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Chapter One
 
 
 
 
 
 
Staying busy was the only way to keep the demons at bay. Sleeping was out of the question. Even her dreams were not safe. Evy frosted cupcake after cupcake, glancing all too often at the cell phone resting quietly on the island table. She willed it to wake up, envisioning Dean’s picture popping onto the screen. The one she had snapped of him laughing aboard a mammoth Ferris wheel high atop the Summerfest grounds where Bruno Mars played to a packed crowd below. The flashing lights, live music and smell of kettle corn in the air had turned it into a night she would never forget, a time when things had actually been normal. Happy. She  checked the clock on the wall and did the math again in her head. Hawaii was four hours behind Milwaukee, so that would make it...
A loud timer went off with a beep and a flash, jerking her from her thoughts. She silenced the buzzer and turned her iPod up before slipping on a red mitt and carefully pulling a sheet of mint chocolate chip cookies from the oven. She set the hot tray on the table’s last available rectangle of space, softly singing along with the tune in her head. Sheets and sheets of brownies, cake pops, and cupcakes stared back at her, cooling under the kitchen’s fluorescent lights. She took a drink of her cabernet, letting her gaze sweep the room. Trays of freshly baked goods lined a counter running the length of a yellow wall, while plastic tubs of homemade frosting took up what little space she could clear on the dry goods rack. Evy slipped the mitt back on its hook and sang louder, happy to have Sugars all to herself, the smell of sweet treats heavy in the air.
Like her mom and sister, baking had always been a release. When Evy found out Zack and Kelly had broken up on Saved by the Bell she whipped up a dozen little cakes in her Easy-Bake Oven in one rainy afternoon. When she found out about Richie’s little stripper friend, she turned out two dozen blueberry donuts, four dozen chocolate chunk cookies, and a three tiered strawberry shortcake cake for Brooke’s surprise birthday party. All in one day. Evy stockpiled copious amounts of flour and sugar like her Aunt Vicky did vodka and whiskey.
She stared blankly at her output as the image of Dean getting married on the beach without her stormed down the tracks. By this time tomorrow night he would probably be married to another woman. It wasn’t right. This had gone too far. Somewhere there had to be something on Clay Crawford. Something dirty. Evy knocked back the last swallow in her glass, dulling the jagged edge of sobriety, unable to stop the image of Dean curled up next to another woman in bed from creeping into her mind like a thief in the night, stealing her joy. She forced back a tear and before the grief could build, pushed past it and turned up the iPod.
She loaded a long gun with their secret family frosting while singing at the top of her lungs, determined to stop thinking about it. A shadowy figure burst through the half swinging door in her peripheral vision, lunging with a shrill cry ricocheting off the walls. Evy jumped ten feet and screamed loud enough to wake the dead as the sound of heels clicked closer. She saw the flash of sharpened claws reaching for her neck and sidestepped the attack, using the intruder’s momentum to throw it against the dishwasher with a loud clang.
Brooke cried out in pain and caught herself against the sink, bangs hanging in her face. “Dammit, Evy, that hurt!”
“Brooke! What is wrong with you?” Evy cried, clutching her chest.
Brooke rolled with laughter, buttoning the top few buttons on her black blouse. “You should’ve seen the look on your face. That was classic!”
Ben staggered through the door, buckling his belt, his face twisting in the harsh light. “Were you singing Michael Bolton?”
Evy frowned. “No.”
“I think you were,” he said, hiking up his inky dark jeans and scanning the sheets of desserts. “Sounded a lot like How Am I Supposed to Live Without You.”
A low groan rumbled past Evy’s lips. “You scared the shit out of me!”
Brooke’s laughter tapered off as she smoothed her top. “That was the point.”
“What the hell are you two doing here at two in the morning?”
Brooke arched an eyebrow, eyeballing the muffins and cookies dotting the room. “I could ask you the same thing, Sandra Lee.”
“I couldn’t sleep.” Evy tightened her ponytail, squinting at the smudged lipstick staining Ben’s mouth. “And why are you both buttoning up your clothes?”
Brooke shrugged indifferently, finger-combing her straight brown hair. “No reason.”
Ben cleared his throat, adjusting the short sleeve button-down strangling his tattooed biceps. “I got hot,” he said, weaving a crooked path into the office.
“You baked all of this tonight?”
Evy followed Brooke’s bloodshot gaze around the kitchen and responded with a faint nod.
“Well damn, girl, if our customers ever come back, we’ll have to break your heart more often.”
“They’ll be back,” Evy said, carefully prying red velvet cupcakes from a well used pan.
“I hope you’re right.”
“They will.”
Brooke stretched a smile as far as it would go. “I know, sweetie. I know.”
“Hey, what’re these?” Ben asked, stuffing a pack of smokes into his shirt pocket and studying a baking tray of chocolate squares.
“Those are Brakes,” Evy replied, glancing at her phone.
His forehead creased. “Brakes? What the hell are those?”
“A cross between brownies and cake. I found the recipe on Pinterest.”
Brooke came closer. “Diet Coke and cake mix, right?”
“Yep, but I used Greek yogurt instead of Diet Coke.”
“No eggs or oil?” Ben asked, picking one up for a closer inspection.
“Nope.”
Without hesitation, he bit into it, pinching his eyes together as he chewed. Evy and Brooke watched him closely, quietly awaiting his verdict. Ben swallowed and nodded. “Wow, those are really good.” He stuffed the rest of the square into his mouth. “And so moist!”
Brooke tried one and her eyes widened with surprise. “Oh yeah, we can sell these,” she said, high-fiving Evy and yanking her hand back at the last second. She giggled with her mouth full and plopped heavily onto a stool.
“God, how much have you had to drink tonight?”
Ben licked his fingers. “Not enough.” He wiped his hands on his jeans and stumbled through the swinging door separating the kitchen from up front.
Evy turned to her sister and lowered her voice. “You two were going to do it in here, weren’t you?”
Brooke stopped chewing, looking overly offended. “No, we were not,” she replied curtly.
Evy stared at her with a blank expression.
“Okay, we were,” she whispered. “We like to watch it back on the security footage.”
Evy’s eyebrows drew together. “That is so gross.”
Air ruffled Brooke’s chocolate lips as she fanned a hand through the air. “Don’t worry, we erase it after we’re done.”
“No, I mean having sex in here is gross! This is a kitchen, Brooke. Haven’t you ever heard of OSHA regulations?”
“Please! We disinfect everything, girl.” Brooke twisted on her stool and nearly lost her balance. “Evy, trust me, this place is cleaner than a pig in a July drought.”
Evy’s face soured. “What does that even mean?”
Brooke pulled her shoulders to her ears. “Coulda told ya three margaritas ago.”
Evy turned her attention back to the cell phone, afraid to miss his call, seeing his picture pop up, willing it to happen.
“Still no word?”
She pulled a stool out and took a seat, her eyes blurring the cell phone into a fuzzy rectangle. “Not yet.”
“Did you try calling him?”
“No.”
“Good. Don’t be that girl. I’m sure he’ll call you as soon as he gets the chance.”
A wistful sigh caused Evy’s posture to shrink. “I should’ve gone.”
“Where? To Hawaii?”
Evy fought back tears she didn’t know existed, certain that well had run dry this morning when she had found his note.
“You don’t even know where he’s staying.”
“When he called me from the airport I heard someone say something about Maui over the PA system. I’ll have him text me the details.”
“Evy,” Brooke said calmly, taking her hand. “You can’t risk it. We just got our liquor license back. If Clay were to find out you went to Hawaii we’d be screwed.”
“I could disguise myself. No one would know.”
“No.”
“Well, I can’t just sit here, Brooke.” She swung a hand out over the baked goods. “I’m going to gain thirty pounds!”
Brooke exhaled a tired breath that smelled like tequila. “There’s nothing you can do there but make things worse.”
A short laugh burst from Evy’s mouth, echoing off the cold yellow walls. “I don’t think things can get much worse.”
“We have to wait for Dean to get back. He knows more about what’s going on than any of us. Go home and get some sleep.”
“I’m not tired,” she said dully, her puffy eyes betraying her.
Brooke leaned in closer. “Promise me you won’t go to Hawaii.”
“Hawaii?” Ben gasped, carefully coming through the swinging door with a circular tray of drinks. “Not with that bald prick on the loose!”
Brooke shot him a cold glare that chilled him to the bone.
“What bald prick?” Evy asked, her eyes darting back and forth between them.
Brooke picked up a tray of maple bacon cupcakes so Ben could set the drinks down.
“I said ‘bald tick’,” he quickly corrected. “It’s an invasive species currently devouring Hawaii and will give you a good case of the shits for a month of Sundays if the little bugger latches onto ya. Not a good time to run off to paradise.”
Brooke discreetly rolled her eyes while Evy studied his scruffy face.
After a few awkward seconds, she shook her head. “No, you said bald prick.”
Ben tipped back a bottle of Shaun’s latest batch of Indian Pale Ale, meditating on it for just a moment longer. “No, I didn’t.”
She turned to Brooke, her heart hammering in her chest. “What is he talking about?”
“I have no idea what he is…”
“Brooke!”
The outburst made Brooke startle, sending her words cart wheeling to the shiny floor. She stared at Evy and exhaled a defeated breath, trading an uneasy glance with her husband. Brooke took a quick drink of a raspberry cosmo to wet her whistle, and looked up to meet Evy’s worried eyes. “They call him Mr. Ryder.”


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
 
 
 
 
The minister’s black robe flapped in the ocean breeze, blue waves crashing onto the white sand behind him. The sun beat down from above, producing a slick layer of sweat across Dean’s forehead. His white shirt clung to his back and he wanted to wipe the smile off the minister’s face. The minister adjusted his colorful lei and kept reading. Dean glanced at his watch and took another swig from the bottle of whiskey hanging loosely in his hand. He had to be the most miserable person on the entire breathtaking island of Maui, taking the word ironic to a new level. Dean checked his watch again and sighed. The thick framed minister paused to look up from the open bible in his brown skinned hands. He arched a troubled eyebrow at Dean.
Dean shifted in his stance, digging his toes into the hot sand, trying to find a cooler spot to stand. “Are we keeping you from something?”
“Dean!” Megan whispered, squeezing his hand.
The minister glanced at the half empty whiskey bottle in Dean’s hand and resumed his speech. Dean stared out across the ocean, one word blending into the next like a foreign language spoken entirely too fast, his thumb spinning a gold band around his ring finger. Megan turned to him with a sweet smile, her white sundress happily dancing with the wind. Dean almost felt sorry for her. She was glowing like an angel and this should have been the happiest moment of her life, but he was determined to put it behind them as quickly as possible.
“I now pronounce you man and wife,” the minister finally said in a thick Polynesian accent. He smiled warmly, the wind tugging at his black hair. “You may kiss the bride.”
Megan turned to face Dean, peering up at him with elated eyes that matched the sparkling waters stretching before them. She leaned up on her tippy toes and kissed him on the mouth. Dean reciprocated with something reminiscent of a dead fish, tasting the virgin pina colada still on her lips from breakfast. A tall thin man off to the side snapped a couple of quick pictures and then traded out the digital camera for a worn ukulele. He strummed a happy tune while a pretty woman slowly swayed with the music, her arms and long dark hair floating in the air. A light blue sundress set off the flower in her hair as she and the thin man serenaded Megan and Dean with wide smiles plastered across their faces. Dean watched a cruise ship off in the distance, wishing he was anywhere but here, and raised the bottle to his lips for another pull.
The minister lifted a string of brightly colored flowers over Megan’s head. She happily bowed before him and he kissed her on the cheek. He stepped in front of Dean, trying to hold onto his phony smile, and held up another lei. Dean refused to bow, forcing the island man to stretch his arms high into the air to lace Dean’s neck with the sweet smelling garland. Dean swung his gaze to the thin man playing the ukulele. The man’s steadfast smile made him sick to his stomach.
Seagulls rode the rolling waves of blue sky above, crying out as if celebrating the union as well. The black haired lady danced circles around them, doing her best to coax Megan and Dean into joining her. She took their hands and pulled them closer, her hips swaying back and forth with a natural rhythm passed down from generations before. The three islanders smiled like it was their first time hosting such a beautiful ceremony. The beach spun around Dean. He squinted in the bright sunshine. Megan laughed out loud, trying to mimic the luau dancer. Dean wiped sweat from his brow with his shoulder, dampening the breezy fabric. The island woman pulled him closer. He staggered in the stand and she steadied him without missing a beat.
Dean shook his head and yanked his hand back, her smile as insistent as her dance. She took his hand again, drawing him and Megan to her, determined they enjoy this lasting memory together. He blinked blankly, the color draining from his face as the two females bobbed around him. The island woman said something he didn’t understand, her goddamned smile as relentless as the thunderous waves hammering at the base of his skull. His stomach tightened. The thin man strummed faster, tapping his foot in rhythm to the native song.
Dean’s mouth watered. The crashing waves sprayed the air with sea foam that smelled of salt and dead fish. He leaned in closer to Megan. She smiled her approval, towing him across the hot sand and shaking her hips from side to side. Beads of sweat raced down his face in streams, soaking his collar. His stomach rumbled.
Megan’s smile stretched from ear to ear. “I can’t believe I’m Megan Jacobs now!”
He smiled and threw up, spraying her dress with this morning’s Denver omelet. Megan screeched and jumped backwards in the sand.
She looked up in horror and clapped a hand over her mouth, reminding him of Evy. “Dean!”
He wretched again, splashing her bare feet this time. The minister yelled something in his native tongue and the ukulele finally stopped its stringy song. Dean bent over and rested his hands on his knees like a gassed basketball player, watching the sand soak up his breakfast. He dry heaved a few times until his eyes watered with tears. Megan patted him on the back and spoke consoling words that made him want to vomit again. Nothing he did seemed to phase her enchanted spell and it annoyed the hell out of him. The wind whipped at his hair, sweeping his bangs into his eyes.
He slowly stood back up, his bloodshot eyes traveling across the sober faces staring back at him. The woman had stopped dancing and the minster stared at Dean like he had just killed a kitten. The looks of disdain breaking their automatic professionalism made Dean grin. He ran a wet hand through his hair and inhaled a deep breath of salty air. “Are we done here?”
The minster stood with his mouth collecting the sea breeze and responded with a shallow nod. Dean took another chug from the bottle and wiped his mouth on his shoulder, turning it brown. He turned for the fancy hotel behind him with Megan hot on his heels and the thin man grumbling something about howlies.
Megan held her dress out, trying to keep up. “Are you okay, honey?”
He couldn’t help but quicken his pace. It was reflexive, kicking up sand as he went, wondering how he could possibly survive another five days of this charade. Two young boys zipped in front of him, chasing each other through the sand, their high-pitched squeals piercing his swollen brain with dull ice picks.
Megan made a grab for the bottle in his hand and he yanked it away. “Dean, I think you’ve had enough.”
He stopped and tipped the bottle back, taking a long swig of the amber colored liquid inside. “We’ve only been married for two minutes and you’re already telling me what to do?” He turned for the resort, not bothering to wait for an answer.
She frowned and took a couple of hurried steps, squinting at him in the bright sunshine. “I’m worried about you.”
“Don’t be!” he snapped, his face a twisted scowl, the alcohol bringing out the beast.
He followed somebody else’s footprints, wishing he was them. Anyone else’s life would be better than living this one. Megan’s silence eventually drew his eyes. Her watery gaze pointed to the sand, navigating her steps. He exhaled a tired breath and lowered his voice. “I’m sorry,” he said over the hammering waves. “I think I’ve just had too much sun.”
She laughed sharply, glancing at her ruined dress. “Is that what you call it?” She took a few quick steps and cut in front of him, forcing him to a stop. Megan peered up into his puffy eyes and tried to smile. “Dean, I know this is a big change but if it’s not what you wanted, then why did you ask me to marry you?”
Waves crashed in his ears while the wind tugged at his hair. He laughed out loud in response.
Her gaze thinned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
His lips pressed together until turning white, Clay and Mr. Ryder flashing through his mind. He couldn’t tell if his face was red from the sun or the rage burning inside, her cluelessness a constant source of irritation. He ran a hand through his hair, carefully choosing his next words. Drunk or not, he had gone this far and there was no point in screwing it up now. That wouldn’t help anyone, namely Evy and Shaun.
Evy’s naked body skipped through his mind like a rock across a glassy pond. What he wouldn’t give to curl up next to her on the couch just one more time. His cell phone felt heavy in his khakis. It beckoned him, begging him to call her. He suddenly regretted telling her everything in the note and wouldn’t blame her one bit if she was having second thoughts. Or even third thoughts. It was a lot to digest and no one deserved this horror story. But for whatever reason, fate had brought them together like two ships in the night and he would be damned if anything would get between them, even this iceberg of a marriage. Dean winced with the embarrassment shooting through him. Evy’s family must think very little of him right about now, weakening his resolve. He shook his head and spit into the sand, no one to blame but himself.
“Hello? Dean?”
His eyes snapped back to Megan, her words rudely stirring him from his thoughts like they had done the entire plane ride here the day before. She craned her neck, trying to see through his eyes, into his soul.
“You’re right,” he said, turning the bottle upside down.
She watched the pungent smelling liquid turn the sand a dark shade of brown around their bare feet. “Thank you.”
He smirked at her and threw the bottle behind him without looking. Her smile slid down her face like a wet sheet. “Dean!” she gasped, holding her dress out and racing across the hot sand to retrieve the discarded litter.
He took advantage of the diversion and continued for the brightly colored resort where he could find an ice-cold bottle of beer and two minutes to think. His wobbly legs ascended some tiled steps, glad to be back on solid ground where a party of half naked women lounged on white chases alongside an infinity pool, sipping on fruity drinks while gazing out over the ocean. One of them nudged another when Dean went by. The group’s chatter faded altogether when Megan sauntered into view, her soiled dress a source for their stares.
Dean stumbled into the open air lounge like a man who had been trudging the dunes of a hostile desert for days on end. Outside of an older couple sitting at a table for two, and someone reading the paper at the bar, the place was as deserted as his will to keep going. With a relieved sigh, Dean dropped heavily into a tall chair at the bar, the shade from the canopy already making his thick head feel better.
The bartender smiled, revealing a sizable gap between his two front teeth. “Aloha!” he said, trying to sound native even though he looked like a wiry farm boy from Ohio. He tossed a coaster in front of Dean and leaned on the edge of the bar. “And how are you today?”
“A bottle of Corona,” Dean panted, the man’s upbeat tone rubbing him the wrong way.
The bartender pushed off the bar. “You got it.” He turned for a tall cooler and did a double take as Megan caught up, his short brown hair unaffected by the breeze his jaw was dangling in.
“He’ll take a bottle of water,” Megan sternly instructed, depositing the empty whiskey bottle into a brightly painted garbage can.
“And the beer,” Dean added, staring blankly at a flat screen airing a rerun of Hawaii Five-O behind the bar.
The bartender slowly nodded, seeming unsure where to begin first, his gaze snagging again on Megan’s dress.
“Maybe you should come up to the room and get out of the sun for awhile, take a nap.”
“Maybe later,” Dean replied gruffly, refusing to meet her eyes.
She stared at his profile for a moment before looking back to her dress. A flustered sigh slithered from her lips. “I’m going to go up and take a shower, okay?”
He nodded, clicking his wedding ring against the shiny bar top, aggravating his headache on purpose. It was the least he could do. He had it coming.
“Don’t be too long.”
He kept his eyes fixed on the TV.
She exhaled a weary breath and slowly turned away, the pep in her step nothing more than a memory.
He turned to watch her go. “Megan,” he said, catching her blue eyes when she spun around. “I’m sorry for…” He nodded to the dress.
She smiled weakly and turned for the elevator in the lobby, finally leaving him alone with his intrusive thoughts.
The barkeep set the Corona and bottle of water down and slid them forward. “Congratulations.”
Dean looked up, his eyes feeling big as tennis balls and just as furry.
“These are on the house,” he said, pushing the drinks closer.
“Thanks.”
“So how’s it feel to be a married man now?”
Dean snorted. “Numbing.”
He chuckled and wiped circles of condensation off the bar, glancing at Dean’s sweat soaked shirt. “First time in Hawaii?”
Dean shoved the lime wedge into the Corona bottle and took a long drink, the cold liquid sweeping the cotton mouth down his throat. He swallowed with a sigh. “It is.”
The bartender made a click with his tongue. “That sun will get ya if you’re not careful. I’ve seen it a thousand times.”
Dean looked out over the sparkling pool that appeared to empty into the ocean, sweat running down his back. He grunted, wondering how such an amazing view could seem so dismal at the same time. Without Evy by his side, everything looked different. The colors were faded, the people wore scowls, and the perfect weather was a pain in the ass.
“My name is Cliff,” the barkeep said, lifting a trap door in the bar and coming out to Dean’s side. “Just holler if you need anything.” He glanced at the line of girls sunning themselves by the pool, a grin pulling at the corner of his mouth. “This could take awhile.”
Dean rested his elbows on the bar and dropped his face into his hands, trying to massage away the pain, wondering how he could possibly endure another day of this, let alone five. He knew Megan would be after him to make the marriage official in their room’s king-sized bed tonight - if not this afternoon, but Plan Whiskey Dick was in full swing. Maybe tomorrow morning he could blame his impending hangover on some tropical bug, eat spicy food and make himself throw up in their bathroom.
He took his face from his hands and pulled out his cell phone. His thumb swiped at the screen until Evy’s name rolled up. A deep breath filled his lungs. He glanced behind him to the lobby, his thumb hovering over the call button. He turned around and stared at Evy’s name, wondering what she was doing right now. He flicked his wrist out to check his watch, still set to Milwaukee time, and grimaced when he pictured her telling Brooke and Ben that her boyfriend had just married another woman. Humiliation squeezed his insides, making it difficult to breathe. How could he ever face any of them again? In the blink of an eye, he had become that guy. The guy everyone lobbied against behind his back. With a long groan, he slipped the cell back into his pocket, too ashamed to call the one person he wanted to talk to the most.
“Congratulations.”
Dean hesitated before looking down the bar. The man at the end lowered the newspaper he was reading and grinned. Dean’s heart skipped a beat.
“Beautiful day for a wedding,” Mr. Ryder smiled, cheering him with a glass of what looked like a Shirley Temple, a cherry floating on top.
Dean cocked his head to one side, glaring at the old man through slits while nonchalantly sliding a hand into his pocket beneath the bar. “What the hell are you doing here?” he sneered. “Wait, let me guess – the national bingo tournament is in town.”
Ryder cheered him again. “Just spending some vacation time,” he said, smiling widely. “Use it or lose it.”
Dean pursed his lips, his liquid courage helping him push any fear off to the side. “Good for you. And nice suit and tie by the way, it’s like ninety degrees out. Shouldn’t you be trying to blend in, Kojak?”
Ryder’s smile slid down his pale face, staring hard at Dean through dead eyes. “Maybe I want to paint a certain picture in your head before switching into my new Hawaiian shirt.”
Dean might have laughed if he wasn’t so sick, literally and figuratively.
Mr. Ryder folded the newspaper under one arm, slid his chair back and grabbed his drink. Dean glanced around as the old timer took a seat next to him. Cliff was busy chatting it up with a pretty brunette who was way out of his league. Other than the older couple a few tables away, they were completely alone.
“Just for the record, Dean, you’re doing the right thing here. I want you to know that.”
Dean jerked his gaze back to Ryder, the cold liquid clearing the humidity from his airways. “What do you know?”
Ryder shrugged. “I know that you owe me a new tire.”
Dean sharpened his gaze. “Who the hell are you anyway?”
“I’m just a guy who cares and that’s all you need to know.”
“Are you in the mafia?”
Ryder leaned back and bellowed with laughter, amused with absurdity. “You’re such a romantic, Dean!”
“And you’re an asshole!”
A grave look gripped Ryder’s features, doubling the wrinkles in his face. He dipped his chin and looked at Dean over the top of his glasses. “The only thing I can tell you is that if you live up to your responsibilities, you will be well taken care of from here on out. And that’s a fact.”
A short laugh burst from Dean’s lips. He took a long drink of the Corona, eyeballing Ryder as the lime wedge somersaulted inside the clear glass bottle. He wiped his chin with the back of his hand, his new wedding ring making him wince.
A group of guys in their early twenties spilled into the bar from the hotel lobby, wearing long shorts and wide smiles, cracked beers already in hand. A guy with a shaved head and no shirt leaned against the bar next to Dean, black tribal tattoos spiraling across his massive shoulders and biceps. He yelled out to Cliff that they needed shots as his buddies wandered over to the pool, drawn to the bikini-clad girls like weeds to the sun.
Dean leaned in closer to Ryder and lowered his voice. “Did Sugars get their liquor license back yet?”
“How’s it goin, guys?” the beefcake with no shirt asked, cheering them with the beer in his hand.
Dean stared at Ryder and didn’t respond as Mr. Ryder calmly stirred his drink, rattling the ice cubes against each other. “Did they get their license back?” he slowly repeated.
Muscles elbowed Dean in the arm. “You just get married or somethin, buddy?”
Dean gritted his teeth, keeping his eyes directed at Ryder while waves of annoyance rushed over him.
The guy laughed. “Hello?”
Dean slowly twisted around in his seat, the big guy’s cocky smile making his blood boil. “Somethin like that,” Dean replied dully, turning back to Ryder, a million questions on his mind.
“Awe come on, she can’t be that bad, dude!” muscles laughed out loud, slapping a meaty hand on Dean’s shoulder and squeezing overly hard. “Good lookin guy like you probably reeled in a real hottie.” He looked all around. “Where’s she at? I want a dollar dance with the bride.”
Dean watched Ryder’s eyes follow the cherry in his drink.
“Yo, pretty boy, I’m talkin to you!”
Dean cringed with the guy’s rise in volume and, grudgingly, turned to face him.
The man took in Dean’s hardened face, his forehead wrinkling. “Seriously, where’s the bride at, man?”
Dean set his jaw. “Why don’t you go fuck yourself, meat.”
The man’s face tensed. He thinned his gaze and stepped closer. “Listen here, you pretty little bitch,” he hissed, spraying Dean’s face with spittle that smelled like stale beer. “You better show some respect or I will put you through a wall, homeboy.”
Dean balled his hands into fists and slowly got to his feet, towering over the guy by two or three good inches.
The man’s gaze rose with him. “Big guy, huh? Well, you know what they say? Bigger they are, the harder they fall.”
Dean’s rage built. “I bet you hit like a pussy.”
The man’s face tightened, turning an angry shade of red. A seagull squawked above them in the silence that followed. A loud burst of laughter came from the pool. The muscle head casually set his beer on the bar and turned back to Dean, puffing his chest out and squeezing his hands into fists. There was a loud crack when Ryder slammed his head onto the bar. Dean jumped and fell back into his seat, watching the guy slide to the floor into a crumpled puddle of loose muscle. Dean looked up to Ryder, his mouth agape, astonished by the man’s stealth. He hadn’t even heard him get up from the chair, let alone seen him.
Mr. Ryder straightened his black necktie and turned to Dean with a pleasant smile. “You should take Megan parasailing tomorrow. I hear it’s something you’ll never forget.” He tucked the complimentary newspaper beneath his arm. “Enjoy your wedding night,” he said, shooting Dean a wink before turning for the hotel lobby.
Dean inhaled heavy breaths of warm air, pulse racing. “Who are you?” he yelled loud enough to turn some heads.
 Ryder stopped in his wingtips without turning around, a breeze tickling the thin leaves of a palm tree to his right. He nodded at a pretty, elderly lady walking past and kept moving, disappearing into the shadows.
Dean stared into the hotel, damaging thoughts attacking his every turn. “What the fuck, man?” he whispered, wiping his brow.
“Holy shit, what happened?” Cliff cried, staring at the man lying unconscious on the custom tile work.
Dean pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “He just passed out. Hit his head on the bar on the way down.”
“Jesus Christ,” Cliff grumbled, kneeling next to him and checking his pulse. “Rookies,” he muttered. “I’m tellin ya, sun and alcohol do not mix.”
Dean was too busy playing back the recording of Mr. Ryder on his cell phone to bother with a response. A slow grin traveled from one ear to the other. He slipped the cell back into his pocket as Cliff went behind the bar to call for help.
***
Dean burst through the door and entered the suite, his chest rising and falling. Megan screamed and covered herself with a towel, the smell of cherry body lotion permeating the spacious room.
A relieved sigh shot from her as he slammed the door shut and locked it. “You scared the crap out of me,” she said, dropping the towel to the bed and exposing her freshly washed body. “Are you feeling any better?” She reached up and adjusted the towel wrapped around her blond hair like a turban, a coy grin playing at her lips. “Because anytime you’re ready to consummate this thing I am.”
“We have to talk,” he said, struggling for breath.
She stepped closer, chewing on her bottom lip. “Talk is the last thing I want to do,” she whispered, grabbing his crotch.
He jumped back, holding her at arm’s length. “This is serious.”
Her devilish grin morphed into a disappointed frown. “Let’s talk later.”
Dean turned from her plump breasts and plunked down into a leather chair at a mahogany desk.
Her eyes fell to the cell phone in his hand.
“There’s something you have to hear,” he said, bringing up the video.
She came closer, studying the darkened screen through curious eyes.
“This man works for your father and is following our every move. I just ran into him at the bar.”
A short laugh squeaked out. “What?”
“Just listen,” he snapped, pressing play.
The video played back with the dark confines of Dean’s pocket taking up the entire screen. Megan sat down on the edge of the bed as Ryder’s muffled words wiggled from the speaker. She took the towel from her head and shook her hair out as the recording continued.
Dean’s blood pounded thickly in his ears, knowing this might drive Megan to her senses. The possibility she might actually do the right thing and call this whole thing off - including her dickhead father - made his pulse quicken. The video stopped. Dean inhaled deeply and looked up with anxious eyes. “Do you see what is going on here?”
Megan arched an eyebrow at him. “Yeah, you’re drunk and need to take a nap.”
His brow folded. “Didn’t you hear what that guy said? He works for your father, who has hired him to keep tabs on us. To make sure we get married or else Clay will shut Sugars down for good.”
“Somebody needs to lay off the Hawaii Five-O,” she snickered, finger-combing her wet hair.
“This isn’t a joke, Megan! This shit is really happening!”
“All right, you don’t have to yell!” She paused to lower her voice, glancing at the cell in his hand. “Dean, I could barely hear a word on there, whoever that was.” She patted the bed, dismissing it all with one simple gesture. “Take your clothes off and come lie down.”
Dean sprang to his feet and kicked the chair backwards, sending it rolling across the room and crashing into a leather couch with straight edges. “I’ll give you the cliff notes version: your father hired this man because I don’t love you. I love Evy!”
Her gaze turned as cold as a gravestone, the color fleeing her cheeks.
“Got your attention now?”
She stared blankly at him, her posture as strict as the look on her face.
“Your dad just wants the all-American family standing behind him while he’s running for office. I’ve never heard of somebody so desperate to become a mayor before!” he laughed wildly with contempt. “I mean, is that such a great position? I’d hate to think what he did do to become class president!”
After a few more seconds of thoughtful silence, Megan sighed through her nose and got up. “You’ve had too much to drink in the sun,” she said softly, placing a hand on his chest. “You’re not thinking clearly.”
Dean stared at her in utter disbelief, the room’s air conditioner humming in his ears, licking at his wet shirt. He almost started laughing and turned to the eighth floor balcony looking out over the ocean instead. She was in on it, too. Of course, she was. The glass was warm against his forehead. People scurried along the beach below like picnic ants, each on a desperate mission to do it all in one week’s time. Dean watched a shark-spotting plane leisurely troll the coastline, trying to figure out his next move and coming up empty. “Unbelievable,” he muttered, tapping his forehead against the glass and slipping the cell back into his pocket.


