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Chapter One

Noah Powers franticallysearched the New Y ork City park for his twin nine-year-old
girls, calling their names, ignoring the looks from the mothers with their younger
children playing in the sandbox. He turned to Hazel, the sixty-year-old woman he'd
hired when their last nanny had been too young and flighty to keep an eye on his
girls. They’d been acting out lately but they’d never run away. Hadn't he lectured
them enough about stranger danger and staying with an adult?

“Dammit!” heyelled, pulling his hand through his hair.

“I"m so sorry, Mr. Powers. | was watching them, | swear. They asked if they could go
to the pretzel truck on the corner and | had an eye on them. | blinked and they
disappeared.”

He ground his teeth together. “ Because you didn’t go with them.”

She looked down, not answering since he was right.

“You stay here in case they come back.” He strode toward the cart and questioned the
man selling food who said he'd sold them a pretzel and soda but didn’'t see the
direction they went after.

Panicked, Noah rushed down the sidewalk, scanning inside each shop and walking

into the larger ones. Heart in his throat, he looked in each window, not seeing their
brown-haired heads.



He swallowed hard and a horrific thought ran through his head. What if someone had
taken them? No. They were just being difficult because they hadn’t liked Hazel from
the moment he’'d hired her. Then again, it was the same story with every nanny no
matter their age. They missed their mother and there was nothing he could do to
change the fact that Charlie, an archaeologist, had been invited on the dig of her
dreams.

They’d shared custody until six months ago. For all their lives, she'd had the girls
during the week and he' d taken them one night a weekday and every other weekend.
Despite the explanation, they’d hoped their mom would be home by now but the dig
was long. Even with Charlie coming home to see them often, it wasn't the same as
their mom being here. Noah was doing the best he could on his own but his kids were
disappointed and too damn smart for their own good.

One thing he knew, when he found them, they’d be grounded for life. And he would
find them. There was no acceptable alternative.

***

Fallon Sterling walkedto the front of the paint and sip side of the art gallery where
she worked, two glass cups of frothy cappuccino in hand. She passed the rectangular
table she'd set up for tonight’s class, including the easels, paints, brushes, and other
materials. Her best friend, Brooklyn Snyder, who she called Brooke for short, had
stopped by to say hello and helped her arrange the items since Fallon's usual
assistant, Sylvie, was out with a bad cold.

Fallon handed her friend a cappuccino and gestured to two stools by the bar where
they usually sold wine and snacks. “Let’s sit.”

They strode across the room and Fallon took the seat facing inside, a habit so she
could look around and make sure she hadn’'t missed anything that her students would



need later.

“Let merun to the ladies' room,” Brooke said, grabbing her purse. “Be right back.”

Fallon glanced around, her gaze landing on two of her modern, pop art paintings
hanging on the walls. The feeling of pride swirling inside her never grew old. Even as
a child, she’d loved to work with bright colors. In college, she’d dual mgored in art
history and fine arts, minoring in business at the Rhode Island School of Design.

Then she’'d moved back to New York and worked first at a museum and for the last
year and a half, here at the gallery. Her dream was to own a place like this one day
but for now, she enjoyed her career and the opportunity to combine the painting she
loved with helping the owner with the business.

Brooke returned and settled into the seat beside her. “So? When are you going to get
your family in for asession?’ She gestured to the easels.

“Do you really think any of my brothers would paint and sip?’ Fallon asked, shaking
her head, smiling at the thought. She took a taste of the hot froth and savored the
cinnamon sprinkled on top, licking her lips to remove any remnants.

Brooke chuckled. “I guess you're right but the image is amusing.” And she would
know.

Of al Fallon’s friends, Brooke knew Fallon’s family best since she'd grown up in the
gatehouse on the property Fallon's father had purchased. Brooke' s mother had been
their housekeeper and her father the groundskeeper before he'd passed away. These
days, her mom, Lizzie, insisted on keeping her job but she was also seeing Fallon’s
father and Fallon suspected things were serious between them.

“Onlyyougot your mother’stalent,” Brooke mused.



As always happened at the mention of her mother, alump rose in her throat, forcing
Fallon to swallow over it. Gloria Sterling had been killed at home when Fallon was
ten yearsold.

Pushing that thought away, she replied to Brooke’'s comment. “I’m glad | inherited
something meaningful from her.” Something more than a trust fund or jewelry,
though Fallon was grateful for all of it.

Brooke put a hand over Falon's. “I'm sorry. | know that’s a pain that will never
heal .”

“Like your dad is for you.” When they were younger, Fallon and Brooke had bonded
over their similar losses.

Brooke nodded. “At least you know my mom’s keeping a close eye on your father
after his heart attack.”

With a nod, Fallon said, “I’'m so glad they’re dating or whatever they cal it. Your
mom is the best person | know, and | appreciate that she watches out for Dad,
correcting his bad eating and work habits. If only he'd listen more.”

She and the rest of her siblings were worried their father wasn’t paying enough
attention to the cardiologist’s orders to work less, take it easy, and change his dietary
choices. Seeing him weak and in the hospital still haunted Fallon. She was a daddy’s
girl and didn’t mind admitting it. To her, Alex Sterling was larger than life. He was
also the only parent she had left and she couldn’t lose him. Having Lizzie around to
look after him eased all their minds.
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“Besides, they both deserve to be happy,” Brooke said.
“Agreed.” They clinked glasses and sipped their hot drinks.

Brooke tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “ Are you going to see the new band at
The Back Door this weekend?’ she asked of the bar Fallon’s brother, Remy, co-
owned with his friend, Zach Dare.

“Wouldn’'t missit.” Remy and Zach had recently begun bringing in entertainment. It
was loud inside the bar but the patrons loved it. “How about you?”

Brooke nodded. “ Aiden said he'd try not to work too late and meet me there.” One of
Fallon’s brothers was a foreign correspondent and traveled the world but when their
father had his heart attack, he’d done his best to help Jared pick up the slack.

The entry chimes rang and before Fallon turned to see who it was, a young, female
voice called out. “Mom!” She yelled the word in an excited, raised tone.

Fallon set her drink down and pivoted toward the door to find two young girls staring,
disappointment etched in their identical expressions.

“Oh, no! You're not our mom,” one said, her bottom lip quivering. Her brown hair
was braided on either side of her head and hung past her shoulders.

