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        ~Lexi~

      

      

      

      The clock over the door ticked its steady rhythm, and I took one more look around the room. Time was almost up. Most of the kids were already done with their test and had their heads down on the desk the way I’d instructed them to do when they finished. There were a few who still hastily scribbled away on their papers, and when the bell rang, I expected to see their crestfallen expressions, but it still didn’t make it any easier. I had a handful of kids who tried so hard, but despite all their hard work and all the extra time I put in with them, grade four math just wasn’t clicking. They weren’t going to be happy with their marks. Neither would their parents. The kids took off as soon as the bell rang and I gave them permission to clear out. All except one. I waited a beat before I got up to collect the papers. He sat at the back of the room, staring intently at his paper as if he could change the answers he’d recorded by sheer will. I purposely took my time working my way through the room, giving him all the time I could.

      Finally, I couldn’t put it off any longer. “You did good, Conner.” I took his paper and offered him a smile, because it was all I could give him.

      “Thanks, Ms. Titan. But if I don’t pass grade four, my dad will kill me and⁠—”

      “I have no doubt you’ll pass, Conner. You’ve been working really hard.” And it was true. Conner was a good kid with a huge heart. It hadn’t all clicked for him academically yet, but it would. I had no doubt. He reminded me of Ben at that age. Smart kid, just needed the right motivator. We were getting there. At least with Conner. Ben seemed to be a different story these days. “Now stop worrying about it. You did all you could. Go enjoy your afternoon, okay?”

      I knew the second he left the room he’d stop worrying about fractions and start concentrating on whether the ice on the lake was frozen thick enough yet. It seemed to be the prime worry for all the little boys in town—and most of the big ones too.

      But not Leo.

      My heart both skipped a beat and stopped for a split second. A mixed feeling, to be sure. Because although after five years of waking up in his arms, turning to look into those deep brown eyes, he still made me feel like a teenager in love, it was the twinge of fear that caused me to pause that was new. Well, if I was honest, it’d been there for a while, slowly building. When the seasons changed again, the air grew cold and the snow began to fly, the fear and worry were all I could think about when it came to Leo.

      Last winter hadn’t been easy. I’d lived through some impressive Canadian winters in my life, but maybe I’d managed to block out the worst of them, because when the never ending storms came, snowing us into the cabin more than once, even I suffered through the endless cold and long, dark nights. Summer had been too short, as summers always were. But with every day that passed, I watched Leo, and I could see the worry lines around his eyes creasing. And I knew exactly what caused them. The winter winds not only kept business away from the inn, but they kept my active, warm-weather loving husband shuttered indoors. Like a caged animal, he’d spend the next few months pacing the floor, trying to find something to keep him busy when there was nothing he could do that would compare to simply going outside without a parka on.

      He hadn’t said anything, at least not to me, but I knew it was weighing on him. If we had another bitter cold season, it wasn’t just the inn that would suffer.

      I stuffed my papers into my bag and gathered the last few things I’d need for the evening. I tried to hurry because Ben was supposed to be waiting for me at the front doors. At almost twelve, he wanted so badly to have his freedom and walk home from school with the other boys; at least, that’s what he said around them. Secretly, I think he liked those quiet moments we spent together. It was a few minutes of quiet, just the two of us. At least that’s what I liked to believe and I was hanging onto it.

      Not quite a teenager but no longer a boy, Ben constantly struggled for independence and with the insecurity that came with the awkward pre-teen years. It was a continuing battle and one that only escalated as his hormones started to kick in. Almost a teenager. God. The thought continually hit me out of the blue. My baby was going to be a teenager in only a few short years. The age gap between Ben and any future siblings was only getting wider. Not that I wanted it that way. In fact, quite the opposite. My hand instinctively went to my stomach the way it’d been doing more and more for the last few weeks.

      Maybe this one would stick?

      It was a terrible way to think, but I couldn’t help it. Three miscarriages had taken their toll and I refused to get my hopes up with either the pregnancy or what I hoped beyond hope would be the outcome. It was too painful. Besides, there was nothing to even think about until I took a test and knew either way what I was dealing with. I should have taken the test weeks ago. Maybe even months ago, but my body was less than reliable these days and missing a period wasn’t all that unusual. Besides, secretly I thought that maybe if I ignored it, it would hurt less when the inevitable happened. Again.