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
 
 
 
 
 
Evy turned off Let’s Make a Deal, the contestant’s costumes adding to her fever daydream. The apartment went dead quiet. Guilt coursed through her veins, pushing the despair back down again, a see-saw effect that had been undulating since waking up. An hour and a half of sleep was no way to come into work fresh and ready, but it was better than zero hours of sleep, which - at one point during the night - she was certain would be all she would get. Eventually she had dozed so lightly she hadn’t been sure if she had slept or not. Until the dream came back to her. The one where Dean had shown up at her apartment. Evy had been so ecstatic, bombarding him with a million questions until realizing she was talking to her building’s maintenance guy who looked nothing like Dean. Even her dreams weren’t safe from her strife, leaving her frightened of catching too much of her reflection today, or the maintenance guy.
The cell phone drew her wandering eyes. She grabbed it and shook her head, her ponytail tickling the back of her neck. Not a single text. Anger was the next to ride a swell inside of her, rising to the top and making her grit her teeth. The thought of him marrying another woman weighed heavily upon her lungs, making it difficult to breathe in the soft glow of dawn’s early light.
This was bullshit. Dean was hers, not Megan’s. Her eyes thinned, her resentment gaining a better foothold leading to full on rage. With great effort, she pushed herself up off the couch, traipsed over to the desk against the wall on heavy legs and woke the laptop from its slumber. The screen grumpily flickered to life, making her squint. It took a few seconds for her eyes to focus in on the list of flights she had already studied for well over an hour last night. Sugars flashed through her mind. Brooke and Ben needed her, were counting on her. Dean’s image pushed them down with both hands, his melting smile and big brown eyes pleading for her attention. A tug of war ensued, leaving her palms wet and her gut clenched.
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“Aloha!”
Dean ignored Cliff’s corny greeting and sat down at the bar, his head pounding like a drum, not believing he had slept past noon.
“Well, you’re looking better today.”
Dean tapped the bar. “Jack and Coke.”
“Breakfast of champions,” Cliff smiled, flashing the gap in his teeth and turning to the rows of liquor bottles stacked behind him.
Dean took a quick look around, scanning the place for a bald guy with pasty skin. When he decided it was clear, he dug his phone out and scrolled to Evy’s name. He stared at it, the wind tousling his hair, still wet from a much needed shower. Dean inhaled breath of air that tasted like salt and hit the call button. Each ring grew louder in his ear, setting off a dull thud at the base of his skull. Cliff set Dean’s drink down just when Evy answered.
“I’m sorry I haven’t called,” he said, holding his breath and running a hand through his hair. “But things have been…” He stopped talking, grimacing when Evy told him to leave a message after the beep that stung his ear like an angry hornet, piercing his eardrum with its sharp tone. Dean opened his mouth but the words clung to the tip of his tongue, refusing to let go under any circumstance. He hung up and pulled the straw from his drink, not sure what to say or do anymore, and took a long pull of the Jack and Coke, deciding he just needed a little more time to figure it out. It would come to him. It always did.
“Ya know,” Cliff said, resting his elbows on the bar top. “You might be the most miserable looking newlywed I’ve ever seen, and we get a lot of em through here.”
Dean set his jaw, spraying Cliff with a chilly glare. “Might be?”
Cliff laughed. “You’re supposed to be like those two lovebirds over there.”
Dean followed his gaze to a young couple a few tables closer to the ocean. They held hands and stared deeply into one another’s eyes, laughing and kissing and only making him feel worse. “Thanks for the tip,” he said, returning to his drink.
“You wanna talk about it?”
Dean swallowed hard, his headache in full bloom behind his bloodshot eyes. “Why does everybody need to talk about everything?”
A perplexed look tightened Cliff’s features into a ball. “Makes em feel better I guess.”
“Hey, how’s that muscle head guy from yesterday doing?”
Cliff inhaled a cutting breath through clenched teeth. “Not so good, I’m afraid. Fractured eye socket.”
“Seriously?”
Cliff rapped his knuckles on the bar two times. “Hey, it’s like my granddaddy always said: it ain’t a party till somethin gets broken.”
Dean stared at him, ice cubes settling in his glass. “Have you seen a bald guy with black framed glasses around today? He was sitting here yesterday.”
Cliff’s lips stretched downward as he picked up an ashtray and wiped under it. “Not that I remember.”
“But you remember seeing him yesterday afternoon, right? Here at the bar.”
“Uh, I remember seeing a bunch of Hawaiian Tropic models out by the pool yesterday, but we get a lot of people through here, especially at night.”
Dean exhaled a weary breath and followed Cliff’s gaze to the pool spilling into the North Pacific, trying to put the pieces together. Like Cliff, the short girl behind the front desk hadn’t seen Ryder today or yesterday, which meant he was either using a fake name or staying somewhere nearby. Dean grabbed a pen off the bar and scribbled something onto the dry side of his coaster. “If you see him, can you call me right away?” He slid the coaster and a folded twenty across the bar. “There’s an extra fifty in it if you do, but on the DL.”
Cliff’s eyes widened as he studied the money and the coaster. “Sure, Dean. I can do that.”
“And I’ll take another one of these when ya get a chance.” He gestured with the drink and wandered off to the pool, the sun burning his skin without the canopy’s protection. It was a hot one, and another day of drinking in the sun was just what the doctor ordered.
He stopped at the edge of the blue pool and took a good long drink, staring at the sparkly reflection looking back at him and wondering who that man was. This had all been a horrible idea gone terribly wrong. It had bought them some time and gotten the liquor license back but now he was at a standstill, unsure of anything anymore, scared to close his eyes and scared to open them. He squinted down the beach to where another couple was getting married by the same portly minister from yesterday. This couple, however, had their own witnesses and actually looked happy to be there. Waves crashed just beyond them along with his spirits. It should have been Evy with him on that beach, holding hands and smiling like they had just won the lottery.
“Dean!”
His heart sank and his adrenaline spiked. He spun on the heels of his sneakers, the glass slipping through his fingers and shattering around his feet. He opened his mouth in slow motion, barely able to find his voice within. “Evy?”
***
Evy sprinted through the sun speckled lounge, brushing past long palm throngs and springing into his arms. She buried her nose in his neck and inhaled deeply. “Promise me you’ll never leave me again.”
He picked her up and twirled her through the air, his pulse racing, her smell igniting a flame deep down inside. He set her down and held her out by her bare shoulders, not believing his eyes. She pushed her floppy sunhat back and peered at him over a large pair of sunglasses.
“What are you doing here?” he whispered, goose bumps rippling across his flesh despite the blistering heat.
“I had to come.” She wiped away a tear rolling beneath her shades. “I couldn’t just sit around anymore and do nothing.”
Dean exhaled a nervous breath and tore his gaze from her long enough to take a good look around. Cliff stood polishing the bar, shrouded in the canopy’s shade, watching them out the corner of his eye. Dean turned back to Evy’s beautiful face, butterfly wings tickling the lining of his stomach walls. “We can’t be out in the open like this.”
“I don’t care about Ryder.”
His face crumbled. “How do you know about…”
She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him hard, his words dying on their lips. Their tongues reunited, sending sparks blasting across the thin veils of his eyelids, his problems fading to a far corner of his mind where cold dampness trickled from the cracks. But they didn’t stay there for long.
Dean pulled away, struggling for breath. “Come on,” he said, towing her through the bar. “Where are you staying?”
“On the third floor.”
He glanced back without slowing, palm leaves tickling his cheeks. People strolled through the open-air lobby with carefree attitudes, on their way to lunch or the beach. Dean tapped the button for the elevator as he kept a nervous eye out for Mr. Ryder or Megan. Heart hammering in his chest, he turned to Evy, unable to keep his eyes from her for long. They took each other in, the world buzzing around them. The bare legs spilling from her shorts stole his breath as much as the tank top doing its best to support her generous curves. It was all he could do to keep from wrapping her in his arms and smothering her with kisses.
The elevator opened with a soft ding that brought him back to reality. They moved aside as an older couple ambled out, wearing Hawaiian shirts and straw hats. Dean pulled Evy inside and punched the number three button five times in a row. The doors refused to respond.
“Come on, dammit,” he whispered, pressing Evy up against a wall with a framed picture of the exact same beach sitting a hundred yards away. Evy’s hand was warm against his skin. His pulse beat in his neck as he searched the doors for a sign of life.
“You bastard.”
Wrinkles carved through Dean’s forehead. He slowly turned to Evy who was staring at the gold band around his finger.
“I can’t believe you went through with it!”
He turned and hit the button again just as Megan squirted from the restaurant’s glass doors. He sucked his stomach in and flattened Evy up against the wall with his arm.
“How could you, Dean?” she cried, pushing him away.
He shushed her and tried the button again, his breath coming in ragged gasps. “Come on, goddamn it.”
“Did you sleep with her?”
“Evy!” he whispered, afraid to peek around the corner, knowing Megan was searching for him and probably heading for this very elevator right now.
Evy grunted for freedom and he pressed her back against the wall.
Seconds dripped by like cold molasses, Dean’s heart pounding too hard for his ribcage to contain. With a light ding, the doors finally started coming together with a relaxed air that made Dean’s blood curdle. A few seconds later, he could feel gravity’s pull as they ascended the tall shaft.
He let out a pent-up breath. “Out of all the hotels around here, you pick this one to get a room?”
Evy backed against the rear wall and folded her hands across her chest, watching the green numbers flip higher above the doors. “You’ve got a lot of nerve criticizing me.”
“I’m not criticizing you, it’s just that this is way too risky.”
Her eyes swung over to him and honed to a pointed glare. “I’m sorry, am I interrupting your little honeymoon?”
The doors parted and twenty seconds later they were inside her room, soaking up an awkward silence as thick as the humidity in the air. The room was hot and much smaller but with the same breathtaking ocean front view. He wiped his brow with his shoulder and fumbled with an air-conditioner that refused to turn on.
“You’re such an asshole! I can’t believe you actually went through it,” she barked, slamming her brimmed hat and shades down on a cherry colored desk. “How could you do this to us? Do you not love me?”
He turned and fell into those beautiful green eyes that had lost their sparkle. “You know I love you,” he said, trying not to lose his temper.
She laughed. “Well, you sure have a funny way of showing it.”
“You tell me what I was supposed to do, Evy! Let Sugars die and everyone I know end up ruined because of my mistake?”
“You’re a coward! You caved to a man who isn’t worth the time of day!”
He opened his mouth to argue but only a frustrated gasp came out. His hand swept through his hair, his eyes surfing the thin carpet for something to say.
Evy dropped onto the edge of the bed with an angry bounce. Silence enveloped the room, the thermostat rising with her temper. “I would’ve never married someone I didn’t love,” she said softly, her voice trembling around the edges.
“Evy,” he said, the hurt look on her face breaking his heart. “We are going to get out of this.”
“We?” she laughed, glancing at the ring on his finger. “So what kind of ring did you buy her? Big diamond I imagine.”
“I didn’t buy anyone a ring. They were already in the room when we got here.”
“Oh, I bet they were,” she uttered, her words laced with disdain. “Were they wrapped in pretty little bows on the pillows?”
Her scent drew him closer. He crossed the room on rubbery legs, determined to heal those runny green eyes. “I only love you,” he said softly, somehow finding his patience once again. “This whole thing is temporary. You know that.”
“Do I?”
He lifted her chin with two fingers, directing her eyes to his. “There was no other way, but it’s not real. It will never be real, not like you and I.”
Her bottom lip quivered as a single tear left a shiny streak down her cheek.
A fond look softened his gaze. He bent over and cradled her face in his hands. “I only want to be with you.”
She searched his eyes, delving deep into his soul. The ghost of a smile pulled at the corners of her lips. “That’s all I wanted to hear,” she whispered.
“And nothing is going to stop that from happening.”
He leaned in and kissed her, closing his eyes and sucking her in. Her warm lips tasted like vanilla, sending a lethal mix of longing and ecstasy shooting through his veins. A hailstorm of lights pelted his eyelids, leaving blurry tracers in their wake. He kissed her harder, Evy’s breath hot against his cheek, their tongues dancing to a tune only they could hear.
She pulled away, chasing her breath and finding his eyes.
He stroked her hair and smiled. “I love you so much.”
Before he knew what had happened, she had unbuckled his jeans and slid them to his ankles with his boxer-briefs. Evy stared at the erection bobbing in the air in front of her, taken aback by its swollen size. She took him into her soft hand and looked up into his eyes, a playful grin on her lips. Dean coiled his fingers in her hair to steady his balance as she gently stroked his rigid shaft, his breath coming in short gasps.
Evy’s grin deepened with his response. She looked back to the monstrosity in her hand and stroked faster, cupping his sack with her other hand and making him squirm.
“Oh, baby,” Dean moaned, watching her do what only she could do. It had never been like this before and there had been a lot of befores. What transpired between him and Evy, however, was so different it bordered upon supernatural. Paranormal. The hairs on his arms and legs stood on end, caught up in her enchanting spell with the rest of him. He gritted his teeth when her hand moved quicker.
“You like that?” she asked, her voice jerky with the movement.
“Oh yeah,” he replied softly, pulling at her hair.
Her tongue slipped out and wet her raspberry colored lips. Dean tipped his head back and closed his eyes, moaning as she licked the underside of his shaft from the base to the tip. He groaned loudly when she slid him into her warm mouth. Her outstretched lips worked in perfect tandem with her hand, meeting in the middle before going their separate ways again. Dean brushed her hair back to see her beautiful face, his chest swelling. Evy pulled her hand away and took him all the way into her mouth.
Dean’s breath caught in his throat as he watched her lips sinuously slide up and down his throbbing cock, just over the rim and back down again. “Evy,” he groaned, squeezing his eyes shut as if in pain.
She sensed his weakening and went in for the kill, bobbing faster and playing with his balls. His mouth opened as wide as it would go, sucking in bountiful breaths of air to appease his racing heart. He cracked his eyelids and watched Evy’s blond head rise and fall on his erection, pumping him like a well. He blinked away the fuzzy light from the balcony’s glass door and bolted upright in bed, staring at the blond hair sprawled across his lap.
“What the fuck?” he cried, pushing her off of him.
Megan rolled back on her knees and wiped her chin, a coy look invading her face. “What’s wrong, sexy?” she asked, her firm breasts peeking out from a red bikini that was way too small.
“What are you doing?” he shrieked, pulling a sheet over the boner twitching in his lap.
Megan grinned like the devil, her red lips smeared and shiny. “Didn’t that feel good?”
Once the room slowed to a lazy spin, Dean realized he was lying naked in their hotel bed. Megan’s hand slithered up the sheet like a snake in the weeds and throttled Dean’s bulging cock with an ironclad grip.
“I am going to fuck you so good, baby,” she whispered, stroking him hard.
He sprang to his feet, tearing from her grip and using the sheet to hide his confused boner. “That is rape!”
She leaned back and spread her legs, laughing drunkenly. “Oh, Dean, stop being so dramatic. We’re married, for God’s sake.”
“So,” he curtly countered, wrapping the sheet around his waist, his hard-on poking out like a spooky ghost. “It’s wrong, Megan!”
She stumbled from the bed to her bare feet. “That cock is mine and you know it!”
Dean’s face warped in the sunlight streaming through the windows. “Are you drunk?”
“Dean, I’m pregnant,” she said, snatching at the sheet. “Remember?”
He jumped back, her hand just grazing the silky material. She giggled and went to the rack holding her suitcase against the wall by the bathroom. Her hand disappeared inside, her tight bikini bottoms bouncing in the air. “Look what I brought,” she sang out, pulling out a plastic rod shaped like a dipstick with marble-sized balls dotting its length.
Dean’s eyes widened in horror. “Are those anal beads?”
She giggled and slid her bikini bottoms to the floor. “There’s some lube in the drawer.” She nodded to the nightstand next to him, sauntering closer with toned legs that casually stepped one foot in front of the other.
He thrust a hand out like a traffic cop. “Stop,” he said sternly. “I have a girlfriend. I’ve made that very clear.”
“Dean,” she said softly, backing him against a wall and placing the anal beads in his hand. “You have a wife.” She reached behind her back, untied her bikini top and teasingly let it slip from her fingers to the floor. “And your wife has needs.”
“Megan,” he pleaded, his brow creasing as she began massaging her breasts. “This isn’t going to happen.” He tossed the anal beads across the room and she grabbed his junk before he could stop her.
“That’s not what your friend here says,” Megan laughed, pulling on his softening cock.
Dean slapped her hand away and backed into the couch, falling over backwards and giving Megan a clear shot up the sheet. He somersaulted to his feet and took up a defensive stance. “That’s enough!”
“Ooh, so you wanna be the one to play hard to get now, huh?” She stepped around the couch and blocked his exit. “I’m game.”
He opened his mouth to lay it all on the line when his cell phone vibrated on the desk.
Their heads snapped around simultaneously.
Megan’s features tightened. “That’s her isn’t it?” she grumbled, stomping toward the desk.
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Brooke sighed again, cranky from another slow day at Sugars combined with her sister’s unwillingness to listen to reason. “Evy, you’ve made it this far, why ruin it now?”
“It’s been almost two days, that’s why.”
She threw her hands out. “So?”
“So, one text message isn’t going to hurt. This is bullshit, Brooke, and you know it!”
Brooke’s arms fell back to her sides, defeat settling. “I know it is, sweetie,” she said warmly, lunging for Evy’s cell phone.
Evy squealed and spun on her heels, keeping the cell just out of Brooke’s reach. “Brooke,” she cried, accidentally hitting the call button next to Dean’s name. Brooke tried snatching it again while Evy ran circles around the island table.
“Nice one, Brooke,” she whispered, pressing the phone to her ear and hearing it ring. “You made me accidentally call him.”
Brooke laughed, giving up her pursuit. “I made you call him? Just hang up!”
Evy pressed a finger to her lips, blood pumping through her arteries. “No,” she hissed. “He’ll know it’s me.”
“So what?” Brooke whispered back. “What if she answers?”
“She won’t.”
“Hello?”
Evy froze, her features falling to her sneakers with her heart. “Put Dean on,” she said flatly, triggering a frown to slide down Brooke’s face. Evy had to remind herself to keep breathing in the staggered silence that followed.
“He’s mine now, Evy.”
Dean yelled something in the background.
Evy’s lungs clawed at shaky breaths. She set her jaw and raised her volume. “Put Dean on, Megan.”
Megan snickered into the cell phone. “Oh trust me, girlie, Dean is on Megan! All night l…”
There was a brief shuffle like Megan had dropped the phone and Evy nearly hung up.
“I’m sorry about that,” Dean panted into the line. “I’m here.”
“Dean,” Evy murmured, using all of her strength on that one word.
“Get back,” Dean shouted away from the phone. “I’m not playing, Megan!” Megan said something Evy couldn’t understand and Dean’s heavy breathing quickly returned. “Jesus Christ, this shit is driving me crazy.”
“I haven’t heard from you in two days! Why haven’t you called?”
Brooke crossed her arms, eager for the answer.
There was another pause with no further words exchanged between him and Megan. “I’m sorry, but it’s complicated,” he replied, exhaling a weary breath across the hundreds of miles stretching between them. “Did Sugars get its license back yet?”
“Does that mean you married her?”
His hesitation spoke volumes. Razors tore at her gut as she struggled to maintain her composure.
“Everything is going to be fine,” he said calmly. “Did Sugars get their license back yet?”
She nodded softly, trying to keep her emotions in check. “Yes.”
Dean breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. Now listen to me,” he said, lowering his voice. “This is all going to be over sooner than any of us thought. I swear to you.”
“That’s impossible; it’s already gone too far.” Evy’s words rattled around in her head like tin cans, sounding like someone else had spoken them. Brooke stared at her from across the table, dying to know what was happening. Evy felt like she was floating with her back against the watermarked ceiling, watching from above.
“I know it has,” His voice fell to barely above a whisper as he wandered to the balcony door, staring down at the ant-like people playing in the surf below. “I need to know you trust me.”
“Of course, I do,” Evy said on automatic pilot, even though she wasn’t sure she did. “Did you marry her?”
Dean took his time deciding whether the question warranted an answer or not. “Yes.”
His words cut like a steel knife through her windpipe. “Oh, Dean…”
“Do you trust me?”
She searched her sister’s face for the answer only to find more questions waiting. “Yes,” she said so faintly Dean had to turn up the cell’s volume.
 
“Good. I’ll be back in touch very soon. Wait for me.”
Evy’s mind reeled, making it impossible to form complete sentences. “How soon?”
“Soon.”
“Okay.”
“And Evy,” he said, making her heart flutter with the mere mention of her name.
She placed a hand on her chest. Her heart pounded against her palm. “Yes?”
“I love you.”
Evy swallowed thickly, her eyes turning glassy. “I love you, too.”
Brooke rolled her eyes and went into the office.
Dean massaged his sun burnt face as Megan snatched the bed sheet from his waist, exposing him in front of the glass door to the entire world. “I’ll call you soon.”
“Dean, wait,” Evy shouted into the phone, staring at the industrial-sized dishwasher through vacant eyes.
Dean hung up and covered his privates with both hands. “You psycho bitch!”
Megan laughed maniacally, dragging the sheet back to the bed, just as naked as he was now. “Come and get it, lover boy,” she giggled, trying to see through his hands.
He snatched some jeans from his suitcase and pulled them on with a quick hop. “Get dressed. We need to talk.” He took off his wedding band and held it up for her to see. “And this, you can give back to your shithead dad,” he said, setting it on the desk and throwing on a t-shirt.
***
Evy slowly lowered the phone, looking at the screen like she just realized it wasn’t hers.
Brooke came back out of the office, tucking her phone in her apron. “What’d he say?”
“He hung up.”
“What’d that crazy bitch say?”
Evy looked up, sadness bubbling in her eyes. “She said he’s hers now.”
Shaun popped his head over the half swinging door, his eyes bouncing from Evy to Brooke. “Do we have anymore rolls of quarters?”
“In a bag under the register,” Brooke replied, not taking her eyes from Evy.
Shaun followed Brooke’s line of sight to the cell phone in Evy’s hand. “Did you talk to him yet?”
Evy responded with a doleful nod, Megan’s words echoing in her head. “Just now.”
“How’s he doing?”
“Married.”
Shaun traded a worried look with Brooke. “Evy listen…”
“I know. It’s not real.”
Shaun barely nodded and almost said something else before disappearing back up front to wait on customers.
“I told you this would happen if you called. You have to trust him.”
Evy discreetly wiped away a tear about to fall and tried on a phony smile. “I think I’m going to head home if you don’t need me.”
“Sure, sweetie. Try not to think about it too much.” Brooke watched Evy grab her purse and head out the backdoor. “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid!”
Evy pushed the door open with both hands. “Too late.”
***
A lunch crowd of retirees, newlyweds and other vacationers kept the hotel restaurant busy. Waiters and waitresses weaved through rays of sunshine streaming through large panes of glass that overlooked the beach, trays of food and drinks perilously perched upon their shoulders.
“You need to eat something,” Dean said, forcing himself to take another bite of a ridiculously overpriced cheeseburger. “Your mood swings are bad enough as it is.”
Megan pushed a papaya salad around the plate, her eyes refusing to meet his, her diamond wedding ring sparkling in the sun. “I don’t have mood swings.”
Dean rubbed the bare spot on his finger where his ring had been, already feeling lighter without it. He chewed the same bite for what seemed like forever. “I told you in the beginning I was seeing someone. Someone...”
“Different.” She stopped the fork and finally looked up, her eyes constricting into angry slits. “I remember, Dean. I just kind of figured you’d get past that seeing as how we’re married and I’m pregnant with your child and all.”
A gray haired couple seated at a nearby table stopped chewing and glanced over. They slowly turned back to each other and lowered their voices, continuing with their meals.
Dean washed a cringe down his throat with a quick drink of beer, careful to control his shortened fuse. “You don’t have to get loud.”
“You don’t have to have a girlfriend!”
He wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin and cleared his throat, ignoring the turned heads. “The only reason I married you is because your father, Clay Crawford - the almighty alder…”
“Yeah, I get it, Dean!” Megan said, dropping her fork to the plate with a loud clatter. She sat back and crossed her legs, folding her arms across her chest. “You act like he’s in the mafia.”
A dumbfounded look flashed over his face. “I think he is!”
She tipped her head back and laughed like he had just told her aliens had invaded New York City. She took a deep breath before growing somber, her teary eyes staring right through him. “Why won’t you at least give this a chance?”
“Because I love someone else,” he said, dabbing a fry in ketchup. “I don’t get what part of that you don’t understand.” He watched her face slowly fold in the bright sunshine, cursing his selfish weakness that could potentially sink Sugars. He had come this far only to realize he couldn’t go a step further, no matter the cost. He loved Evy. Period. Nothing was worth being away from her, especially this. “Don’t you want to be married to someone who - oh, I don’t know – loves you?” He took her piercing glare for as long as he could and turned to the window next to them, wondering when they could catch the next flight to O’Hare, wondering if Ryder would try to stop them.
Megan’s uncommon silence eventually drew his distant gaze. She sat slumped in her chair, staring at her barely touched food, a tear gliding down her cheek. For the first time, she looked scared and it made him hate himself even more. His carelessness had put a lot of people into compromising positions, Megan included, and it all pointed right back to him.
Dean returned to the window and tipped back a bottle of Corona, squinting at the people strolling the beach, the surf washing over their feet, not a care in the world. Dean grunted. The world went on like none of this was happening, leaving him with a bad taste in his mouth. Whatever the consequences, it was time to right his path. It was time to put this place behind him.
He turned to Megan, her pouty lips impossible to miss. “You are not alone in this.”
Her glassy gaze jerked up. “I feel like I am,” she sniveled, dabbing the corners of her eyes with her napkin.
“You’re not.”
Silverware clattered around them. A group of what had to be the entire wait staff streamed out of the kitchen in a single file line, clapping and singing a traditional island song. A dark haired man in the lead set a small pineapple cake in front of a little girl with eyes just as big as her smile. She blew out the lone candle and everyone clapped like she had just foiled a bank robbery.
Dean turned away, determined to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible. These people were way too happy. His grief mixed with this resort like a funeral at Disneyland.
“I just want this baby to have the love of both parents.”
His eyes shot back to Megan, her words still bouncing around inside his skull.
She exhaled a wistful breath. “My mom and dad were always at some fancy dinner or cocktail party, or on vacation somewhere like this. For the most part, it was just me and the nanny.” Megan gazed out the window through faraway eyes. A short laugh stumbled from her lips. “Everyone envied us because we had money, but it was more of a curse than anything else.”
Dean studied her face, fighting the tinge of pity flowering in his stomach. He still wasn’t convinced she was as innocent as she claimed. For all he knew, she was reporting everything he said and did back to her father. This had gone far enough, but caution was still a necessity.
“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
He slowly shook his head and drained the last of his beer, trying not to roll his eyes behind the bottle. Making small talk with Megan made his skin crawl and if she started talking about the weather next, he was getting up to leave.
“Me neither.” She picked up her fork and speared a small piece of papaya. “My mom retired early when I was in high school, but by then I was so used to my freedom I couldn’t stand having her around all the time.” Megan slipped the fork into her mouth and chewed, looking up to see if he was listening.
Dean met her blues and held them, the getting to know you game taking a toll on his patience.
“What were your parents like when you were growing up?”
His insides twisted into painful knots. She didn’t just hit a nerve, she dug a heel into it and slowly grinded. His gaze drifted out the window, drawn to the vast ocean less than two hundred yards away. A slideshow of images flickered through his tired mind: playing catch with his dad in the backyard, building a tree house, grilling hotdogs and hamburgers while his mom toiled in the garden with a big orange hat. He had always been thankful they were around for his entire childhood and dared not imagine anything different. It was a silver lining to the black cloud still following him to this day.
“Dean?”
“They were great.”
The waitress set a new beer down and took his empty, her sun kissed skin setting off her pearly whites. Dean thanked her and took a long pull, desperate to numb his hangover.
Megan forced a warm smile. “Are they both still working?”
Dean let his gaze return to the amazing view next to them, the one that didn’t ask him stupid questions. “They’re both dead.”
She stopped chewing and stared at him unblinkingly.
Excited conversation peppered the air around them, spilling from table to table with praiseful comments about the delicious food or detailed plans of the day’s events. A loud burst of laughter erupted five tables away, probably the result of some sordid tale of last night’s alcohol infused adventures.
“Are you serious?”
Her words were slow to register. When he remembered what they had been talking about, his response came in the form of a short nod.
More laughter and revved up prattle punctuated the quiet between them. Dean shifted in his chair, the festive mood of the resort colliding head on with their poignant conversation, making it impossible to get comfortable.
“I’m sorry, Dean,” Megan whispered, throwing kerosene on the jumping flames. “When did this…”
“When I was nineteen,” he said shortly. “A drunk driver ran a red light and t-boned them.”
Megan gasped. “Oh my God, that is horrible.”
Dean chugged his beer, the lime wedge doing slow somersaults inside the clear bottle. He wiped his upper lip with the back of his hand, refusing to meet her gaze.
She set a hand on his, letting her guard slip for the first time since he had known her. “I’m sorry.”
Dean pulled his hand away. “It was a long time ago.”
She shook her head, her blond ponytail swinging through the air behind her. “No, I mean about all of this.”
Dean sent an eyebrow bending into his forehead, turning to read the look on her face.
“I feel horrible.”
He sat up straighter, narrowing his gaze.
“I shouldn’t have made you come here and do this.”
“You didn’t make me do anything. He did.”
“Well, I shouldn’t have agreed to it.” Her eyes lowered to her stomach. “I just want this baby to have what money can’t buy.”
Dean stared blankly. The way she rubbed her stomach made him anxious, like he needed to run.
Megan dabbed her nose with the napkin. “But I realize now that this isn’t what’s best for anyone, especially this baby.”
He cocked his head to one side, swiping his thumb back and forth across the bottle’s condensation. “What do you mean?”
She cleared her throat and lifted her chin, her blue eyes finding his big browns. “I’m saying I want a divorce.”
His thumb froze mid-swipe, his heart stopping with it as he watched her slip the diamond off her finger and set it on the table. The room’s excited buzz softened to a distant drone in his ears. “What?”


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
 
 
 