The other had her hair pulled back in a ponytail. Besides the different hairstyles, they
looked exactly alike.



“Areyou two lost?’ Fallon asked, rising to her feet.

Beside her, Brooke did the same.

“From behind you look just like our mom,” the girl with the braids said, eyeing her
with curiosity.

Fallon’s hand immediately went to her hair and she laughed. “Nope, I’ m not anyone's
mother.”

The other twin nudged her sister with her elbow. “I told you it couldn't be her.
Mom’sin Egypt,” she said in asulky voice.

Fallon exchanged worried glances with Brooke. “Girls, are you lost?” she asked
again, stepping toward them.

They looked at each other, neither answering.

“Maybe we should call the police? Someone’s got to be worried about you,” Brooke
said.

Nodding, Fallon pulled her phone from a deep pocket in her flowing skirt.

“No! We don't trust the po-po!” the one with braids said, folding her arms across her
chest.

It was all Fallon could do not to burst out laughing. “That sounds like a line in a
Madea movie. Come on, girls. I'm serious. If your mom is in Egypt, where's your

dad?’

Wide-eyed, they stared at each other, obviously catching on that they were going to



bein trouble. But neither replied.

“How old are you?’ Fallon tried, wanting to guide them into revealing information.

“Nine,” they said at the same time.

Still young enough to need a babysitter in New Y ork City.

“Do either of you know your dad’s phone number?’ She stared them down until the
one with the ponytail caved.

“Fine. It' s—"

“Hang on,” Fallon said, opening her phone and then the keypad. “Go ahead.”

She voiced the phone number as Fallon typed it in and hit send, but the call rang once
and went to voicemail.

Suddenly, the door swung open and a frazzled,gorgeousman stepped inside. His dark
hair was tousled, as if he’'d been running his fingers through the strands, sensual lips
were pulled into a firm line, but there was no denying he was one good-looking
specimen.

“Dakota, Dylan, I’ve been searching al over for you!” their father said in a stern
voice but there was no mistaking the relief beneath. “Y ou both have some explaining
to do!”
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“Uh-oh, we'rein tro-u-ble!” the twins said in a singsong voice.

“And you!” He turned to face Fallon. “Can | ask what you're doing playing on the
phone?’ He gestured toward her hands that held her cell. “You have two little girls
who don’'t belong here and need your help and you’'re doing, what? Checking out
social media?’

All her warm, fuzzy feelings for the worried man disappeared. Treating him to her
fakest smile, she said, “l suggest you check your phone before jumping to
conclusions.”

He pulled his cell from his pocket and a red flush highlighted his nicely carved
cheekbones as he obviously saw a missed call. “1 apologize,” he muttered. “I didn’t
hear it ring and since they don’'t have phones, | didn’t think to check.”

“Apology accepted. I'm sure you were scared out of your mind.” She extended her
hand. “I'm Fallon Sterling,” she said, deciding names were in order. “I work here.
And thisis my friend Brooke,” she said.

Brooke merely waved. She' d been quiet, watching this entire exchange with interest.
No doubt they’d be talking about the sexy man later.

He dlid his hand against hers and an electrical kick sizzled up her arm, the jolt of
awareness taking her off guard. Good lord, it had been years since she’ d experienced
anything like that feeling. True, she'd appreciated other men's good looks on sight
but this one, with his buttoned shirt rolled up at the sleeves, exuded power, and Fallon
was drawn to guys who were sure of themselves. Too bad that kind of man had



caused her greatest humiliation and heartbreak. Besides, she thought, he had a wife,
even if shewasin Egypt.

“Noah Powers,” he said, his voice huskier than before. Asif he were equally attracted
to her.

Something she had to be imagining. Lord knew she'd done it before and learned the
hard way she wasn’'t good at reading people€’ s true intentions.

“I'm a partner at a law office up the street,” he said. “As for the girls, their nanny
brought them to the park to hang out before she dropped them off with me for dinner
and they pulled a disappearing act.”

“Because we don't like her!”

“Dakotal” he snapped.

“Daddy, don't be mad,” the twin she now figured out was Dylan, said. “We saw the
lady from behind and she looked like Mommy.” She pointed to Fallon.

Once again, Fallon ran her hand over her hair.

“The girls mentioned your wifeisin Egypt,” Fallon murmured.

“We're not married but yes, their mother is there on an archaeological dig,” he said.

She refused to question why that admission made her so happy.

“Daddy, doesn’t she remind you of Mom?’ one of the twins asked.

“Goddammit,” he muttered, rubbing his chest, and she wondered if he was having a



bad case of ingestion thanks to his precocious children. “You two are going to give
me a heart attack!”

“Daddy!” Dakota said in a chiding tone. “Please cam down. Stress can affect the
body’s cardiovascular system and raise your blood pressure andthatcan cause a
stroke.”

A strangled sound of held-back laughter caught Fallon’s attention. She didn’t look at
Brooke because then she’' d be laughing out loud and the girls didn’t need any sign of
encouragement.

Noah pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Then please try to behave.
Andneverrun away again. | love you both too much to lose you.” The bite in his tone
eased with his admission.

And Fallon’s heart melted, watching his expression soften as he looked at his girls.

“Dad, check out this painting!” Dylan said loudly, pointing to Fallon’s artwork. “I
loveit! Look at al the colors!”

“I loveit too!” Dakota added.

Brooke chuckled. “That’s a Fallon Sterling original,” her friend said.

“You painted this?' Dylan asked.

Fallon nodded. “Modern pop art,” she said, aware of the enthusiasm she aways
exuded when she discussed her craft. “It's aways caled to me in the works of Andy

Warhol, Robert Rauschenberg, and Roy Lichtenstein. Art is my passion and | could
get lost for hours painting or viewing other creators’ works.”



“Canwe buy it? | bet it'd look so cool in our room,” Dakota exclaimed.

He shook the head she was sure was about to explode from their precociousness. “Do
you two think I’m going to reward you for this stunt?’
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He couldn’t, and not just because of the hazardous attraction he felt for her. She'd
talked about her art as a passion, something she felt compelled to follow, her words
reminding him of Charlie’s when it came to her archaeology. She found her career a
passion worth pursuing no matter the cost or collateral damage and Fallon struck him
as much the same.