      By the time I’d fed the class hamster and flicked the lights out, I was running a few minutes late and Ben wasn’t in the hall where he was supposed to meet me.

      “Perfect.” I scanned the hall. No Ben.

      It was happening more and more. He was using any excuse to take off and leave with his friends. Maybe I was wrong, and he didn’t cherish those quiet moments quite as much as I thought he did. The thought sparked a twinge of pain in my chest. Leo kept telling me I was deluding myself with the fact that Ben was growing up. I wanted to keep him little for a bit longer. It was a losing battle, and I knew it. But it didn’t stop me from trying.

      “Are you talking to yourself again?” Liz Walker, who taught the one grade-six class in our small school, came up beside me and nudged me with her elbow. “You know it’s a sign of insanity, right?”

      “If you had a pre-teen boy, you’d be going insane, too.”

      She threw her head back and laughed. It was a sound that never failed to cheer me up. It was almost impossible to be grouchy or sad when you were surrounded by someone as vivacious as Liz. “I’m surrounded by twelve of them every day, Lex. And just as many pre-teen girls, which is arguably worse. Much worse.”

      I shook my head because she had a point.

      “But I feel for you,” Liz added. “I really do. It can’t be easy. But Ben’s a good kid. He’ll be okay. Come on, I’ll walk out with you.”

      It was a handy thing to be friends with Ben’s teacher, because in the next five minutes, I got an update about his schoolwork, including the assignment he hadn’t handed in. I was fairly positive that Ben wouldn’t agree with me about the convenience of his mother being buddies with his teacher, but it did have its perks.

      “I’ll talk to Ben about the story,” I promised Liz as we walked out into the chilly afternoon air. As cool as it was, it wasn’t cold enough to freeze the lake fully. Not yet anyway. It was only mid-November. There was lots of time for the cold to settle in.

      Lots of time.

      I may not have thought it was very cold, but I had no doubt that Leo was bundled up and next to the fire at the inn, worrying about the cold and money and bookings and pretty much everything that was out of his control. And a number of things that were in his control. But he’d worry anyway, because that seemed to be more and more what he did lately. He’d been way too stressed out lately, and not for the first time I wished I could give him a reprieve from the stress. Even for a little while.

      My hand went to my stomach again and I bit my lip.

      I looked down the street in the direction where Ben would have gone with his buddies. It was a long walk home, considering we lived out of town, in the area that was thought primarily of as the renters’ cottages. And it was, too, but that’s why I liked it so much. It was quiet. With no real neighbors for most of the year, it was almost as if we lived all on our own. Besides that, it had been Uncle Ray’s special place for years, and I’d never sell it.

      Never.

      After Uncle Ray died, the cabin was the only real connection Ben and I had to him.

      Of course, the house hadn’t been designed to be lived in year round—well, it hadn’t really been designed to be lived in at all. It had been built as a cabin, a summer retreat.

      The insulation was just another concern that Leo was probably worrying about. We’d talked about replacing the windows before the snow flew and getting some better insulation sprayed into the walls to help keep the house warm and cut down on our heating bill. I’d been tucking away money for the last few years, and then there was our savings, a small inheritance that Uncle Ray had left us. But I didn’t want to touch it. Either way, I knew we had enough by now but I hated to bring it up, because although he’d never say anything, I knew Leo didn’t want to put more money into winterizing the house. I think secretly he hoped I would wake up one morning and decide it was too cold in the Canadian Rockies and we should move.

      Not that the thought hadn’t crossed my mind. Because it had. Sure, I loved the lake. There were a lot of memories here. It was Uncle Ray’s house, but that was the problem, too. It was Uncle Ray’s house. We’d lived in the cottage for almost five years, but despite spending all that time there, it still didn’t seem like our place yet. To be fair, I probably hadn’t tried hard enough. The years had been busy. Leo spent all his time at the Lake Lillian Inn, transforming it into a thriving business and for me, building up a whole curriculum for grade four from scratch took time. Let alone getting Ben adjusted to his entirely flipped upside-down life. He’d adjusted much better than I’d expected to finding out his father wasn’t really his father and Leo, a man he’d just met, was his father and we were in love and moving to the lake. It was a lot for anyone, let alone a little boy. But he was resilient and not only had he adjusted, he’d thrived.

      Despite that, we still hadn’t settled in and the problem was I’d been using the same excuses for years and that’s all they were.

      Excuses.