 
Evy peeled her eyelids apart and squinted at the sunlit balls of tissue littering the coffee table, a small pillow clutched to her chest. The words Network Media Player faded to and fro across the flat screen, a mournful apparition trapped in its own web. Dean flashed through her sleepy mind, caught up in her web. His smile made her knees tremble. Like the time they were watching movies on the couch – this couch – and Evy noticed a spider meandering across the coffee table. After inhaling sharply and pressing into the cushions as far as she could go, Dean sprang into action. Carefully, he wrapped that black legged bugger into a wad of toilet paper and proceeded to chase her around the apartment with it, Evy laughing and shrieking, the floor shaking beneath their weight.
She wrestled free of the cocoon of blankets strangling her body and swung her heavy legs to the floor. The smell of stale wine drifting from the glass in front of her awoke a dull thud behind her right eye. She glanced at the large wall clock and groaned. Early afternoon, but what day she couldn’t say as they all blended from one to the next.
The kitchen floor was cold beneath her bare feet, the water from the fridge cool against her tongue. Evy chugged it down with greedy gulps, leaning against the counter as a frozen ice pick punctured her frontal lobe. She set the bottle down and made a beeline for the bathroom, refusing to look at herself in the mirror no matter how many chances she got. She could feel the puffy bags beneath her eyes without the mirror’s help.
When she came back out, she stopped in the living room and put her hands on her hips, studying the nest she had created over the last two days. Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup wrappers and chip bags covered the coffee table and floor, fanning the flames of sorrow in the pit of her stomach. She scratched at some chocolate squished into her leggings and noticed a wine stain in the shape of a mouse on the carpet around her feet. Evy gave up on the chocolate and buried her face in her hands. Dean’s face bobbed to the surface and she immediately pushed him back down, refusing to go there for at least the next ten minutes.
Her phone vibrated on the weathered coffee table. She rushed over and snatched it, wincing when she saw Brooke’s name. Evy hit ignore and checked to see if Dean had called or texted. A groan rattled loose from somewhere deep down inside. Nothing. She returned the cell to the coffee table and turned off the TV. Evy stood there in silence, looking out the window and reminding herself she had another nine minutes left to not think about him. A loud knock on the door made her gasp. Her eyes scoured the messy room, not knowing where to begin first. Another knock convinced her it was too late so Evy padded over to the front door, knowing it was Brooke.
Ben stared back through the peephole like he could see inside. He leaned forward, his big eye blinking at her. She took a step back and surveyed her wrinkled t-shirt and chocolate stained leggings, swearing under her breath.
“Come on, Ev, I heard the floorboards creak. I know you’re in there.”
“No, I’m not,” she replied, smoothing her hair.
Ben stood there without moving, a heavy stillness slipping through the crack beneath the door like a cold morning fog.
Evy rolled her eyes, knowing he wouldn’t go away, and opened the door.
Ben’s handsome face soured. “Good God, are you okay?” he said, barging inside.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, shutting the door behind him.
Ben scanned the living room, furrowing his brow as he digested the wads of tissue and chocolate wrappers. “I’m on a death check,” he said absentmindedly, turning to Evy and thumbing to the clutter behind him. “Have you been having a Lifetime marathon?”
“No,” Evy grunted, traipsing into the kitchen to brew some much needed coffee. “It was a Netflix marathon.”
“For two straight days?”
She glanced at him out the corner of her eye, stuffing a filter into the skull of a red Mr. Coffee maker. “It was a day and a half.”
“Well, your sister is worried sick. She’s tried calling you a hundred times.”
“I’m fine and, for the record, those were my days off anyway.”
“I know, but…” Ben paused to rest his hands on his hips, his retro Zeppelin t-shirt choking his biceps. “Listen, whenever my great grandma didn’t answer her phone my mom would make us pile in the car and drive over to make sure she was okay. Whole way over here I was trying to figure out how I would tell Brooke if I found you hanging in a closet.”
Evy hit the brew button, a frown pulling at her lips. “I would never hang myself in a closet.”
“Well, thank God for small miracles.”
“My feet would touch the floor. I’d do it in the shower.”
Ben chuckled and took a seat in a cottage armchair. “She’s just worried about you, Ev. Answer her calls, okay?”
Evy turned to him and sighed, the back of her wrist resting on a hip. “Fine.”
“So can you close tonight? We have tickets to The Black Keys at the Bradley Center.”
She pulled two mugs from a cabinet and lifted a shoulder in a weak shrug. “Sure.”
“Hopefully we can score some backstage passes!”
An eyebrow leapt across her forehead. “How?”
“Same as always, Brooke will flash the band.”
Evy bit back a laugh. “Doesn’t that bug you? Guys seeing your wife’s boobs?”
Ben shrugged. “Not if it means I get to meet the band.”
A loud knock on the door drew their attention like a car wreck.
The coffee maker percolated in the silence that followed.
“That’s probably her now,” Ben whispered. “You’re in deep shit.”
Evy exhaled a weary breath and went to the door, dreading Brooke’s impending interrogation, twisted the knob and pulled. Her heart started pounding so fast it made her dizzy. The hallway lights buzzed in her ears. White spots danced across her field of vision. “What are you doing here?” she muttered, clutching her chest like she was having a heart attack.
“We cut the trip short, just got back in town,” Dean replied, glancing at Megan. “Can we come in?”
Evy’s eyes snapped over to the blond dressed in skinny jeans and a shimmery top that matched her eyes, an icy finger running down her spine. Evy swallowed against the inferiority complex swelling inside of her and opened the door, nonchalantly smoothing her wrinkled t-shirt and tangled hair.
“Deano!” Ben said, rising from the chair. His legs locked up when Megan fanned out from behind. “Oh shit,” Ben mumbled bleakly, eyeballing the pretty blond from top to bottom.
“What’s up, Ben,” he said, shaking Ben’s hand and gesturing to Megan. “This is Megan.”
Ben nodded and looked back to Dean, almost as eager for an explanation as Evy.
Evy shut the door and turned to face them, the quiet as thick as her head. They stood there studying each other, the coffee maker going through its cycle with desperate choking sounds. The smell of Dean’s cologne and fresh coffee swirled with the tension in the air.
She stared at Dean, unsure if he was really standing there or not. Shit, he was sexy as hell. The way his cotton v-neck tucked in just behind the belt buckle around his dark jeans made her heart beat faster. Her hand subconsciously followed his intense gaze to the arrow necklace dangling around her neck. He smirked at her, making her knees go weak. She drew a steadying breath, her eyes snagging on Megan’s piercing gaze. Her freshly styled blond hair and makeup made Evy shift in her stance.
“Doesn’t anyone call ahead anymore?” she mumbled, breaking the silence and brushing lint from her shirt.
“You wouldn’t answer your phone if they did.”
Evy shot Ben a look and turned back to Dean, her toes pulling at the carpet.
“I’m sorry,” Dean said, diving head first into Evy’s green pools. “But this couldn’t wait.”
Evy frowned. “What couldn’t wait?”
“Maybe I should leave you all alone,” Ben said, inching toward the door. “Sounds like you’ve got a lot on your plate and I’ve got some flour or something to buy.”
“This involves you, too, Ben,” Dean said sternly, his eyes remaining fixed on Evy.
Ben froze in his tracks. “Oh good,” he murmured dully, retreating to the armchair.
Evy wasn’t sure if she wanted to jump into Dean’s arms or punch his lights out. His presence was toxic, commanding her senses, triggering flashbacks of nights when the world had faded away as they melted together on this couch right here.
“You’re very pretty.”
Stirred from her thoughts, Evy looked to Megan and blinked back into focus. “Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking.
Megan stepped closer, her hands clutching a yellow purse in front of her. “I’m sorry about the things I said to you on the phone the other day. I had no right to do that.”
Evy opened her mouth only to find herself completely speechless. Her brow dipped, uncertain if she had caught the slightest hint of sarcasm in Megan’s voice.
Megan took another step, the heavy smell of her flowery perfume driving Dean’s scent into the corners of the room. “That was wrong,” she continued, sincerity or sarcasm dripping from her tone.
Evy wasn’t sure which.
Megan’s eyes lowered to her belly, the ghost of a grin shaping her lips. “Sometimes I think my hormones are going to get me committed.”
A short laugh slipped from Ben’s mouth and Megan shot him a look that made him squirm like a nervous school boy.
Evy studied Megan’s belly, her anger rising. If there was a baby bump in there, she couldn’t see it.
Megan glanced at Dean, who was still staring at Evy with his mouth agape. “This is wrong, too.”
Dean met Evy’s puzzled expression with a light nod.
Megan took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds, hesitant to release it back into the room. “We’re getting a divorce.”
The coffee maker finished its pot with a frantic sucking sound in the thunderstruck silence that followed. Evy heard Ben swallow hard. She folded her arms across her chest, her pointed glare darting back and forth between Dean and Megan.
“Oh shit,” Ben mumbled in the background.
“What the hell is this?” Evy asked, her patience wearing thin.
Dean stepped in front of Megan and took Evy’s hand, a smile spreading across his face like a wildfire. “She knows this will never work, whether I’m the father or not.”
Evy stared up into his big brown eyes, waiting for the punch line.  When it didn’t come, she looked to Megan, who was watching them through thin eyes. “What about your father?”
Megan turned to examine the apartment, walking across the living room like a fashion show runway, one high heel in front of the other. “I will deal with my father,” she said curtly. “Leave him to me.”
“And Sugars?” Ben said, scooting to the edge of his seat. “Do we leave that to you as well?”
Megan leaned forward for a closer inspection of some family photos lining the top of a bookcase. “That won’t happen again. Trust me.”
“And how do we know that?” Ben laughed. “Because your crazy-ass dad is going to shit bricks when he finds out you’re getting a divorce. This isn’t up to you!”
Megan pursed her lips and slowly turned to him, her gaze as cold as a moonlit January night. “I will tell my crazy-ass father that Dean isn’t the right fit for me.”
“Oh sure, why not,” Ben grumbled incredulously, leaning back into the chair and shaking his head. “Because that’ll work.”
“Why?”
Megan turned to Evy, hoisting her perfectly arched eyebrows.
“Why are you doing this?”
“Divorcing your man?” Megan paused, waiting for a response from Evy that never came. “Because it’s the right thing to do,” she said, lowering her gaze back to her belly. “For all of us.”
The way she rubbed her belly made Evy’s gut tighten. Megan was literally rubbing it her face. Evy imagined something dark and sinister inside that womb, some sort of creature that could destroy the world as they knew it. Megan’s cell phone started ringing and Evy breathed a sigh of relief when she stopped rubbing to dig the cell from her purse.
Evy’s eyes gravitated back to Dean’s, taking solace in them while she could. “Is this really happening?” she whispered coldly.
He squeezed her hand and stepped closer. “I’m sorry. I should have never gone, but I didn’t know what else to do.”
She stared at him, speechless.
“Can you ever forgive me?”
The tan line around his ring finger drew her attention. She winced with the thought of him marrying Megan on the perfect destination wedding.
“If you will let me, I will spend the rest of my life making it up to you.” He cupped one cheek in his hand, soaking up her warmth and looking her in the eye. “I promise,” he said, lowering his lips to hers. He hesitated for a split second bursting with anticipation, Megan talking to someone on the phone in the background, and the room spinning around them like an out of control merry-go-round.
Evy breathed his breath in as they locked eyes. With a quick lick of the lips, he pressed his mouth to hers for the first time in what seemed like decades. Evy threw her arms around his neck and pulled him in. Fireworks exploded around them, waking the flush of heat between her legs. She hadn’t been sure she would ever taste him again so she kissed him hard, wintergreen on his lips, collecting his heartbeats in her palm.
“That was my dad.”
Grudgingly, they parted and turned to Megan.
Darkness had settled in around the edges of her eyes. “He knows we’re back in town.”
“How?” Ben asked, holding a hand up to stop her from answering. “Let me guess, the old bald bastard.”
Megan kept her eyes on Dean. “I told him we came home early because you picked up some island bug.” She slipped the phone into her purse and seemed reluctant to continue. “He wants us to meet him.”
Dean crinkled his brow. “When? Now?”
She nodded weakly. “Somewhere in Waukesha.”
“Waukesha?” Dean groaned, letting go of Evy’s hand like Clay could somehow see them.
“Holy shit, he’s going to kill you out in the middle of nowhere, Dean.”
Megan turned to Ben, a twisted scowl stealing her good looks. “He’s not going to kill him, Ben.”
“What’s he want?” Dean asked, anxiously shifting from one foot to the other.
Megan lifted a shoulder to her ear. “He just said it’s important, but he didn’t sound pissed. In fact, he seemed happy we’re back early.”
Evy grabbed Dean’s hand and pulled. “Don’t go.”
“It okay, Evy,” Megan said, grinning at her from across the room. “We’re going to explain everything to him and get this…insanity behind us.”
“Everything is going to be fine,” Dean said, planting a wet kiss on Evy’s lips she wished would have lasted longer. They stared into each other’s eyes and Dean mouthed the words: I love you, triggering a grin to burrow into Evy’s cheeks. “I’ll call you as soon as I get the chance,” he whispered, looking over his shoulder at Megan and nodding to the door. “Let’s go see what this is all about.”
“Take a gun!” Ben yelled, as the door swung shut behind them.
Evy locked the door and stood there, gathering her racing thoughts.
“What the hell was that all about?” Ben asked.
“Do you think she’ll really go through with it?”
“Do you?”
Evy had to stop and think about it for a moment, wanting to say yes more than anything in the world, but knowing better than that. Her fingers lightly traced the arrow around her neck in complete silence, Megan’s face seared into her brain forever. “No.”
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Ben pulled his F-150 over to the side of the road and turned off the beefy engine. Silence enveloped the truck’s cabin, wrapping it in an itchy blanket of unease. The houses on both sides of the street were modest and new with small trees providing little shade. A sprinkler watered a nearby yard, its rainbow of relief lazily shifting back and forth through the air.
Evy slunk down in her seat. “Is that him?”
“Gray haired guy?” Ben said, unbuckling his seat belt. “Probably.”
Evy squinted down the sun splashed street at the trim man in a navy blue suit standing in the driveway of a small ranch with a front porch swing. “Who’s the lady with the clipboard?”
“Judging by the for sale sign in the front yard, I’d say a realtor.”
Evy’s face constricted. “Realtor?”
Ben peered over the top of his sunglasses, watching Dean climb out of his Jeep and approach the olive colored house like he was about to be executed. Megan got out and followed him, the spring back in her step. “What the hell is going on here?” Ben murmured, pulling out a smoke.
“I don’t know, but let’s go.”
“Shit.”
“What?’ she whispered, ducking down again.
“Down to my last smoke.”
A heated breath seeped from Evy’s lips. “Don’t do that to me.”
Ben stared thoughtfully at the cigarette for a few seconds before lighting up. “This is horrible stakeout planning,” he said dejectedly, exhaling a stream of smoke out the window.
“You need to quit anyway. That is a horrible habit.”
He snorted, shooting smoke from his nose. “My mama didn’t raise no quitters.”
Evy exhaled a long breath, wishing she would have had time to shower and put on some fresh clothes. She picked at the chocolate stain on her leggings with her nail. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Hang on a second,” Ben said, squinting out the front windshield. “I wanna see what’s going on.”
Evy twisted in her seat and glanced out the rear window. “What if he sees us?”
“Clay?” Ben shook his head. “He looks pretty wrapped up to me.”
Evy turned back around, watching Dean shake hands with the gray haired man. “No, I mean the bald guy, Ryder.”
Ben shushed her and checked his mirrors, slinking down in his seat. “Don’t say his name out loud; you’ll summon him.”
***
Dean’s heart pounded in his chest, a pebble of doom snowballing into a boulder inside of him as he walked up the driveway. The smile stretching Clay’s tanned cheeks gave him a serious case of the jitters. He looked away and surveyed the well manicured yard as Clay stepped forward and extended a hand.
“Congratulations!” Clay smiled, shaking Dean’s hand with an enthusiastic grip. “Hope you’re feeling better.”
Dean ignored him, his gaze coming to a skidding stop on the lady wearing a black blazer and teal colored high heels.
“Why are we here, Daddy?” Megan asked, scanning the house through puzzled eyes.
Clay nodded to the woman standing next to him and adjusted his suit coat. “This is Carla with Century 21.”
Megan and Dean stared at Carla, befuddlement strangling their features.
“Nice to meet you both,” she smiled warmly, shaking their hands, her soft blond curls bouncing lightly with the breeze.
Clay looked over his shoulder to the red front door behind him. “Care to take a look?”
The color oozed from Dean’s face like dark clouds had rolled in above, stealing his life-force with measured resolve. “I don’t understand.”
Clay winked at him. “Well, it’s not the Taj Mahal, Deano, but it’s a nice little starter pad. And wait till you see the nursery,” he said, gesturing for them to follow him inside. “It’s perfect!”
***
Evy watched the house swallow Dean whole, her nerves frayed like an old sweater. “I don’t like this.”
Ben swung his nervous gaze around the suburban neighborhood. “I hope we do see that bald prick. He and I have a score to settle.”
“Ben,” Evy whispered.
He opened his mouth to argue but closed it instead.
“Just relax, we got the liquor license back. There’s no sense in screwing it up again.” She craned her neck to detect any movement around the house. It was quiet. The leaves of a nearby oak tree rustled with a breeze pushing through the truck’s cab. Four kids sped down the sidewalk on different colored BMX bikes, pedaling like someone was after them.
“So what do we do now?”
Ben shrugged and ran a hand across his buzzed hair. “Not sure, this is only my second stakeout.”
She screwed her face up and slowly turned to him. “When was the first?”
“Long time ago, when I started dating Brooke.”
She watched him drum his fingers on the steering wheel, one after the other. “You followed her?”
“Thought she was seeing someone else,” he smiled, keeping an eye on the house and the rearview mirror. “We weren’t exactly…exclusive at the time, but I wanted to be.”
“So you followed her like some kind of sick stalker?”
Ben turned to her with a deep seeded frown and gestured to the house. “What do you call this?”
“I call this your idea!”
Ben turned back to the house and softly laughed. “Well, it was either this or another Costco run.”
Evy folded her arms across a purple t-shirt with a bedazzled pocket that reflected sun spots onto the dash. They grew quiet, soaking up the neighborhood like thirsty sponges, jerking their heads toward anything that moved. A rabbit hopped from one side of the street to the other, disappearing into some bushes. A mail truck sputtered past, stopping at each mailbox dotting the domesticated street, filling them with what, for the most part, amounted to garbage in a digital age.
“So was she?”
Ben turned to Evy and didn’t respond.
“Seeing someone else?”
He grunted and tilted his head from side to side, making his neck crack. “Turned out she was taking pole dancing classes.”
Evy stifled a laugh. “Oh my God, I totally remember that. She tried to get me to go with her.”
“She was going to surprise me with my own private lap dance on my birthday and I ruined the whole thing.”
This time her laughter escaped and it felt good. “That’s right!”
“Your sister has always had some weird secret desire to be a stripper. Every time we go to a strip club she spends half the time judging the dancers like it’s American Idol.”
“God, you two are weird.”
Ben’s brow folded. “What?”
“Who takes their wife to a strip bar?”
“Well, what’s wrong with that? Gotta get in the mood somehow.”
Evy held up a hand. “Okay, I get it.”
He stared dreamily out the windshield. “She would’ve made a great stripper with that rack of hers.” Ben turned to judge Evy’s reaction, hoping to get a rise out of her.
Evy rolled her eyes, bringing a smile to Ben’s unshaven face. “Good to know, Ben.”
“I mean, I’d pay good money to motorboat those things.”
“Well, I think we’ve seen enough here for one day.”
“Hey don’t sell yourself short, Evy, you’ve got a great rack, too. Runs in the family. I mean, your mom’s rack is even…”
“Can we go?” she cut him off, glancing at her large faced watch. “I told Brooke I’d be there by now.”
“Not just yet.” Ben let out a wistful sigh, staring out the front window through distant eyes. “Truth be told, I would’ve followed your sister to the ends of the earth. That girl hooked me right out of the gate.”
Evy turned to him and paused, studying his profile. “Was it love at first sight?”
Ben slowly rotated his head to her. “It was. How about with you and Dean?”
She shrugged. “Maybe second sight.”
 A light laugh rolled from his lips. “Ya know, a lot of people don’t believe in that kind of stuff. They think it’s impossible to fall for someone that fast because it hasn’t happened to them yet.”
She responded with a distant nod, remembering the first time she had laid eyes on Dean Jacobs. The patio at Panera had been sunny that day, with a busy after church crowd. Dean had been tall, dark, and handsome but, despite that, she had managed to listen to her gut and blow him off. She could still see the hurt look on his face and smiled when she saw him spill that lady’s drink. Sitting here now, she wondered if – knowing what she knew – she would end up being such a pushover no matter how many times fate had brought them together. Her eyes returned to the house. Her throat moved dryly, knowing the answer would always be yes.
Ben checked his empty pack of smokes again and then crumpled the box in his hand. “You ready to go?” he asked, starting the truck.
She hit him with a tightlipped smile. “Oh, now you’re ready to go?”
“I think I’ve got a pretty good idea what’s going on here.”
Evy followed his discerning gaze back to the olive-colored house with Dean inside, the for sale sign poking out of the green grass like a western tombstone. Her insides coiled around her lungs. “Me too,” she mumbled bleakly, fastening her seat belt.
“Sex ring.”
She frowned and swung her gaze over to Ben.
He shifted into drive and gave it some gas. “Don’t you watch Discovery? There’s some sick shit going on out there, Ev,” he said, turning around in the driveway of the house with the sprinkler.
“Ew, that’s her father.”
Ben shrugged without taking his eyes from the road. “Like I said, sick shit.”
“You watch too much TV,” she said, throttling the image of Dean rolling around in a big bed with Megan and the lady with the clipboard.
***
When Evy pushed through the front door, it rang in her ears like a church bell, disrupting the jazzy tune serenading a nearly empty Sugars. Brooke looked up from the register, handing a receipt to two younger girls with matching high school sweaters.
“How was the stakeout, stalker?”
“It wasn’t a stakeout,” Evy replied, crossing the checkered floor with Ben behind her.
“But you admit you’re a stalker?”
Evy shook her head, ignoring the looks from the two girls at the counter.
“Gotta watch out for the ones who like to follow people around town. They’re always the craziest,” Brooke said, sticking her tongue out at Ben when Evy wasn’t looking.
Evy surveyed the lonely tables and chairs, guilt swelling inside. A half moon booth, Ben had dubbed the Tony Soprano booth, sat lonely in the corner, looking much smaller without well dressed people lining its cushions. Even with the liquor license back, it had been a slow week. Too slow. She lifted a trap door in the counter and passed through, knowing she needed to be focusing on attracting - and keeping - customers, not some reckless summer fling. Email blasts and Facebook posts should be eating up her spare time, not stakeouts and Netflix marathons.
“Why has it been so slow?”
Brooke looked around the quiet eatery and exhaled a forlorn breath as the two girls left with their drinks out the front door. “I don’t know. Guess the shine has worn off.”
“Don’t say that,” Evy said, pushing through the swinging door and going into the kitchen.
Brooke followed her into the office, chocolate and mint mixing in the air. “That’s how business goes, Evy, it’s up and down.”
“Well, we need more up.” Evy dropped her purse into a chair and slipped out of her purple t-shirt. “We can barely afford to pay Shaun part-time wages.”
“Actually, we can’t.”
Evy looked up. “What do you mean?”
Brooke folded her arms across her black Sugars shirt and leaned in the doorframe, a long breath easing from her lips. “I mean, if business doesn’t pick up we’re going to have to let him go.”
Evy squeezed her eyes shut until she saw stars. “Shit.”
“Things could turn around any minute though,” Brooke said hopefully, watching Evy take a folded black t-shirt from a pile of others inside a tall metal cabinet. “So what happened on the stakeout?”
Evy threaded her hands through the sleeves and lifted the shirt over her head.
“See?” Ben yelled from the kitchen, peering through the office window. “Nice racks run in the family!”
“Ben,” Brooke groaned as Evy yanked the shirt over her head in a frenzied blur. “Don’t be a pervert! She’s your sister-in-law.”
Ben laughed to himself and disappeared into a walk-in cooler.
“So where’d they go?”
Evy pulled her hair back into a ponytail and narrowed her gaze.
“On the stakeout?”
Evy pushed past her nosey sister and entered the kitchen as Ben came back out of the cooler with the reject tub cradled against his chest. He set it on the island table and fished out a chocolate cupcake with frosting hanging too far on one side like a Misfit Toy.
“Clay is pushing them to buy a house,” Evy said, glancing up front where the empty tables and chairs sat in direct contrast to the glass cases stuffed with tiramisu cupcakes, Chocolate Indulgence cookies, and Sugars’ exclusive Slutty Brownies. She released a pent-up breath and joined Brooke and Ben at the work space.
“What?” Brooke gasped.
Ben sunk his teeth into the cupcake and spoke with his mouth full. “They were definitely house hunting.”
Brooke shook her head like she had just been bitch-slapped. “Wait a minute, not more than two hours ago you told me they were getting a divorce. Now they’re going house hunting?”
“There was a realtor and everything,” Evy said, checking her phone again.
“It was pretty weird,” Ben added, popping back into the same cooler and coming back out with half a gallon of chocolate milk. “They definitely haven’t had the chance to tell Clay anything yet.” He twisted the cap off and took a long chug, wiping his chin with the back of his hand. “Trust me, they won’t be house shopping for long. She’ll tell him.”
Brooke brushed a loose lock of hair behind her ear and lowered her voice. “Try not to worry too much. There is light at the end of the tunnel. I’ve got a good feeling in my gut and my gut is never wrong. It’s the Burnett intuition.”
Evy forced a smile just to get her to stop. “I know.”
“This Megan bitch is about to be history.”
“Not if she’s pregnant with his child. She’ll always be in the picture.”
Brooke and Evy slowly turned to Ben with matching looks of contempt. He quickly looked away and took a swig from the plastic container of milk.
“Get a glass, Dear Abby,” Brooke admonished, turning back to Evy. “Don’t listen to anything he says. He was dropped on his head as a child.”
Ben wiped frosting from his nose with the back of his wrist, smearing chocolate across a green dragon’s tail that had been one of his first tattoos. “I’m sorry, Ev.”
“No, you’re right. If this all works out, by some miracle, I have to start preparing myself for a lifetime of Megan. I’ll have to play mom every other weekend and I don’t know if I’m ready for that. I don’t even have a cat. I want one, but I’m just not sure I’m ready yet.”
“Cat’s steal your breath while you’re sleeping. Get a dog.”
Brooke shot Ben a heated glare. “We don’t know what’s going to happen, sweetie,” she said, taking Evy’s hand. “Let’s just take this one day at a time for right now and see where it goes.”
“She doesn’t look pregnant though,” Evy muttered, staring off into space.
“She really doesn’t,” Ben quickly added, trying to redeem himself.
“Evy,” Brooke said softly, “she’s not far enough along to be showing yet.”
“Or she’s a pathological liar who’s not really pregnant at all,” Ben threw in for good measure.
Evy blinked back to reality. “I think I’ll take door number two.”
“Megan’s on your side now,” Ben said, digging out a huge chocolate chip cookie with a crack splintered down the middle.
Evy sent a sharp laugh ricocheting off the yellow walls. “So she says.”
“I don’t care what she says, you don’t trust that skank for one single minute,” Brooke said.
“Oh trust me, I don’t. I mean, why the change of heart to do the right thing all of the sudden?”
Ben shrugged, chewing on the cookie. “Sounds like she had a comin to Jesus party in Hawaii.”
This time Brooke was the one to laugh.
Evy grabbed an apron from a nearby coat rack and threw it on. “Why do I always end up dating the most screwed up guys?”
Brooke stared at her with a deadpan expression covering her face. “You’ve dated like two guys.”
“What about Mark?”
Ben frowned. “Who’s Mark?”
“A guy Evy dated for like two weeks.”
“Three weeks,” Evy corrected, tying her apron in the back.
Brooke squeezed her eyes together. “What was wrong with that guy again?”
“He littered.”
Ben laughed and started coughing. “What do you mean?”
“McDonald’s bags, water bottles, whatever garbage was in the car went right out the window wherever we went. And it was like he didn’t even know he was doing it either. He’d be telling me a story about his grandfather tipping over on a riding mower as he was throwing a Gatorade bottle out the window.”
“And yet you still slept with him.”
“Ew, I did not!”
“That is a horrible story,” Ben said.
“I know! It was so embarrassing.”
“No, I mean about his grandpa rolling over on a mower. That’s no way to go.”
Evy stared blankly at him for a few seconds. “We should order a pizza soon; I think I’m actually hungry,” she said, pushing through the swinging door.
Ben winked at his wife. “She’ll be fine. She just needs to get laid.”
“I heard that,” Evy yelled from the vicinity of the coffee makers.
Brooke came around the table and ran a hand along the inside of Ben’s thigh. “And she’s not the only one. All this excitement has got me all aflutter.”
Ben shifted on his stool, trying to free the growing boner pointing down the inside of his pant leg. “Aflutter? That doesn’t sound good.”
“It’s not,” she whispered, batting her long lashes and slowly unzipping Ben’s jeans.
Ben’s breathing turned heavy.
Brooke reached inside his jeans and came back out with a handful. Her eyes dipped beneath the table and lit up. “Oooh, someone’s excited to see me.”
“He likes you. Talks about you all the time.”
“Is that right?” Brooke said in a sultry voice, stroking him stiff as a board. “What’s he say?”
“Says you got a purty mouth.”
“Oh my, such adulation. Does he want me to put him inside my mouth?”
Ben gripped the edge of the table with both hands, a vein throbbing in his neck as her hand worked faster. “Is that today’s special?”
Brooke slowly nodded, her tongue sweeping across her lips. “Sure is, sugar.”
“Oh my God!”
Brooke and Ben whipped their heads around to see Evy staring at them over the top of the swinging door, repulsion gripping her face. Ben huddled closer to the table and whistled like nothing was going on.
Brooke pulled her hand back and pretended to straighten her apron. “I thought you were helping customers.”
Evy’s eyes ducked under the metal table and nearly popped out of her head. “Oh. My. God. It is tattooed!”
A bashful grin snuck across Ben’s scruff. “Told ya. You owe me fifty bucks.”


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
 
 
 
 
Evy crossed her legs and took deep breaths to slow her rushing adrenaline in the dim living room light. She picked a piece of fuzz from her jeans, trying not to let her mind wander off on its own because it might never come back if it did. Whatever Dean had to say, one thing was for sure, he didn’t want to say it over the phone, which could only mean it was bad. Probably real bad. Her heart told her they were free while her gut insisted Megan had decided against letting him go.
Evy stared at a ladder bookshelf leaning against the wall, her faraway eyes running their fingers over the glossy spines of romance and vampire novels, wondering what her next chapter held, wondering if she would get her happily ever after or lose him in forever. Like Rose lost Jack on the Titanic. Evy winced with the understanding that, in real life, sometimes things just don’t work out. But the sooner she came to grips with that the better. She had a new business to help run and the fallout from some crushing breakup could be devastating, not just to her but Brooke and Ben as well. What happened to Shaun broke her heart and the thought of it happening to her sister made her sick.
When the cavernous breaths didn’t work, she tried a long drink of cab instead. Her eyes quietly scoured the apartment, searching for loose wrappers or balls of tissue she might have missed. After this morning’s embarrassing bombardment of unexpected visitors, she was taking no chances. Her eyes hovered on the flickering flame of a candle on the coffee table, mortification worming through her nervous system just thinking about this morning. Megan must have been overjoyed catching Evy wearing old leggings and puffy eyes with her hair sticking out like Medusa. First impressions were everything and there was no going back with that one. Just the same, she was determined to try. Not for Megan’s sake but for Dean’s. She had cleaned her apartment from top to bottom, straightened her hair, and thrown on the tightest tank top she could find. It was time to break out the big guns. Literally.
She adjusted her bra, staring down at the curvy girls inside. Her hands gave them a lift from below and let them fall back into place with a controlled bounce. A long breath escaped her, making the girls sink further. Even Megan’s boobs were bigger, the one arena Evy could usually compete in. In grade school, the other kids had called her and Brooke the Bosom Twosome.
A knock on the door scared the crap out of her. She set the wine glass on the coffee table and nearly spilled it, got to her purple fuck me pumps and sashayed across the living room, telling herself she looked hot as hell. She peeked through the peephole. Dean stared back, stealing her breath and confidence in one fell swoop.
She smacked her lips, shook her hair and opened the door. His cologne waited for no invitation, storming her senses and sending tingles prancing across her skin.
“You look beautiful,” he said softly, staring at her with that look in his eye.
She grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him inside, shutting and locking the door behind him. “So, how’d he take it?”
Dean turned to face her and paused before speaking. “She didn’t tell him.”
Evy’s hopes crashed to the floor, splattering around her heels. “Why not?”
He released her perplexed stare, unable to handle the weight of those emerald jewels. “He bought us a house.”
Soft jazz spilled from an Mp3 dock on the ladder bookshelf, filling the silence between them. Evy’s heart beat fast, outrunning the piece’s lethargic tempo. The room tilted slightly to one side. She forgot to breathe.
“He did what?”
“Trust me, I was just as shocked as you are now.”
She shook her head violently and held up a hand. “Wait, how does a city alderman afford to buy you a house?”
“He said his father left him some investments a few years back. Apparently, the guy liked to dabble in software, which explains the size of Clay’s house.”
Despair claimed Evy’s eyes. Her shoulders slumped in the soft light. “No.”
He took her hand. “Evy, we’ll get through it. We’ve come this far.”
She pulled her hand back. “How?”
“That house changes nothing,” he said, following her into the kitchen.
Evy kept her back to him, staring at the fridge through watery eyes. “I knew something like this was going to happen. I just knew it.”
“Hey,” he said, wrapping his arms around her from behind and burying his face in her hair, breathing her in. “It’s just a minor setback, we’ll figure it out.”
She discreetly brushed a tear building in her eye before it could fall. “There will always be a minor setback waiting for us, Dean.” Her eyes focused on a curled picture of her and her best friend Niki from back home, attached to the fridge by a magnet in the shape of a dachshund. The two of them wore sunlit smiles with Chicago’s Navy Pier in the background, a time when things had been so much simpler. “Does she still plan on telling him?”
He hugged her tighter. “Yes.”
“When?”
His hot breath ran across her ear. “In a day or two. She said she couldn’t do it with that smile on his face, that he was two inches from Heaven.”
Evy rotated her head a quarter of a turn, arching an eyebrow.
“Bastard was pretty proud of himself, but she will tell him,” he whispered in her ear. “She knows it’s the right thing to do.”
“Do you really believe that, Dean?”
“I have to.”
Her stomach muscles tightened when his hands slid up over her breasts. She squirmed free from his grasp and clicked her heels across the tiled flooring.
“Everything will work out.”
 She stopped and turned to face him. “I’m sick of everyone telling me this will work out! So far, nothing has worked out. This whole thing is like a bad Lifetime movie.” Evy paced back and forth behind the couch, doubtfully shaking her head as she went. “This whole thing is bullshit.”
“She is going to tell him. There’s no other option, and if she won’t I will.”
Evy stopped her purple heels with her back to him.
Dean came closer. “This is almost over,” he said softly, wrapping her in his arms again. “We just have to hold on for a little longer.”
She turned to face him and looked up into his eyes. “It shouldn’t be this hard.”
“It won’t be much longer.”
“Where’s she at now?”
“Megan? She’s at the new house. I told her I was picking up some of my stuff.”
Evy held up a hand, her mouth hanging wide open. “You’re already living there?”
“It’s fully furnished. There’s no excuse not to.”
She shoved him in the chest and stormed across the living room. “I can think of a few!”
He rebounded and followed her. “I’m sleeping on the couch. There’s no sense rocking the boat. Not now. I want her to talk to him, to be there to calm him down. Once he realizes this is never going to work - once he sees it in her eyes – he will lose his drive. I guarantee it.”
“And when does she plan on talking to him?”
“Soon.”
She gazed out a window, her arms folded over her chest. “Why didn’t you tell me about the bald guy?”
A grimace sliced through him. “Because I didn’t want you to worry.”
“Well, that didn’t work,” she laughed.
“You don’t have to worry about him.”
She turned to face him, on the verge of laughing like a crazy person. “Shaun said he kicked your ass.”
Dean’s brow folded. “He didn’t kick my ass,” he scoffed, throwing his hands on his hips, pulling back his suit coat and revealing the slim-fit button down hugging his carved out abs. “For your information, the bastard sucker punched me.”
“And who does that, Dean? Next time it could be a gun.”
“It’s not like that.”
“Really? Shaun seemed to think he was former CIA.”
“Navy Seals,” Dean murmured sheepishly.
“Whatever!”
“Possibly the mafia.”
She threw her hands out. “Oh great!”
“Maybe a trained assassin.”
Her arms fell to her sides with a light slap, her voice lowering. “This isn’t funny, Dean.”
The touch of a smile pulled at one corner of his mouth. “I know it’s not. Well, some of it is. Depends on the light.”
Her legs moved before she knew what was happening, his cologne drawing her closer. “None of it is funny.”
His Adam’s apple bobbed one time as his eyes devoured her face.
She found his eyes, her chest heaving beneath her top, the rest of the world fading away. She shook her head, determined to hang on to the rest of the world for a minute longer. “What if he followed you here?”
“He didn’t. I wasn’t followed. As far as Clay and Ryder know, they think I’m going along with the plan. Their guard is down and that’s the way we have to keep it.”
Evy studied his face, the words slowly sinking in. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure.”
“Did she walk around your hotel room naked?” she asked without preamble.
His face soured. “What? No, she knows better than that.”
“Does she, Dean? Because she sure didn’t seem to know it on the phone the other day,” Evy took a step back and he pulled her to him.
“It wasn’t like that.”
Her eyes thinned, interrogating his facial features from top to bottom for signs of deceit. Someone tromped across the living room above them. Evy took a grave breath and held it. “Did something happen in Hawaii?”
Dean stared blankly at her, pulse racing. “No."
She lowered her voice to a cold whisper. “Is there something you want to tell…”
He planted his lips on hers, stifling the divisive words from coming out. She pushed against his chiseled chest and tore her mouth to the side, gasping for breath. “You’re married.”
“Quit talking,” he replied, taking her face in his hands and looking into her eyes. “For ten minutes, just quit talking.”
Her gaze softened, a coy grin playing on her lips. “That all ya got?”
He opened his mouth to reply and she pressed her lips to his, wrestling his tongue into submission. Evy pulled away again, her chest rising and falling as she chased her breath.
“What’s wrong?”
She swallowed hard, her hand finding her chest. “This is adultery.”
He pulled her against him, devouring her with his hungry eyes. “God knows the truth,” he whispered, kissing her hard.
Evy’s feet left the ground during the explosion around them. She pushed against him as his lips nibbled an ear and trailed down her jaw. Her breath quickened when his mouth found the soft spot in her neck. The one that drove her crazy. The one that would break her will at any second. Hey eyes squeezed shut as he gently tugged at her skin with his teeth and sucked her into his mouth. Bursts of white light pulsed against her field of vision as his hands lifted her shirt and seized her breasts with single-minded grasps. Any resistance she had left faltered completely when his lips found an erect nipple. He sucked the dime sized appendage into his mouth, whisking his tongue around it like it might be his last chance. She threw her head back and moaned softly when he bit down, curling handfuls of his hair into her fists. His breath came in hot strokes across her breasts as he moved on to the other nipple, as eager to explore it as the first.
“Stop,” she begged, pulling at his hair. “This isn’t right.”
He pushed her back onto the kitchen table, knocking a silver napkin holder to the ground. Light green napkins seesawed through the air like confetti as Dean unbuttoned her jeans and yanked them to her ankles. She gasped as he dropped to one knee and dove in lips first, kissing the inside of her thighs until she trembled against him.
Dean slipped her heels off, his lips trailing dangerously close to the growing wet spot in her red lace panties.
She curled his hair into her hands, the flutter of butterflies in her stomach, and spoke in a heated whisper. “Dean, this is wrong.”
He freed her legs from their denim shackles and pushed her knees back. Evy’s breath hitched, watching his tongue make her panties even wetter. He pulled the lacey fabric to the side and stared at her shaved skin with wild wonder, the kitchen light illuminating every inch of her silky body. His eyes rose to find hers glittering with heat.
Her breasts heaved. “We should stop,” she said faintly, her eyes betraying her every syllable.
She inhaled sharply when his finger slid inside. “Oh my God,” she groaned, grabbing his hair with one hand and the table with the other.
Dean sent his tongue in next, circling her clitoris with skilled precision. Evy pulled her knees back and rested her feet on either side of him on the table. With full access, Dean plunged deeper, taking greedy licks that made her entire body shudder with spasms. She leaned her head back and let him have his way, each stroke of his tongue triggering explosions inside her head.
When she couldn’t take it anymore, Evy pulled him up by the hair and unzipped his jeans in the blink of an eye. Her hand sinuously slipped inside the hole and came back out with his cock. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight of his hardness, a knot of need tightening in her gut. She looked up into his feral eyes, stroking him until his breathing became erratic. Her gaze lowered to the throbbing mass in her hand. She licked her lips, ready to pull him into her mouth, when he pushed her back onto the table and slid inside of her. It all happened so fast, she barely had time to cry out.
“Dean!” she panted, gripping the sides of the table with bloodless knuckles as he pressed against her, his jeans still on.
The table legs squeaked against the floor with each aggressive thrust. Dean pushed her tank top and bra over her breasts so he could watch them quake beneath his punishing force. Evy wrapped her legs around him, leaving no obstruction in his path. He bent over her, resting his hands on the table, watching her face as it jerked up and down beneath him. “So beautiful,” he murmured.
Evy groaned, raking her fingers down his chest.
He tore off his shirt without slowing, the table protesting his thundering drive, her hands running the cuts in his six-pack.
“Baby, I’ve missed you,” he said, lowering his mouth to hers.
She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him in deeper with her heels, kissing him with a passion only he could command. The floor shook beneath them, the room spinning in slow circles. They were the only two people left on the planet and, suddenly, nothing else mattered. Seconds melted together as they, once again, became one.
Dean slowed down, wanting to savor the moment for as long as possible no matter how difficult that was. He plunged deeper, reaching down between her legs.
Evy squirmed to get away but his hold was too tight. Her breath lodged in her throat. Her head whipped to the side.
Dean gritted his teeth, tendons tightening in his neck. He could feel she was getting close. Evy threw her head back and cried out to the ceiling as he gave her every scrupulous inch. He took her face in his hand and directed her gaze back to him, veins bulging in his biceps.
Her fingers traced the cuts in his hips, her lungs burning with desire. Her entire body tensed, teetering on the edge of bliss. She looked him in the eye and called out his name as the most spine tingling orgasm she had ever had rippled through her like an electric current.
“Evy,” Dean grunted, his unrelenting cock ballooning to twice its size just before he exploded inside of her. Her muscles tightened around him as he continued pumping, emptying his fulfillment into her with pulsating bursts. Her abs constricted with the wave of ecstasy washing over her.
Dean thrust forward one last time before collapsing on top of her. His ragged breath tickled her ear. The room slowly came back into focus. She pulled him tightly against her and they shared a comfortable silence, collecting their breath, one heart beating against the other. When he tried to pull out she pulled him back in with her legs.
“Not yet,” she whispered.
He dove into her green pools, his arms shaking against the table. “God, I missed you.”
She flashed a pretty smile. “I missed you, too.”
Dean brushed hair from her face and tenderly stroked her cheek, savoring the moment for as long as possible. The rest of the world could wait. Evy held onto him, wondering what it would be like if they could just carry on like a normal couple. Would they make something to eat next? Maybe order pizza and watch a movie snuggled together on the couch? Turn their phones off and do it again?
Dean kissed her gently on the cheek and pulled out. Evy moaned her disapproval but smiled when he wrapped her in his arms. His breath was warm and smelled like cinnamon.
She cuddled against him, soaking in his heat. “This is nice.”
A car drove by outside, muffled bass bumping from its sound system.
Dean leaned on an elbow and the kitchen table groaned. He stared at her under the light, admiring her smooth skin. “So…waffle dogs for breakfast?”
“Yeah,” she replied, a playful grin on her lips. “Your waffle dog.”
He rubbed her arm. “I hope you have plenty of syrup.”
Evy’s face wrinkled. “What?” she laughed.
“I don’t even know what that means.”
She pulled at his chest hairs. “You are such a pervert.”
“Me?” he laughed. “I’m not the one with a vibrator named Sparky.”
She gasped, staring at him with a sparkle in her eyes. “I don’t have a vibrator name Sparky!”
“Not what Brooke says.”
They burst into a love drunk laughter that gradually faded into a reticent moment preceding the inevitable. She knew he couldn’t stay. Not yet. An image of the two of them shipwrecked on an island flittered through her mind - just them and the sun, living off coconuts and crabs, no one else to get in the way.
“Are you really staying for breakfast?” she asked with a hopeful tone.
He exhaled a long breath. “I wish I could, but I should get back. I don’t want to make any waves, not when we’re so close.”
“So…what happens now?”
His fingers strolled the inside of her thigh, a reassuring smile gracing his glossy lips. “Now, I get Megan to Clay’s house. As soon as she tells him, his resolve will crumble.” With two fingers, he turned her chin to face him. “But one thing is for sure, I’m never going to leave you again.”
She studied his face, not sure how to respond. After all, he was a married man. A married man she had just slept with, without actually sleeping.
They grew silent and leaned back, both staring at the ceiling. The room seemed to darken with his plans to leave, casting an oppressive gloom she struggled to ward off.
“How has work been going? Shaun told me you made partner.”
He laughed at the question and she couldn’t help but laugh with him. With everything that had happened, small talk felt good but not quite right.
“Who knows? I’m hardly ever there anymore.” Dean inhaled a somber breath of air and grew quiet, mulling something over in his head. “Whitmore wasn’t the happiest guy in the world when I suddenly dropped everything to go to Hawaii.”
“What did you tell him anyway?”
He rubbed his face and groaned, turning red just thinking about it. “I told him my uncle died in a motorcycle accident and I was the only one who could make the arrangements.”
Evy nearly laughed. “Do you think he believed you?”
The room got quiet again as Dean replayed the exchange in his head. Somebody walked by out in the hallway. “I hope so, otherwise I’m not a very good lawyer.”
“I’m sure he did.” Evy stared at the ceiling with him, his skin warming hers. “Remember when you broke that patio chair at his Labor Day party?”
Dean squeezed his eyes shut and hid behind his hand. “For the last time, it was broken before I got there.”
“Uh-huh, sure it was, pudgy,” she said, poking him in the ribcage and making him laugh. “Next time, maybe you should just stick to one burger.”
“Remember how close my head came to the edge of that fire pit on the way down? I almost died.”
A soft giggle floated from her lips. “The look on your face was so funny. I’ll never forget it.”
“I wish you would.” Dean returned his attention to the kitchen light above them, their heartbeats the only sound in the room. “Whole backyard came to a goddamn standstill,” he grumbled.
Evy covered her mouth and laughed harder. “And then you couldn’t get out of the broken chair.”
Dean tried to bite back a laugh and failed. They giggled until tears ran from the corners of their eyes.
Dean took a deep breath and released it, his smile dissolving in midair. “I’m sure he thinks I’m a loose cannon and regrets making me partner.”
“No, he doesn’t. You’re good at what you do.”
“Yeah, when I’m there. I feel guilty as hell.”
She stirred to her elbows. “We never got the chance to celebrate your promotion.”
He smiled, playing with her belly button. “I might be able to slip away for dinner tomorrow night.”
She shook her head violently. “Not dinner.”
His brow dipped.
Her hand slid down his abs, a grin stretching her flushed cheeks. “I can think of one way.”
An easy smile slid across his face. She screamed as he swept her up into his arms and whisked her into the bedroom. She shrieked again as he tossed her onto the bed. He stood over her, a determined look stealing the grin from his face. Evy grew quiet and scooted back against the headboard as he began to stiffen again. His hands curled into fists, the hint of a snarl pulling at his upper lip.
She spread her legs and narrowed her eyes. “Get in here.”
***
Dean pulled his Jeep into the double drive of the new house and put it in park, dreading the next part of his evening. He turned off the ignition and sat in silence, staring at the house with visions of Evy dancing in his head. Her smile, the way she smelled, those eyes. They all made an appearance while crickets serenaded him from the darkness blanketing the bushes and grass. The windows on this side of the house were dark, fanning the flames of hope that Megan had already gone to bed. She hadn’t even remembered to leave the porch light on, which was fine by him. The last thing he wanted was to make small talk with her, or any other kind of talk for that matter. He just wanted to go curl up on the couch with tonight’s memories as a blanket.
He took a deep breath of the warm night air and rolled up the electric windows, feeling like he was about to take a deep plunge into icy waters. Quietly, he shut the car door and stumbled up the drive, feeling drunk without having a single drop. He fumbled for his new key in the dark and gently unlocked the deadbolt with a soft click. There was no squeak when he opened the door and Dean was thankful for that. He stepped inside the foyer and his heart palpitated with a sudden burst of adrenaline shooting through his veins.
Megan stood at the end of the hallway leading into the kitchen, where the light from a modern chandelier turned her into a darkened figure. Her silhouette didn’t move. Neither did her shadow stretching to his feet. Dean shut the door and locked it, ignoring the way his heart was pounding against his ribcage. He turned back around, squinting down the hall, and held his hands out. “What?”
A moment of lingering silence answered him, sucking the air from the room. “Where have you been?” came from the shadow, its face as dark as the feeling in the pit of his stomach.
“My place to get my stuff. Remember?”
The shadow slinked closer on the wood floor between them and raised its voice. “For this long?”
“I couldn’t find my briefcase. I must’ve left it work.”
The darkness didn’t reply.
“I hope I left it at work anyway,” he chuckled nervously, hitting a light switch that dispelled the gloomy specter in a flash, bringing Megan’s sharp glower into living color.
She stepped closer, her arms folded across a white cami that stopped just above a pair of lavender panties. Her icy glare sharpened to a razor’s edge. “Let me smell your dick.”
Dean stared at her, disbelief stealing his wind. A modest grandfather clock behind him ticked off each painstaking second with a light click. His ears rang in his head. “What?”
“Your dick,” she said louder, taking another step toward him. “Let me smell it.”
His face twisted in the harsh foyer light. “What the hell are you talking about?”
Megan stopped less than a foot away, sniffing at the air. “I can smell her on you,” she whispered coldly.
The whirling ceiling fan in the living room hummed softly, barely fanning the sweat sprouting across his forehead.
“You’re out of your mind,” he said, pushing past her and tromping into the kitchen.
“Then why are you sweating?” she countered, following his every step.
“Because I just unloaded a bunch of boxes into my car. Why do you think?”
Her bare feet slapped against the floor. Dean opened the fridge and she slammed it shut.
“You cheated on me with her, didn’t you?”
Deep grooves cut through Dean’s forehead. “What is your problem? Have you swapped places with your evil twin?”
“You did, didn’t you?”
His brow wrinkled like she had just told him the house was haunted. “We’re getting a divorce anyway, remember? So who the fuck cares what I do?”
“I do!” Her red painted toes curled against the kitchen tiles and gradually relaxed. She reeled in her volume, her eyes brimming with tears. “We can’t get a divorce after he just bought us this house, Dean. Not yet anyway. He’ll kill me.”
The color fled Dean’s face almost as fast as the images of Evy on the kitchen table. His mouth went dry. “What’re you talking about?”
“We have to give him some time.”
“Time? How much time?”
She shrugged limply.
An uncomfortable silence whisked across the room, leaving Dean stunned and unnerved in its wake. “This house doesn’t change a thing!” He charged forward, his nostrils flaring. “We tell Clay tomorrow and that is final. Time is up!”
She backed away, fearfully shaking her head. “No.”
“Not next month or next week, tomorrow! This shit is over.”
Megan folded her arms and looked around the kitchen, surveying the stainless steel appliances, custom cabinets, and granite countertops. “I don’t know, Dean.”
His face fell into a state of total disrepair, his pulse bulging in his neck. Dean swallowed against the wrath burning inside of him and somehow managed to contain his volume. “What do you mean you don’t know?”
She went to the French doors leading to the deck out back. “Maybe this house is a sign that we should...”
“We should what?” he yelled, losing his control.
Megan glanced at him in the reflection of the paned glass, the house quiet enough to hear a pin drop. “Stick it out and see what happens.”
He opened his mouth to argue.
“At least for a little while. I mean, the baby, the house…maybe fate is trying to tell us something.”
The rage inside of him reached a crescendo, turning his face a blistering shade of crimson. His blood pounded thickly in his temples, the chandelier glistening off his slickened brow. “Not. A. Chance.”
She whirled on her heels and hit him with an icy glare that chilled him to the bone, her voice dropping to a guttural hiss. “Don’t you dare use one word sentences with me.”
Dean almost laughed, but the madness swimming in her eyes wouldn’t allow it. He paused to take a deep breath before speaking calmly. “I don’t care what happens anymore. With or without you, this ends tomorrow.”
 Her blue eyes thinned. She swatted an angry hand around the nook. “Take a look around, Dean. This isn’t a toaster we got for a wedding present, you dick! We can’t just take it back to Target and exchange it for something else.”
He set his jaw, shooting daggers her direction. “I don’t give a fuck about this house. You and I and your scumbag father are done.” Dean’s chest rose and fell beneath his clingy shirt. “Do you understand me?”
“Dean, I just…”
“Do you understand me?” he roared loud enough for the neighbors to hear.
She shrank against the glass, nodding softly with her arms folded across her chest like she was cold, her eyes glistening with the light.
He turned to the fridge and hesitated before yanking the door back and grabbing a bottle of beer. Dean slammed the door shut and rifled through drawers for a bottle opener like a thief would crown jewels.
Megan exhaled a melancholy breath and stared at her feet. “If you want out of this, you’re going to need my help.”
“I thought I already had your help, Megan,” he sneered, snatching a Green Bay Packers bottle opener hiding inside a posh tray of brand new utensils.
She looked up, grinning coyly. “You do,” she said, resting her elbows on a short breakfast bar and exposing her cleavage to him. She glanced around the house, taking in the leather furniture in the living room, the modern paintings on the walls, and the table set just behind her. “I tell you what, you do me one favor and I’ll make all of this go away.”
With a cracking hiss, he popped the top on the beer and took an eager drink, extinguishing his cotton mouth. “And what’s that? Go get you a pair of pants? How about that for starters?” Dean threw the opener into the drawer with a loud clink and slammed it shut.
Megan straightened up and came around the counter to meet him in the kitchen, her lacey panties in full view. She placed a soft hand on his chest, the smell of perfume rolling from her in nauseating waves. “I will convince my father this whole thing was a mistake: you, me, the house, everything…”
“If?”
“I will tell him I can handle a baby on my own. I mean, I’ve got my mom and April. I’ll be fine.”
“If?” he repeated.
Her grin finally reached her earlobes as she slowly twisted back and forth, staring up into his eyes. “I will let you go, with no strings attached,” she said, pausing to wet her lips, “if you fuck me one more time.”
He blinked blankly, his ears ringing in the dumbfounded silence that followed. “What?”
She balled his shirt into her fist and pulled him close, her face twisting with anger. “You fuck me one more time - and I mean you fuck me good - and I’ll make everything go away, and you will be free to spend the rest of your life with Evy, or who the hell ever you want to spend the rest of your life with.”
Dean slowly shook his head, repulsion dripping from his forehead in gooey droplets. “Wow” he said flatly. “Just when I think you can’t get any crazier…”
She leaned up on her tippy-toes and kissed him on the lips, stifling the rest of his assessment. Dean recoiled and pushed her away, his face crinkling in horror.
“Enough!”
She leaned against the sink and laughed, wiping her upper lip. “Have it your way, Dean.”
His eyes bored holes through her as a cold realization settled in, sending shivers down his spine. She would never tell Clay, probably never was. He nodded to himself as it finally sank in. It was over. Mr. Ryder or not, it was time to hit the self-destruct button.
“Where do you hide your meds anyway? I never see anything lying around.”
Her eyebrows drew together.
“For your bipolar disorder.”
She dismissed him with a quick huff.
“You don’t have to be ashamed, Megan. It’s a common affliction.”
Her lips pressed together. “You don’t have to get mean, Dean. Don’t try covering up for what you’re really thinking.”
His brow folded.
“You think I haven’t noticed the way your eyes keep dropping to my panties?”
Dean hesitated before laughing out loud and stomping down another hallway to the bedrooms. Her bare feet slapped against the wood flooring as she followed him into the guest room.
She dove onto the made bed and stretched out, leaning on one elbow with a knee propped in the air. “Where are you going?” she asked in a sad voice.
He plopped a small carry-on onto the bed, making her bounce. “Where I belong.”
She made a pouty face and watched him throw some socks and underwear into the small suitcase. “I’m sorry.”
“I know you’re sorry. You might literally be the sorriest person I’ve ever met.”
Her eyes drooped around the corners.
“I take that back, you’re definitely the sorriest person I’ve ever met.”
“You don’t have to leave. You can stay on the couch and we’ll tell my father tomorrow.” Her eyebrows lifted with her spirits. “I promise.”
He went into the room’s half bath and came out with his deodorant and tooth paste. “What time?”
Megan nonchalantly massaged a breast while watching him pack. “Whenever’s good for you, but only if you don’t leave.”
Dean shook his head. “If I stay here, you’ll kill me in my sleep.”
“I’ll be good, I promise,” she said, her hand sliding inside her panties.
“If you still want to come with me, I’ll pick you up at ten,” he said, going back into the bathroom to grab his shaving cream and razor.
“In the morning?” Megan watched him continue packing, her fingers rubbing tiny circles beneath the slick fabric. “You sure you don’t want some more of this, just one more time?” she said softly, squirming a little on the bed, her legs wide open.
Dean stopped packing long enough to glance over. He turned away and shut his eyes. “Wow. Really?”
Megan giggled quietly, her eyes going soft, her hand working faster. “I know how much you liked it before. Don’t lie. Remember that night, Dean? I think about it all the time.”
“You’re so fucking crazy,” he whispered, back to packing.
She pulled her panties to the side, exposing her wetness. “Come on, Dean, for old times’ sake. I know you want it.”
“I don’t want it,” he shouted, zipping the suitcase shut.
“Then why do you have a boner?”
“I don’t!”
She scrambled to her knees and shot across the bed. “Let me check,” she said, reaching for his groin.
He jumped back, pulling the carry-on with him as a shield, and stormed out of the room.
It didn’t take long for the sound of bare feet to start slapping down the hallway behind him. Dean threw open the front door and turned around on the porch. Megan skidded to a stop in the doorway, a pitiful look making her features slump.
“Text me if you change your mind and, miraculously, decide to do the right thing. If not, go fuck yourself.” Dean turned for the Jeep, the conversation beyond over.
Her mouth opened but nothing came out, her white cami ruffling with a light breeze. “He’ll never let you go!”
Dean stopped in the driveway, his heart beating out of rhythm. Crickets and locusts filled his head with their night song. He turned his head to the side and opened his mouth to tell her she was wrong, but knew it was a waste of time and climbed into the Jeep without looking back.
***
The number sixteen stared heavily back at him from the door but Dean already felt a hundred pounds lighter. No more hiding a relationship he wanted to tell the entire world about. His gaze lowered to the slight tan line where his wedding ring had been. He tried rubbing it away, wondering what Clay would do when he found out Dean had already left his daughter. He compressed his lips, cursing himself for going to Hawaii in the first place. What had he been thinking? Sugars flashed through his mind, jumping flames burning it to the ground. Shaun was next to whisk past, his family living in a small apartment with one bathroom on the seedy part of town. Evy opened the door with a frown claiming every inch of her face and Dean swiftly pushed inside and shut the door before taking her into his arms.
“W-What are you doing here?”
“It’s over. No one is ever going to take you away from me again.”
“But what happened?”
He kissed her on the lips, breathing her in like air he would surely die without, the world shrinking around them. Dean broke the kiss to look her in the eyes, caressing her cheek. “I am sorry for putting you through this.”
She opened her mouth and he pressed a finger to her lips.
“Megan is never going to tell her father she wants a divorce.”
Evy stared at him without blinking. “I knew it,” she whispered.
“And I can’t stay in that house for another minute. I don’t know what’s going to happen and I’m sorry, but I’m done.”
She nodded faintly, her heart swelling with a sweet and salty mixture of joy and trepidation. “But what about…?”
“For now,” he said, cutting her off, “we pretend like none of this ever happened and have one normal night like everyone else,” he said, sliding her t-shirt over her head.