He and Charlie had always been oil and water; his feet on the ground, hers in the
clouds on the intangible. They’d had sparks though and a night at an airport hotel
during a weather delay, led to the twins. He'd never begrudge her, her career but the
way the girls had focused in on Fallon told him how much Charlie’s presence was
mi ssed.

But that didn’t mean Fallon was the woman to fill it. For any of them.
Chapter Two

Noah had searchedand made umpteen calls, and he couldn’t find a new nanny. The
agency he'd been using had politely suggested he try a different company.
Apparently, he was being booted. His girls had run through too many caregivers for
him to count. It was Noah's bad luck that it was summertime and they were off from
school. He managed easier during the year with a neighbor he’'d paid to pick the girls
up from school and watch them until he came home around dinnertime.

But now that they were on break, he needed someone full time. Slegpaway camp like
some of their friends was off the table. He wanted to make the most of his time with
his daughters while he still could. Before they became teenagers and no longer
wanted to be seen with him. Noah shuddered at the thought. Besides, he wanted them



around in case Charlie came home to visit.

His mother, Nina, and sister, Shannon, took turns watching the girls this past week
but they were busy today and he had a meeting with a new client this afternoon. His
brothers, Liam and Simon, were working.

He just needed an hour, so he'd brought Dakota and Dylan to work with him and
they’ d settled into the chairsin his outer office near his admin’s desk.

“Janine,” he said to his administrative assistant. “I need you to please watch the girls
while | meet with Mr. Canon.” A potential new client. “ They brought their iPads and
can read while I’'m busy.”

“Umm... sure thing, Mr. Powers,” she said, treating the twins to a half smile filled
with uncertainty.

In her mid-thirties, Janine was an excellent worker and though she might not love the
idea of playing babysitter, he’d make it up to her in her yearly bonus.

“Girls, stay in your seats and I'll be out as soon as | can.” He eyed them with his
sternest face. “And | mean, do not |eave these chairs.”

“What if we need the bathroom?’ Dylan asked, her lashes fluttering over her green
eyes too innocently.

He didn't trust her. They’d asked about Fallon every day since he'd found them at the
galery and he'd insisted she was too busy for them to stop by and say hello. He'd
also been forced to insist her painting wasn't right for their apartment. But he was
beginning to think the wall the girls wanted to hang the artwork on was perfect.

“Then tell Janine you need the restroom and she’ll take you.” He wanted them within



her sight.

He glanced at his admin. “Eyes on them at all times,” he said, his voice gruff. She
needed to understand the importance of his request.

“Of course,” she said, and her gaze went back to the screen on which she was typing.

“Is Mr. Canon in the conference room?’

She glanced up. “Yes. With his partner.”

He nodded, looked to the girls who were both reading, said a silent prayer, and strode
out of the room and down the hall.

An hour later, and new client papers signed, Noah returned to his office to find the
outer room empty. He assumed Janine had taken the girls to the bathroom or maybe
the cafeteria

Once in his office, he settled into his chair and began to give thought to the strategy
for John Canon and his partner, who thought their in-house accountant was
embezzling from the business.

“Mr. Powers, I’'m so sorry!” Janine ran into the room, teetering on her heels. “One
minute they were here, then Mr. Baker called,” she said of one of Noah's partners.
“And | took some notes and when | hung up, | looked up and they were gone! |
searched everywhere in the office but—"

“They’re gone,” he said, cutting her off with his sharp tone. “Didn’t | say not to take
your eyes off of them?”’

She straightened her shoulders. “In al fairness, Mr. Powers, I’'m your admin, not a



babysitter. And they’re stealthy little things.”
He bit down on the inside of his cheek, knowing she was right and he had no
intention of firing her. “They’re children, not things.” He ran a hand through his hair

and groaned.

He' d be out of here, looking high and low for the girls once more, if he wasn’t certain
of where he'd find them.

“But you're right, Janine. They’re stealthy. I’'m sorry | put you in that position. Can
you hold down the fort for the rest of the day?’ he asked.

“Yes, Mr. Powers.” He shook his head and strode to the elevator, knowing his next
stop was the gallery.

To see the woman and the place he' d had no intention of visiting ever again.
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Fallon studied thewatercolor by a new client, hanging on the free wall space in the
galery. One of the heavy statue pieces blocked the view of the landscape and needed
to be moved.

“Clara?’ she called out.

“Yes, dear?” Clara Morganville, the gallery owner, asked from her seat behind her
antigue desk in the back corner of the room.

Clara had owned the gallery for the last twenty years. Because she also owned the
property, when the ceramics store went out of business six months ago, she'd
approved Fallon’s idea of opening the paint and sip studio next door. They’d broken
through the gallery so a door led to the other side, and expanded the business.

“1 think this pedestal needs to be moved, don’t you?’ Fallon gestured to the blocked
painting.

Clararose from the desk and walked around, eyeing the art from all angles. “I can get
Oliver to do it for us so we don’t have to pay for someone to come in and do heavy

lifting.”

Since Fallon wasn’t facing Clara, she wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t know Oliver wasin
town.”

Clara's son was in imports and exports. He traveled often and had been gone well



over two months. Despite him being a businessman and Clara adoring him, he'd
always made Fallon uncomfortable.

“He's back for a while this time and I'm so happy he's showing an interest in my
business. Y ou may find him around the gallery more.”

“That’swonderful,” Fallon murmured. It wasn't.
Oliver was arrogant, condescending, and lazy. She'd be surprised if they got the
pedestal moved sometime this year. She didn’t want to upset Clara, so she kept her

thoughts about her son to herself.

Chimes sounded from next door where Sylvie was hosting a party, so Fallon wasn't
needed on the paint and sip side.

“Fallon?’ Sylvie called out seconds later. “Y ou have two little someones here looking
for you!” She walked into the gallery with the twins following behind her.

Both girls had big grins on their faces and no parent or guardian with them. When
their father realized they were missing, he was going to lose his mind.

“Hi, girlsl What are you two doing here... alone?’

They glanced at each other asif each held the answer. “Dad’'s at work,” Dylan said at
last.

“And where are you supposed to be?’ Fallon asked as she pulled her phone from her
skirt pocket, immediately opened it, and tapped the number she’d called him on last

time.

Noah answered on thefirst ring. “ Tell me they’ re with you.”