      
        
        ~Leo~

      

      

      

      God, she was beautiful.

      Always.

      Even bundled up in that thick black coat of hers that I hated so much, she looked amazing as she walked through the doors of the Lake Lillian Inn. I flipped my laptop shut, tossed it to the couch next to me and left the warmth of the fire where I’d been working on some new marketing ideas to greet the love of my life properly.

      I pulled her close and swallowed whatever it was she was going to say with a kiss. But I could never only have a taste of Lexi. It was never enough. With one hand keeping her close, I unbuttoned just enough of that dammed coat to slip a hand inside and onto her sexy curves. She moaned. Just a little, and only so I could hear, but it was all the encouragement I needed. There wasn’t much I could do about it in the foyer of the inn, but when we got home...

      My hand slipped around to run down the swell of her breasts and rest on her stomach, just over the line of her belt. And just like that, the kiss was over. Lexi pulled away, that look on her face. The look I couldn’t stand because it reminded me just how much she was hurting. I should have known better. Ever since the last miscarriage, she would barely let me look at her stomach, let alone touch it.

      “Lex, I’m⁠—”

      “It’s fine.” She straightened her hair and tightened her coat around her. There was a smile on her face, but it was tight and forced. Not the smile I wanted to see. “I’m sorry to bother you, but...” She glanced around, likely to see whether anyone was there to overhear us, but it was November, one of the slowest months at the inn, despite every effort I’d made with marketing. Bump season, the time between the summer and winter seasons, was one of the hardest challenges I’d ever had to overcome managing a hotel. Of course, there was no bump season in Vegas. A lot of things were different in the Canadian Rockies. Including my family.

      “You’re not bothering me.” I took her hand and led her to the couches in front of the fire where I’d been working. “You know I love it when you visit. How was school? Where’s Ben?”

      Her face shifted again, and instead of sitting, she popped back up and paced. “I was hoping he’d be here.”

      “Here?”

      “He didn’t wait for me again, and I assumed he’d be at home after walking with his buddies. But he’s not and well, I was hoping he’d be here with you.”

      I could count on one hand how many times Ben had come to the inn on his own to hang out with me in the last year. He used to ride his bike down the gravel roads to spend time with me whenever he could. I’d had him painting, cleaning, hauling boxes, you name it. Ben loved helping out. Or at least, he had. Now that he was in grade six, things were different. But it was perfectly normal. Or at least that’s what Lexi told me. I really had no idea. “He’s not here.” I shrugged. Lexi got a lot more worked up about these things than I did. It was a small town, and Ben was a kid. He’d be fine; it was all part of growing up. Hell, when I was his age, I was by myself most of the time. I definitely didn’t have a mom hovering over me, worrying about where I was every second of the day. Ben was old enough to hang out with his friends. In fact, I encouraged it. Not that I was about to suggest that to Lexi.

      At least not at the moment. I was smarter than that. There was definitely a time and a place to mention things like that. And it wasn’t right then.

      “I’m sure he’s fine, Lex. He probably just forgot to tell you he was going to Marcus’s house. You know boys, they’re pretty forgetful and⁠—”

      “He should have told me.” Lexi spun around again. “He knows I worry and I think it’s more than that. Something’s going on.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She turned to look at me. Her hair flipped over her shoulder; the sight distracted me for a moment, but only a moment. “I talked to Liz today,” she said. “She was telling me Ben didn’t hand in a short story assignment. That’s not like him at all,” Lexi continued. “Ben doesn’t blow off homework. He just doesn’t.”

      “He’s a pre-teen boy.”

      “That’s not an excuse.”

      “No. But it’s the reality.”

      Lexi shook her head and turned away to look out the window. “No. It’s not our reality. I refuse to allow Ben to flunk grade six.”

      I went up behind her and rubbed my hands up and down her arms. She still hadn’t taken off that jacket, and I had to fight to keep from doing it for her, but there’d be time for that later. For the moment, calming her down was way more important. When Lexi got worked up, she could really get herself going. And I knew Ben was fine. Of course he was. “He’s not going to flunk grade six. He’s a smart kid.”

      “Is he?” She spun in my arms and I caught her tight. “Is he really? Do smart kids blow off assignments? No. It’s not like him, Leo. It’s not like him at all.”

      I couldn’t disagree with that. It wasn’t like Ben to ignore homework. He was a good kid who got good grades. Something was definitely up with him. I just didn’t know what. But I would. After dinner, I’d take Ben for a walk with the dog and we’d get to the bottom of things. I told Lexi as much.