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
 
 
 
 
Light jazz spilled from the speakers in the ceiling, bathing the kitchen in a relaxed air Evy desperately needed. Brooke rolled out a circle of dough as big as a manhole cover and looked up. “What’s got you in such a good mood?”
Evy stopped humming and shrugged as she scooped their secret frosting from a giant pot. “No reason.”
Ben arched an eyebrow that disappeared beneath the rim of his ball cap. “You find my stash or something?”
There was a loud bang as Evy deposited the pot into the sink. “Yeah, Ben, I found your stash and smoked it all, and now I’m super baked.” She hit the sprayer, sending water blasting off the pot’s curved insides.
“Bummer,” he said blankly, experimenting with a new drink at the island table. Bottles of rum, vodka, tequila, chocolate liqueur and grenadine littered the table in front of him like bowling pins. He dipped the rim of a tall, curvy glass into a sponge saturated with Bacardi 151 before dipping the glass in sugar. “I was kind of saving that for the new Paranormal Activity flick tomorrow.”
Evy stopped the sprayer and laughed. “Lucky you, Brooke!”
“It’s his turn to pick,” she said dully, working the rolling pin like a pro.
“Yeah, last week I had to suffer through another Zack Efron movie, so we’re going all in this time.” Ben pulled his lighter out and lit the glass on fire, caramelizing the sugar around the rim with a blue flame that died out in a few short seconds.
“What are you making?” Evy asked, drying her hands on her apron.
“Spanish coffee,” Ben replied, carefully adding French-pressed coffee and then a shot of 151 to the still smoking glass like a mad scientist. “This’ll give ya a pick me up.”
Brooke stopped the rolling pin and scratched her eyebrow, smearing flour across her forehead. “I love new coffee drinks.”
“That looks really good, Ben.”
 He curled their homemade whipped cream around the top of the glass and finished it off with a light dusting of cinnamon. “Who wants to try it?”
“I do!” Brooke and Evy said at the same time.
Ben proudly slid his latest concoction across the table. “Glass might still be a little hot, so be careful.”
Evy turned to Brooke. “You go first.”
“No, you go first.”
Ben shifted on his stool, watching Evy blow on the drink. “So…are Dean and Megan legally married in Wisconsin or just in Hawaii?”
Their heads snapped around to him.
“Just askin.”
Evy grimaced, wanting to tell them about last night, but knowing Brooke would only worry. Dean had hit the self-destruct button and the good Lord above only knew what would happen next. At this point, anything was possible. Evy was also afraid to tell them Clay had already purchased the house for Megan and Dean. The stakes were high enough as it was and so were the consequences. She pushed the thought back down before it could get a foothold, not ready to deal with it until it came knocking at her front door. For now, she was content just having Dean all to herself again. And who knows? Maybe Megan would finally take the hint and give up already.
“I think it’s just in Hawaii,” Evy replied, wiping her hands on her apron. “Not that it really matters. Legally, he’s married.” She took a cautious sip of the steaming drink and raised her brow. “Oh wow, that is amazing!”
Brooke tried it next, licking the sugar from her lips. “Ooh, I like!” She passed it to Ben. “We can definitely sell that, my little mixologist. Nice job!”
“You need a backup plan,” Ben said, taking a careful sip and letting his pallet go to work. “In case she decides to bail out on the divorce.”
Evy tilted her head. “Like what?”
Ben exhaled a long breath that sent swirls through the coffee’s steamy wisps. “Not sure, too early to come up with a backup plan.”
Shaun burst through the swinging door, waltzing into the kitchen like he owned the place. “Did somebody say something about a backup plan?”
“Clay wants Dean and Megan to buy a new house so Megan didn’t tell him about their divorce yet and we think she’s going to flake out on the whole thing now,” Brooke blurted in rapid-fire fashion.
“We don’t know she’s going to flake out,” Evy lied, knowing full well Megan had already done just that.
Shaun froze in his tracks, his brow folding. “What now?”
“It’s true,” Ben said, passing the drink back to Brooke. “Evy and I followed them to their new house yesterday.”
A deep seeded frown wrinkled Shaun’s face from the inside out. “Wait a minute, you guys went on a stakeout without me?”
“This really doesn’t have to be the topic of discussion around here all of the time,” Evy said, assessing the mess of pots and pans in the sink and resigning to tackle it later.
“What’re we supposed to talk about?” Brooke laughed. “The Vampire Diaries?”
“That show is pretty awesome,” Shaun said, taking an apron from a rack by the door. “Member that one time when Elena turned into a vampire and wiped out her entire high school?”
“Everything will be fine,” Evy announced, holding her hands out like the room was spinning.
Ben took his black cap off and ran a hand over his peach fuzz, his biceps stretching the sleeves of his Pantera t-shirt. “It always does,” he said, winking at Brooke and making her smile.
“I’m tellin ya, Evy, we should go to the paper with this stuff. They’re dying for stories like this during an election.” Shaun looked around the kitchen for help that didn’t come.
“I don’t know, man,” Ben said, pulling his hat down low. “Without proof, you might be stirring up a hornet’s nest there, Shaun.”
Shaun held his palms out, his black Sugars shirt wrapping around his beer belly. “How’s that?”
“You have to take Clay completely out of the picture. Not just the mayor’s race, but public office in general. Abolish his powers, eliminate the threat.”
Shaun shifted from one black Adidas to the other, his eyebrows drawing together. “Okay, you just sounded a lot like Lex Luther right there. You’re scaring me.”
The room grew silent as the sprayer’s nozzle dripped like a medieval instrument of Chinese water torture, one sodden plink after the next.
Brooke glanced at her sister while working the rolling pin. “All I know is this clown messed with the wrong girl.”
Evy flashed a tight-lipped smile, loving the way Brooke always had her back no matter what the circumstances.
“Did someone order a clown?” Jon said, bursting through the swinging door with brute force. “Just got my clown shoes outta the shop today!” he said, fist-bumping Shaun.
“How did you get in here?” Evy asked, craning her neck to see up front.
Jon thumbed behind him. “My guess would be the front door.”
Brooke’s gaze sharpened. “Shaun,” she growled, stopping the rolling pin. “You’ve got to keep that door locked until we open.”
Shaun smiled weakly, pulling the apron over his head and tying it in back. “Oops.”
Jon nodded at Ben. “Sup? You got that, man?”
Ben nodded to the office and got up. “Walk this way,” he said in an English accent, walking like he was drunk.
 “Don’t be smoking that in here,” Brooke yelled after them. “We’re opening soon.”
“We’re gonna take a quick ride,” Ben hollered back, slipping into the office.
“So did you talk to Dean last night?”
Evy jerked her eyes to Shaun and let them focus in. “I did.”
“How’s he doing?”
“He’s…good,” Evy answered, nodding her head up and down.
“Good.” Shaun nodded along with her, examining her face. “You slept with him, didn’t you?”
Brooke inhaled sharply, clapping a hand over her mouth. “Evy Burnett, you little slut! He’s a married man!”
“He spent the night,” Evy admitted, bursting at the seams and unable to keep it in any longer.
“What?” Brooke gasped, pointing a righteous finger at her. “You do know you can go to Hell for that, don’t you?”
Evy flattened her lips while taking a clean cookie sheet from a rack and setting it on the island. “I think God knows this marriage doesn’t count.”
“So what happened?” Brooke asked, taking a quick swig of the Spanish coffee.
Evy looked from Brooke to Shaun and exhaled a slow breath. “Apparently, Megan decided she would only go through with the divorce if…Dean had sex with her one more time.”
This time Shaun was the one who inhaled sharply. “What!”
Evy could only smile as she ripped a sheet of parchment paper from a large spool, still not believing it herself. “I couldn’t make this stuff up if I tried.”
Shaun laughed at the ridiculousness of it, trading a look with Brooke. “Holy shit, that girl is crazier than a cross-eyed weasel in a chicken coop!”
“Which is why Dean grabbed his stuff and left.”
Brooke rested her hands on her slender hips. “So what happens now? Her dumbass dad is going to flip out!”
“God only knows,” Evy muttered, covering the cookie sheet with the paper. “But I can’t wait to find out.” Thoughts of Dean lying in her bed last night came back to her in waves out of the blue, fueling her diminishing glow. She returned to her humming, brushing the sheet with bacon grease and feeling like herself for the first time in awhile.
Shaun set a gentle hand on each of their shoulders. “Hey listen, I know things are pretty messed up right now and everything, but I want you to know how thankful I am you guys hooked me up with this gig.” He turned his faint smile to Brooke. “If I had to do a root canal this morning, I think I’d shoot myself in the face.”
Evy looked up with sad eyes. “I just wish we could give you more hours, Shaun.”
“Hey, something is better than nothing. Plus, you’re selling my beer! How cool is that!”
Brooke laughed. “I’m not sure which I love more: the flavor or your shit-eating grin on the bottle.”
He squeezed their shoulders and let go, the three of them exchanging warm smiles like presents on a sunlit Christmas morning. “I know Carrie appreciates it as well.”
Evy squeezed his hand. “I know she does, and things will get better.”
Shaun pressed his lips together and nodded. “Hey, how many of my beers have we sold this week anyway?”
Brooke swapped an apprehensive look with Evy. “Five? Maybe six.”
His jaw plummeted to the floor. “That’s it?” he cried, leaning against the table and letting his eyes stray from focus.
“Maybe it was eight,” Brooke quickly added.
“I’m going to lose my house,” he mumbled dully, massaging his face.
“No, you’re not,” Evy replied. “Quit saying that or it will come true.”
The bell over the front door rang out, drawing their gazes like a magnet.
“Shit,” Shaun whispered, knowing Brooke was going to give him fifty shades of hell for leaving the door unlocked.
“Probably the milk guy,” Evy said, squeezing between them and pushing through the swinging door. She stopped dead, the door smacking her in the rear end, her heart sinking. Megan smiled warmly from the other side of the counter, a yellow sundress barely covering her panties. Her redheaded friend’s smile was just as phony as hers.
“Hi Evy.”
Evy’s eyes snapped back to Megan. “Megan,” she replied coldly, her gaze sharpening.
Megan turned to the pretty friend standing next to her with a wry grin carving into her freckled cheeks. “This is my friend, April.”
“Hi Evy,” April said too loudly, extending a pallid hand over a covered display of different flavored cake pops.
Evy shook April’s hand, butterflies launching against her insides.
April’s eyes drifted over Evy’s shoulder and widened. “Hey Jon!”
Jon got half way through the swinging door and slammed on the brakes too late. He held up a heavy hand. “Hey April,” he said halfheartedly, hesitantly approaching the counter. “You look good. You been working out?”
“A little,” she replied, her ashen cheeks finally showing some signs of color.
“Nice.” Jon nodded, at a loss for words for the first time Evy could remember. “Well,” he said, taking a timorous step backwards.
“I tried calling.”
Jon exchanged a quick glance with Evy that was just as awkward as this entire meeting. “Yeah, sorry I didn’t get back to you right away.” He paused, his mouth agape, brain scrambling. “My mom died.”
April inhaled a cutting breath while Megan and Evy folded their brows.
“Oh my God, that is horrible. What happened?”
Evy wasn’t sure if April’s mortification was sincere or not, but she turned to Jon just the same, as eager for his answer as everyone else.
“Heart attack” he replied bleakly, dropping April’s saddened gaze. “She was pretty old but it was still very sudden.”
“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry, Jon,” April cooed, her consoling eyes glued to him. “Maybe this weekend we can get together and help get your mind off things for a minute.”
Megan turned to April with a hearty nod. “I think we’re free this weekend,” she said smugly. “Maybe we can make it a double date.”
Evy laughed inside and then shuddered at the thought, biting her bottom lip until her teeth nearly broke through the skin.
“Cool,” Jon relied sheepishly, running a hand through his blond hair. “Well, I’ve got to go help…unload a truck out back.” He thumbed toward the kitchen. “But it was great seeing you again.”
“You, too,” April smiled widely. “Call me!”
Evy turned to see Jon’s reaction but he was already gone, the door swinging behind him.
“Well, we stopped by to see if we could reserve Sugars for Megan’s baby shower.”
Evy’s head snapped back around. Her world narrowed with April standing at the end of a long tunnel, her pounding heart demanding the breath that was quickly fleeing her lungs.
“Oh, hell no,” Brooke screeched, bursting through the door. She took her position at Evy’s side and lifted her shoulders, conjuring up every inch she could possibly muster, a field marshal on the edge of a snowy battlefield.
Megan ignored the outburst and let her eyes wander, admiring the soft couches and cozy tables with candles. “This place is so cute!”
“So is the name,” April added with a nervous chuckle.
There was a moment of sticky unease that attached to everything in its path as they took each other in. A cooler lined with beer bottles kicked on, replacing the quiet with a low hum Evy did not remember noticing before. The smell of fresh coffee and banana muffins danced in the air between them.
“You’re not even showing yet.”
“Brooke!” Evy gasped, discreetly nudging her to the side.
Megan flipped her long blond locks over her shoulder like she was in some cheesy Aveeno commercial, the corners of her lips pulling back into a confident smirk. “I know most people wait until they’re almost due, but I wanted to get a jump on it while I can still walk.” She turned to April and they both shared a quick laugh. “Plus, I refuse to wear tennis shoes out in public under any circumstance! I don’t care how much my feet hurt.” Megan’s eyes slowly dropped behind the counter to Brooke’s Adidas and she cleared her throat, her phony smile returning to her lips.
“God forbid,” Brooke grumbled, honing her gaze to a razor’s edge.
Evy pulled an organizer from under the counter and a pen from her apron. “What day were you thinking?” she asked, an Oscar worthy politeness sculpting her tone. She readied the pen against the paper, ignoring Brooke’s kick to her ankle beneath the counter.
“Next Sunday at two o’clock?”
Evy looked from April to the organizer and noticed her hand was shaking. She pressed the tip of the pen hard enough against the paper to make a small dent, her eyes following the line of squares to next Sunday.
“I’m pretty sure we’re fumigating that day,” Brooke stated, standing on her toes to peer over Evy’s shoulder.
“That’s Monday. Next Sunday will work fine,” Evy said calmly, jotting something down. “And how many will be at the party?”
Megan and April swapped glances.
“Twenty?” April replied.
Megan turned back to Evy and nodded weakly, clearly unimpressed with the number.
Evy contained a grin, pulling on its leash until it jerked back. She kept writing as April dictated her phone number next, her heart beating a million miles an hour. “Here is a menu with a list of our rates,” she said, pulling a folded sheet out and handing it to Megan.
Megan stared at it unmoving, her eyes shifting from the brochure back to Evy. They stood there like that for awhile, Evy’s arm hanging out in the air, the cooler humming in their ears, and Megan clasping a hunter green purse that looked like it may have eaten a swimmer or two in its lifetime.
Megan finally took the brochure. “Can we get that area over there?”
Evy followed her finger to the oversized half moon booth in the corner. “Sure.”
“Great. I’d also like some raspberry, almond, and chocolate mint cupcakes. A dozen of each.”
“No problem,” Evy replied without writing anything down, cranking up the professional courtesy an extra notch or two.
“Oh, and a mimosa slash coffee bar,” Megan added, examining a glass case full of tasty little crunch cake treats. “What are these?”
“Those?” Brooke said, glancing at a rack of chocolate crunch cupcakes with blueberry frosting. “Those are almost out is what those are. Plus, they’re made with beer and we wouldn’t want to take a chance of upsetting your little tummy.” Brooke flashed Megan a smile that took phony to a whole new level.
“Oh, so you got your liquor license back then?”
Brooke’s phony grin melted down her face.
“We did,” Evy said, before Brooke could blow her top. “It was all a stupid mix-up.”
Megan’s eyes darted to Evy and thinned. “Oh, that’s good.” She turned to April with a big smile. “Because we’re going to have some drinkers with us, that’s for sure.” They both laughed. “But none for me,” Megan said, making a sad face and rubbing her belly.
Evy felt Brooke’s mouth open and kicked her behind the counter.
“You expecting a baby or a genie to come out of there?” Brooke asked anyway.
Megan’s sad face turned to stone. “My only wish is for a healthy baby,” she said gravely.
“Oh, that’s so sweet.” Brooke replied, holding Megan’s frigid glare. “Does the baby get a wish?”
Megan clenched her teeth and gripped her purse tighter, making a tendon pop out in her neck.
“Alrighty then,” April said, breaking the silence. “It was so nice to meet you, Evy, and we look forward to seeing you next Sunday.” She nodded at Brooke who was too busy giving Megan the evil eye to notice.
Evy smiled as wide as she possibly could, straining the muscles in her neck. “Feel free to bring an iPod and we’ll plug it into the dock.”
Megan’s face finally loosened. “Perfect. Thank you, Evy.” She looked back to Brooke with a grin. “See you next week.”
“I’ll be counting the days,” Brooke grumbled.
Megan held Brooke’s pointed glare for a few more seconds and, with a quick turn of her hips, made a beeline for the front door with her head held high.
April wiggled her fingers at them and fell in line, her high heels clicking in rhythm with Megan’s across the black and white tiles. The bell rang above the front door, vanquishing them back to whatever dark lands they had come from.
Evy exhaled a pent-up breath and shivered like someone had just walked over her grave.
“That bitch is not having her baby shower here,” Brooke said, still staring at the glass door. “And I don’t care if it’s the last baby on the planet.”
“Brooke,” Evy groaned, sympathizing with her one hundred percent. “We need the money.”
“And that is final, Evy!”
“We could spit in her food.”
Brooke’s eyebrows dipped. “If I actually thought you’d go through with it, I would.”
Evy bit back a giggle. “I will.”
“You won’t.”
“We could poison her.”
“You know what?” Brooke said, exhaling a heated breath. “I don’t know why you’re taking this so lightly. That bitch just came in here and rubbed baby poop right in your face.”
“What do you want me to do, Brooke? Punch her in her stupid little nose?”
Brooke stared hard at her, flabbergasted by such a ridiculous question. “Yes!”
“She’s already lost.”
Brooke started to say something and then stopped short, studying Evy through cautious eyes. “I hope you’re right.”
“I am.”
“Either way, she is not having her fucking baby shower in here. I’m the boss and that is that.”
“Fine. But you’re calling to cancel.”
Brooke’s eyes thinned to demonic slits. “Oh, it’ll be my pleasure.”
Evy massaged her temples, feeling bad Brooke had to go through that. Brooke was right, she was the boss of her dream dessert lounge and didn’t deserve this crap because of Evy. “I’m sorry you had to deal with that.” She hid behind her hand and cringed. “This is so embarrassing.”
“I told you she’d never go through with it,” Brooke said, sweeping a hand out toward the booth. “She will never divorce Dean because, deep down in places she doesn’t like to talk about, she knows she will never do better.”
Evy pulled her face from her hand and met Brooke’s perturbed gaze, a sinking feeling settling over her like a cold black wind. Brooke’s words rattled in her brain. Megan had lost, for now, but she would never give up. Not without a fight. Eventually, Evy would have to push back, but just thinking about it made her tired. Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket, scaring her half to death. She pulled it from her jeans and stared at the text from Dean, her adrenaline spiking.
“Hey, at least you got her name right,” Brooke said, holding up the organizer. “Bitch whore.” Her maniacal grin almost made Evy laugh but she was too busy reading Dean’s text message.
 
Still thinking about you in your bed this morn.
Miss you already.
 
“Dean?”
Evy nodded without taking her eyes from the screen, her thumbs moving in a blur.
 
Guess who just stopped by to reserve Sugars for her baby shower next Sunday?
 
She hit send and released another longwinded breath. “That girl has some serious daddy issues.”
“She’s got balls comin in here like that is what she’s got,” Brooke exclaimed, making herself a peppermint mocha. “I mean, who does that?”
“Crazy people,” Evy bluntly answered, unable to stop looking at the front door, afraid Megan wasn’t done with her yet. “Dean said he was afraid she would kill him in his sleep.”
“I’m surprised she didn’t! Girl’s taking things to a whole new level.” Brooke turned to face Evy. “It’s time to start pushing back.”
Evy’s cell vibrated in her hand.
 
What!
 
Evy replayed Megan’s words in her head. “Don’t let her get to you, Brooke.”
A dubious laugh shot from Brooke’s mouth. “Little late for that, Evy. I mean really.”
Evy responded with a lethargic shake of the head.
“I bet she doesn’t even like kids.” Brooke took a cautious sip of her drink. “She’ll probably give that alleged baby to her mom after the shine wears off, like it’s a hamster or something.”
Evy laughed and the cell vibrated again, drawing her eyes.
 
I’m sorry. I don’t know what game she is playing but it will stop. And soon.
 
Evy snorted, utterly unconvinced, and put her thumbs back to work.
 
Just leave her alone. Brooke won’t honor her reservation anyway.
 
Evy slipped in a smiley face and hit send, glad Dean was out of that house, but also weary of what the future might hold. Megan’s flat belly skipped through her mind. Was she really pregnant? And if so, was it really Dean’s? They weren’t out of the woods yet. She exhaled a spent breath, wondering if they would ever be.
Brooke started to say something when Evy’s phone vibrated again. “I’ll leave you two alone,” she said, going into the kitchen. “I’ve got dough to pound on.”
Evy lowered her gaze.
 
Can we meet tonight after I get off work?
 
Evy looked up and stared out the front window, watching the world go by through thoughtful eyes. A younger man in a suit and tie strolled past, computer bag slung over his shoulder, smile strapped to his face. Her spirits plummeted as doubt crept in. This was never going to work, not with Megan in the picture. The price was too high. She shook it off, knowing Megan’s plan was working perfectly. Megan knew damn well where Dean went last night and now she’s twisting the knife planted in Evy’s side. Her thumbs went back to work.
 
Sure.
 