The panic in his voice reached inside her and she looked at histwins. “Yes. I'll keep
them with me until you get here.”

“Thank you.” He breathed out the words in a gruff voice that had her lady parts
tingling. She imagined him using that voice while those large hands aroused her and a
strangled sound escaped her lips. “ See you soon.” She quickly disconnected the call.

“Can you tell us about your painting?’ Dakota asked.

Fallon sighed. As much as she wanted to lecture them about running off again, it
wasn't her place. Noah would burst in soon and handle his children.

Clara walked over, taking her time as she approached from the back end. In her
pantsuit and dark hair streaked with gray and pulled into a bun, she appeared the
motherly type and acted it as well. She smiled wide when she took in the twins.

“Who do we have here?’ she asked.

“Dakota and Dylan, thisis Clara Morganville. Claraowns the gallery.”

Clara stepped closer. “Hi, girls. | love your names.”

“Thanks!” they said at once.

Tipping her head, Clara asked, “Who's who?”

“I’m Dakota.” She waved with agrin.
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“That must make you Dylan!” Clara applauded herself as if she’d accomplished a
miracle.

Both girls giggled, the sound warming Fallon’s heart. They were adorable kids.

Though Dylan’s hair was down today, as was her sister’s, Fallon had figured out the
identity question already. She knew Dakota was more likely to give away information
and ask questions, while Dylan held back. By personality alone, Fallon could aready
recognize each twin. By looks? Not so much without a difference in hairstyle and

being alerted to identity.

“Look what | happened to find in my bag!” Clara held out two lollipops and the girls
grinned.

“What color?’ she asked them.
“Red!” Dylan said.

“Yellow.” Dakota spoke next.
Clara handed them the candy.

“Thank you,” they said, proving Noah and their mother had instilled good mannersin
them.

Since she didn’t know how far Noah's office was from here, she walked the girls over
to her painting they’ d admired and began to give them alesson on modern art. Dakota



leaned in, soaking in the details while Dylan was more mesmerized by the colors that
had drawn her to the painting to begin with.

The chimes above the door jingled and Noah came rushing in, this time in a suit and
tie that exuded power. His gaze met hers and heat flared in his eyes. This time she

was sure she didn’t imagine the mutual awareness between them.

She swallowed hard and waited as he approached. His gaze narrowed as he pinned
hisgirlsin place. “Dylan, Dakota, explain. Now.”

“We just really wanted to see the pretty paintings again,” Dylan said.

“And Janine wasn't paying attention to us at all,” Dakota added, awhine in her tone.

Who was Janine? Fallon wondered with an unhealthy amount of what had to be
jealousy. Shedidn’t like that... at all.

Noah turned an unhealthy shade of red. “Do you have any idea how dangerous New
York City isfor two girls alone your age?’ His voice raised as he spoke. “You could

have been kidnapped, for God' s sake.”

Their eyes opened wide, then shimmered with tears. “We didn’'t think about that,”
Dakota said.

“That’s right. You didn’t think. And apparently neither did | by letting you off lightly
last time. Hand over the iPads,” he said, hand out.

1 B ut_”

“Now.”



They deposited the tablet they’ d each clutched against their chest in his open hand.

“And no television for one week.”

“Daddy!” they moaned simultaneously.

He shook his head. “No. You'll have plenty of time to think about why these stunts
aren't cute. And while you're at it, think about how devastated your mom and |
would be if anything happened to either of you.”

Though Fallon felt bad for the now crying girls, she understood his anger and the
need to follow through with punishment to make his point.

“Stay here while | talk to Fallon,” he instructed them.

They huddled together and Fallon followed Noah a few steps away.

Nervous from the situation and wanting to lighten the mood, she said, “You do
realize I'll have to start charging for babysitting servicesif this keeps up?’

Only a dlight curve of his lips indicated he found her comment amusing. “I don’t
know what I’m going to do with them,” he said, showing a true hint of vulnerability
as he ran his hands through his hair, further messing the strands. “They’ve run off
every nanny to the point where the agency basically fired me. My admin was focused
on her computer screen and they disappeared on her to come here.”

Janine was his administrative assistant, she realized, hating the relief that washed
over her at the knowledge.
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Feeling bad for him, she reached out, placing a hand on his shoulder. Even over the
suit fabric, she felt the strength in his shoulder muscles.

Ignoring the dangerous sexua awareness she experienced around him, she turned her
attention to the issue at hand. “| can understand them missing their mom,” she said. “I
lost my mother when | was their age.”

She skipped the hows of her mother’s death. Not only did she not like to revisit that
time, but the idea of someone killing her parent while she was sleeping in another
room was still hard to accept or cope with. She'd had enough therapy to function
without blaming herself, but it wasn't easy.

His harsh expression softened and she caught a glimpse of the same man he was
around hisgirls. “I’m so sorry,” he said.

“Thank you.” She swallowed hard. “And | know there needs to be consequences for
their actions. I’'m just saying... | can understand why they’re gravitating to me.”

He nodded. “1 can, too. Not that | see any real resemblance between you and Charlie.
That’s their mother. But if they thought so from behind, there will be no changing
thelr minds.”

She understood and a sudden thought occurred to her that might help. “Listen, | have
an idea. One that would make the twins happy and would give you a break from

worrying about them,” she said.

Heraised an eyebrow. “I'm all ears.”



“Right now, our classes at the paint and sip studio next door are for adults. I'm
thinking of expanding to giving art lessons to kids but | don’t want to turn thisinto a
preschool painting place. Your girls are just the right age and | could have them come
in to paint and learn. | could see how they react and if the experiment is something |
want to do for real.”

He eyed her with an admiring stare. Obvioudly, she’ d said something right.

“1 know they’d love the idea, but let’s schedule it for after their punishment ends.”
“Of course. That'sfine.” She smiled, excited to teach the twinsto paint.

He tipped his head toward the girls and they walked back over to where they stood.
“We're sorry, Daddy,” they said in unison, this time, the apology sounding heartfelt
instead of rote and Fallon was fascinated how often they spoke the same sentence at

the same time.

Noah knelt down so he was at eye level with them. “I love you both so much and |
couldn’'t handleit if something happened to you. Got it?’

“Got it,” they chimed together and came in for a group hug.

Watching Noah's affection toward his girls warmed her heart and that was the
moment Fallon knew she wasin trouble.