      “That’s good, Leo. It is, but...”

      “But?”

      There was more going on with her. Something she wasn’t saying. And for a moment, I thought she was going to tell me, but then her mouth closed and her lips pressed into a line, the way it was more and more these days. “No but.”

      Her smile was sweet and even though I didn’t believe her for a second, I smiled and pulled her close to press a kiss to her forehead. “Okay, babe. Are you headed home? Or do you want to stick around?”

      She shook her head and rebuttoned her coat. “No, I should get going. I have tests to grade and I need to stop at the store and...”

      “And? What do you need? If you have work to do, I can stop for you. Just give me a list.”

      Her face transformed into a beautiful smile that lit up her whole face. I knew just how much it meant to her when I offered to run the simple errands for her. It was no big deal for me, but for her...well, if I could do anything to put that smile on her face, I would. Every time.

      “Just a few things,” she started. “Milk, some fruit, and—you know what?” The smile fell from her face and she shook her head hard. “I’ll go.”

      “Seriously, it’s no bother. I wanted to talk to Seth about taking on some more hours, anyway. It’s no trouble.” Seth and his wife, Enid, ran the general store, but after convincing Seth to quit teaching and come work for me at the inn last year, he had been taking on more and more jobs for me, and I know he had real potential to manage things in my absence. Not that I had an absence planned or anything, but a holiday would definitely be a good idea and I was determined that this would be the year that Lexi and I got away. Maybe we could even take Ben to Vegas and show him where we met....

      “I got it, Leo.”

      I returned my attention to Lexi in time to see her turn and head for the front door. “I’ll just pop in and meet you at home, okay?”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “Of course.”

      I bit my tongue because there was absolutely no point in pushing her if she didn’t want to be pushed. Instead, I grabbed her arm and pulled her into me to give her a kiss that left nothing to the imagination. “I look forward to seeing you later,” I whispered in her ear before I sucked her lobe into my mouth the way I knew would send a thrill through her entire body.

      She gave me a sexy smile that promised of more later, but when she finally turned and slipped out the front door, I couldn’t help but shake the feeling that not only was our son going through something I was going to have to figure out, but so was his mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~Lexi~

      

      

      

      Leo knew me better than anyone, and I could see it in his eyes that he was worried about me. But he’d be even more worried if I’d asked him to pick up the pregnancy test. I couldn’t put that stress on him right now. Not when I could see how he was struggling already.

      No. He didn’t need to know. Not until there was something to know.

      Fortunately for me, Enid Lawson, one of my closest friends, and the owner of the general store, didn’t even raise an eyebrow when she scanned my purchases. She knew my struggle, and she knew me well enough to know that if I wanted to talk about it, I would.

      Enid and I have been friends for years, and besides Nicole, she was definitely my best friend, maybe even more so because I saw her more these days because Nicole and Ryan lived in the city. We saw them quite a bit when they were first married and Leo moved up to Canada. But...life happens, people got busy and now that they were expecting their first child, it was even harder. More than hard. I wanted nothing more than to give Leo another child and Ben a brother or sister. I did my best to be a supportive best friend and listen to all of Nicole’s experiences, but I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t stung a little every time she texted me a picture of her growing belly.

      But more and more, it didn’t look like it was going to happen. Except...I sat in the car outside the house and clutched the box that held the stick that would tell my future. I turned it around in my hands and clutched it to my chest briefly before stuffing it into my purse. I grabbed up the rest of the bags and made my way up to the house. If Ben wasn’t in his room working on his homework, there’d be hell to pay.

      Leo was always telling me to relax a little and give him some more space, but as a mother, that was almost impossible to do. Besides, I was trying. I really was. I’m not stupid, and I remember well what it was like to be a pre-teen and then, even worse, a teenager.

      No. I knew the key to parenting was to give him just enough support to let him know I was there for him no matter what. And trust. Sure, he’d make mistakes, but I needed to trust him.

      I took a deep breath before I went inside. It was hard, but I would try.

      The second I saw Ben’s running shoes in a pile beside the closet—instead of in it—I exhaled hard. He was home.

      Skip, Ben’s dog, ran over to greet me, happily licking my hand as I tried to pet him.

      “He’s home, is he, Skip?”