She hesitated before pressing send, wondering how far it would go. An image of her and Dean dressed to the nines and about to hit the town when Megan calls with some sob story about their son – or daughter – that derails the entire evening. She would never stop. Never give up. And would always be bat-shit crazy. Evy grunted, certain this curse would accompany her to the grave. Her blood began to boil. The cell vibrated, jolting her from the ominous figment of her imagination.
 
I’ll stop by after work. Don’t let her get to you.
 
Evy started texting something back - something about this mess only getting messier - but texted Can’t
wait instead, her need to see Dean battling with its haunted consequences and winning for now. She picked up a pad of paper and took a pen from her apron, determined to put Megan aside and focus on getting their business back on track. She made a list: email blast, Facebook promotion, new daily specials, sandwich boards... The front bell rang out, driving any hint of productivity right out the door. Evy’s heart kicked into overdrive, knowing Megan was back for more because, after all, Megan would always be back for more. Evy looked up and relief washed over her at the sight of a pretty girl in her mid twenties wearing skinny jeans and a black leather coat.
The girl casually strolled up to the counter, taking the place in as her black high-heeled boots softly clicked against the floor.
“Good morning,” Evy said warmly, a manufactured smile sweeping her colorless cheeks back.
The girl’s eyes scoured the empty tables and chairs. “Are you open?”
Evy nodded, holding onto her smile for dear life. “I love your boots.”
She turned back to Evy and smiled. “Thank you,” she said, checking out one of the glass cases. “And I love the looks of your delicious treats.” Her brow dipped. She bent closer to the case, her long dark hair falling over her shoulders. “Are those Twinkies?”
“We call em Twinks.”
“Did you make those here?”
Evy nodded proudly. “After Hostess went under, we thought we’d fill a hole in the market.”
“Oh my God, I have to try one of those.” Her eyes rose to the huge chalkboard menu hanging behind Evy, following the swirling letters and colorful drawings of cupcakes and specialty drinks Ben had drawn by hand. “And how about a turtle latte.”
“For here or to go?”
She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”
Evy slipped the biggest Twink into a white bag and set it on the counter before turning to the row of coffee machines.
“I really like what you’ve done with this place. It’s beautiful.”
“Thank you,” Evy replied, whipping up the drink. “We love this location.”
“Oh, I know. It’s a great area.”
Evy brought the latte over and set it down, her heavy smile back for the attack. “Well, hopefully we’ll see you more often.”
The girl pulled the Twink out and took a reserved bite, chewing slowly at first like thumbtacks might be hidden inside. Her face bunched into a ball of judgmental thought before a smile began to grow. “Wow! This is even better than the original.”
“Oh, good. Can I get you anything else?”
The girl pulled a wallet from an inside coat pocket held it open. “Yeah, I’m Pam Rodriguez with the Wisconsin Division of Health Services and I’ll need full access to behind the counter, your kitchen and storage areas, and the restrooms as well.”
Evy’s face folded in horror.
“I know,” Pam said, still chewing. “Who’s ever heard of a Hispanic girl named Pam, right?” She lifted her shoulders. “What can I say? My parents had a sick sense of humor.”
Evy stared at the small gold badge on one side of the wallet, terror shredding her insides. She looked up from the picture of the brown skinned woman with dark eyes on the other side of the wallet to the same person now staring back at her on the other side of the counter. “Are you serious?”
“As a heart attack.” She pulled a Visa card from the wallet and slid it across the counter.
Hesitantly, Evy took the card and swiped it. “Okay,” she said slowly, handing it back. “So…”
“Don’t worry, judging by the looks of things I can already tell this won’t take long,” Pam told her, sliding the card back into her wallet. “The last place I was at was a total shithole. Took forever,” she moaned, slipping the wallet into her coat. “They were using dead rats for urinal cakes in the restrooms.”
Evy wrinkled her nose.
“Yeah,” Pam laughed sharply, taking a cautious sip of the latte. “There are about three places I will eat at in this town.” She looked around. “I’d like to see this place be number four; it’s so dang cute! My parents owned a bakery, before the recession got em anyway, and I’ve had a soft spot in my heart for them ever since.”
“Who ordered this?”
Pam’s eyes jerked back to Evy. “Oh, it’s totally random, computer generated.”
Evy narrowed her gaze and Pam leaned closer and spoke out the side of her mouth.
“Unless some whiny old bat filed a complaint.”
“Did someone file a complaint?”
Pam took an even bigger bite of the Twink, holding a hand under her chin to catch the falling crumbs. “I honestly have no idea. Each order comes from the top. Even my boss never knows for sure.”
Evy bit her lip, knowing damn well where the order came from.
“Half the time, I suspect another place of business is behind a complaint, trying to knock their competition down a peg or two.”
Evy’s brow dipped. “That’s horrible.”
“Some people don’t play fair because they know they’ll lose.”
“Tell me about it.”
“Hey Ev,” Ben said, coming through the swinging door. “Have you seen my Costco card lying around? We’re going to go grab some straws and toilet paper.”
Pam stopped chewing, her dark eyes widening. “Whoa, you didn’t tell me you were baking hotties in the kitchen. That is totally against the rules.” She grinned at Ben, eyeballing him up and down. “Y’all sure know how to grow em in Wisconsin.”
His head tipped a little to one side. “I’m from Iowa.”
“Lucky you,” Pam said, lifting the partition in the counter and stepping through.
Ben backed up, his features crumpling like maybe this was a robbery.
“She’s from the health department,” Evy said, watching Pam check behind the coffee machines for bugs or black mold or whatever the hell health inspectors check for.
Brooke burst through the swinging door, nearly smacking Pam in the face with it. “Can I help you?”
“I’ll let you know,” Pam said, blowing on her drink before taking a lazy sip.


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
 
 
 