“Are we still going out for dinner?’ Dakota asked, her tone hesitant.

Noah frowned and Fallon could see he wasn't sure which decision was best.

Finally, he groaned and said, “Considering | didn’t plan on cooking, yes. We are.”



“Can you come, Fallon?’ Dylan asked.

“We're going for burgers and they have world-famous milkshakes. Please?’ Dakota
put her hands together and pleaded with her to come.

Noah ran his fingers through his hair, a gesture she bet he did a lot where the girls
were concerned. Once again, they’d caught him off guard, Fallon thought, trying not

to laugh.

He shifted on his feet, obviously uncomfortable and unsure how to get out of the
invitation.

“Girls, I'm certain your father wants time alone with you,” she said, giving him the
opportunity to discuss their wandering tendencies and letting him off the hook.

No need to put him in the position of telling her he didn’t want her to join them. The
notion already hurt her feelings but she knew having dinner with thislittle family was
abad idea.

“Please?’ Dakota asked. “Don’t you like hamburgers and milkshakes?’

She glanced at Noah, beseeching him with her eyes to get her out of this mess.

“Do you like burgers and shakes?’ he asked instead, all but inviting her instead of
taking the out.

She blinked in surprise. “I do but—"
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“Then if you're free for dinner, why don’t you join us?’

She didn’t know what had changed but she found herself nodding. “I guess I'm
coming.”

“Yay!” the girlsyelled.

Noah stepped closer. “I’'m hoping spending time with you will quench their need and
not give them a reason to sneak back here. Especialy once we tell them about the
painting class,” he said softly.

In her ear.

In a grumbly, sexy voice that caused her nipples to harden behind her lightweight
camisole. His gaze dlid from hers to her shirt and she crossed her arms over her
chest... too late. His eyes flared before he banked the arousal she’'d seen there. That
she was still feeling.

Oh, was shein trouble.

Chapter Three

Noah led thegirls and Fallon into a 1950s style diner that claimed to have world-
famous milkshakes. Black and white checked tiles covered the floor and the seats

were ared and white pleather. A huge wall decal of a 1950s red Corvette covered one
turquoise wall. Was it over-the-top retro? Y es, but the girls loved it.



The hostess, a middie-aged woman with teased hair to match the decade theme,
greeted them with a welcoming smile. “Hello to my doubleD’s!” She greeted the
twins with ahigh five. Glancing at Noah, she winked.

Beside him, Fallon snickered, catching the double entendre.

“Hi, Patty!” they chimed in.

“Your usual booth?’” she asked.

Noah nodded. “ Thanks.”

She glanced at Fallon, curiosity in her gaze since the three came here often and alone.
Noah had no intention of explaining. Even he didn't know what the hell he was
doing.

Patty led them to a table in the back near the 'Vette and gestured for them to sit.
Dylan and Dakota scrambled into their usual seats, leaving Noah to sit in the cramped
booth next to Fallon. Clearly, he hadn’t thought this invitation through. The idea was
to get her out of the girls' systems, not bring her closer to him.

He gestured for her to slidein. “Unless you want me to?’

She shook her head, gathered her long skirt, and sat down so she could scoot inside.
Those crinkled skirts seemed to be a favorite style of hers which led to yet another
vison of him hiking up the material, diding down whatever silky underwear was
hidden beneath, and tasting her.

“Noah? Are you going to sit?’ Fallon’s voice jolted him out of hisreverie.

Swallowing back a curse, he did into the booth and was immediately hit by her sexy



perfume, a warm vanilla scent that went straight to his cock. At least now the
evidence was covered by the tabletop, he thought, uncomfortable with the entire
situation.

“S0, girls, what flavor milkshake isthe best?’ she asked.

“Chocolate!” Dylan exclaimed.

“Strawberry! And Dad likes vanilla” Dakota licked her lips, obviously ready for her
shake.

Fallon let out a light, tinkling laugh. “1’'m not sure why | find that amusing, all three
of you liking different flavors, but | do.”

“What’ syourfavorite flavor, Fallon?’

She clasped her hands on the table and leaned forward, utterly engrossed in
conversation with his girls. “I'm avanillagirl, myself,” she said.

“Just like you, Dad!” Dylan said.

Noah groaned inwardly, because there was nothingvanillawhen it came to his
thoughts about Fallon.

“What' s your mom'’ s favorite?’ she asked.

“Strawberry like me.” Dakota sounded proud of that fact.
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As much as he respected Charlie's need to follow her dreams, Noah hated what her
absence did to hiskids. They missed her so much sometimes it gutted him.

“Tell me about what your mom is doing in Egypt,” Fallon said.

Most women wouldn’t think to ask about their mother and he shot her a grateful look.
How did Fallon know his girls needed to talk about Charlie and not bury their
feelings down deep?

“She’s on an archaeological dig,” Dakota said, her eyes bright as always when talking
about Charlie's work. She was enthralled with learning and unfortunately, the more
gruesome parts of the dig, including skeletons.

“She sifts through dirt carefully so they don’t ruin the ancient artfacts,” Dylan added.

“Artifacts,” he corrected, catching the amused lift of Fallon’sfull lips.

“Can | get you something to drink?’ A young, new-to-the-diner, female server
walked over to their table.

The girls gave their milkshake order, Noah adding on his and Fallon’s.

“Thanks. I'll give you some time to look at the menu and come back,” the waitress
said and turned to go get their drinks.

“Can we order? I’'m starving,” Dakota said, drawing out the whine on the last word.



The server paused and shifted her stance, waiting for a decision.

He shook his head. “How about you let Fallon ook at the menu first? Just because we
come here al the time doesn’t mean she knows what she wants to eat.”

Fallon placed a hand on his arm, her long fingers curling around his jacket, and damn
if hedidn’'t feel asif she’d singed the skin beneath.

“It'sfine,” shesaid. “I aready know what | want. A hamburger and fries, please.”

“See?!” Dakota said.

He groaned and gave their standing orders. The server departed with their menus.

“So where were we?’ Fallon asked.

“Taking about Mom’'s work. Did you know that after someone died, ancient
Egyptians pulled out the brains by sticking special needles up their noses?’

“Eew!” Dylan said.

Dakota shifted so her knees were under her and leaned across the table in excitement.
Noah gave herthe lookand she reseated herself in the booth.