      The dog looked at me, barked once and took off running. No doubt to warn Ben I was home. “Traitor,” I called after him. “Remember who buys your food.” There was nothing to do but shake my head and deposit my groceries in the kitchen. Skip really was a good dog. A very early gift to Ben from Leo and named after skipping rocks. A skill Uncle Ray had tried to teach Ben right before he passed. He was definitely a special dog. In so many ways. And he was very loyal to Ben, a detail that made me both shake my head and smile.

      A few minutes later, Ben wandered into the kitchen, his head down and looking at his feet that he shuffled along the hardwood in the way that made me crazy. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Ben.” I tried to play it cool. I had to. If I got mad right away, he’d get defensive and any chance I might have of talking to him about whatever was really going on with him would be gone. No. I needed to try a softer approach. “I missed you after school. Did you walk home with your friends?”

      “Nah.” He shuffled to the fridge and grabbed the jug of orange juice.

      “You walked by yourself?” It wasn’t the answer I expected and I tried not to let him see that it took me off guard. “Maybe tomorrow we can walk together? I’ll leave the car at home and⁠—”

      “Maybe.” He poured himself a big glass of juice, and I tried to bite my tongue.

      “Juice is for breakfast, buddy. We’re going to have dinner soon. Your father should be—” I stopped talking when I noticed his face. “Ben? What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      He nodded but wouldn’t look at me.

      “You know, if you want to talk about it...”

      For a second, I didn’t think he’d say anything, but then a single tear rolled down his cheek. He swiped it away quickly, but I’d already seen it. I smiled as encouragingly as I could and that’s all it took for him to talk. “All the kids hate me.”

      His words took the air from my lungs. I fought to maintain composure. “What are you talking about?” I pulled the carton of milk from the shopping bag and did my best to look casual as I put the groceries away, but all I really wanted to do was wrap my arms around my little boy, hug him tight and protect him from the hurts of the world. “That can’t be true.”

      “It is. They make fun of me and steal my lunches.”

      “Your lunches?”

      Ben nodded and sank onto the barstool across from me.

      “What do you mean, they make fun of you?” I dreaded the answer, but I had to know. I couldn’t not ask.

      He dropped his head to the countertop and mumbled something into his arms.

      “What was that?”

      Ben looked up; tears streamed down his face. “They call me a bastard.”

      “They call you a what?” I almost dropped the jar of pickles I was holding, but managed to put it down on the counter before I caused a terrible mess. “Why would they call you such a thing? Your friends? Who calls you that? Boys your age shouldn’t even know that word.”

      “Mom. We all know that word.”

      “What do you think it means?” I prayed he didn’t know the answer.

      “It means you’re not married to Dad.”

      Dammit.

      I racked my brain to think of something I could say that wouldn’t be a lie, but would also make everything okay. I came up empty. But empty wasn’t an option. “You know that’s not true, right, Ben?”

      His face lit up but was also lined with confusion. “You are married to Dad?”

      “Well, no.” I shook my head and nodded at the same time. “I mean, yes. That’s true. I’m not married to your dad. Yet.” It was a yet I wasn’t entirely comfortable giving considering Leo and I had talked about marriage off and on for years and never managed to commit to anything. Which was ridiculous, because we couldn’t be more committed to each other. Years ago, we had a wedding date set, but then the first miscarriage happened and we canceled everything. After that, it didn’t seem like something we needed to do. Clearly, we’d both made an error in judgment. Even if we didn’t think it was necessary to have a ceremony to declare our love for each other, Ben obviously did. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Just because we’re not married doesn’t mean we’re any less of a family. You know that, right, buddy?”

      He nodded, but I wasn’t fooled.

      “It’s not that we don’t want to get married.”

      “Who doesn’t want to get married?”

      Leo chose that moment to walk in the door. He headed directly over to me, where he dropped a kiss on the top of my head before he ruffled Ben’s hair in the way that we all knew he hated these days, but only tolerated from his dad. He had perfect timing and I could have cried from the relief of having backup for this particular conversation.

      “Mom was just trying to tell me why you weren’t married yet.”

      Leo’s handsome face twisted into a sly smile and he twisted his head around to look at me. Shit. He was clearly not going to be the backup I was looking for.

      “Is that right?” he said slowly. “And what has your mom given as an explanation?”

      I muttered a string of words under my breath and shot Leo a look that he would have no trouble deciphering.

      “She didn’t.” With his father around
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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