 
By the time Pam finished her inspection, a northwestern breeze had blown in off Lake Michigan chilling another Milwaukee late summer afternoon to the bone. Sugars sat quiet and lonely, a low murmur coming from two small tables against the front window.
“This is such bullshit,” Brooke whispered, leaning against the cash register. “Is she ever going to leave?”
Evy glanced into the kitchen where Pam sat with Ben at the table in the middle of the room. From here it looked like a starter gun had just gone off on a cupcake eating contest.
“This has to be Clay,” Dean panted, still out of breath from leaving a meeting early and rushing right over.
“Ya think?” Brooke blurted, pushing off the register and pacing back and forth behind the counter.
“She’s almost done.”
Brooke arched an eyebrow at Evy. “Eye-fucking my husband? Apparently, not yet.”
Dean tore his gaze from the kitchen. “I can’t believe this is even happening.”
“Looks like you leaving Megan alone in that house last night didn’t go over so well,” Evy said.
Dean opened his mouth to argue the point and decided against it at the last second.
“And where are we supposed to get the money to fix all of that stuff?” Brooke huffed, glaring at Pam.
“It’s not that much stuff,” Evy countered.
“Hey, at least she passed you, it could’ve been worse.”
Brooke shook her head and didn’t respond, her cheeks flushing the more she stewed on it.
“Don’t start panicking yet,” Dean added.
Brooke stared into the kitchen, curling her hands into fists. “Too late,” she said, pushing through the swinging door.
“Brooke!” Evy whispered loudly, following her into the kitchen with Dean bringing up the rear.
“This one,” Ben said with his mouth full, pointing to a green dragon with a pink belly coiling around his forearm, “is the first tattoo I ever got.”
Pam chewed in time with Ben. “It’s beautiful,” she said dreamily. “What’s it mean?”
Ben took a quick swig of chocolate milk. “In Japanese culture, the dragon symbolizes supernatural powers, with great strength and a hidden wisdom as a valued protector.” He took a thoughtful breath and pinched his eyes together. “It is said, the only way to journey past a dragon is to answer its riddles.”
Pam stopped chewing and looked up to meet Ben’s heavy eyes. “Seriously?”
“No,” he laughed. “Actually, I was shit-faced when I got it. Had a buddy do it for me and regret it like hell to this very day. I don’t even like dragons.”
A laugh tumbled from her lips as she traced a finger down the creature’s scaly back. “Well, it’s beautiful. They all are. I want to get a rosary right here,” she said, lifting the front of her shirt and rubbing a finger just above her waistline.”
Ben leaned forward for a better look.
“You finding everything okay?”
He nearly fell off his stool as Brooke stormed into the room.
Brooke turned her sites on Pam next. “And how about you, princess? Can I get you anything else?”
Pam shook her head and took a shot of chocolate milk. “Thank you, but I should really be going.”
“So soon?”
Pam held up a lemon cupcake with lime green frosting. “These are seriously the best cupcakes I’ve ever had, even better than my mom’s.”
“Well, I’m just as happy as a tornado in a trailer park to hear it,” Brooke said sarcastically. “You’re more than welcome to eat free for life…if you drop your little list of violations.”
“Tempting, but I like my job.”
“Maybe you should try their home-spun apple crisp before making up your mind,” Ben added, biting into a red velvet cupcake. “It’s amazing.”
Pam swallowed with a tired groan, her jaw locking up. “I can’t eat another bite. I think I’m going to be sick.”
Brooke folded her arms across her chest and tipped her chin down. “Girl, you go throwing up in here and somebody’s liable to think you’re infected with a zombie virus and crack you over the head with a rolling pin.”
Pam blinked blankly in the uneasy silence sweeping across the room.
The fluorescents buzzed above them, bathing them in an unforgiving light.
“Well,” Pam said, hopping off the stool, “I’ll be back next week to check on your progress.”
Dean pulled Evy against him as Pam walked past. “Tell Clay we said hi.”
She turned to him at the swinging door, an authentic look of puzzlement covering her pretty face. “Okay,” she said slowly. “Thank you so much for the cupcakes. I’ll be back after I’ve gone to the gym at least ten times in a row.”
They stared blankly back without laughing. Pam shrugged and disappeared up front, the bell ringing as she finally left the building.
“How much is it going to cost to get that vent fixed in the men’s room?” Brooke asked.
“Could just be a dead bird or something clogging it up,” Ben said, wiping his mouth with a silk napkin. “It was fine before. I’ll run up to the roof and take a look.”
“And we have to call a plumber to fix a leaky nozzle in the sink?” Brooke laughed. “I hope it starts raining money later today! Evy, check The Weather Channel.”
“I can help with the extra expenses,” Dean said with a calming voice, trying to defuse the situation he was personally responsible for creating.
“Thanks, Dean, but I’m not in the habit of accepting handouts.”
“This whole thing is my fault! It’s the least I can do.” Dean’s phone angrily vibrated in his slacks. He pulled it out and held it up, making his face glow. A short laugh squirted from his mouth like a popped balloon.
“What’s wrong?” Evy asked.
He shoved the cell back into his pocket, shaking his head. “Megan wants me to go to her parent’s house for dinner tonight.”
“You say that bitch’s name around here one more time, Dean, and I swear to God I’m going to go insane,” Brooke sneered, curling around Ben’s arm. “From now on, let’s refer to her as: those we don’t speak of.”
Ben laughed, his teeth smeared in red velvet.
Dean took a deep breath and held it. “I think I should go.”
Evy swung her revolted gaze to him. “What? Are you crazy? You can’t go there.”
“This asshole has put us through hell. I should’ve gone to Clay this morning like I wanted to in the first place.”
“I told you on the phone to wait and see what the inspector came up with.”
“And I did.” He tapped an index finger against the metal table, his chest rising and falling beneath a black button down. “This shit ends tonight!”
Evy shook her head. “They could shut us down next week. Just stay out of it.”
A smirk slithered across his face, nestling inside a two day shadow of stubble. He took her face in his hands and looked down into her emerald eyes. “Everything will be fine, trust me. I’ll call you when I’m done.”
“I, for one, hope you pop some more tires,” Brooke said, adjusting her ponytail.
Evy stepped directly in front of Dean. “Please, be careful.”
“I got this,” he whispered before planting a wet kiss on her lips that tasted like apples. “I love you.”
She smiled, uncertainty swimming in her eyes. “I love you, too.”
He nodded to Brooke and Ben and turned for the backdoor.
They watched it slowly close shut behind him.
“This has gotten so out of hand. What’re we supposed to do now?” Evy asked glumly.
“Now, we do the only thing we can do.”
Evy stared at Brooke.
 “We go drinking.”
“Now, you’re talking,” Ben smiled, finishing off his cupcake.
“Not you,” Brooke corrected, towing Evy toward the front. “Somebody has to stay here and work. Plus, we need a little girl time.”
“Oh,” Ben said dejectedly, wiping his mouth and watching them disappear through the swinging door. “I didn’t want to go anyway.”
***
Dean let himself in without knocking and found Megan in the kitchen, wearing designer jeans and leopard skin flats. Her purse and car keys sat on the counter, ready to go, while a small flat screen in the corner aired a rerun of Here Comes Honey Boo Boo. Megan slowly lowered a water bottle from her lips, the fridge door wide open. “I didn’t think you would come.” A bright smile claimed her face. “But I’m glad you did. I was hoping you would change your mind.”
Dean let out an irritated sigh. “You just don’t get it do you?”
“Get what?” she said, capping the bottle and putting it back in the fridge.
Dean ran a hand through his slicked-back hair. “I don’t love you and I never will.” He gestured to a nearby wall. “Here’s the writing and here’s the wall.”
Her smile faded. “That will change when...”
“That will never change, Megan! I love Evy! Not you and your little fake baby!”
She stepped in front of him and cocked her hand back but Dean caught her wrist before her open palm could sting his cheek and turn it red. She gritted her teeth, glaring up at him. “Let. Me. Go.”
“Did you know about the health inspection?” he asked softly, holding Megan’s arm in the air.
They held each other’s heated glare for another moment before Megan ripped her hand away.
“What health inspection?”
Dean laughed. “Man, you’re a good liar. You know that? You called Clay after I left last night, and when you call Clay, bad things happen.” He pointed an accusatory finger at her and set his jaw. “This is your fault.”
Megan snatched her cell from her purse, her ponytail flying through the air behind her. “Obviously, you’re not feeling well. I’ll tell my father we’ll take a rain check.”
He let her dial and grabbed a beer from the fridge. “I’m going with or without you.”
She stopped punching the screen.
“Your dad and Ryder need to be stopped.” He stepped closer and Megan backed into the breakfast bar, fear blanketing her face. “This whole thing is over,” he said gravely. “This house, you, me, all of it ends tonight.”
She slipped out around him. “Are you high? You’re not thinking clearly!”
“Oh, I’m thinking clearly. For the first time in a while, Megan, I’m finally thinking clearly! I should’ve never let your dad con me into this bullshit. I should’ve stood my ground regardless of the consequences.”
“Dean,” she said, attempting to keep her emotions in check. “My father is trying to make up for his shortcomings.”
“Fuck that!” Dean shouted, his face turning red. “Nothing is worth this!”
She backed into the stainless steel fridge, her glassy eyes shimmering in the light. “And what about the baby, Dean? Is the baby not worth it either?”
“You mean the baby we don’t even know is mine? That baby?”
“It is your baby, Dean!” Megan blurted, bursting into tears and hiding behind her hands.
“Is it, Megan?” he said, coming closer, the unopened beer bottle hanging at his side. “Are you sure?”
“Yes,” she blubbered, quivering in his shadow. “Of course I am!”
He slammed a palm into the tall appliance, making it rock on its hind to legs. “Are you one hundred percent sure?” he yelled, towering over her.
Tears streamed down Megan’s cheeks. She refused to meet his piercing glower.
Dean lowered his voice. “You better start telling the truth, Megan, and I mean right now, or things are going to start getting messy for your candidate father in a hurry, and that’s a promise.”
“Oh yeah? And what’re you going to do? Go over and beat him up again? Vote against him? Good for you, Dean!”
“As a matter of fact…” He trailed off and took a calming breath, refusing to let her get him off topic. “I’m going to ask you one more time… Are you one hundred percent sure that baby is mine?”
The TV’s low volume serenaded the clammy silence enveloping them like a damp fog. No one moved. No one made a sound.
“Just tell me the truth,” he whispered, holding his breath, afraid to breathe. “For once in your life.”
She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling, her eyes pleading with him to stop, to just let it go.
“Tell me the truth!”
“I don’t know,” she said so faintly Dean barely heard her despite being less than six inches from her face.
He stared down at her, precious breath evacuating his lungs with the heavy-handed blow to the gut. “You don’t know what?”
“I don’t know! Okay?”
His mind swirled with relief and anger, making him lightheaded and uncertain if he was dreaming or not. Dean pushed off the fridge, reclaiming every bit of his six foot four inch frame, and turned his back on Megan.
“I’m sorry,” she sobbed, clasping her hands together and holding them to her heart like something precious.
He stared blankly out a window over the sink, his relief spilling into the night. “Me too.”
“Dean, please…”
He whirled on his heels and threw the beer bottle into the small flat screen on the counter. Plastic shards and glass burst into the air with the ear shattering collision, raining down around their feet. “I knew it!” He rested both hands on the counter like he might pass out and took a moment to chase his breath. “I fucking knew it,” he whispered, turning to face her. “Who else was there? And when?”
Megan took a ginger step toward him, smearing mascara across her face. “There was a guy…the night before you.”
Dean squeezed his eyes shut until he saw white spots, grimacing with the revelation. “And?”
“And…another guy the weekend after.”
A disgusted laugh fluttered from his mouth. “Why?” he asked weakly. “Why did you do this me?”
She looked back at him through sad eyes. “Because the other guys were jerks and you…weren’t.”
His chest deflated as a profound sigh stormed past his lips.
“I’m sorry, Dean, but I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t remember their names or have their numbers.” She came closer, careful not to step on any of the jagged shards littering the floor. “I was scared. My father is running for mayor and I’m scared. What else do you want me to say?” She stopped in front of him and softened her tone. “But that doesn’t mean it’s not your child,” she whispered, placing a tender hand on his chest. “It could be.”
He shook his head, anger hardening his face. “You’re pathetic,” he muttered, squeezing around her and heading for the front door. “Let’s go to dinner!”
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The night was dark and cool with stars shining above. Clay opened the front door and the dumbfounded look on his face made Dean grin.
“Hello, Clay,” Dean said mockingly from the front porch, hands clasped behind his back.
Clay’s disconcerted eyes bounced from Dean to Megan. “Why didn’t you just come inside?”
Megan lowered her sodden gaze to her shoes, cowering before her father’s large frame filling the doorway. “I’m sorry, daddy.”
He stood there gaping at them in a pair of black penny loafers and jeans, his million dollar smile missing in action. Crickets chirped around them, their soothing buzz no match for the tension in the air.
Dean cleared his throat. “I wanted to thank you for the health inspection at Sugars today. Turns out there was a ventilation glitch in one of the restrooms that could have turned into a big problem.”
Clay frowned, his color draining.
Dean spread his grin. “And the last thing we want is a big problem. Isn’t that right, Clay?”
Anger flashed in Clay’s eyes. Nancy said something in the background about dinner being ready and Clay stepped outside, quietly shutting the door behind him. “I assume you have a point,” he hissed.
“You’re Jedi mind tricks are over.”
Clay sharpened his stony gaze, his chest moving faster beneath a yellow Polo shirt.
Dean nudged Megan in the side with his elbow and Clay’s brow creased further.
Megan twisted her fingers and for a second there Dean was positive she would chicken out and dash back to the Jeep, leaving Dean flapping in the wind. She looked up, her watery eyes communicating something words could not. But it wasn’t enough.
“Tell him!” Dean barked.
She shifted in her flats. “Dean might not be the father,” she mumbled, quickly dropping her father’s steady glare.
A storm brewed behind Clay’s blue eyes, turning them a dark gray. “What?”
Dean stepped closer. “She said I might not be the father, and if you don’t back down, I will go to the press with this entire nightmare of a story and expose you for the piece of shit you really are. I’ll hit the papers, the bloggers, the Today show, anyone who will listen.” A vein bulged in his neck. “And when it comes to politicians, people will listen – that much I can guarantee you.”
Clay carefully looked him over, his breath coming faster and louder in the quiet night. His million dollar smile suddenly took the stage. He tipped his head back and laughed into the night. “Be my guest, Dean. No one will believe a conniving playboy over me, especially one who doesn’t live with his mistakes.” He glanced at his daughter and woefully shook his head. “The things you have put my baby girl through.”
Dean stepped in Clay’s face, their noses less than three inches apart. “Someone will listen. The question is: are you willing to find out?”
Clay squeezed his knuckles into bloodless knots. “I told you before, Dean, you come into my daughter’s life and turn our world upside down, there is going to be a price to pay. And one thing you can be sure of: I – will - collect.”
“Asshole!” Dean snapped, making Clay flinch. “You’d sacrifice your daughter’s happiness by forcing her into a loveless marriage so you can become Mayor?” Dean shook his head. “There goes your father of the year award.”
Clay laughed like Dean was a child. “It’s not about becoming Mayor, you fool,” he whispered angrily, glancing around the quiet neighborhood. “It’s about making connections and you will not fuck that up for me.”
Dean turned to Megan. “I hope you now see what kind of monster this guy really is.”
Megan looked up to gauge her father’s reaction. The crickets chirped louder in the bushes around them, performing a symphony with the locusts in the trees above. A stick snapped.
Dean spun around to the man emerging from the side of the Colonial brick house.
Ryder kept his eyes glued to the front porch, ambling closer. “Dean, what’re you doing?” he said, sounding like a disappointed father who had just found out his son had cheated on a test.
“Taking food off your table,” Dean answered, a cocky grin spreading his cheeks.
Mr. Ryder’s shiny wingtips stopped in the driveway, his coat and tie as dark as the feeling in the pit of Dean’s stomach. “Go home, Dean.”
Dean hopped down the wide steps and spilled into the driveway.
“Dean,” Ryder said calmly, holding his palms out. “You’re being a bit melodramatic here, don’t ya think? Go home and watch some TV. Things will look better in the morning.”
Moonlight ran its glowing fingers across Dean’s hardened face as he took off his coat. He widened his stance and raised his fists, waking his biceps. “Let’s see how ya do without your sucker punch.”
“Dean, stop,” Clay pleaded from the porch. “You can’t fight in my front yard. This is a neighborhood watch!”
In a blur, Ryder took the closest thing to a sucker punch he could find and struck first. Dean dodged to his left and Ryder’s quick jab glanced off his cheek. With Ryder still stretched out - reeling his punch in – Dean landed a heavy right hook. There was a loud crack and Dean wasn’t sure if it was Ryder’s nose or his black framed glasses breaking against his knuckles. Ryder’s knees buckled, sending him crumpling to the pavement below.
Dean stood ready for him to get back up, spreading his stance and reloading his fist. When the old man didn’t move, he laughed. “Looks like someone’s lost a step.” He glanced at the blood covering his knuckles - Ryder’s blood - and turned to face Clay, fire dancing in his eyes. “Who’s next?”
***
Evy leaned back and threw her cell into her purse, the loveseat’s crushed velvet caressing the bare legs spilling from her white shorts.
Brooke bounced with the movement next to her, the bar’s red lighting turning her white summer dress a soothing shade of pink. “Nothing?” she asked, brushing her hair over a shoulder and taking a generous sip of a red cosmo.
Evy shook her head and smoothed the teal colored satin top that always brought out her eyes. Horrid scenarios played out in her mind at breakneck speed: Dean in jail, Dean in a freshly dug grave somewhere out in the sticks, Megan smiling brightly in the background of each scenario.
“Keep drinking, Evy. You can’t hide from your problems,” Brooke said, raising her glass, “but you can run.”
Evy took a sip of her red wine as a burst of laughter erupted from a few tables over. “Maybe we should go.”
“And do what? Sit around biting our nails at the shop? That’s what bars are for!”
“Hello ladies!”
They looked up to see a dark skinned man with a wide smile and greasy forehead hovering over them, a shorter friend flanking his side.
Brooke leaned back on the loveseat and batted her lashes. “Hello boys,” she grinned impishly, crossing her freshly shaven legs.
Their gazes gravitated uncontrollably to the shadow lurking just beneath the hem of her dress.
Her grin deepened. “How’s it hanging?”
The two men smiled and moved in closer, the bar’s soft light throwing shadows across their features.
“You look so serious over here,” the tall one said, glancing at his blond haired wingman to make sure he was still with him. “Thought we’d come over and liven things up a little. I’m Marcus and this is Chad.”
Evy took a lazy sip, rolling her eyes behind the glass.
“No, I don’t think you understand,” Brooke shouted over the music, scooting to the edge of the loveseat and clapping a hand over her chest to keep them from seeing down her dress. “When I asked how it was hanging, I really meant it.”
The tall greasy guy straightened back up, his shit-eating grin sliding into his neck. His friend blinked blankly while deep bass rattled their bones.
Brooke lifted her brow. “How big are your dicks?”
Evy choked on her wine and grabbed her cocktail napkin while Brooke anxiously awaited their answer.
The tall guy traded a bemused look with his friend, who was just as lost as he was.
“Just so ya know, we don’t touch anything under seven inches,” Brooke told them with a confident nod, pointing a finger at them. “And no banana dicks!”
The blond guy briefly panicked when he noticed his tall friend was already half way back to the bar. He turned back to Brooke and Evy, a sheepish smile imprinted on his face as he thumbed behind him.
Brooke smiled warmly and wiggled her fingers. “Don’t forget to drink your milk!”
Evy burst into laughter and covered her mouth, trying not to spill her wine. “Drink your milk?”
Brooke clicked her tongue off the roof of her mouth. “Does a body good.”
They laughed some more and then took deep breaths that left them studying each other over the rim of their glasses. Brooke’s red high heel rocked back and forth through the air.
“I’m sorry about this.”
Brooke pushed a hand through the air and adjusted her dress. “It’s not your fault guys want to put their things inside of us,” she said, examining her assets.
Evy threw her head back and laughed, her third glass of wine starting to do the trick. “No, I mean about everything, the Megan drama, the liquor license, business dwindling because of my lack of focus. I should be pimping Sugars out every chance I get, not crying over…some married guy.”
Brooke washed a laugh down the hatch with the last swallow of her drink. “That’s not fair and you know it.”
Evy held a hand up and shook her head vehemently. “No, I mean it, Brooke. You and Ben gave me a chance to start over and I have done nothing but bring bad luck your way ever since.”
“There’s no such thing as luck, and that’s not true anyway.”
“It is true! How can you even say that? And right when things were finally going good for the two of you. This should be the best time of your lives! Realizing your dreams with a new dessert lounge in a great city, and here I am ruining it for everyone.”
“Honey, you’re not ruining anything. Sometimes life happens.”
“Oh really? How much did we do today?”
Brooke shrugged, looking around for their waitress.
“How much?”
She turned back to Evy and flattened her lips, hesitating before answering. “Six hundred and thirty-seven dollars.”
Evy’s jaw plunged. “That’s it?”
Brooke ran a slow finger around the rim of her glass. “We’ll get through this, we always do.”
“But that’s my point, you guys have already been through so much. This isn’t right.”
The DJ made a play to get everyone on the dance floor but it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet and his invitation was met with the sound of people continuing with their conversations like they hadn’t heard him. He shrugged it off and cued up the latest Justin Timberlake song, gyrating to the beat with a headphone cradled in his shoulder.
“And what about Megan?”
Brooke’s eyes snapped back to her sister. “What about her?”
She leaned back and sighed. “I keep seeing Dean and I five years down the road - or ten or twenty - and every time we’re about to go do something fun, his phone rings.”
Brooke tilted her head to the side. “Megan?”
She nodded glumly in the blood red light. “Always something with their kid that she can’t handle herself, intentionally persecuting me until my last breath.”
“You don’t even know it’s his kid.”
Evy knocked the rest of her drink back just as the waitress finally stopped by.
Brooke ordered another round and watched the short redhead’s bubble butt wiggle its way back to the bar. “Is my butt that big?”
“I know it’s his kid.”
Brooke slowly turned to Evy, her eyebrows drawing together. “How?”
“I just do. It’s the Burnett intuition.”
Brooke shook her head. “I’m not picking that up at all.”
“Can you imagine?” Evy said, staring off into space. “We’re just about to go on vacation and Dean’s phone suddenly rings.”
“Oh brother,” Brooke murmured, taking a drink and remembering her glass was empty.
“And their little boy, Timmy, has a stomach ache and won’t go to sleep no matter how many stories she reads to him.”
“Timmy?”
Evy nodded adamantly. “Oh yeah, and Timmy is quite the little hell raiser, too. Just an evil little demon child with wild eyes and tantrums ta boot.”
Brooke smiled. “Like the kid in The Omen?”
“Exactly! I mean, we’re talking chairs suddenly being on the kitchen table, dead pets in the garden, people falling from ladders, the whole nine yards.”
Brooke placed a hand over her heart, searching for the waitress. “Oh my, I think I’m ready for that drink now.”
Evy’s face grew serious. “And what about Megan’s idiot father? He’ll always be there - the doting grandfather - stopping by out of the blue and poking his nose in where it doesn’t belong. I mean, can you imagine what Christmas at the Crawford’s would be like?”
“Sounds like a horror movie Ben would watch on AMC.”
Evy laughed. “It would be!”
Brooke shook the fog from her head and narrowed her smoky green eyes. “So what are you saying? If the baby is Dean’s, you’re going to end the relationship?”
The waitress sashayed back over with their drinks and set them down. “These are from the two gentlemen at the bar.”
Evy followed her nod, expecting to find the tall guy and his blond friend. Two older men in suits raised their glasses instead. Evy turned back around, pretending like she hadn’t seen them.
“Thank you, sweetie,” Brooke said to the waitress, bringing the fresh drink to her parched lips.
“Thank you,” Evy smiled, watching the waitress move on to another table. Evy blew hair from her face and crossed her legs, admiring her tan heels.
“Are those new?”
She nodded, lifting her leg higher for Brooke to see in the dim light.
“They’re so cute!”
“This is what happens when I get stressed out.”
“Better than gorging yourself on pizza and cake.”
 “I’ve spent two hundred and thirty-five dollars on shoes in the last week alone.”
“Yeah, but at least you’re still skinny!”
“Only because I’ll be eating Ramen Noodles for the next month.”
“You ladies mind if we join you?”
Brooke paused to flash Evy a wry grin before turning to the two men with insurance conference written all over their cheap suits. She rested a hand on Evy’s bare knee and smiled coyly. “Don’t even think about it. This is my pussy.”
Their faces soured.
Evy hid behind a facepalm, biting back a giggle.
“That’s right. Now, go on and take those nasty little penises back to wherever the hell they came from.”
The music got louder as they stared at her with stunned expressions, each holding what looked like a scotch on the rocks.
“Go on,” Brooke gestured. “Skedaddle!”
The two suits swapped incredulous glances and moonwalked back to wherever the hell they came from, one of them loosening his tie along the way, still shooting daggers.
Brooke covered her mouth and laughed. “I think I’m starting to catch a buzz.”
“That is so nasty,” Evy giggled, a shiver running down her spine. “How can you even think about something like that, let alone say it out loud?”
Brooke composed herself and thought about it for a moment. “Practice.”
They stared at each other and then broke into laughter, growing quiet again as the DJ garbled something into the mic they couldn’t understand. Sipping on their drinks while sharing a comfortable silence, they took in their surroundings. The bar was getting busier with each half hour that ticked past, the conversation level rising almost as fast as their blood alcohol level. The DJ looked relieved when a young couple actually started dancing. He turned up the music, making Brooke have to shout even louder.
“You never answered my question.”
Evy lifted her brow.
“If the baby is Dean’s, are you going to end the relationship?”
Evy glanced to the purple and black purses on the couch between them, tired of talking about it, let alone thinking about it. “I’m not sure.”
“Not sure about what?”
She finally looked up, meeting Brooke’s expectant gaze. “Anything.”
“I don’t believe you.” Brooke scooted closer. “Listen to me, big sister,” she said, pausing to collect her thoughts. “In real life, if you let something go…it may not come back to you.”
Evy was thankful for the low lighting camouflaging her watery eyes. She refused to blink for fear of what would end up rolling down her cheek. “I know,” she said, draining her glass.
***
Megan slammed the Jeep’s door shut and bent over to peer through the open passenger side window. “You have ruined everything,” she growled, hitting Dean with a sub-zero glower.
Dean grunted, one hand on the wheel, motor running. “That ship sailed a long time ago, sweetheart.”
Her cold eyes narrowed. She opened her mouth to say something else and hesitated before huffing loudly and stomping up the double drive, her flats scraping across the concrete. Dean waited until she stepped inside her new house before backing out of the drive, headlights sweeping across the neatly trimmed grass.
Dotted white lines zipped beneath him as he headed for somewhere he hadn’t figured out yet, wondering what he had just done, speculating on what would happen next. “Shit,” he said, squeezing the wheel tighter and grimacing with the pain in his hand. If he hadn’t messed things up good enough before, he sure had now. A slideshow of horrific images flickered through his mind: Sugars on fire, Ben with a broken leg, Evy with someone else. He shook his head, unable to blame her. He had put them through too much already. Her entire family must hate him.
He slowed down when he saw a cop and took the next right, deciding his condo was the next best course of action. He needed a minute to clear his head. Plus, telling Evy what had just happened wasn’t on the top of his list right now. He wasn’t sure how she would take it and didn’t have the heart to find out. Not yet anyway.
His condo was quiet inside and felt like someone else’s place. Dean dropped down heavily onto the couch and looked around. He had been so proud of this place when he had purchased it two years ago and now he barely recognized it. The faces of different female guests over those two years flashed through his mind, one at a time, each smiling at him with that look in their eye. He shuddered with the thought of returning to that lifestyle and turned on the TV only to turn it off again a few minutes later.
He stretched out on the couch and let his thoughts run wild, a big mistake. But before they could get too far, sleep took him to a place where they found him anyway. Three hours later, his cell phone jerked him from sleep. He stared at the screen, a kink in his neck, his heart lurching when he saw Evy’s name.
***
Dean helped Evy out of the Jeep’s front seat and guided her into her apartment.
She sank into the couch with a giggle rushing past her lips, her eyes half open. “You should’ve seen the looks on these guys’ faces.”
He peeled her heels off and carefully set her feet on the coffee table. “I bet.”
“She told one guy she had a dick,” she laughed, blinking slowly.
Dean rested his hands on his hips, surveying Evy’s droopy eyes and disheveled hair. “Oh, boy,” he mumbled to himself.
“Broofe is so dirty,” she slurred, staring at her TV like she was watching the night’s events play out all over again. “I wish I was funny like her.”
“You’re very funny,” he assured her, going over and closing the front door.
“You’re flunny!”
“Thank you,” he replied, coming back over and smoothing her hair.
“Take off your pants!” She fumbled with his belt and he stopped her. “Come on, Dean, I wanna take a picture of it.”
“Maybe later, hotstuff. How about some water first?”
She let out an unhappy groan and leaned her head on the back of the couch. “Take that picture to Target and blow it up into a door poster.”
Dean couldn’t stop a laugh on his way into the kitchen. “Door poster, huh?”
“Yeah!”
“Have to be a pretty big door.”
She giggled drunkenly. “A Downtown Abbey door!”
He laughed again, grabbing a cold bottle of water from the fridge. “I think it’s Downton
Abbey, my Ladyship.”
She fell over onto her side and buried half her face into a silvery blue pillow, her laughter turning into a wistful sigh. “I’m not spending Christmas with Megan.”
Dean stopped in his tracks on the way back with the water, a lump caught in his throat. “What?”
When she didn’t reply, he came around the couch to see her breathing deeply with her eyes shut. He set the water down and sighed. “Thank you, Brooke,” he muttered, gently picking Evy up in his arms and carrying her into the bedroom. He set her down and took a seat next to her on the edge of the bed, brushing hair from her face and watching her inhale grave breaths of heavy slumber, wondering what he would do without her. He kissed her on the forehead, admiring the curves shaping her face. “I love you, hotstuff,” he whispered, climbing into bed next to her. She snuggled up against him and didn’t move again.
***  
The alarm clock on Evy’s cell phone went off way too early the next morning, jarring Dean from a dream where he and Evy were running from something down the middle of a quiet residential street. Hand in hand, Dean yelled at her to go faster as the thing got closer and angry clouds churned above. He rubbed his eyes, trying to recall what the thing had been but it was already fading into the further. His leg brushed against Evy, reminding him this wasn’t his bed.
“What are you doing here,” she asked groggily, massaging her swollen face with both hands.
“I took you and Brooke home last night. You called me, remember?”
She groaned with the pain rolling through her body in sleepy waves. “I did?”
“I think that was only your second booty call.”
Evy stopped rubbing her face and quickly glanced beneath the sheets, exhaling a sigh of relief upon seeing she was fully dressed in last night’s outfit. “When was the first?”
“That night you and Brooke went to see Mumford and Sons.”
“Oh yeah, and I haven’t drank Irish whiskey since.”
“What were you drinking last night?”
“Wine.” She paused to think for a few seconds. “And tequila. I think. I don’t remember much after Brooke got her heel caught in a steel grate somewhere.”
“That was in front of Taylor’s, remember? We passed the broken part sticking out of the grate on the way to my car.”
“I just remember her hobbling up and down like a peg-leg pirate for half the night.”
He chuckled softly and leaned in to kiss her.
She turned away. “I must have the worst breath right now.”
“I wasn’t going to say anything, but now that you mention it...”
“Even my headache has a headache,” she moaned, suddenly sitting bolt upright in the bed. “Oh my God, what happened last night at Clay’s?”
The question made his gut clench. He didn’t feel like talking about it, but figured it was better to get it over with now rather than sitting around all day at work wondering how she would take it. Her face tightened as his story unfolded. Her eyes glanced at his bruised knuckles. At the end of the story, she sat without speaking, twisting her fingers.
“You might not be the father?” she asked, breaking the silence.
He nodded. “She finally admitted it.”
“Why?”
“Who knows why, Evy? The girl is like Dr. Jeckyll and Mr. Hyde. You never know what’s going to come out of her mouth next.”
Evy snorted, pinning that as the understatement of the year. “And how many…candidates are out there?”
“At least two.”
An uneasy laugh pushed past her lips. “Wow, what kind of girls did you used to date, Dean? Sounds like a real winner.”
He frowned. “Oh yeah, and you’re so perfect. What was Richie’s girlfriend’s name again? Mercedes?”
“Destiny, and that’s different.”
“Oh, that’s right. Destiny! Sounds like a real winner. Didn’t she go to Harvard?” Dean held onto the hurt look on her face for a little longer and then looked away, pausing to lower his voice. “And for the record, Megan and I never dated.”
“Oh, that’s right. You don’t date. You just have random sex with bar sluts.”
“It’s not like that.”
“Then what’s it like, Dean? Because I’m dying to know.”
A heavy sigh rolled from his mouth. “If I could go back and change things, I would. We all make mistakes, but that’s how we get better.”
“Better? This is your idea of better?”
“I call you better!”
“But…” She trailed off, shaking her bed head and groaning loudly.
He took her hand. “Clay won’t push his luck any further. It’s over.”
“How can you be so sure?” she asked, pulling her hand away.
“Because he knows I’m a loose cannon. If he wants to have any shot at being mayor, he won’t take the chance. Why would he?”
 “Because he wants the perfect family for the cameras. That’s why!” Evy grew quiet before throwing the covers back. “I can’t think about this right now. I have to get to work,” she said, dragging herself out of bed.
Dean swallowed dryly. “Yeah, me too,” he replied unenthusiastically, getting up and slipping into his jeans. “You want some aspirin?”
“I got it,” she said, disappearing into the bathroom and shutting the door.
Dean stood there staring after her, wondering how well that just went over, fearful of the answer. He arched an eyebrow and went into the living room, dodging Evy’s heels along the way, and snatched his cell phone from the coffee table. He studied the screen, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw his only message was from Sprint about some stupid contest they were currently running. No news was good news.
He slipped the phone into his pocket and pulled on the t-shirt he had thrown on at the last minute last night. The toilet flushed in the bathroom while Dean attempted to smooth his bed head in a mirror above the desk. His spirits began to rise as he allowed himself a couple of minutes to entertain the notion that maybe they were in the clear after all. Maybe Clay would grow tired and actually heed Dean’s warning. Clay had to know by now he had pushed Dean too far. Dean studied his reflection, deciding he should probably go to the press regardless of what happens. Just to be sure. Somebody would listen. It was politics.
The shower turned on and the bathroom door cracked open. Evy stumbled out like a member of the living dead, puffy bags floating beneath her eyes like fleshy pillows. She staggered into the kitchen and went straight to the coffee maker.
Dean jingled his keys in his hand. “Well, I’m going to hit it. Gotta run home and grab a quick shower.”
“Okay,” she replied dully, scooping coffee grounds into the filter.
He watched her for a moment and then looked around the apartment, no idea what he was searching for. He turned back to her and pressed his lips together as she flipped the top down and hit the power button. “Are you okay?”
She nodded without making eye contact and grabbed a mug from a cupboard and set it on the counter. “A shower will help wake me up.”
He responded with a shallow nod she never saw. “Okay, well…I guess I’ll talk to you later.”
“Sounds good,” she said, heading for the bathroom.
Dean intercepted her and looked down into the eyes that refused to meet his. “I’ll see you later?”
She shook her head. “Uh-huh.”
He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead, holding it for a second.
Evy sidestepped around him and went into the bathroom and shut the door.
He stood there with his mouth hanging open, now knowing how his story about last night went. His Adam’s apple rose and fell one time. “I’ll let myself out,” he yelled through the door. When there was no response he hung his head and left the apartment, looking back at her door one more time as he traipsed down the deserted hallway.
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It was so quiet, Evy’s ears started ringing. She shifted in the chair and crossed her legs, ignoring the dull thud behind her eyes, convincing herself this was the only way. The only way to be sure.
“Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” Clay grinned, resting his elbows on a large desk. He spread his palms. “You’re much prettier in person, Evy.”
She cleared her throat and got right to the point, wanting to get out of this office as quickly as possible. Her stomach was already in a constant state of turmoil and Clay’s potent cologne wasn’t helping. “If I back out of the picture, will you stop?”
She wasn’t sure if it was the words themselves or her voice cracking when she spoke them that made her grimace. Clay’s grin spread like the flu, showing off perfect rows of white teeth. He reclined in a high-backed leather chair that matched the dark wood framing the book cases around the office. He studied her through discerning eyes, lightly tapping a pen against the desk. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
“I mean Sugars, my family, my friends. If I…remove myself from the equation with Dean, will you leave all of us alone?”
Clay narrowed his blue eyes and thought on it for a bit, tapping the pen against the desk. Finally, he leaned forward and scribbled something on a yellow pad of paper. “I’m not sure I understand your question, Miss Burnett, but I do appreciate you stopping by like this. We always welcome input from trusted members of the community.”
Evy’s frown deepened, leaving shadowy wrinkles around her eyes. “Listen, I don’t know what kind of crap…”
He smiled and held up the notepad, the word YES scrawled across it in large curling letters.
Evy slowly shut her mouth, struggling to hang onto a tear building in the corner of her eye. She had promised herself no more tears, especially in front of this asshole. He would not get the satisfaction, no matter how much she was trembling.
Clay rose and extended his hand. “I’m very glad to hear your place of business is doing so well. Let’s hope this is just the beginning of even greater things to come.” That million dollar smile resurfaced, turning Evy’s stomach.
“I feel sorry for you,” she whispered, shaking her head instead of his hand. “It’s too bad your daughter’s not good enough on her own.”
Clay’s smile faltered, crumbling to the desk in worthless pieces.
The ghost of a grin pulled at one corner of Evy’s lips. “Maybe someday she’ll find someone who actually wants to be with her for who she is, not for who you are.” She didn’t dignify a response and left the office without looking back, her heels clicking down the hallway to the front desk.
***
Evy slammed her car door hard enough to rattle the windows. Everything was a blur, the dashboard a fuzzy rectangle without detail. She covered her mouth and fought back the tears, telling herself this was the only way, forcing herself to believe that love should come easy. Not like this. Despite her best efforts, a teardrop broke the barrier and slid down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away, done crying. But Dean’s face popped into her head and before she knew it more tears had won their freedom. She wondered what she had just done and quickly pushed past it. It was too late for thoughts like that. Now it was over.
A soft knock on the window scared her half to death. She looked up to see a female police officer standing there with a friendly smile and a small notepad in hand. One horrid thought ambushed Evy’s senses like no other as she rolled down the window: Clay was having her arrested.
“Are you alright, honey?”
Evy nodded with a light sniffle. “Yeah.”
“You’re parked in a red zone.” She gestured to the red painted curb. “You’ll have to move.”
“I’m sorry,” Evy said relieved, starting the car.
“You sure you’re okay?”
She smiled weakly. “I’m fine,” she said, putting the car into gear and getting into the gas with a heavy foot.
***
Dean stared at the mundane document on the monitor in front of him, trying not to let his vision stray from focus. He flexed his right hand, looking at his bruised knuckles that would turn a nasty shade of purple by tomorrow or the next day. He forced his attention back to the computer, determined to get some work done because that is what partners do. He made a couple of quick notes, glancing back and forth from the screen to a legal pad on his desk, wondering what Clay would do next. Maybe a burglary, or a kidnapping, or even…a murder. His eyes widened as he took a deep breath, realizing he was thinking too much. Just as soon as he convinced himself that he was overreacting, the invasive thoughts pushed back.  
“Dean, Evy Burnett is here to see you.”
His eyes snapped to the office phone on the desk, his mind spinning, his shaky breath hesitant to leave his lungs. He moved a heavy finger to the phone and pressed a red button. “Send her in, Gina.” He let up on the button and ran a hand through his hair, knowing the waiting was over. Something had happened. Something terrible.
Evy appeared in the doorway, reluctance gripping her features nearly as tightly as she was clutching her purse, validating the grim scenarios bouncing around in his head.
Dean stared at her, afraid to even ask. “Come on in,” he said, getting up.
She stepped into the office, her face a light shade of gray under the lights. Dean shut the door and waited for her to take a seat in front of his desk before he sat back down. She avoided his eyes like the plague, wanting to get out of this office as much as Clay’s.
“You got a new office.” She took the place in, stalling for as long as possible, her insides painfully twisting. “It’s nice.”
Dean glanced around the corner office that came with his promotion to partner, her small talk barely registering. His body tensed, bracing itself for the answer to his first question. “What happened?”
She met his anxious gaze, determined not to cry in front of him. “I’m sorry to come here like this, but it couldn’t wait.”
“What happened?”
Her mouth opened but it took awhile for something to come out. “I went to see Clay.”
His jaw fell with his strict posture, leaving him mentally deflated. A million questions whisked through his mind, yet he wasn’t able to latch onto a single one.
“At his office,” she continued, unable to stand the hurt look on his face a single second longer.
“Why in the hell would you do that?”
“It was the only way.”
His face wrinkled. “The only way to do what?”
“To stop him,” she said, getting to her feet. “I can’t do this to Brooke and Ben anymore, not after everything they’ve been through. I won’t!”
He stared at her in absolute shock, unable to breathe let alone move. “What are you saying?”
She turned to stare out a window overlooking downtown.
Dean held his pose in the chair like he was made of stone. “You can’t do what anymore?”
She turned to him, biting her bottom lip to stop it from quivering. “This.”
“This what?”
“Us, Dean! It’s too much and you know it.” She spun back to the window and folded her arms across her chest, the look on his face causing her too much pain. His silence made her fidget and she wished he would say something, anything to dispel the quiet pounding in her ears.
His incredulous laugh finally filled the room. “So that’s it? You’re just giving up?”
“I’m stopping this before anyone else gets hurt.”
“No one is going to get hurt. It’s over!”
“I know it is. It has to be, there’s no other choice.”
He went slack jawed. “And you can just let this go?” he asked, leaning back in the chair, completely dumbfounded. “Let us go?”
Evy felt her eyes watering and kept them fixed on the traffic below. “You have to let it go,” she said weakly.
He sprang to his feet and took her by the arm, snapping her against him. “I will not let it go! It is all I have!”
She shook her head and closed her eyes, fighting back the tears and losing the battle. “I won’t let what happened to Shaun happen to them, too.” A wheezing breath filled her lungs just before she looked up into his eyes. “After everything that has happened, you of all people know how much of a possibility that really is.”
He swam in her wet green pools, searching for a life preserver that didn’t exist. His hands cupped her face. “We will figure it out. I promise you. Don’t give up now.”
She let herself get lost in his eyes one last time, his hands warm on her cheeks. “I already did,” she whispered, breaking away from him. “And it’s not just Brooke and Ben I’m worried about.”
His eyebrows drew together.
“I’m worried about spending the rest of my life with Megan in the picture. I can’t do it, Dean. Too much has happened and there’s not enough forgiveness to go around.”
He tilted his head. “Didn’t you hear anything I said this morning? I might not be the father.”
“In her eyes you will always be the father. Don’t you see?”
“You don’t know that!”
 “I know enough.”
He watched her turn back to the window, pulse pounding in his ears. “You look me in the eye and tell me you don’t love me. I wanna hear you say it because I think you’re full of shit!”
Her heart cracked in two, the heat of his gaze searing the back of her neck.
“Look me in the eye!”
She turned to face him, cheeks glistening with tears.
He glared at her, chest swelling beneath his suit.
Evy clenched her fists to stop her hands from shaking. She took a deep breath and turned to look him in the eye. “I don’t love you.”
Dean stood there with a shell-shocked look warping his face, barely able to find his voice. “No, you take that back.”
“It’s the truth. You were just a rebound anyway. After what happened with Richie, I’m not ready for this anyway. It’s too soon.”
“Oh, bullshit!”
“Believe what you want, Dean, but this isn’t worth it.”
He pulled her to him, their hearts beating against each other in an earsplitting silence. Dean looked from one green eye to the other, struggling for breath. “I don’t believe a word you say.”
She stared up into his eyes, her mouth forming words that wouldn’t come out. “Don’t you get it, Dean? We are cursed. This wasn’t meant to be.”
“It is!”
“You can’t force fate!”
A door slammed out in the hallway in the silence between them that was just as thick as the tension blanketing the room. His face turned bright red, rage speeding up his bloodstream. He leaned in and kissed her hard, catching her off guard. Her hand fell against the window for support. She tore her mouth to the side and pushed him away, turning her back on him once again and staring blankly at the traffic outside, jealous of everyone’s normal lives while hers crashed down around her. “I have to go now, but please don’t make this any harder than it already is.” She bravely turned to face him. “This isn’t just about us anymore.”
Dean laughed sharply and grew silent, his heavy breathing breaking her heart. “This isn’t over.”
Sadness pulled at her eyes. “It is,” she said softly, crossing to the door and stopping with her back to him. “Please, just let it go. For me.”
He stared at her with his mouth agape, refusing to believe this was actually happening. Time crept to a crawl, the minute hand fighting the seconds. He stumbled to his desk and dropped heavily into the chair before his legs gave out.
Evy turned back to him one last time, biting into the inside of her cheek, searching the far recesses of her mind for something to ease his fall, but the hunt turned up empty, the cupboards bare. She forced the idea back down her throat, resigning to stay the course. It was the only way to be sure. Dean cocked his head to one side, his look of sorrow wrenching her insides to the bone. She could taste the blood inside her mouth, warm and acidic on her tongue. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, pulling the door back and clicking her heels down the hallway.
Dean listened to her steps fade away to nothing, his heart pounding in his chest. His eyes lowered to the carpet where whatever had existed between them was now lying before him in a pool of shiny crimson, lifeless and already growing cold. The day games at Miller Park, dinner at Saz’s, movie nights curled up on the couch with pizza and beer, her cloud-like bed, memories as sure to fade as the clicking of her heels. His gaze drifted to the window where her handprint was the only part of her that remained. He got up and stared vacantly out the window, putting his hand over her print and exhaling a pent-up breath that fogged the glass. He cursed his luck, his vision as blurry as his racing thoughts. It wasn’t fair. She had fallen right into the palm of his hand and now, in the blink of a bloodshot eye, she was gone. Just like his parents. Only this time he was to blame, not some drunk driver. A lone tear slipped over his eyelid and rolled down his cheek as he searched the street below for one last glimpse of the only woman he ever loved.
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The next morning, Evy set an iced mocha next to a blueberry muffin on the counter.
Mrs. Johansen handed her a ten dollar bill, arching a pencil thin eyebrow. “So how’s that fine lookin man of yours?” She craned her neck to see into the kitchen. “You got him tied up somewhere? Because I wouldn’t blame ya if ya did!” She cackled with laughter.
Brooke stopped a push broom in front of the Tony Soprano booth and looked up, her face slumping in the early light.
Evy tried to smile, handing back the change and slamming the drawer shut. “He’s fine,” she replied, rubbing the bare spot where her necklace usually dangled without even realizing she was doing it.
Mrs. Johansen exhaled a reflective breath, slipping the money into her purse. “There is nothing like young love.” She leaned in closer to Evy, like she was about to spill some big secret. “When I first laid eyes on my Wilber, it was love at first sight.” She chuckled softly to herself. “Some people don’t believe in that stuff and neither did I until I nearly lost him to another woman.”
Evy traded a quick look with Brooke, her cheeks turning bright red.
“Men are like muffins, sweetie,” Mrs. Johansen smiled, gesturing with the mammoth baked good. “If you don’t act fast, you’ll get stuck with one that’s as stale as yesterday’s bread.”
Evy blinked blankly and Mrs. Johansen burst into a bellowing fit of laughter that bounced off the walls.
The rotund lady inhaled a long, wheezing breath and pinched her eyes together. “Pretty girl like you should never settle for a stale muffin.”
A sheepish grin stretched across Evy’s face but didn’t make it far.
She winked at Evy and turned for the door. “Thank you, ladies!” she sang out, her hips sashaying back and forth as she traversed the checkered flooring.
“Have a great day, Mrs. Johansen,” Brooke said, pausing with the broom.
“And you,” Mrs. Johansen said, stopping at the front door to look her up and down. “You are just as cute as a bug’s ear! Your eyes are so beautiful.”
Brooke leaned on the push broom, an awe shucks grin stretching from ear to ear. “These old things?”
Another thunderous laugh burst from Mrs. Johansen, followed by another wheezing breath. “And so is that fine man you got eating up all your profits in the back.” She glanced at Evy. “Hang on to em, ladies, but hold on loosely!”
The bell rang and they watched her disappear around the corner.
Brooke turned to Evy, her polite smile quickly faltering. “You didn’t have to come in today, ya know.”
Evy pulled a half empty rack of peanut butter cup cupcakes from a glass case and began combining them with another tray of the same flavor. “I’m fine.”
“Okay, but when some bubbly blond takes ten minutes to figure out what she wants don’t bite her head off.” She paused to reflect on it. “Unless it’s Megan, then bite her damn head off. Literally.”
“I come in everyday,” she said sternly, wiping down the counter and glancing around the empty dessert lounge. “I want to keep busy.”
Brooke held her hands up in surrender and returned to sweeping. “I’m so hungover I might take the rest of the day off if you won’t.”
Evy put more elbow grease than need be into the counter, rubbing circles hard enough to wash her troubles away. When it didn’t work, she stopped and looked around, trying to determine what to do next and seeing Dean’s heartbroken face everywhere she looked.
Brooke came behind the counter with a full dustpan. “There is nothing worse than going to work right after a bad breakup, trust me.”
“Tell me about it,” Evy murmured under her breath.
Brooke dumped the dustpan into a nearby garbage bin and looked up with vacant eyes aimed at the front window where people hurried past on their way to work. “Remember when I worked at McDonald’s and that dick Brent Peterson actually had the balls to come in there and break up with me right in the middle of my shift?”
Evy nodded, remembering it well. It had been Brooke’s first job and, like most people’s first job, had lasted about as long as a cup of coffee.
“After a quick breakdown in the bathroom,” Brooke continued, leaning the broom and dustpan in a corner. “I had to go back out there and ring up Happy Meals and Shamrock Shakes, wearing this God awful uniform that smelled like grease no matter how many times you washed it.”
“I thought you quit and came right home.”
“After about the third or fourth order I did. I couldn’t stand being around all of those people when I just wanted to scream.”
Evy nodded dully, her mind drifting back to Dean’s office and the words she had said.
Brooke rubbed Evy’s arm. “Hey, are you sure about this?”
“No, I’m fine. I want to stay.”
“No, I mean about you and Dean. Are you sure this is the right thing to do?”
Evy pulled away from her and poured another cup of coffee that wouldn’t work. “I’m sure.”
“But…”
“Brooke, do you want to lose your business over this? There are a million guys out there but if this place goes down, we both know you won’t get another chance. It will ruin your credit.”
Brooke fanned a hand at her. “You are over thinking things, Evy. You always do.”
“Really? Did I over think the health inspection? What about Shaun’s practice and our liquor license? Did I over think those, too?” She stared her sister in the eye. “What about the bald guy with a gun?”
Brooke creased her forehead. “He doesn’t have a gun!” She stepped closer and spoke in a calm voice. “Listen, there may be a million guys out there, but you may never get another chance with the right one again.”
Evy’s blood began to boil. “I don’t think the right one is supposed to come with a pregnant ex, who is bat-shit crazy. Does that sound like the right one to you?”
Brooke lifted a shoulder to her ear. “Ben came with a mom who is bat-shit crazy. Lady started doing Hail Marys when she found out we were living together.” She paused, staring off through faraway eyes. “She was so horrified, she tried making Ben read the bible by candlelight in the closet.” Brooke turned back to Evy, her eyes dialing back into focus. “But Christmas is fun.”
“That’s not the same and you know it.”
Brooke exhaled a heavy breath that made her chest deflate. “I know it’s not, sweetie, but the point is nobody is perfect.”
“This is a long way from perfect.”
Brooke agreed with a soft nod. “You know that whatever you decide I’m behind you one hundred percent but my gut is never wrong, and my gut is saying you two were meant to be together. I like Dean, and not just because he’s super hot and smells like a springtime forest. He’s a good man, Evy, and you know it. Regardless of all the bullshit that has happened, he’s done right by us. He married a woman he can’t even stand just to save our asses.”
Evy strolled closer on heavy legs, standing a full head above her younger sister. “I appreciate the advice, but what’s done is done and there’s no going back.”
“What do you mean?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
Brooke’s smoky green eyes thinned. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“Nothing.”
“My gut says you’re not telling me the whole story. What’d you do?”
“Your gut, once again, is wrong.”
“Then it’s not too late!”
“It is!” Evy snapped, knocking over a stack of to-go cups.
Brooke stuck out her bottom lip while soft jazz floated from the speakers in the ceiling. “But what about that big giant cock of his? Are you seriously going to tell me you can live without that? Because I couldn’t.”
Evy arched an eyebrow, gathering the cups. “You know what? I think I will take the rest of today off after all,” she said, untying her apron and pulling it over her head.
“Hey,” Brooke said, watching Evy push through the swinging door.
Evy turned around and stared into her sister’s eyes, using every ounce of energy to hold onto her tears.
“I’m sorry.”
Evy smiled thinly. “It’s all right.”
“But if you’re doing this for me,” Brooke said, looking around the lobby. “For this place…don’t. I’d rather you were happy.”
Her eyes welled with tears. She started to say something and pushed through the door instead, desperate to get out the back before she could cry again.
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The gym smelled like disinfectant and dirty socks.
“Well, hey there stranger.”
Dean looked up to find Stacey smiling back at him from behind the front desk, her red hair cascading over her shoulders like hot lava, setting off her eyes. His mouth was dry. He had been working out at his condo’s fitness center - which was like working out in a phone booth - but had decided it was time to get back out into the real world. He could taste the rust on his silver tongue when he swallowed, second-guessing his decision to come. He wasn’t ready for the real world yet.
“Hi Stacey,” he said, finding himself scanning the large room for a brunette with green eyes.
Stacey said something in a sweet tone but Dean was too busy wondering if Evy would ever come here again to catch it.
“So do you still have a girlfriend?”
An uneasy laugh slipped out as he swiped his card. “How’d you know I had a girlfriend?”
A wry grin revealed teeth that looked too white to be real. “A girl has her ways.”
“I do not have a girlfriend.”
Her eyebrows rose into the middle of her forehead and a tongue swept across her lips. “I’m having a party Saturday night, you should come,” she said, writing something down while giving him a good look down her shirt. “Bring a friend.” She handed him a piece of scratch paper and he took it with a tentative hand.
He pulled his Brewers cap down low, desperate to hide beneath its brim. “What’s the occasion?”
She shrugged indifferently. “Saturday night.”
An authentic smile flashed across his scruffy cheeks and then was gone. He raised the paper at her and turned for the machines behind him, his eyes immediately going to work surveying the room. His heart stopped dead. His breath hitched. Evy sat on a triceps machine with her back to him, squeezing out one controlled rep after the other. A spike of adrenaline shot through his system, making bells ring and lights pulse like a carnival ride. The room spun in a lazy fashion. It was fate. He adjusted his white cut off and forced his legs to do his bidding, commanding them to take him across the thin carpet despite their severe reservations. The brightly colored confetti pattern unfolded beneath him much too slowly. He screamed at his legs to move faster. They protested, stubbing a toe on the carpet and sending him stumbling forward. He made a quick correction and continued his stride.
“Dean!”
He turned, startled by the sound of his own name.
Stacey trotted up, black spandex showing off the toned muscles shaping her legs. The smell of honey mixed with lilacs as she held out her hand. “You forgot to grab a towel.”
“Oh thanks.”
She shifted in her black Nikes with powder blue swooshes. “Don’t forget about Saturday night.”
“I won’t,” he lied, desperate to look behind him.
She examined him quietly, trying to read his mind, the sounds of grunts and clanging weights punctuating the air around them. Convinced he was telling the truth, she smiled. “It’ll be fun. I promise,” she said, turning for the front desk and strutting across the room with a spring in her step.
Dean spun around and the triceps machine was as empty as the spot his heart usually occupied. His eyes darted around the room until he found her curling lightweight dumbbells before a great wall of mirrors, his reflection cowering in the background. He lifted his head up high and took full control of his legs, gritting his teeth and owning the room. Just as he rounded up an opening line, his heart sank with his hope. The brunette with a long pointy nose and brown eyes glanced at him in the mirror and smiled before returning to her set. Dean started breathing again and quickly sat down on a back machine, like that had been his plan the entire time. He shoved the metal pin into the one hundred pound mark and started releasing some aggressions, pulling down on the weight and wondering if he would ever stop seeing her everywhere he went. Over the last three weeks, he had seen Evy at the gas station, the supermarket, and the Redbox machine at least ten times over, and every time it was the same.
He dropped the weight too hard with a loud bang and let his eyes stray from focus, his chest rising and falling as he stared at the floor. There was only one way to stop it from happening, but the thought of letting go drove the air from his lungs. He inhaled a deep breath and let it out. He had been down this road before and there was only true option. Just keep breathing. So he inhaled another heavy breath and released it before doing it all over again.   
***
He came home to find Shaun lounging in one of his patio chairs, a can of beer in his hand and a twelve pack warming up on a small table next to him. Dean grimaced, just wanting to eat an entire Tombstone pizza and take a long nap on the couch he wouldn’t mind never waking up from.
“How was the gym, baller? Ass soup as usual?”
Dean tossed his workout gloves and iPod next to the beer. “How long have you been here?”
Shaun surveyed the empties and their condensation rings on the plastic table. “About three beers.”
Dean sat down and exhaled a weary breath. He took his ball cap off and ran a hand through his sweaty hair, a cool breeze feeling good against his skin. “So what’s up?”
 Shaun crossed his legs like a girl and brushed drips of condensation from his plaid shorts. “That’s what I’m here to find out. You never answer your phone anymore.”
Dean pulled a can of Miller Lite from the twelve pack and cracked it open. “Been busy settling into partner mode at work.”
“Yeah, and how’s that going?”
“Good. Real good.”
Shaun nodded, pushing his sunglasses up the bridge of his nose. “Liar.”
They both laughed a little before taking long drinks. A hawk screeched off in the distance as the leaves rustled on a nearby oak.
“Where’d ya get the cactus?”
Dean followed his gaze to a beige pot with a tall, thorn-covered cactus sticking straight out of the soil. “Gina gave it to me after the promotion.”
“Your receptionist?”
“Our administrative assistant.”
“Whatever,” Shaun replied, blowing a small bug off the lip of his can. “All I know is you could totally hit that if you wanted to.”
Dean pressed the cold can against his forehead. “Yeah, because that’s just what I need right now. Screw things up at work, too.”
“She could literally be the hottest chick on the planet. I mean, those tits!”
Dean heard a noise above them and looked up to see the elderly lady upstairs peering at them through the cracks in her deck floor. “Keep it down,” he whispered, jerking his chin to the balcony above them.
Shaun looked up, his Adam’s apple bobbing in the shade. “Creepy,” he whispered, returning his attention to the cactus, half of which in the sun. “Thing looks like a giant dick!”
Dean hid behind his hand.
Shaun lowered his voice. “It’s even got two little cactuses for balls and everything.”
“I thought it was cacti.”
Shaun waved a hand through the air and took a drink, dismissing the whole thing. “So what’s new, man? You don’t call, you don’t write, I’m starting to suspect a freeze out over here.”
“Just working, man. How’re Carrie and the girls?
“They’re good. Carrie took them horseback riding someplace in Pewaukee so I’ve got a couple of hours to kill.”
Dean cringed, so sleepy he could barely stand it, the small talk draining his energy. “That sounds fun.” He paused, staring at Shaun. “How about you? How are you doing?”
“Me? I’m good. Real good.”
Dean nodded, studying him through his sunglasses. “Liar.”
Shaun laughed. “Well, maybe starting to miss that dentist paycheck a little bit.”
“I bet.” Dean picked at the pull-tab on the can. He looked up and inhaled a lungful of warm air. “How is Sugars doing?”
“It’s pretty slow. And my beer sales? Even slower.”
A heated sighed slipped from Dean’s lips. He twisted uncomfortably in his seat. “Well, that sucks to hear.”
Shaun shrugged. “Never really picked back up after that whole liquor license debacle. Hopefully, that will change because Brooke and Ben are starting to freak out a little.”
Dean clenched his teeth, reliving things he never wanted to live again. “And after all that crap they went through.”
“No doubt. Sucks.”
“No more surprise inspections or anything though?”
Shaun shook his head. “I think those are over, but I’m afraid the damage might be done. I just turned an application into the Outback for a bartending position.”
Dean frowned. “The steakhouse?”
“All those years of college and I’m going to end up right back where I started my freshman year. Talk about the circle of life.”
Dean grew quiet and watched two squirrels wrestling in the grass several yards over. His heart beat faster beneath his cut off, anticipating the answer to his next question. But before he could ask it, Shaun beat him to the punch.
“Sold the Corvette.”
Dean’s eyes snapped over to him. “Oh no, you did?”
Shaun nodded glumly, tipping his can back and swallowing with a dejected sigh. “No one likes me anymore without it either. My gas station guy definitely doesn’t look at me the same. May have to switch to a different place.”
Dean couldn’t remember the last time he had laughed like that. “Good thing you’re already married.”
“That’s no joke. I’d never get laid driving a fucking mini-van.”
“Jesus Christ,” Dean whispered, glancing above them. “Will you lower your voice a little? There are kids around.”
“Fuck those kids, Dean. My life is in the shitter and all you can think about are a bunch of little rug-rats you don’t even know. I will scream the word cock-licker at the top of my lungs right now!”
Dean stifled a laugh and shook his head, hiding behind his hand as a helpless feeling settled around him - tinged with regret and guilt. This was his best friend sitting here and Dean had ruined him. Evy was right. It had to stop before anyone else got hurt, regardless of the price.
“Listen, I’m really sorry for the way things ended up working out. I’m sorry you lost your business.”
Shaun shook his head. “It’s not your…”
“It is my fault, Shaun,” he interrupted. “And if I could go back and do it all over again…”
“You would still date Evy,” Shaun cut him off, holding his hand up. “Don’t even try to tell me anything different.”
Dean furrowed his brow. “No, I was talking about Megan.”
Shaun stared blankly at him. “Oh.”
They sat there for a few seconds and then started laughing. A moment of silence settled over them and Dean couldn’t tell if it was awkward or not. His stomach growled and he tipped the can back.
The breeze swept away a winded breath from Shaun’s lips. “So, speaking of the unchosen
one, you been seeing anyone lately? Raise any of the old flings from the dead?” He tipped the can back and drained it, watching Dean out the corner of one eye.
Dean tensed, the very question making him angry. His friends should have never been able to ask him a question like that ever again. There was one woman, and one woman only, for him out there and pretending anything different was a cheap shot to the gut. “Nope.”
“I’ll be honest, I do miss your stories.” Shaun leaned back and exhaled a reflective breath. “Remember that one hot chick who would only have water sex?”
Dean didn’t respond.
“What was her name again? Tina? Or Krista? Or Brian?”
“Andie.”
Shaun snapped his fingers. “Andie! That’s it.” The cactus drew his eyes again. “Chick was like a horny mermaid. The shower, the Jacuzzi, the lake, never heard of anything like it.” He looked back up. “Remember when Jon intentionally spilt a glass of water on her at my Fourth of July barbeque last year? He thought for sure she’d rip her clothes off and start masturbating right there on the deck, but, other than her getting super pissed, nothing really happened.”
“At least she was wearing a white shirt.”
“This is true.”
“How’s Evy?” Dean asked before he could derail him again.
Shaun glanced at his watch and pressed his lips together. “I’m impressed. You actually made it seventeen minutes without bringing her up.”
Dean stared at him without uttering a single word.
“Sorry,” Shaun said, setting the can down and stretching his back out against the chair. After a quick pop, he took a deep breath and expelled it back into the sunlit day. “Evy’s getting better, man. She really is.”
Shaun’s words were like a spike driven through Dean’s heart. “Really?”
Shaun nodded without spilling anymore details.
“How much better? Like better enough to start seeing someone?”
“No," Shaun replied, scrunching his face up. “Nothing like that.”
A candle of hope lit up inside of Dean, hidden amongst stacks of baggage and grief.
“How’s Megan?” Shaun asked, blowing the candle out.
“She’s supposed to be getting that paternity test soon, but I get the feeling she’ll put it off as long as possible.”
“Oh yeah,” Shaun agreed, cracking another beer. “She’s going to drag this out until that baby is driving.”
Dean took another drink, the cool liquid combining with Shaun’s words to chill his insides to the bone.
“I still think it’s going to end up being a little black baby.”
Dean swallowed and started choking.
“You okay, buddy?”
Dean coughed into his fist and nodded, taking a moment to catch his breath. They sat there watching the world go by from his patio, neither knowing what to say next. Dean cleared his throat. “You know I was thinking…”
“Not a good idea, bro.”
“You don’t even know what I was going to say.”
“You’re thinking about calling Evy.”
Dean stared at him with his jaw flapping in the breeze like a wet sheet.
Shaun leaned forward. “You can’t call her unless you are positive that baby isn’t yours. Otherwise, it’ll never work…not after all of the shit that went down. Plus, you can’t take the chance of pissing off those we don’t speak of and her dickhead father.”
Dean sat back and exhaled a forlorn breath. Shaun was also right. Someone would get hurt. A young couple exited the building across the way, holding hands and walking to the parking lot with a bounce in their step. Dean watched them, his heart breaking all over again.
“Everything you see reminds you of Evy,” Shaun said with a wistful sigh.
Dean turned to him. “I’m haunted.”
“Yes you are, my friend. Yes you are.”
Anger suddenly rose above Dean’s sorrow, taking the reins. “I still can’t believe all that shit happened, all because of one stupid night.”
“I think you had more than one stupid night, but this is the one that came back to bite you in the ass.”
“Why couldn’t this have happened when I was dating that Becky girl from the bar? It would’ve been the perfect excuse to get out of it.”
Shaun laughed. “Hey, at least you still have your sense of humor.”
Dean compressed his lips. “I almost bought a cat.”
Shaun stopped laughing on a dime. “I stand corrected. This is worse than I thought.” He gazed out across the green grass stretching to the parking lot in the distance, his expression growing somber with each passing second. “For the record, I’m sorry it happened, man. I know how much you liked her.”
Dean’s eyes turned glassy, making him thankful to be hiding behind his shades. He almost said something but feared his voice would crack.
“Baby-mama-drama,” Shaun snickered, shaking his head. “The worst kind.”
Dean nodded as another wave of silence washed over them. A flag waved from atop a pole planted in a grassy common area with a nearby pool and barbeque grills. A man with a potbelly and a receding hairline stepped out onto his patio in the building across from them. He waved and Dean waved back before the man started watering his potted plants.
Shaun let a laugh slip.
“What?”
He shook his head. “Nothing.”
“No, come on. What’s so funny?”
“I was just thinking back to that night when Jon dressed up as a clown.”
Dean sat up straighter. “What about it?”
“I don’t mean to rehash things but that was some fucked up shit I’ll never forget. That bald guy’s reaction when Jon stepped in front of his car was so classic.”
“What did he say again?” Dean asked, even though he already knew the answer.
“He goes, quit clowning around or I’m going to shoot your big red nose off.”
They shared a good laugh.
Shaun drew in a deep breath, the breeze tickling his thinning bangs. “I’m so glad you kicked that guy’s ass.”
A tight-lipped smile spread Dean’s lips.
“Even though the guy reminded me of my grandpa, who I loved dearly.” Shaun uncrossed his legs and shifted in the chair. “Every cloud has its silver lining.”
Dean played with the pop top on his can, flicking his finger against it with a light ping. “I still can’t believe Clay got away with it. Who does that kind of stuff, man?”
“Hey, at least you’re not living in that house anymore and nothing bad has happened since.”
“I’m sure he thinks I’ll eventually go back, now that he scared off Evy.”
“Will you?”
“Hell no.”
“What if the baby is…”
“No!”
Shaun took another drink, carefully choosing his next words. “I don’t blame you there.”
“You’d think he would’ve slipped up and left a digital footprint somewhere along the line - an email, or a text message, or something. I can’t be the only person he’s ever strong-armed before.” Dean leaned his head against the chair and the lady upstairs quickly looked away. “I’ve gone over it a thousand times.”
“I still think someone would listen to your story and look into it. Who knows what they might find?”
“As long as he’s done messing with Sugars, I think I’ll cut my losses and get out while I’m behind.” He turned to Shaun and tipped his head down, peering at him over the top of his shades. “So did Megan have her baby shower at Sugars.”
“Oh no, Brooke put her foot down on that one. Told that April girl to take a hike.”
Dean leaned his head back again and stared at the underside of the balcony above them, a reflective breath ruffling his lips. “Megan texted me this morning wondering if I would stop by and help her put a crib together.”
“I thought the place was furnished.”
“It is, but Clay made sure to leave some projects we could do as a family,” he said, making quotation marks with his fingers.
“Wow,” Shaun replied slowly, shuddering with a shiver sliding through him. “It’s like Rosemary’s Baby all over again.”
“Thanks.”
“Are you going to go?’
“Uh, no.”
“Have you seen her at all?”
“Megan? She pulled a pop-in three nights ago.”
Shaun inhaled a deep breath through clenched teeth. “Oh man, I hate the pop-in. Gives me the creeps.”
“Said she wanted to make sure I hadn’t hung myself in the bathroom.”
“Bet you wish you had. So I take it she’s keeping the house then.”
Dean shrugged passively. “For now at least.”
“If she sells it, just remember you are entitled to half under Wisconsin state law,” Shaun said, nodding confidently.
“I don’t want any part of it.”
“Hey, that was a wedding gift, so that shit’s legit. You deserve at least that much after everything they put you through.”
Dean blinked, Shaun’s words echoing in his head. He turned to him and sharpened his gaze, the wheels in his mind finally finding a patch of dry road.
Shaun stared back. “What?” he said, rubbing his nose. “Do I have a booger or something?”
“The house,” Dean muttered, barely above a whisper.
“Yeah, the house! Another silver lining.” Shaun ran a hand through his sandy colored locks, a short laugh slipping from his lips. “Don’t worry, man, I got you covered. I mean, you’re the lawyer but I read a lot. Mainly zombie books, but I know a thing or two.”
Dean’s eyes widened. He set the beer and his sunglasses on the table and rubbed his face with both hands like he had just awakened from a long winter’s nap.
Shaun snorted. “Though knowing your luck, you’ll lose half of it to the tax man.”
Dean pulled his face from his hands, heart racing in his chest. The patio vibrated around the edges of his peripheral vision. Dean sprang to his feet and stripped his shirt off and untied his gym shorts.
“Whoa! What’re you doing?” Shaun cried, pressing into his chair.
Dean unlocked the patio door. “Jumping in the shower.”
“Oh,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief. “I thought you were going to ask me to suck your dick there for a second.”
Dean slid the heavy glass door back. “I’ve got a plan.”
“What is it?”
“No time.”
“Anything I can do to help?
“Yeah, Google Mayor Andrews and text me the address to his office.”
“Gotcha,” Shaun said, grabbing his cell from the table.
“And his number.”
He nodded, his thumbs already poking at the screen. “Where are you going?”
Dean grinned at him. “To set up a crib.”
Shaun’s face fell. “Say what?”
***
Dean unlocked the red front door to the olive-colored house and stepped inside, his thoughts racing nearly as fast as his pulse. The smell of a cinnamon candle greeted him in the small foyer, where Megan’s tennis shoes sat beneath a wooden bench with coat hooks lining the wall above it. Just when he opened his mouth to yell out hello, he heard moaning from down the hall.
Dean softly shut the door and crept closer. The moaning grew louder and so did the humming. Light from the master bedroom spilled across the dark wood floor lining the hallway. Dean sucked his stomach in and tippy toed further, wild scenarios flipping through his mind. A floorboard groaned beneath him. He stopped and clenched his jaw like he had just received a paper cut. The humming and moaning continued, blending in his ears. His throat moved thickly as he took another step. At the edge of the doorway, Megan’s loud cries and the monotone drone sped his pulse. The urge to peek around the corner overwhelmed him. A shadow jumped across the hallway wall, moving up and down like a professional bull rider, further feeding his urge.
He took a deep breath and cautiously nudged a single eye around the corner of the doorframe. His eyelids flipped back, his muscles tensing. Megan was on her knees, crouching on what looked like a circus pony saddle, her closed eyes pointed at the ceiling. The buzzing sound fueled the trembles rippling through her naked body. Dean watched her bounce up and down in the saddle while holding her breasts, the hint of a bump in her belly constricting his lungs. Her eager moans suddenly turned to words.
“Fuck yeah, baby! Stick me with that big cock!” She reached down between her legs and groaned louder when her fingers found pay dirt. “You like that?”
Dean slowly rolled out of the doorway and flattened himself against the wall, chest heaving beneath a tight black t-shirt. He mouthed the words: what the fuck, man.
“If you let me go, I promise won’t tell anyone!”
His gaze swung back to the doorway. He slapped a hand over his mouth to stop a laugh, and, without further hesitation, reversed his course.
“My dad’s the mayor! He’ll pay the money! He will!”
Megan returned to her moans of ecstasy as Dean carefully stepped over the patch of creaky floorboards. Back in the foyer, he started breathing again and quietly opened the front door. He took a moment to compose himself, shaking his head to rid himself of the incredulous image bouncing in his head. After one last calming breath, he rang the doorbell. The moaning stopped, followed by the buzzing sound.
He waited three more seconds before slamming the door shut. “Hello?” he called out. “Anyone home?” He stood and waited, blood rushing through his veins.
The sound of feet slapping against the floor grew louder. Megan slid around the corner in her bare feet, pulling a pink robe together. She stared at him through surprised eyes, her face flushed. “Oh my God, you scared me,” she smiled, breathing heavily. “I was just…doing some yoga before hopping in the shower.”
“I got your message about the crib.”
She brushed hair from her face, her chest rising and falling. “Oh,” she said, surprised again. “That was nice of you.”
“I heard yelling. Are you okay?”
Her face tightened along with the grip on her robe. “Oh, there was a nasty spider in the master bathroom.”
“I’ll take care of it,” he said, blazing past her.
“I already flushed it!” she called out, padding down the hallway after him.
Dean rounded the bedroom and came to a screeching halt, staring down at the saddle-like contraption on the floor - a giant pink dildo sticking from its top. Befuddlement strangled his features, leaving him almost unrecognizable.
Megan bolted around him and threw a blanket over the saddle.
“Is that your yoga mat?”
She let out a defeated breath and tied her robe shut with a taught pull. “If you must know, it’s a Sybian,” she murmured embarrassedly, wiping the sheen from her forehead with her sleeve.
He looked up, shock blanketing his face. “A what?”
“Never mind,” she said, ushering him into the nursery across the hall where a big, flat box with a picture of a white crib on its front leaned against the wall. “Here’s the crib,” she said, still chasing her breath. “I’m going to take a quick shower and then I’ll give you a hand.”
He pointed to the master bedroom, not quite ready to let it go. “Where do you even find something like that?”
She crossed her arms and cocked her head to one side. “Online. Where do you think?” She narrowed her eyes. “Pregnant women can’t be choosers, Dean.”
His brow dipped. “I don’t know what that means. Oh crap,” he said, looking back to the box.
“What?”
“I don’t suppose there’s a screwdriver and a wrench lying around anywhere, is there? I just remembered I forgot my toolbox.”
She put a finger to her cherry-colored lips. “I did see a screwdriver somewhere but I’m not sure about a wrench.”
A wide smile travelled across his face. “I’ll take a look around.”
“I’ll be right back,” Megan said, disappearing into the master bedroom across the hall.
Dean waited for the shower to turn on before leaving the nursery, never wanting to be in that room again. In the kitchen, he rifled through drawers like a mad man, certain there had to be some paperwork somewhere. Utensils rattled and drawers slammed shut. Dean took a break to groan out loud and rub his temples, failure turning into more of a reality with each precious minute that slipped through his fingers. He looked around some more, rummaging through some warranties for the appliances, batteries, and other stuff in a junk drawer. He slammed it shut and leaned over the sink, hanging his head. After a restoring breath, he turned and leaned his rear end against the counter, guessing any documents were probably in Clay’s house or office. He glanced into the living room where no desk or file cabinets were in sight.
“Shit,” he whispered.
The shower stopped and Dean’s eyes jerked down the hall, disappointment budding in his gut. He turned back to the fridge and before his grief could build, pushed past it, his mind trying to think like Clay. The courthouse would have property sales records but under what name? Surely, Clay would have used a fake name or dummy corp. Another groan escaped him. This could take days, or even weeks.
“Did you eat yet?” Megan yelled from the bedroom.
Dean’s eyes dialed back into focus. He started to respond but stopped short and leaned forward, staring at a Jimmy John’s magnet attaching the realtor’s card to the stainless steel refrigerator. The sound of feet slapping down the hall made him wince. He stepped forward and snatched the card.
“Hello?” Megan said, coming into the kitchen with a towel wrapped around her head, tightening the same pink robe. “Did you hear me?”
“Yeah,” he answered, casually slipping the card into the back pocket of his jeans.
“Yeah you heard me? Or yeah you already ate dinner?”
“I ate earlier,” he replied, mulling over how he could use the realtor’s information to his advantage.
“Oh.”
His eyes swept the room, a fake gesture to set up his next move. “I couldn’t find any tools so I’ll have to come back with mine, but probably not tonight. I’m pretty beat.”
Disappointment winked in her eyes. “I thought we could order Chinese and watch a movie after we finished the crib.”
He smiled thinly, the front door pulling him closer. “You thought wrong.”
She followed right behind him, her feet pattering against the shiny floor. “Tomorrow night then? I could make pasta while you’re putting the crib together.”
He pulled the front door back and stepped outside, the night’s cool air never feeling better. “I’m busy tomorrow night.” The driveway unraveled beneath him in a gloomy blur, his legs moving faster.
“Dean!”
At the Jeep, he turned to face her. “Look, Megan, that stuff is never going to happen, even if…” He glanced at her stomach and decided to swallow what he was going to say.
She took a couple of hurried steps as he climbed inside the Jeep and brought the engine to life. The wind tugged at her robe, the dejected look on her face almost tricking him into feeling sorry for her. He backed up into the street and, without waving, sped away into the night, eager to put this whole thing in the rearview mirror as quickly as possible.