“That's... fascinating?’ Fallon asked, in search of a suitable adjective and obviously
she wasn't sure hers was the right one.

“Dakota, not at the dinner table, okay?’ Noah chided his daughter. Nobody needed to
eat with the idea of pulling out dead peopl€’ s brains on their minds.

His daughter folded her arms across her chest and flopped back against the seat with



an exaggerated huff. “Fine.”

“Y ou can tell me more about the process later,” Fallon said.

Noah couldn’t help but admire her patience.

The food came out of the kitchen quickly and everyone ate. In between they talked,
al discussion of brains forgotten.

He had to remind Dakota not to tak with food in her mouth twice which he
considered a positive record.

Dylan pushed for more information about the painting she’d fallen in love with,
which led Fallon to ask the girls if they’d like to take a lesson with her. Their
excitement for the idea was palpable. Dylan’s questions led him to believe he might
have a budding artist on his hands, her talent to be determined.

Fallon talked about her dream of owning her own gallery one day and he realized
how wrong he' d been about thinking she was flighty in nature. When Dylan asked if
al her paintings were in the gallery, she'd shaken her head. She had more at home
and two she’d donated to a silent auction for foster children who aged out of the
system. Every word she said impressed him more.

“Can we talk about ancient Egyptians and how they mummify dead people now?’
Dakota asked.



Page 11

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 9:47 am

“No!” He and Dylan spoke at the same time.
“Sure,” Fallon said simultaneously.

Leaning back, he stared at Fallon, taking in the slope of her nose, the outline of her
plush lips. “You're atrooper,” hetold her.

Blushing, she shrugged and took a long sip of her milkshake, drawing a big slurp
because she' d finished what was in the glass. Just like his kids.

The girls giggled at the sound and he found himself amused.
“How old are you, anyway?’ he asked lightly.

“Twenty-five, but you' re never too old to drink to the end. Still, excuse me,” she said,
her cheeks arosy shade of pink.

Twenty-five. An eleven-year age difference. Jesus fuck. Was that too much? Was she
too young for him? And why the hell was he even considering the question?

With full-time custody of his kids and being a partner at the law firm, late at night
was the only time that was his and his aone. His freedom for anything or anyone else
was severely limited.

And yet Fallon tempted him. Not just her beauty and brains, which he was coming to
appreciate, but how she acted around his children. She was quick to smile at them and
it wasn't because she was trying to impress him. She showed no jealousy when he



focused on the twins. Not that he and Fallon were on a date, but her ability to talk to
the girls like they mattered cracked what he thought was his utter disinterest in
women for anything other than finding one for occasional relief.

That just left a host of other issues. Their age difference, the fact that he and the twins
were a package deal, and his obligations as a parent always came first.

And... whether or not hisinterest in Fallon was even reciprocated. If it wasn't? Either
way, he needed the girlsto get chasing after her out of their systems.

Chapter Four

Humming to herself,Fallon stood on a stool, carefully dusting the top of an expensive
ceramic piece. Normally, she' d keep her earbuds in but Clarawas at the gallery today
along with her stuffy, full-of-himself son. Oliver was at the gallery to help his mother
set up their newest art exhibit in the room dedicated to showings but she heard him
instead regaling Clara about his latest trip abroad.

With his too tight skinny jeans and pompous attitude and arrogance despite his
receding hairline, he was hard to put up with. He bragged about his business acumen
but since she came from a family of successful businessmen, her gut and the stories
of how often Clara had lent him money told her Oliver’s claims were false.

But Fallon adored her boss, had even come to think of her as a surrogate mother, so
she put up with the man. But it was in her best interest to keep busy so she didn’t give
him an audience.

“Fallon, would you like a cup of tea? | brought some of the finest leaves home for my
mother since she drinks tea often during the day and before bed.” Oliver’'s voice
reached her.



“No, thank you,” Fallon said softly, finding it difficult to speak over the sudden lump
in her throat at the same time Clara spoke.

“Fallon prefers her caramel lattes.” From her seat across the room, Clara treated
Fallon to a sympathetic smile, aware of Fallon’s painful past.

Tea was a trigger because her late mother loved what she' d called herteatime. From
the time Fallon was a little girl, she had many tea parties with her mom and as she
grew older, the fake pouring turned to sharing the real thing. After her mother was
killed, Fallon steered clear of anything reminding her of the bittersweet memories,
and once she grew up, she became a coffee drinker instead.

Finished with her careful dusting, she climbed down the ladder, her gaze on the
window showcasing the sidewalk and people outside. Stepping onto the floor, she
closed the ladder, when she caught sight of a familiar silhouette. The dark hair,
shorter on the sides, dlightly longer on top, a suit jacket, and handsome profile called
to her.

She wondered why Noah was here. And why did her heart skip a beat because he
was?

All morning, she'd done her best not to think of dinner with him and the girls last
night. She'd had such a good time and enjoyed watching him hide his amusement
whenever Dakota said something irreverent or incredibly smart but questionably

appropriate.

Noah as a single dad was sexy and she'd be lying if she said she didn’t think about
him as she' d fallen asleep.

Just as she wondered if he'd come inside, he turned to the window and caught her
staring. Feeling the heated blush on her cheeks, she powered through and raised a



hand in awave.

He pulled his hand out of his pants pocket and held it up to her. Without second-
guessing, she gestured for him to come inside.

He turned and strode to the door, letting himself in. She gestured for him to wait one
second, and walked the ladder to the back before returning to find him staring
atthepainting. Though modern, she' d been more focused on feminine,brightcolors, so
she could see why the piece appealed to the twins. One way or another, she'd be
gifting them the art.

“Hi!” She walked up beside him. Sandalwood cologne hit her immediately and the
urge to bury her nose in his neck and inhale his sexy scent was strong. Instead, she
clasped her hands behind her back and smiled. “ So, what brings you by the gallery?’

“I had lunch down the street. | was just on my way back to work.”

She nodded. “I thought maybe you were chasing down the twins again,” she said with
agrin.
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He chuckled but as usual, it wasn't easy to crack his stoic facade. She might just
make it her mission to get this man to treat her to a genuine smile.

“I’'m curious, Noah. What do you do for fun?’ She settled a hand on her hip and
cocked her head to the side. “Other than enjoying your girls, | mean.”

