lying about having regretted that night.

      That night had given me more than I knew I’d even wanted. And I wouldn’t give that night back for all the money in the world.

      But Callan can never know that.
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      When did I start wearing my heart on my sleeve?

      Rubbing my eyes, I woke up with one thought in my head. I made a jackass out of myself.

      When Sage said that what we’d done had been a mistake and that she’d always regretted having sex with me, it sort of destroyed something inside of me.

      Sure, maybe I’d romanticized what we’d done a bit. But it wasn’t something ugly, nasty, or even dirty. It was rough. It was unexpected. And it was spectacular.

      That was my take on it. And that was okay. She and I could have different ideas about what it had meant. Apparently, my ego had taken over, turning the pain I had going on into anger, which had spewed out all over Sage.

      Rolling out of bed, my head pounded with a headache the size of Texas. I’d downed two more tequila shots once I’d gotten home. And I had ended the night with some Jack and Coke, which was another huge mistake.

      Making my way to the bathroom, I turned on the shower before finding some aspirin in the medicine cabinet. I popped a couple into my mouth then got into the shower and let the water pour into my mouth so I could swallow them.

      I needed to make things right with Sage. But I didn’t know how I could pull that off. There was still this seething anger that was going to make it hard for me to stop being such an ass to her.

      I’d never felt so much emotion toward any other woman as I had toward Sage. It was like anything I felt was caused by steroids where she was concerned. And the words came out of my mouth without any warning whatsoever.

      The shower had done the trick, and I began feeling more like myself by the time I was finished getting dressed. Making myself some scrambled eggs, I tossed a couple pieces of bread into the toaster. Getting food in my stomach would help me focus on how I could get in control of my emotions.

      There was their son to think about, too. River is what she’d called him. The boy would be ten now. And I’d never met the son of my best friend — which was odd. It was also something I had wanted to do ever since I’d found out about Sage being pregnant.

      I’d been away at college for about a week when my brother Cayce called to tell me that he’d seen Robbie’s dad, who’d told him about the pregnancy. I wasn’t as happy for my best friend as I should’ve been. And the fact that Robbie hadn’t called to tell me that himself had bothered me.

      Cayce had been the voice of reason as he’d told me that Robbie didn’t always have access to devices, he could contact people from. And since my oldest brother had talked sense into me then, I sat down with my breakfast plate and called him to get his take on things.

      “It’s awfully early on a Saturday for my party-hardy brother to be calling me. What’s up, Callan?”

      “Sage Ruiz is in town.” I took a bite of toast and gave him some time to recall who she was.

      “Um, don’t tell me. I know that name. It sounds sort of familiar. Something to do with your high school days, if I’m thinking about the right person. Oh! Robbie’s baby-momma! Right?”

      “Well, she was more than just that.” I didn’t like to put Sage into any one category. “Anyway, she’s in town and I’m sure her son’s with her. I’d like to meet him. But I sort of got in my own way last night, and now she’s probably mad at me.”

      “And you want me to tell you how to make her not be mad at you?” he asked. “How can I do that? I’ve never even met this woman. I don’t know a thing about her, other than that she had your best friend’s baby.”

      “You’re smart. And you’re clever. I’m sure you have some idea of how I can right my wrong.” I gulped some orange juice while I waited for him to come up with something.

      “How mad did you make her?”

      “I’m not sure. See, she kind of hurt my feelings, and I kind of walked away from her. So, it’s pretty much her fault anyway.”

      His laughter echoed on the phone. “She hurt your feelings? How did she do that? You’re not a baby, Callan. I’ve never known you to get all butt-hurt about much.”

      “Yeah, she’s got the unique ability to turn me into an emotional idiot for some reason. So, what do you think about me meeting Robbie’s son? Do you think it’s a smart thing to do?” I was back and forth on it. “She’s probably only here to visit her parents. She and the kid live in Dallas. I don’t know how much I could even do with him, but I feel like I should at least meet him since he’s my best friend’s kid.”

      “You know, being a single mom isn’t easy. I bet she could use some help. You know, financially. Have you thought about telling her you’d like to help support the kid?”

      “No,” I admitted, but that was a good idea. “I have no clue if she’d like that or not.”

      “What single mom wouldn’t want some money to help her take care of her kid?” he asked. “Even if she’s too proud, you can tell her that Robbie would’ve wanted you to help out with his kid. You have a certain charm, Callan. Use
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