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
The next afternoon, Clay looked up and slapped shut the folder on his desk, surprise stealing his expression. “Dean,” he said, rebounding with his experienced smile. He leaned back in the leather chair and interlocked his fingers behind his head. “Well, this is a surprise.”
“I catch you at a bad time?”
“No, no, come in,” he replied, nodding to the two chairs in front of his desk. “Is everything okay?”
“It is,” Dean answered, taking a seat and discreetly wiping his sweaty palms on his jeans. “I just never got the chance to thank you for the house.”
Clay’s forehead wrinkled. “Shame you haven’t been able to enjoy it.”
“Just the same, I appreciate the gesture; you shouldn’t have done that. That’s one hell of a wedding gift,” he grinned, folding his hands in his lap and concentrating on not fidgeting.
Clay studied him for a few seconds and then lifted his brow. “Hopefully, Megan will be able to get some good use out of it for many years to come.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk and folding his hands. “I know she’s leery about being there alone at night…but maybe when you see that baby’s face for the first time that will change.”
Dean lifted a leg up onto his knee and tried not to waggle his foot like a nervous dog. “You mean if that baby is mine?”
“Of course,” Clay smiled and straightened the nameplate on his desk. “There will always be a place for you in that house, at the head of that table.”
Dean bit back a smirk. They examined each other over a moment of awkward silence. A phone rang down the hall, coming from the front desk. Dean’s eyes fell to the nameplate: Clay Crawford etched into the gold plated metal, Council President in smaller letters below.
Clay grabbed a pen and lightly tapped it against the folder, his face sobering. “How is Evy?”
Dean pressed his lips together. “Busy with the shop I suppose.”
“Good, good.” Clay glanced out into the hall, where the phone continued to ring.
“Taking a step back and trying to get her stuff in order.”
Clay’s eyes swung back to Dean and he nodded heartily, like he completely understood. “Sometimes that’s the best medicine.”
“It’s been a lot to handle.”
He inhaled a lungful of air, his chest and pride swelling at the same time. The chair creaked as he leaned back and folded his hands over a silver belt buckle. “Look, Dean, I know our road hasn’t been without its bumps, but - regardless of what the future holds - I want you to know I appreciate the spot you’re in.”
Dean blinked without interrupting, eager to hear where this was going.
“I mean, Evy is a very pretty girl and just as sweet as can be. I wouldn’t have wanted to walk a mile in your shoes for all the beer in Milwaukee.”
The phone finally stopped ringing but Dean’s heart kept pounding.
Clay pinched his eyes together. “I admire the decisions you have made. I really do. A lot of men would have thrown everyone under the bus and ran for the hills, but not you.”
Dean held his steady gaze, his face tightening. “They weren’t easy decisions to make.”
“I know they weren’t, Dean, but I hope from here on out we can leave the past in the past and put our best foot forward.”
Another bout of prickly silence settled around them, sucking the oxygen from the room.
Dean’s heart jack hammered in his chest. He rapped his knuckles on the desk and stood up. “Thanks for the time.”
Clay got to his feet as well and extended his hand, fingers splayed wide. “Thank you for stopping by. It means a lot,” he said, shaking Dean’s hand with a sturdy grip. “Hope to see you at the house for Nancy’s birthday on Sunday.”
Dean nodded and turned for the door, pulse racing, shallow breaths all he could grasp. He stopped in the doorway and turned back around. “Oh, I almost forgot…I want to put the house on my insurance. Can you email me a copy of the deed?”
Clay hiked his charcoal gray slacks up, his lips stretching downward. “It’s already taken care of.”
“The least I could do.”
“Thank you for the gesture, Dean, but it’s part of the gift,” he said, busting out his million dollar smile. “Plus, if you are - in fact - not the father, this will make things much easier down the road,” he said, looking as if it was a bitter pill to swallow. “For now, I think I’ll keep everything in my name.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
They held one another’s eyes, no one making a move, a western showdown in a modern office.
“And what name might that be,” came a deep voice from out in the hall.
The alderman’s eyes snapped to the massive black man filling the doorway. Clay’s color crumpled down the collar of his pressed shirt, his face blending with his gray hair. “Well, this day just keeps getting better and better,” he grumbled, shoving his hands into his pockets.
The man ducked a little as he stepped into the light that reflected off his shiny black shoes. He stopped next to Dean and studied Clay with intense scrutiny while stroking his beard, his cologne nearly as powerful as his presence.
Dean slapped the man on a broad shoulder testing the seams of an expensive suit. “You know the honorable Mayor Andrews, don’t you Clay?” he asked, smirking all the way to the bank.
“I believe I do,” Clay responded, his commanding voice shrinking to the back of the room.
Mayor Andrews straightened his coat - an American flag pinned to its lapel - and shot Dean a quick wink, a silent understanding passing between them. He turned back to Clay and cleared his throat. “Now, Alderman Crawford, when you say name, just what name do you mean?”
Clay stood there for a moment, paralyzed with surprise, blinking blankly and grinding his jaw. “W-what is this all about,” he stammered, loosening his yellow tie.
The mayor tipped his chin down and lifted his caterpillar-like eyebrows. “Waterford Homebuyers? Does that name ring a bell?”
Clay’s eyes darted from Andrews to Dean and thinned, a stark realization slowly sinking in. “Oh, I get it,” he whispered, managing to reclaim a portion of his shit-eating grin. “This isn’t over yet, is it, Dean?”
Dean stared hard at him, but spoke softly. “We’re getting there, Clay. We’re getting there.”
Andrews shifted in his stance and formed a steeple with his hands. “Now, according to Bayshore Realty, Waterford Homebuyers is the name on the mortgage and also seem to have negotiated a very interesting deal on such an attractive piece of property.” He paused to gauge Clay’s reaction. “And according to my team, Morgan Homes was very appreciative of their winning bid to build by the lake.”
“If you have a point, Mayor, by all means feel free to get to it.”
The Mayor chuckled softly, rubbing a hand back and forth across his shiny bald head. “My point is, a state official cannot, solicit, accept, or use the authority of his public position to secure anything of value, including a gift, meal, entertainment, or house, that could have a substantial and improper influence upon him in the performance of his duties - in accordance with The Wisconsin Code of Ethics for Public Officials and Employees, subchapter three, chapter nineteen point forty-five.”
Dean bit his tongue in the thunderstruck silence that followed, the look on Clay’s face making it tough not to laugh.
“This is slander,” Clay hissed, his eyes little more than icy slits now. “You have no proof!”
Andrews wagged a meaty finger at him and spoke sternly. “That you will have to take up with the District Attorney.” He took a deep breath that made his chest even bigger. “You have betrayed the public trust of this office, Mr. Crawford, and are hereby relieved of your civic duties until the outcome of a comprehensive investigation is reached, effective immediately.”
Clay swallowed thickly, his face nearly as white as his button-down now. “You are gravely overstepping your authority, Mayor.”
Andrews lifted his brow, a confident twinkle in his eyes. “Am I?” Without breaking eye contact with Clay, he turned his head slightly to the side and spoke out the corner of his mouth. “Robbins!”
Clay’s eyes widened when two of Milwaukee’s finest appeared in the doorway.
Andrews turned to the cop with curly blond hair and nodded toward Clay. “Officer Robbins, if you would be so kind.”
The cop crossed the room on determined legs, pulling a pair of handcuffs from his belt. “Please turn around and place your hands behind your back for me, sir.”
Clay didn’t move a muscle, and whether it was by choice or not Dean couldn’t tell. “On what charge?”
The handcuff clicked loudly as Robbins popped it open with his thumb. “The Mayor just cited the statute you are charged with violating, sir.”
“This is nonsense! That house is paid for!”
Andrews dipped his chin and looked at Clay over an imaginary pair of reading glasses. “Paid for by a dummy corporation with untraceable funds that is currently under investigation.”
“Sir,” Robbins said in a controlled voice, born from years of experience. “Turn around and place your hands behind your back.”
Robbins’ portly partner stepped forward to assist while Clay shot Dean a pointed glare.
Dean clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Where’s Ryder when ya need him, huh?”
The two police officers spun Clay around and forced his hands behind his back.
“This will never hold up,” he grunted between clicks, the cool metal digging into his skin.
They turned him back around and each took an arm.
“You’re right, Dean,” Clay panted, drilling him with a malevolent glare. “This isn’t over.”
“Relax, Clay,” the Mayor said, stepping off to the side. “You’ll make bail in the morning and have plenty of time to make your case.”
Andrews and Clay exchanged another heavy glower. Something about an accident on North Avenue and Sherman Boulevard squawked through the radio attached to Robbins’ shoulder.
Clay’s jaw tensed. “Fuck you.”
Andrews grunted and slid his hands into his pockets. “Take him away, boys.”
Clay’shead snapped back as the two cops ushered him out of the office. “This isn’t over yet!” he shouted, their steps quickly fading down the hallway with beige walls and white trim.
Mayor Andrews turned to Dean with a thin smile. “I always wanted to say that.”
“So what happens now?”
“Now?” A longwinded breath fluttered past the lips peeking out from his beard. “Now, there will be a lengthy investigation, followed by an even lengthier trial. This is a serious offense, but with a tedious process. In the meantime, they’ll release him and probably freeze his assets. Hard to say for sure.” Andrews shrugged his wide shoulders. “If the DA digs up any other misdoings – which they’ll certainly look into - Clay will end up losing everything, if he hasn’t already. But that’s the risk one takes when subverting public trust.”
“Well, whatever you need from me down the road, you just let me know.”
Andrews nodded. “I’m sure the DA’s office will be in touch with you very shortly. They’ll want to hear your side of the story, as will the press.” The Mayor offered up a hand the size of a bear claw. “Just remember, the truth will set you free.” They shook hands and the mayor’s eyes grew heavy, his voice becoming soft. “I’m sorry you and your friends had to go through this on my watch, Dean. You have opened my eyes to what lies just beneath, and I promise to do a better job in the future. Thank you for coming to me.” He held onto Dean’s hand, swallowing it whole. “On behalf of the entire city of Milwaukee, I thank you.”
Dean’s arm jerked with the man’s powerful shake. “Thank you for listening.”
Andrews let go and inhaled deeply through his nose, scanning Clay’s office through disgraced eyes. “In the meantime, I think I’ll stop by this Sugars and see what I can dig up on my own. Maybe I’ll come across a slice of raspberry cheesecake in direct violation of a caloric-sized ordinance and have to cart it away.” He winked at Dean and let loose a bellowing laugh, slapping him on the back and turning for the doorway. They left the room together, the floor trembling beneath their combined weight. Just like Clay had. As they passed the front desk, Andrews nodded to a man wearing a black leather jacket with a gold badge hanging around his neck. The man nodded back and returned to his conversation with Clay’s secretary, hastily jotting something down on a small notepad.
***
The police cruiser quietly pulled away, Clay shooting daggers at Dean from the back seat for as long as he could. Dean sent him off with one last parting grin before hurrying across the municipal parking lot, his legs as light as tail feathers. It felt like he was floating to the Grand Cherokee, easily traversing white lines and gray pavement that matched the color of the sky. He jumped in, shut the door and soaked up the silence, his mind automatically replaying portions of the last twenty-five minutes.
A smile rippled across his face as rain started to patter against the windshield. His head slowly shook back and forth, not believing Evy and his friends were finally free. He couldn’t wait to tell her the news, knowing she might change her mind. Things were different now. Weren’t they? Megan suddenly reared her head in his daydream like a massive Dragon rising over the edge of a jagged bluff. His spirits fell with his shoulders. Clay’s threats were gone but Megan’s weren’t. He pounded the steering wheel and swore as the rain came down harder, blurring the world before him into distorted shapes.
There was no one to blame but himself and he knew it, but that didn’t make him hate Megan any less. He cursed the day he met her, feeling so close to the light only to have it snuffed out one more time. Hope melted down his face as the stark realization that Evy would be better off without him and his baggage. Nothing had really changed after all. She deserved a life without Megan as a constant reminder of the past. If being apart from Evy was in her best interest, then so be it. No matter how much it hurt to even begin to accept that, he was willing to try.
His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He dug it out and grimaced when he saw the screen. Speak of the devil. Megan must have already found out about her father and Dean could only imagine what was going through her head. He glanced at the clock in the dash. Maybe she hadn’t found out yet and just wanted to know about the crib. His mind see-sawed back and forth. The Mayor’s statement about the DA freezing Clay’s assets suddenly rang hollow in his ears. The cell vibrated in his hand as a snapshot of the future whipped through his mind: Megan scared and broke, financially and emotionally. He took a deep breath and held it, his brain swelling with insidious thoughts. His lungs pushed the breath back out and Dean slid the answer key across the screen.
“Hello?”
Megan paused just long enough to make Dean think the call had dropped. “I just wanted you to be the first to know,” she said glumly.
The rain drummed against the sunroof, a thousand different thoughts assaulting him from all sides. “To know what?”
***
Evy shut the oven door on a tray of chocolate toffee cookies and set the timer. Next, she slid a tray of maple bacon cupcakes into another oven and set that timer as well. She hurried over to a tall rack against the wall and started flipping through containers of spices and frosting nozzles. From there, she rifled through boxes of cocktail napkins and to-go cups, more frantic with each second that ticked by. She checked between bags of sprinkles and behind an industrial sized tub of Crisco. A box of coffee stirrers fell over on the top shelf, sending multicolored stirrers exploding across the tiled floor like Pick-up Sticks.
“Shit!”
“What’cha lookin for?” Brooke asked, looking up from the cheesecake she was spreading fresh strawberries across.
“Are we all out of tulip liners?” she asked, rounding up the scattered straws.
Brooke came over to the rack. “I know we were getting low,” she said, standing on her tippy-toes to investigate the top shelf.
“How can we be so low when we’ve hardly sold anything this week?” Evy groaned, dumping the mess in the garbage and returning to the rack.
“Because somebody forgot to order them the last time around, remember?”
Evy stopped peeking behind a box of coffee filters on the bottom shelf and hung her head in shame, guilt wrenching her from the inside out. How many things had she let fall by the wayside? Too many. She wouldn’t let her sister down again. A promise was a promise, even if just to herself.
“But they’ll be on next week’s shipment,” Brooke said, easing the tension and giving up on her search. “In the meantime, will you run out back and ask Ben to run to Costco and grab some regular cupcake liners?”
“I hate that kind.” Evy stood up, her knees cracking, her legs feeling like bags of sand.
“Hey,” Brooke said, catching her sister’s irritated gaze. “It’s not a big deal.”
Evy nodded, not convinced Brooke was right by any means. She trudged through the kitchen, realizing she had spent the last half-hour without thinking about Dean one time. Her stomach muscles clenched, her fingers pensively caressing the bare spot on her neck. It had all seemed so right, so meant to be, but then again, so had Richie. She shook it off like the cold on a moonlit winter’s night and pushed through the heavy backdoor with both hands.
The door squeaked as she stepped out into the alley, where storm clouds had rolled in and swallowed the sun, stealing the blue skies and leaving a chill in the air.
“What’s up,” Ben said, leaning against a newly painted bike rack and flipping through his cell phone, a cigarette dangling from his lips.
“I hate to even ask, but can you run to Costco?”
He looked up from the cell, wrinkles forging canyons across his forehead. “Again?”
“I’m sorry, Ben. I forgot to order tulip liners and they won’t be here until next week.”
“Maybe you should go then.”
A worn out sigh rolled from her lips. “I’ve got stuff in the oven.”
“I’ll take care it.”
She cocked her head to one side and pressed her lips together.
“Alright,” he sighed, slipping his phone into his jeans. “But I’m not going there again this week.”
She raised her hands like it was a hold up. “Last time, I promise.”
He grunted. “You said that yesterday.” He pulled his keys out and gestured to his freshly washed black pickup. “Last time I went there, some idiot dinged my door. I even parked way the hell out and they still got me!” Ben stomped around to the driver’s side, grumbling under his breath and shaking his head. He whipped open the door and put one foot inside. “Anything else we need? Speak now or forever hold…” The words died on his lips. His face fell. “Ev?” He left the door open and hurried around the front of the truck. “What’s wrong?”
Evy buried her face into her hands, rapidly shaking her head. “Nothing,” she said, not able to hold the tears back for another second. The gradual buildup of pressure finally sent the walls crumbling down, flooding her cheeks with salty streams that glistened in the gloomy daylight.
“Hey, hey, hey,” he said, wrapping her in his arms, his biceps flexing as he hugged her tightly. “I’m sorry. I’ll go to Costco, it’s not that bad.”
“It’s not about that,” she sniffled.
Understanding washed the confusion from his unshaven face. He held her out for a better look. “Dean?”
She nodded, tears exploding against the asphalt below like translucent bombs. “I think I’ve made a huge mistake, or maybe I haven’t. I don’t know.”
“I thought you couldn’t stand the thought of having Megan and Clay in the picture for the rest of your life.”
“I can’t!”
He searched the sky as thunder rumbled off in the distance. Ben turned back to her and softened his tone. “But you can’t stand the thought of losing Dean either, can you?”
She looked up into his prodding eyes, wiping her face and feeling silly, hating herself for bringing her drama to work yet again. This wasn’t like her and for the first time in her life she felt truly helpless.
“Then you have to ask yourself which you can’t stand more,” he said softly. “And I think we both know the answer to that question.”
She held his comforting gaze, clear liquid trickling from her nose, eyes pleading for help. “What’s the answer? Because I don’t know.” A troubled laugh cart wheeled from her mouth and dissolved in thin air. “What do I do, Ben?” she whispered gravely, searching his face. “What do I do?”
His jaw moved but the words hitched on his tongue, his face twisting in the dull gray light. “I don’t know, Ev. Only you can answer that question.”
“I’ll tell ya what you do!”
They turned to see Brooke poking her head out the back door.
“You go to him!” Brooke stepped outside. “Shaun just called. Clay’s been arrested, his seat on the council suspended.”
Evy’s eyelids drew together, Brooke’s words stealing her breath. “What?”
“Dean just called Shaun from Clay’s office eight blocks west of here. Follow city hall’s bell tower and you might still be able to catch him.”
Evy turned back to Ben, her mouth hanging wide open.
He nodded, smiling softly. “Go,” he whispered.
Evy’s glassy eyes lowered, scouring the ground like she had just dropped something. She looked back up, blood pounding thickly in her temples, mind racing.
“Go!” Brooke cried, tears welling in her eyes.
In a blur, the apron was over Evy’s head and shoved in Ben’s chest as she pushed past him and sprinted down the alley.
“Run!” Brooke yelled, stepping next to Ben with tears rolling down her face. “You go get your man!”
Ben wrapped an arm around his wife and pulled her tightly against him in a warm embrace as they watched Evy fade down the alleyway.
“Isn’t this the sweetest thing you’ve ever seen?” Brooke said faintly, wiping at her eyes.
Ben squeezed her against him, a tight-lipped smile gracing his face. “You just locked us out.”
She turned to him with a folded brow. “Huh?”
He nodded to the backdoor. “It locks from the inside.”
Brooke slowly turned to the door and frowned. “Oh shit.”
***
Dean stared at Evy’s name in his phone, listening to the rain beat against the Jeep’s shiny hood. Different scenarios played out in his mind. One moment he saw Evy jumping into his arms with the news. The next, turning her back to him like she had done in his office, her mind forever unchanged. He deposited the phone in the cup holder and started the engine. The wipers came to life, swiping the fuzzy shapes into focus. With his seatbelt clicked into place, he flipped on the headlights and shifted in reverse, slowly backing out of the parking spot, a single destination in mind.
***
The rain came down harder, falling straight to the ground in flickering streaks. Evy’s sneakers beat against the wet pavement, her mind whirling, the tops of buildings reflected in the puddles collecting in the alley. Her lungs burned with each stride she took, yet she pushed harder, her ponytail violently swinging through the air behind her. Lightning flashed, turning some dumpsters a bright gray. Her arms pumped through the air as a crack of thunder rattled her bones. She reached the end of the alleyway and took a sharp right. Her feet slid out beneath her on the wet sidewalk, sending her crashing into a glistening mailbox. She cried out in pain and scrambled to her feet, allowing herself a quick glance at the blood already oozing through the knee of her jeans before resuming her course with a slight limp.
Up ahead stood a homeless man off to the side with a wet dog tethered to a frayed leash. The bearded man and his unhappy looking pooch watched Evy sprint by, their mouths collecting rainwater. Evy clenched her teeth and fought through the pain, pushing her legs to limits they hadn’t seen since high school gym class. Water exploded beneath her thundering steps. Her heart fluttered as the bell tower came into view. She pushed harder, strands of wet hair coming loose from her ponytail and sticking to her face, everything going by in a hazy blur.
Two police cruisers sat parked by the front doors she had used to enter Clay’s office. Her eyes searched for Dean’s Jeep in the vicinity as she bounded across the street. A Honda Civic slammed on its brakes and laid on the horn, tires screeching across wet pavement. Evy shrieked and jumped to the left, her hands pushing off the hood as the car stopped just inches from her legs. The driver yelled something but Evy was already across the street and racing down the sidewalk, thankful the rain had driven meandering pedestrians indoors who could have gotten in her way.
***
Dean shifted into drive and stepped on the gas, the rain coming down in buckets now and definitely impairing his view. He squinted through the falling sheets, the wipers whisking back and forth on high as he slipped through the parking lot. His breath clutched when he saw the entryway to the street sitting just ahead. It was clear on the left so he pressed down on the gas pedal.
“Shit!” he screeched, mashing the brake to the floor. His head and the Jeep lurched forward with the abrupt stop and bounced back. Evy stood in the headlight beams, her hands on the hood, bracing herself for the collision that could have killed her. Their eyes met through the driving rain. Her chest heaved beneath her soaked work shirt, her hair hanging in limp strands, dripping with water. Dean blinked blankly, not sure if what he was seeing was real or not. When she came around and hopped into the front seat, the smell of her perfume mixed with the rain.
“What are you…”
She stopped his words with a wet kiss, their lips pressing together like she had just been freed from prison. With great reluctance, Evy broke the kiss to appease her burning lungs, inhaling deep breaths that made her chest swell almost as much as seeing him in person. “I love you no matter what happens and I’m sorry for turning my back on you.” She paused to catch her breath. “On us. It was a mistake.”
He stared into her emerald eyes, his heart inflating to twice its size.
She blinked water from her eyes. “I don’t care what my future holds as long as you’re in it.”
“I will always be in your future, if you will let me.”
Her smile lit up the car, pushing the gloom and doom back outside where it belonged. “I was hoping you would say that.”
He frowned in the lightning that pulsed around them. “What happened to your knee?”
She glanced at the blood seeping through her jeans. “I fell.”
“Are you okay?”
“It’s just a strawberry.”
He looked up to find her mesmerizing gaze, not knowing where to even begin. “The cops arrested Clay for accepting gifts.”
“We heard from Shaun,” she panted, wiping water from her face. “What gifts?”
“The house for starters.”
Her face wrinkled. “The house he bought for a…”
“That’s the one,” he said, saving her from saying the words.
She clutched her chest, still clamoring for much needed oxygen. “I can’t believe it. How?”
“The mayor helped me connect the dots.”
“The mayor?”
Dean couldn’t help but laugh. “Once it hit me about the house, Mayor Andrews was more than willing to help me do some digging. Turns out, I’m a good lawyer.”
Evy squeezed her chest tighter. “I think I’m having a heart attack.”  
“Oh, but it gets better.” Dean glanced at his cell phone in the cup holder. “Megan just called.”
Evy’s heart skipped a beat and thunder rattled the dash. She wanted just five more minutes to savor this well deserved victory without the mention of Megan’s name, but they weren’t out of the woods yet. Darkness still loomed around every corner. She looked him in the eye, working up her courage to find her voice. “What’d she want?”
The rain pounded in their ears as he held her gaze.
“I’m not the father.”
She stared at him, tunnel vision setting in, her mind getting lost in a kaleidoscope of swirls. “What?” she said weakly.
His eyes turned as glassy as hers. “I’m not the father.”
Evy clapped a hand over her mouth, terrified she would wake up on her couch and find it was all just a dream. “Oh my God,” she said as one word. “Who is?”
“She doesn’t know.”
A horn beeped two times. He glanced in the side mirror at a red Ford Fusion behind them, the driver holding his fuzzy arms out.
“Hang on,” Dean said, pulling out into the street and taking the first parking spot he could find. He shut the car off and turned to face Evy, taking her hand in his and ravishing her with his eyes.
“Was she even pregnant to begin with?”
Dean nodded. “She’s starting to show.”
Evy paused to let it all sink in before asking her next question. “Why did she tell you?”
“Said she met some guy with a pregnant woman fetish and she wants her house key back.”
Water dripped from her nose. “Normally, I would say that surprised me.”
He laughed, feeling her soft skin against his.
She turned to the blurry front windshield, her future flashing before her eyes: Dean and her together, doing normal things that normal couples do, being happy on a regular basis without interference from the rest of the world. Dean and her together. “Did she know about Clay?”
“No, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her either. I just wanted to get off the damn phone before she could say she was kidding.” Dean followed Evy’s distant gaze out the front window, a knot of pity tightening in his gut at the thought of the challenges awaiting Megan in the not-so-distant future. He pushed the thought back down, concluding Megan and her father had given him enough grief to last a lifetime. Maybe the new guy would stick around past his fetish. Or maybe not. Either way, it was no longer Dean’s burden to bear and for that he was eternally grateful. It felt like the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders and he would never make a mistake like that again. Saying he had dodged a bullet was a stretch, for it had grazed him and would leave a mark, but he would live to see another day. Even in the midst of the gray storm, everything looked brighter already.
“When did she find out?”
“She got the test back this morning,” he answered, rubbing his thumb across the back of her hand.
Evy searched his eyes. “What did you say to her?”
“I said, thanks for calling,” he replied flatly, filling his lungs with her scent and growing quiet. A shadowy figure hurried by on the sidewalk and disappeared into a corner tap with a neon Schlitz sign glowing in the window. Dean studied Evy through thoughtful eyes, his mind still whirling. “I can’t believe you’re here.”
She covered her gaping mouth. “I can’t believe we’re free.” Her eyes fell to his full lips, drawn to them like bees to pollen. She inhaled a full breath, like she was about to dive underwater, and pressed her lips to his. They shut their eyes and kissed hard, their heads tilting back and forth in perfect rhythm, needy hands exploring one another in the murky light. Evy wasn’t sure if the bright flashes against the back of her eyelids were from the storm or the fireworks going off in her head. It was Milwaukee Street all over again, everything melting together like she was with him.
He pulled away and took her hands, his staggered breath coming and going in short bursts. “I will never hurt you again.” His eyes searched hers for understanding. “And that’s a promise.”
Evy’s insides swelled with something she could never explain, the pouring rain battering the roof as fiercely as her heart was her ribcage. The corners of her lips pulled up into her flushed cheeks. “You better say that.”
Lightning flashed again as their lips reconnected. Her hands found the hem of his t-shirt and pulled it over his head. Their mouths parted just long enough to remove both of their shirts. He paused to take her in, her bare breasts stealing his breath. He seized them and squeezed hard, waking something in his pants he feared would sleep forever.
She kissed him with an unbridled fervor, her fingers tracing the cuts in his chest to the v in his hips. Her fingers found his belt buckle and sinuously wrestled it into submission. His pants popped open with ease and her hand slithered inside to collect what was rightfully hers. Her fingers coiled around his hardness, his breath hot against her cheek.
Dean pulled away, gasping for air as she stroked his cock with gentle urgency. Evy wet her lips, loving the way his body responded to her touch, watching him squirm. When she bent over and took him into her mouth, he pressed his head against the headrest and set his jaw. Lightning fractured the sky, reflecting off her wet hair before returning to gray. Her warm lips slid up and down his rigid shaft, her tongue tickling his underside with each blissful stroke. The boom of thunder vibrated the car’s windows, prompting her to work faster. Dean pushed against the steering wheel with both hands, pressing into the seat, already uncertain how much more he could take. It had been too long.
“Evy,” he groaned, veins bulging in his neck as she stretched him to his limits. “Stop.”
She sat back up, an impish grin framing her lips. He took a moment to catch his breath and then she squealed a little when he undid her jeans in a frantic frenzy. Evy lifted off the passenger seat, barely noticing the pain when he slid the denim and silk panties over her grazed knee. With her shoes kicked off, the wet garments fell to the floorboard.
He stared at her naked body, spellbound by her natural beauty, the rain providing a curtain of blur between them and the world. “Goddamn you’re beautiful,” he murmured, running his pupils from her eyes to the socks on her feet.
She shoved him back into the seat with force and swung a leg over him, filling his lap like a stripper and looking down at him with more than a touch of mischief dancing in her eyes. Slowly, she began rubbing her wetness against his hardness, up and down the length of his twitching shaft like she was riding a slow moving carousel. He massaged her ass cheeks with both hands, kneading the flesh as she grinded against him.
“You like that?”
He nodded, struggling for breath. “I do.”
“You want more?”
“Yes,” he panted, staring up into her green eyes. “I want it all.”
She bent over and kissed his lips, reaching behind her and throttling his swollen dick. A blast of hot air shot from his nose when she guided it to where she wanted it most. A raw groan fluttered past her lips as she gently eased down on top of him, taking every inch he had to offer, sparing no expense. Lightning pulsed, giving Evy a glimpse of the tension gripping his face.
“Oh, Dean,” she sighed, using her knees to power her greedy thrusts.
Dean flicked his tongue against a nipple before sucking it into his mouth and biting down. She cried out and pulled at his hair. He used his hips to help her but she pinned him to the seat and took control.
Evy rode him faster, rocking the car with brute force. Breathy moans rushed from her with each claim staking bounce. He reached down and rubbed her clitoris with his thumb, spurring a long cry from her lips. She threw her head back, her entire body tingling with his touch. She could feel herself getting close and knew what to do. Without missing a beat, she found his dilated eyes and squeezed his slick bangs into her fist. “I love you.”
He swam in her warm green pools once again, not believing they were all his. “I love you, too.”
Her eyes welled with tears. She bit her bottom lip and shook her head from side to side, her ponytail whipping through the air. “I can’t take it anymore,” she whispered, her legs shaking beneath her, her breath ragged.
The look on her face consumed him. “Cum for me, baby.”
She held his steady gaze and tightened her grip on his hair, riding without reserve and clenching her jaw. The Jeep shook like a leaf, the rain buzzing in their ears, no one else on the entire planet.
“Dean!” she cried out at the top of her lungs, her body shuddering against his with a violent spasm. Thunder rumbled, vibrating their bodies as Dean exploded inside of her, his exultant groan filling the Jeep. He snapped his head back into the headrest, his warm breath rushing over her in waves.
She kept riding until the tension on his face began to loosen its grip, her legs burning like hell.
She came to a stop and held his soft gaze, exchanging a silent understanding that would last a lifetime. This was meant to be, more than anything in the world. Evy collapsed against him and collected her breath, relieved and exhausted beyond belief. He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her chest against his, afraid to ever let her go again. The seconds turned into minutes and the rain began to lighten. They listened to the drops taper off, reality, once again, creeping back in.
She shut her eyes and ran her fingers through his hair, her heart beating against his, never wanting this moment to end. She smiled, knowing it wouldn’t.
“That was amazing.”
Evy leaned back in his lap with him still inside of her, her arms draped around his neck like velvet ropes. Lightning illuminated a playful grin tugging at her lips. “What do you say we go back to my place and turn off our phones?”
His brown eyes thinned with the prospect. “I say I like your style.”
She traced his lips with an index finger that rose and fell with each arching curve, twisting a little in his lap. “And tomorrow morning I promise you will finally get your waffle dog.”
He smiled back, tucking a loose strand of wet hair behind her ear, a rainbow sprouting over the southern horizon.
Her gaze drifted over his shoulder to a man standing on the sidewalk, staring into the Jeep with his mouth dragging on the ground. “Oh my God!” she shrieked, scrambling for her shirt.
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Sunlight streamed through the bedroom windows, giving the sheets en electric glow. Evy rolled over and her heart nearly jumped out of her chest when her leg brushed against Dean. She peeled her eyelids apart and squinted at him, a relieved breath fleeing her lungs like a freight train. It hadn’t been a dream. He was really there, lying in her bed, sculpted pecs peeking over the sheet and all. She glanced at the alarm clock and winced. Almost eleven, her promise to keep Sugars firmly planted in her sights already tripping over its own two feet.
“Morning, hostuff,” Dean whispered.
She leaned on an elbow, his sleepy gaze making her feel drunk. “Morning, sunshine.”
He yawned and rubbed his eyes. “So I take it that really happened last night, huh?”
“I guess it did.”
He looked around the room, taking in his surroundings. “Did we really do that on the stove?”
Evy nodded slowly, playing with his chest hairs. “I’ve got the burn mark to prove it.”
His brow folded.
She laughed and brushed her long hair over a shoulder, “No, but I am sore.”
He pulled the bed sheet up and looked beneath, surveying the gauze bandage he had attached to her knee just before passing out in bed. It was still white. “How’s your knee?”
“Better.”
His eyes ran the length of her body before letting the sheet float back down, jerky images of last night whisking through his head. “So are we going to work today?”
“Eventually. Would you like some breakfast first.”
Dean studied her face, captivated by every square inch. “How great is this?”
Her lips pulled back, a twinkle in her eyes. “Pretty great.”
“I mean, we go to work - and actually do some work – and then we are free to do whatever we want after that.”
“I know. I still can’t believe it.”
“You want to rent a movie after you close tonight?”
She smiled softly. “Yes. I’ll grab the Chinese.”
He sat up and leaned against the padded headboard. “See? That’s the way it’s supposed to go. No - oh no, what are we going to do now? - stuff, and then scrambling to come up with crazy plans.”
“I hate plans now,” she said dryly. “In fact, I am never making another plan again.”
“Now, that is a good plan.”
“Thank you.”
He leaned in and kissed her on the lips. “I feel like we just lived out an entire episode of Scooby-Doo.”
“Episode?” she laughed. “Try the entire season.”
Dean took her by the hand. “I’ll never leave you again if you’ll let me.”
Evy pushed herself up and kissed his lips, taking his cheek in her palm. “Then why don’t you start right now?” Her devilish grin spoke volumes.
He held a finger up. “Hold that thought,” he said, throwing the sheet back.
Evy watched his tight ass shake as he stumbled down the hallway and disappeared into the bathroom. She leaned back into the pillow, a blissful sigh squeezing between her lips. She could get used to this. Waking up to this man in her bed each morning definitely had its perks. A smile spread as she grabbed her cell phone from the nightstand and turned it on, dreaming about the future, a future with Dean at her side and no one to interfere with a destiny she thought would never come to be. Flashes of the future prodded her into pulling a pillow over her face to stifle a joy filled laughter. He was finally hers, no ifs, ands or buts about it. Today was going to be a great day.
Her cell phone vibrated against the nightstand as it woke from its sleep and began to register new messages. She scooped it up, frowning at the number of missed calls from Brooke and Ben. Her heart sank, her mind instantly turning on her and conjuring up images she dared not entertain. Goose bumps broke out across her flesh, as she slowly realized it wasn’t over yet. Without wasting time listening to the messages, she called Brooke directly.
The phone rang forever, fanning the flames of her angst. Just when it seemed it would go to voicemail, Ben answered, his ragged breath filling Evy with terror.
“Where the hell are you,” he panted into the line. “Never mind, just get down here. Quick!”
She bolted upright in bed, the sheet sliding to her waist.  “Ben? What’s wrong?”
Dean sauntered back into the room, buck ass naked and creasing his brow. He stared at her through prying eyes.
“Hello? Ben?” Evy pulled the phone from her ear and studied the screen.
“What’s the matter?” Dean asked, resting his hands on his hips and looking like a naked superhero.
“He hung up,” Evy muttered, throwing the sheet back and springing out of bed. “We have to go down there.”
He watched her start throwing on clothes. “Down where?”
“Sugars!”
She dashed into the bathroom and slammed the door shut.
Dean stared after her, his palms floating in the air. “Now? What about the waffle dogs?”
***
Dean realized he was speeding and eased off the gas, determined not to let Evy work him up over something that was probably nothing. After everything they had been through, they were all a little gun-shy, which is why Ben’s shortness on the phone irked him. Ben, of all people, knew she was jumpy and afraid of her own shadow.
“Don’t slow down,” Evy sputtered, her eyes glued to the road unwinding before them.
“We’ll get there, just relax,” he said, making a quick lane change. “I’m sure everything is fine. The sink’s probably just backed up again or something.”
Evy turned to him, the color draining from her face. “What if he has them?”
Dean frowned, his eyes bouncing from her to the sun splashed road. “Who?”
“Ryder.”
He stared at her for a heavy second or two before an uneasy laugh stumbled from his mouth. “Evy, that guy is long gone. Trust me, guys like that don’t work for free and his meal ticket just got punched.”
She rubbed her hands together between her knees and shivered. Dean turned her heated seat on, even though the dash told him it was seventy-two degrees outside.
“What if he burned the place down?”
“He didn’t burn the place down. Come on.”
“What if Clay had one last ace up his sleeve?” she quickly countered, wringing her fingers like wet dishtowels.
“Evy, Clay is just as gone as Ryder is. You’re over thinking this.”
“Turn here!”
Dean hit the brakes and screeched sideways around a corner, nearly clipping a beat up Chevy Impala parked along the curb. He hit the gas, pulling the Jeep from its fishtail and straightening it back out. “This isn’t the right way.”
“It’s a shortcut.”
“It’s not.”
“Yes, it is.”
“I think I know. I’m from around here, remember?”
He started to say something and got into the gas instead, his eyes cursing the road.
She let out a dejected breath and rested a hand on his thigh. “I’m sorry, I’m just worried.” She turned those troubled green eyes on him and melted his world. “We’re so close to having it all, Dean, I just don’t want anything to…”
“Nothing is going to stop us from being together,” he said, raising his voice. “I won’t let that happen!”
She examined his hardened face for a moment and nodded faintly, wanting to believe it. They traveled in silence for the next two miles, passing carloads of people on their way to lunch or maybe a matinee at the mall. Once again, life went on around them with theirs hanging in the balance.
Dean pounded the steering wheel, his arteries pumping blood much too fast. “If that bald prick is there I’ll fucking kill him!”
Evy squeezed his leg, ignoring the way her heart was trying to burst from her chest. “You’re probably right, it’s just the sink again,” she said, her eyes betraying her every word. “Maybe the walk-in went out.”
Dean took a sharp right and came to a screeching halt in the middle of the street, drawing turned heads lining the sidewalk in front of Sugars.
“Oh my God,” Evy muttered, her jaw feeling like it weighed a hundred pounds.
“What the hell?” Dean mumbled, barely hearing the car behind them honk its horn.
She pointed to a lime green VW Beetle pulling away from the curb. “Park over there!”
Dean swooped in, running up over the curb and back down into the street with a gentle bounce. They got out and slammed their doors shut at the same time. Dean didn’t waste time plugging the meter while Evy hurried around the back of the truck to join him in the street.
The line stretched down the block, disappearing around a corner and seeming without end. Dean grabbed Evy’s arm and pulled her against him as a car sped past in a red streak. When it was clear, they darted across the street and approached an elderly woman holding open the glass front door to Sugars.
“The line starts back there,” the gray haired lady said curtly, gesturing with an arthritis twisted finger.
“No butting,” her short haired friend chimed in with a polite smile.
“I work here,” Evy said dully, squeezing by them much to their chagrin.
The volume level of conversation rose when they stepped inside. Excited chatter and sporadic bursts of laughter bounced off the crowded walls. Shaun stood just inside the door, holding up one of his homebrewed beer bottles, mimicking his picture on the label with the same cheesy grin plastered across his face. A sudden flash lit him up as a man with a ponytail and backwards ball cap snapped a shot with an expensive looking camera. A pretty blond lady standing to his left handed Shaun a business card and turned to leave.
“What’s up!” Shaun said upon seeing Evy and Dean, his smile impossibly stretching even wider. “I’m going to be in the paper tomorrow!”
“What?” Dean shouted over the raucous.
Shaun nodded to the blond and her camera man fighting their way out the front door. “They’re going to run an exclusive story on me in the Journal tomorrow, about my practice and everything with Clay. They wanted every detail!”
“What are all these people doing here?” Evy yelled, standing on her tippy-toes to see Brooke, Ben, Jon, and Carrie scurrying like bees behind the counter.
“Did you guys just wake up or something?” Shaun’s eyebrows dipped as he studied their wrinkled clothing and unkempt hair. “The whole story is on today’s front page.”
Dean’s head snapped around, his gaze sharpening. “What story?”
“The whole thing, you and Evy, me and my dental practice, Sugars and Clay. It’s all in there!”
Evy and Dean stared at him blankly, barely able to blink let alone breathe.
“I shit you not!” he laughed. “We’re friggin famous!”
Three soccer moms turned their way, gossiping with one another while looking Dean and Evy over, sending murmurs rippling through the crowd.
“What?” Dean cried, flabbergasted and unnerved. “They never even got my side.”
Shaun shrugged. “Didn’t have to I guess. They got the Mayor’s.”
“Holy shit,” Dean murmured, scanning the bubbly throng.
“Little help over here, Evy!” Brooke yelled out from behind a glass case growing barer by the minute. “We’re in the weeds!”
Evy took Dean’s hand and led him through the crowd, twisting and sidestepping their way to the front of the line.
Brooke handed a young hipster his drink, glaring at her sister as Evy dragged Dean behind the counter. “If you two lovebirds are done chatting about baby names, we could use some more cupcakes and cookies on the now plan. And don’t forget to wash your hands.” She paused to give them a better look. “Twice!”
Pam waltzed out of the kitchen with a tray of freshly made cinnamon rolls, her long dark hair tied back in a bun.
“What’s she doing here?” Evy whispered, watching Pam slide the tray into an illuminated case.
“She volunteered,” Brooke replied, digging some change out of the cash register.
Evy leaned in closer and spoke in a loud whisper. “She works for Clay, Brooke!”
Brooke shook her head. “She had no idea who pulled the trigger on that health inspection and I believe her. Besides, we needed the help and her parents used to own…”
“A bakery,” Evy finished for her, watching Pam’s every move.
Jon glanced at Dean as he set two iced mochas by the register, shaking his head. “You get all the glory in the paper and I’m the one who risked his life dressing up as a clown.”
“You?” Ben laughed, depositing a chocolate Brake and a peppermint latte on the counter. “I’m the one who had a gun pulled on them by Mr. Ryder!”
Jon bunched his face up like he had just bitten down into moldy cheese. “He didn’t pull a gun on you.”
Ben elbowed him in the ribcage and winked. “In my version he did.”
“I’m going to pull a gun on both of you if you don’t get back to work!” Brooke yelled over her shoulder, turning back to the next person in line with a professional smile stretching her lips.
“Hopefully a frosting gun,” Ben grumbled, pushing through the swinging door.
Dean took an apron from Evy and tied it on, his boggled mind rapidly unspooling. “Frosting gun?”
“You don’t even want to know,” she replied, grabbing his apron and pulling him close. “You help me turn out five hundred cupcakes and maybe you’ll find out.”
His face soured, keyed up prattle ringing in his ears. “Are you serious?”
She shrugged loosely. “If you play your cards right.”
“No, I mean about five hundred cupcakes,” he said, checking his watch. “I actually have an appointment with an investment firm at…”
She laughed and towed him into the kitchen by the hand.
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Ben locked the front door, turned around and stared at the messy tables and floor, his apron a powdery mess. “That. Was. Insane.”
With the crowd gone, the quiet buzzed in Evy’s head. She tipped back a cool bottle of water and swallowed with an exhausted sigh. “My feet are killing me.”
“I have frosting in my ears,” Dean moaned, wiggling a pinky in his ear.
Evy laughed. “It wasn’t that bad.”
“What?” Dean said loudly, smacking his palm against one side of his head. “I can’t hear!”
“I took twenty bucks out of your wallet two hours ago.”
Dean turned to Jon with an expressionless look. “That I heard.”
“How’d we do, Shaun?” Ben asked, using his foot as a broom out by the tables.
“One sec,” Shaun replied, setting down a bottle of his homebrew and tearing a long receipt from the credit card machine. He added it to the cash total and did a double take. “Holy shit,” he whispered, staring at the number he had just written down.
“What is it, honey?” Carrie asked, glancing over as she wiped down the coffee machines, chocolate drying in her hair.
Jon popped the top on a beer without Shaun’s smiling face on it and took a long swill, watching Shaun through expectant eyes.
Shaun inhaled a deep breath and let it out. “We did fourteen thousand, seven hundred and fifty-six dollars,” he said dully, shocked by the outpouring of love from their community.
Ben let out a victory cry and high-fived Pam, who was more than happy to take a break from pushing a broom around the lobby to make physical contact with him.
“And we closed early, too!” Evy said, curling up next to Dean and hugging him tightly, heat flushing her right side as he pressed against her.
Her bubbliness brought laughter to his lips.
“Drinks are on me!” Ben exclaimed.
Brooke collapsed into a chair at a table littered with empty cups and wrappers. She buried her face in her hands and broke down crying.
Ben’s smile melted down his scruffy cheeks. “Hey, hey, hey, what’s wrong?” he asked, rushing to her side.
She shook her head, trying to reel in her sobs. “It just finally hit me.”
Ben rubbed her back, his eyes thinning. “What finally hit you, babycakes?”
She looked up to meet the concerned gazes staring back at her, her waterproof mascara being put to the ultimate test. Her runny eyes stopped on each of their faces, but only for a moment. “We’re going to be okay,” she said faintly, wiping her nose with a cocktail napkin and shedding a slow moving smile. “All of us.”
Ben pulled her up and took her into his arms, nearly concealing her entire petite body. “Of course we are, baby.” He squeezed harder and then held her out for a good look. “Aren’t we always okay?”
She responded with a shallow nod, tears running down her cheeks. “Eventually,” she said, dabbing at her eyes. “It’s just so weird how things sometimes work out.”
Evy took Dean’s hand, her eyes brimming with tears. “I’m just sorry all of you had to go through this,” she said, unable to hold their gazes for very long. “This was all my fault.”
“That’s not true,” Dean piped in, taking off his apron and tossing it into a hamper overflowing with dirty towels and silk napkins. “This was my fault and my fault only.” With two fingers, he tipped Evy’s chin up and fell into her soft eyes. “And it will never happen again, that much I can promise you.”
She smiled brightly, believing his every word.
Dean turned to the others and swallowed against the lump in his throat. “I am sorry for everything that has happened. I really am.”
Brooke sniffled softly, lifting a shoulder to her ear. “The Lord works in mysterious ways.”
Ben smiled warmly, holding her hands. “That’s no joke.”
Pam clapped her hands, giddy with excitement. “Oh, I just love a happy ending!”
Jon laughed and passed out beers and glasses of wine before joining the others in cleaning up from the wonderful tornado of support that had just blown through their doors.
Evy turned to face Dean and squeezed his hand tighter, standing in front of a curved glass case with nothing more than different colored crumbs inside. “Thank you for everything you did for us.”
“You don’t have to thank me for anything. I should be thanking you.”
A grave look replaced her warm smile. “I am so lucky to have you.” She took his other hand and stepped closer, peppermint floating from her breath. “Your parents would be so proud of you,” she whispered, staring into his eyes.
Dean nodded softly, terrified of what blinking might do to the water rising in his eyes. “I wish they could’ve met you,” he said, his voice quivering. “They would have loved you.”
She smiled, rubbing her thumbs along the backs of his hands. “I love you.”
He smiled at her. “I love you,” he said, cradling her face and kissing her softly.
Pam stopped sweeping and let out a wistful sigh. “They’re so sweet together.”
Jon pulled a jam-packed garbage bag from its container by the front door and set it on the floor, glancing over at Dean and Evy. “I hope to make a woman swoon like that someday,” he said, tying the bag up.
“You will,” Pam said, unable to take her eyes from the glow hovering around Evy and Dean.
Jon pulled a new garbage bag from his back pocket and shook it open. “You think?”
“I do.”
One corner of Jon’s mouth rose into his cheek. “You wanna grab a drink somewhere after this?”
She turned to him, eyeballing him from top to bottom. “You couldn’t handle this.”
A deep frown carved across Jon’s face. He ran a hand through his blond bangs, leaving a streak of raspberry frosting. “I’d like to try.”
She stepped in front of him and squished her lips into the side of her face. “I’ll give you an audition but, just so you know, if you finish before me it’ll never happen again.”
His eyebrows pulled together. “I’ll use a rubber band.”
Her dark eyes tightened. “Do you like spankings?”
He glanced around the room to see if anyone else was catching this and turned back to Pam when he realized they weren’t. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Fine!” Pam said angrily, returning to her broom. “Because that’s what bad boys get.”
“Jesus Christ,” Jon mumbled, wrinkles sprouting from the corners of his eyes. “Where are you from anyway?”
She stopped the broom and looked up. “Dallas.”
“So this planet then?”
A coy grin molded her lips before she returned to sweeping up.
Jon waited for her to look away before glancing at the ceiling and silently mouthing the words: thank you, God.
Carrie smiled behind the counter. “Looks like Jon made a new friend.”
“Good,” Brooke whispered. “Maybe she’ll quit drooling all over my husband.”
Ben laughed. “Don’t get your hopes up.”
Brooke rolled her eyes and took Carrie by the hand. “Thank you so much for helping out today. We literally couldn’t have done it without you.”
“Anytime. I had so much fun.”
“It’s a lot more fun now that it’s over.” Shaun let out a long breath and put his hands on his hips, not knowing where to begin. “That was sheer madness.”
Brooke squeezed Carrie’s hand before trading it for Ben’s and pulling him into the kitchen, where the real mess was waiting.
Carrie walked over and wiped frosting from Shaun’s cheek and licked it off her finger. “God, you taste good.”
Shaun zipped the receipts and cash up in a bank bag and leaned against the counter. “You sure you weren’t jealous by all those women wanting to take my picture today?”
She smoothed her short blond hair. “You mean the one woman? And she may have taken your picture, but I’m going to take the rest of you.”
“Ooh, sounds kinky,” Shaun smiled. “Thank God your mom took the girls.”
“We have the whole house all to ourselves.”
“What do you want to do?”
Carrie shrugged, her lips stretching downward. “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”
Shaun kissed her softly before surveying the place from one side of the room to the other. “This is going to work out, ya know.”
She pressed up against him, their noses inches apart. “I never thought otherwise.”
“Not even for a minute?”
Her eyes thinned. “Okay, maybe for a minute, but I knew you would come through, honey, you always do.”
A short laugh ruffled his lips. “Who would’ve thought I’d end up selling my own beer in a real bar?”
“Like Brooke said...”
“Yeah,” he replied, peering deeply into his wife’s eyes and kissing her again. Carrie hesitated before throwing her arms around his neck and hugging him tightly.
“Get a room!” Dean yelled.
Evy turned to him, smiling from ear to ear. “So what happens now?”
He shrugged. “Now, I get a divorce and finally marry the woman I was supposed to marry the first time around.”
Evy could barely contain herself, butterflies launching in her stomach, reservations thrown to the wind. “Sounds like a lucky girl.”
He smiled, his fingertips lightly tracing her jaw line. “She is. Her name’s Gina and she should be here any minute,” he said, checking his watch.
She smacked his arm and turned for the kitchen.
He snapped her back to him like a ballroom dancer and swept her up in his arms, peering deeply into her eyes. “I love you more than anything in the world.”
Evy’s smile lit him on fire. “I know,” she whispered, pressing her lips to his and shutting out the rest of the world.
 