His sexy mouth turned downward in afrown. “No fair. That was my answer.”

“l1 know. So let’s change that. Friday night, there's a band playing at my brother’s
bar, The Back Door in Tribeca. Meet me there.” Making the offer took her off guard.
She hadn’t meant to say the words but it would be good for him to let loose for one
night.

His scowl deepened. “You know | have the girls at home.”

“Haven't you ever |eft them with a sitter for a business dinner? Come on. It’ll be fun.
Or you can be a grumpy old man and stay home,” she said, challenge made.

One she hoped he couldn’t refuse because she'd like to see Noah in something other
than a suit and tie. She'd been determined not to get involved with another
sophisticated, experienced man. And the invitation was dangerous to her resolve. But
that hadn’t stopped her from taunting Noah into going.

She held her breath and waited for hisreply.

“1 may be grumpy but I’'m not an old man,” he muttered. “I haven’t found a sitter yet
but I'll ask my sister to watch the girls.”



Smiling, Fallon gave him a spontaneous hug, realizing her mistake the moment she
felt his hard body against hers, and she stumbled back, putting distance between
them. Ignoring her body’s reaction wasn’t as ssimple. Between his sexy scent and his
muscles that tempted her, her nipples tightened and her sex grew soft and needy,
making her happy she wasn't in alightweight camisole today.

Clearing his throat, he adjusted his tie. “I’ll let you know if 1 can make it,” he said,
his raspy voice not helping the tingling in her body.

She nodded. “Good. | hope I'll see you there.” And she didn’t have long to steel
herself against his good looks and gruff demeanor that for some reason appealed to
her—because it wasn't his roguish charm. He seemed to work overtime not to show
her that side of himself. Another thing she was determined to change.

***

After a longday of work, Fallon walked into her apartment, tossed the keys on the
kitchen counter along with her purse, and pulled a chilled bottle of pinot from the
fridge. After uncorking it, she turned on soft music through her portable speaker and
brought the unit into the decent-sized bathroom.

She' d been lucky to find this apartment, renting it from aclient of her father’swho'd
given her agood deal. Considering the Manhattan location, she’d had to dip into the
trust fund left to her by her grandparents in order to afford it. Still, she was able to
cover a good portion of the rent with her job at the gallery. Her goal was to be self-
sufficient but she appreciated the ability to live in a safe area and not need a
roommate.

Leaving her wine on the counter, she ran herself a bath, dropping in a bath bomb
before she undressed. The days and nights leading up to tonight’'s gig at The Back
Door had been busy. Noah called her the day after he' d walked into the gallery to tell



her his sister had agreed to watch the girls, which meant she had a date tonight. Or
was it just him responding to her dare? She supposed she’ d find out.

But she needed to destress before going out. Between a showing at the galery on
Wednesday night and dinner out with her family last evening, she shouldn’t have had
time to think about her invitation to Noah but the man was impossible to forget. She
couldn’t get him out of her mind. In fact, she hadn’t had one decent night’s sleep
without him starring in sex dreams, his large, capable hands arousing her with ease.

With alow groan, she settled into the warm, bubble-filled water, shut the faucet, and
leaned back, closing her eyes. The floral smell filled her nostrils and when she picked
up her loofah and ran it over her skin, her senses prickled with awareness. It became
obvious why the item was labeled,Sex Bomb: an aphrodisiac jasmine soak for the
romantic in you.She'd have to remember to thank her sister-in-law Raven, Remy’s
wife, for the gift.

As she unwound, her focus drifted and she wasn't surprised when her thoughts were
consumed by Noah Powers. She pushed aside all the negatives that came with getting
further involved with a man eleven years her senior, one that reminded her of Ezra
and her past. Instead, she decided one night of enjoying the band and dancing with
Noah would be okay. Assuming he was even willing to let go and chill.

He was a rigid man, one she sensed didn’'t bend on his decisions often. She wasn’'t
sure what had pushed her to invite him but she sensed there was an untamed man
beneath his outer reserve. As she imagined herself pressed up against his hard body,
she dlid the loofah over her neck and chest, traveling downward to her breasts. Her
nipples puckered at the light raspy sensation and she felt the arousing pull between
her thighs.

She let the sponge float in the water, gliding her fingers down her belly and over her
sex. Settling her index finger on her clit, she stroked the tiny bud, enjoying the



sensations she created in her body. Pleasure suffused her and she raised her hips, her
legs stiffening beneath the water.

Lost in the moment, she let her fingers slip lower until she slid one inside, pumping in
and out and squeezing her inner walls tight. Pretending it was Noah, she inserted
another finger, knowing his would be thicker and longer than her own. On the next
press inward, she curled her fingers, rubbing against her G-spot and feeling the rush
of enjoyment wash over her.

She moaned and bent her knees. Fingers inside, she rubbed the base of her hand
against her sex, the combined sensations taking her higher. The water splashed as she
increased her pace. Soon she was soaring, passion washing over her in sensual waves
with Noah's name on her lips.

She opened her eyes to find the water tepid and her cheeks burning as if she wasn't
alone and had been caught masturbating to thoughts of a man utterly out of her reach.
One she sensed could devastate her if shelet himin.

A chill took hold and she realized she still sat in the tub, shivering. As she climbed
out, she resolved to forget about the past, enjoy her evening with Noah, and not let
things get further than that with the smart, aloof, older-than-her attorney. It wouldn’t
be easy considering she’'d just come with his name on her lips.

Chapter Five

Noah had questionedhis sanity every day since he'd let Fallon know he’d meet her at
The Back Door tonight. The last time he'd seen her at the gallery had been al his
doing. He' d been working until his stomach rumbled, insisting it was lunchtime. He
told himself he had a craving for a roast beef sandwich at the deli, which just
happened to be around the corner from Fallon’s gallery. He also knew he was full of
shit.



He' d just wanted to get a glimpse of the woman in flowing skirts and delicate ballet
flats with the ever-present smile. None of which explained why he was now walking
into the crowded restaurant and bar owned by Fallon’s brother, to see a band he had
no interest in and the female he couldn’t get out of his head. He tried to pay a cover
fee at the door, only to be asked his name and told he’d been comped. He'd have to
remember to thank Fallon later.