 
The End


 
 
About Kaitlyn Cross:
 
When not scoring great deals on purses and shoes, I enjoy drinking red wine, spending way too much time on Pinterest, and denying that I watch The Vampire Diaries religiously. For future release dates and secret recipes (stolen from Pinterest), like my Facebook page at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-Kaitlyn-Cross/176038785868539?ref=hl
 
Thank you so much for reading Fate Interrupted 2! Once again, a special thanks to the city of Milwaukee, which will always hold a special place in my heart.
 
Life is short, buy the shoes!
 
 
Coming in the summer of 2013: Brooke & Ben (their standalone love story, before fate interrupted.)


 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
 
 
The sun beat down on blue waves crashing to the surf with a thunderous roar, spraying sea foam high into the air. Seagulls cried out from above, surveying the sand for loose scraps, while the silhouette of a cruise ship lazily traversed the horizon, appearing no larger than a child’s toy. Footballs and Frisbees sailed through the air while boogie-boarders kicked their feet to catch the next tube.
“Another beautiful day!”
Ryder looked over to see a pretty, gray haired lady with blond highlights setting up shop to his right. “Never in short supply around here,” he smiled, returning to The Maui News he was clutching tightly.
“No, they’re not,” she said, unfolding a short beach chair and sitting down with a relieved sigh. She adjusted her floppy sun hat and took a moment to soak in the majestic view. “It’s breathtaking.”
Ryder lowered the paper and followed her gaze out to sea, where sun sparkles skittered across the water’s surface like diamonds. “It sure is.” He pulled his hat down as a breeze nearly swept it away and she did a quick double take.
“I don’t mean to be rude, but what happened to your face?”
Ryder smiled thinly and pushed his sunglasses up his swollen nose. “Little fender-bender, but I’ll be right as rain in no time.”
“Maybe some sun will help.”
“That’s the plan. You on vacation?” he asked, deliberately changing the subject.
She nodded, applying enough sunscreen on her arms to protect an entire island village. “My husband and I were married on this very beach fifty-two years ago tomorrow.
Ryder followed her gaze down the beach to a thick Polynesian man presiding over a ceremony for a younger couple dressed in ivory colored clothing.
 “I come back every year for our anniversary.”
Ryder turned to the hotel behind them he had purposely put some distance between, his brightly colored Hawaiian shirt flapping in the wind.
“Oh, he’s not here,” she said, lathering up her shapely legs next. “Bill’s been dead now for sixteen years.”
He leaned back. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Don’t be,” she smiled. “We had a good run.”
“Sounds like it. Thirty-six years is a long time,” he said, raising the paper back up.
A wistful sigh broke from her lips as she capped the sunscreen and dropped it into an orange beach bag with red stripes. “Death was the only thing that could’ve kept us apart.”
Ryder snorted, shaking a kink from the paper’s spine. “I know a couple of kids like that.”
“They’re lucky,” she said, surveying the busy beach. “I know I was.”
Ryder folded the paper and slipped it beneath his leg to keep it from blowing away. He opened a small cooler next to him in the sand and offered her a cold can of Corona. “Never remarried?”
“Oh, thank you,” she said, taking the can and cracking it open. “No, I never remarried.” She took a quick drink to wet her whistle. “When Bill was sick, he made me promise I would find someone to share the rest of my life with, but it felt wrong when I knew he would always be up there waiting for me.” She glanced to the blue skies above and dug her toes into the sand. “Stupid I know, but that’s what happened.”
“Not stupid at all,” Ryder replied, cracking a beer of his own and peering over the top of his black sunglasses at a group of four youths sauntering closer. Just when he thought they would keep going, they laid their towels down just a few yards away and turned on a large boom box. Ryder rolled his eyes behind his glasses as something that sounded like bowling balls dropping on cats began wailing from the speakers. He shook his head and took a long drink. All this beach…
“I’m Victoria.”
He turned to Victoria’s hand, pausing for a split second before taking it. “Nice to meet you, Victoria,” he smiled warmly. “I’m Frank.”
“Frank,” she grinned, taking her hand back. “Where are you from?”
Frank cleared his throat and sat up straighter. “The Milwaukee/Chicago area. How about you?”
“Portland,” she answered, taking a cold drink. “So I take it you’re on vacation as well.”
“Actually, I just retired.”
“Oh?”
“About to start my condo hunt tomorrow.”
Victoria backed her head up a little. “Here?”
He nodded proudly as one of the kids called someone a freckled-face
fuck-stick. “Easy street from here on out,” he said, ignoring the outburst.
“That’s so wonderful! I’m jealous.”
He chuckled softly. “Knowing my luck, I’ll have a heart attack two weeks after I get settled in.”
“Don’t say that!” she laughed. “You’ll curse yourself.” Her eyes wandered back to the sea, uncontrollably drawn to the majestic body of shimmering water. She took a long drink. “What line of work were you in?”
Frank cleared his throat and sat up straighter. “Waste management.”
“Oh, okay.”
“Gettin too old for that garbage though,” he said with a light laugh.
She laughed with him and they grew quiet, sharing a comfortable moment of gazing out to sea. A kite surfer went zipping by, slicing across a forming wave and then using its crest as a ramp. He shot into the air and kicked the board up to his rear end before sinuously planting the landing and disappearing down the coastline.
Frank leaned over and tucked the paper under the cooler. “Say, I don’t mean to be forward, but would you like to have dinner tonight by any chance? I hate dining alone.”
Victoria placed a hand over her heart. “Well, you certainly don’t waste any time, do you?”
“Not much left to waste.”
She smiled back, her cheeks flushing in the shade of her hat. “I’d love to.”
The ear bleeding music grew louder. One kid with long blond hair started dancing in the sand, a can of beer in his hand, board shorts hanging past his ass crack. His friends laughed and shouted things that would make a sailor blush.
Frank quickly disregarded him and turned away. “I saw them working on a Hawaiian pig roast back by the hotel and it smelled delicious. Always wanted to try that.”
Victoria leaned forward and put a hand to her ear. “What?” she yelled over the music.
“I said,” he began, pausing when the music turned up even louder. Anger slid down Frank’s face, turning him back into Ryder – the man he would never completely outrun. “Excuse me for a minute,” he grumbled, pushing himself up from the chair.
The sand was hot beneath his feet, but not as hot as it was beneath his collar.
When a kid with short spiked hair noticed Ryder coming their way, he tapped a red headed kid with freckles sitting next to him. The blond stopped dancing and took a long drink of beer, watching Ryder come closer.
Ryder had to keep from laughing when the kid crumpled the can in his hand and threw it across the sand. Ryder held up a friendly hand instead. “Do me a favor and turn it down a little, will ya guys?” He smiled warmly and nodded to Victoria. “Got an old man tryin to score a hot date over here.”
They stared at him for a moment without moving and then burst into a hysterical bout of laughter.
“Hope you brought a buttload of Cialis, pops!” spike laughed, elbowing his pasty friend with sun burnt shoulders. “Cuz you’re going to need it, yo!”
Ryder laughed with them, the sun hot on the back of his neck. “I appreciate any help I can get.”
Their laughter turned into a tension filled silence as they traded barbed stares.
“Yo, why are you still standing there?” blondie asked, inflating his muscular chest. “Don’t you have an arts and crafts class to get to?”
His friends howled with more laughter, slapping hands and shaking their heads.
Ryder waited them out, his grin melting along with his patience in the hot sun. He nodded to the radio. “Turn it down. Now.”
Spike’s face sobered dramatically. “Or what?” he asked, throwing his wiry arms out.
“Or I’m going to knock blondie out first because he’s the biggest, and my guess is the rest of you runts will take off running for your mommies.”
They stared at him through shocked eyes before cracking up even harder.
With surprising quickness, Ryder glided into blondie’s personal space and stared him down. The blond kid stopped laughing and studied Ryder’s battered face while waves crashed in the background before slowly bending over and turning down the radio.
He stood back up and smiled thinly. “Oops,” he said weakly. “My bad.”
Ryder leaned in closer, the smell of cigarettes lingering on the kid’s breath. “And if you don’t pull up those Goddamn pants I’m gonna give you a beatin you’ll never forget.” He smiled and turned to the others.
A chubby kid with a skull tattoo covering one man boob turned away and started whistling.
“That goes for all of ya,” Ryder shouted over the waves and wind. “Pull your damn pants up! You look like you shit yourselves.” He turned back to blondie and glared at him over the top of his sunglasses. Blondie quickly pulled his pants up and then lit a smoke with shaky hands.
Mr. Ryder turned back to the others, all of whom responded in similar fashion. He nodded lightly as, one by one, they each dropped his gaze. With a halfhearted two-fingered salute, he turned for the beach chair sitting next to Victoria, a cocky grin cutting through his unshaven cheeks. “Still got it.”
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