Once inside, he scanned the crowded room, looking for her. The spots near the stage
and at the bar were the busiest and it was hard to pick anyone out until his gaze
landed on a group of people near a hallway. Falon’s profile and shiny brown hair
caught his attention and he began to walk toward her, stopping when she threw her
arms around a tall, dark-haired man, remaining in his embrace. When she stepped
back, he kept one arm around her shoulders as they talked with the rest of the group.

Jealousy dliced through him, taking him off guard, and he strode toward them,
determined to remind Fallonshe' dinvitedhimthis evening.
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As if sensing his presence, she turned and met his gaze, her expressive eyes filled
with pleasure.

“Noah! You made it!” She rushed over, grasped his hand, and pulled him into the
cluster of men. “Aiden, Jared, Dex, and Remy,” she said, pointing to each. “This is
Noah Powers, the dad of the adorable twins | told you about. Noah, meet my
brothers.”

Jesus, he thought, noticing all four men glaring at him. What the hell had he done to
deserve that kind of greeting? Then again, that’s how he'd treat any guy he didn't
know that his sister—or sometime in the very distant future, his girls—brought home.

He extended his hand, unsure whose he'd shake first. Remy, who she’'d introduced
last, gripped his hand first, squeezing in a definite warning before releasing him. The
others followed suit.

By the time they finished, Fallon was shaking her head, her gaze narrowed on her
siblings. “You’'re abunch of overprotective assholes,” she said to them.

Noah reached out and put a comforting hand against her back. “They’'re just doing
their jobs as your brothers.”

“And what job is that?’ a pretty light brown-haired woman asked, slipping under
Remy’ s shoulder so he was holding her against him.

“1 invited Noah to come see the band and Remy is giving him a hard time. Y ou know,
that deliberately hard male handshake? They pulled that stunt,” Fallon said, her lips



twisted in disgust.

The woman stepped back, placing her hands on her hips. “Remy Sterling, leave your
sister alone,” she ordered, before turning her attention to Noah and looking him over.
“Hello, Noah. I'm this Neanderthal’s wife, Raven.” She smiled warmly at him, her
welcome greeting reaching her eyes.

“A pleasure to meet you. And everything is fine here,” Noah said.

The other brothers chuckled and both women shot them annoyed glares.

“Come on, Noah. Let’s get away from them for awhile.”

He nodded. “Sure. I'd like a drink. Does anyone want anything?’ he asked, being
pleasant in the face of their silence.

“No, thank you,” came the replies.

She dlipped her hand into his, surprising him, and steered him away from her family.
Instead of the bar, she led him into the nearby hallway that wasn't as crowded as the
main room. “I am so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think they’d be such jerks.”

“l don't mind them sizing me up. | just don't like that they upset you.” And despite
him empathizing with their older brother roles, he thought of another reason they
werewary. “I’'m sure they aren’t thrilled I’ m a good ten years older than you.”

She sighed. “I’'m impressed you figured that out. | should tell you, your age is exactly
what’s bothering them.” She nibbled on her bottom lip and he saw the indecision on

whether to continue in her antsy body movements as she shifted from foot to foot.

He sensed she needed a push and selfishly, he wanted to learn more about her. “I'm a



good listener,” he offered.

And they’d eased their way to the nearest wall and he stepped close to Fallon so she
didn’t have to yell over the din from the outer room.

“The story is alittle embarrassing, but here goes. When | was in college, | studied art
history.” She nibbled some more on her lip and the desire to rub his finger over the
spot grew stronger. “Anyway, sophomore year, one of my professors seemed to
single me out for his undivided attention. He was cultured and brilliant, and when he
spoke to me, it felt like no one else wasin the room.” She blew out along breath after
the rush of words, rubbing her hands together nervously as she spoke. “Even his
name was elegant. Dr. Ezra Manheim encouraged me to come to his office hours and
he' d always get to me last, so | was the only one left and we could be aone.”

Shit. Noah could see where this was going and he didn’t like it one bit. “He seduced
you,” he said, certain of the outcome.

“It wasn't that difficult.” She dipped her head, asif the admission embarrassed her.

It was obvious she blamed herself when in reality, an older man had abused his power
and taken advantage of a young woman, he thought with disgust.

“The affair was forbidden. If anyone found out he could lose his job, but he said it
was worth it.lwas worth it. It was intense and | guess because | was young and looked
up to him as being so worldly, | thought | was in love. | believed we had a future
because he spoke in those terms and lured me in with all the amazing travels we'd do
together.”

Noah would like to throttle the man. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. He had no right to toy
with your emotions.” He knew this story wasn't easy for her to tell but he was
curious. “What happened?’ he asked, keeping his voice gentle.



“Well, the end of my sophomore year, | stopped by his office to surprise him and |
found him with an older woman I’d never seen before. She washis fiancéewho often
traveled for work.”

He winced on her behalf. “Ouch.”

Nodding, Fallon continued. “She had a huge ring on her finger she flashed around as
she spoke. After Ezra introduced us, ignoring who I’d been to him, he suggested she
meet him at home so he could see whathis studentneeded.” Fallon shook her head in
disbelief.

It was clear she still felt that raw hurt all these years later.

“She left and he informed me our affair was over, since the fiancée | didn't know
about had returned. | admit | got hysterical as | asked about all the plans we'd made.
He just laughed and called me naive.” She raised one shoulder and dropped it again.
“Turns out he picks one female student ayear to lavish his affections on and he chose
me.” Her lipsturned downward in afrown he' d never seen on her pretty face before.
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“He's a selfish bastard,” Noah muttered, just now realizing his hands were clenched
in tight fists.

Releasing them, he drew a deep breath and focused on Fallon. He tipped her chin up
so she looked him in the eye, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. “It was a
difficult lesson to learn but you survived the rgjection and you're better for it. He
never deserved you.”

“Damn right he didn’t.” She smiled but it wasn’t bright and happy, not that he blamed
her.

Just then, a drumroll sounded.

“Oh! The band is starting soon. Come on!” Obviously happy for the distraction, she
pulled him out of the hallway, eager to put the memory behind her.

She released his hand and he followed her swaying hips toward the band. But her
description of her past relationship left Noah with a sick feeling in the pit of his
stomach. He desired her beyond all reason, but he didn’t want to be another older
man who hurt her in the end.

*k*

Relieved for thedistraction from the soul-baring she’ d just done, Fallon started toward
the stage. She walked past Brooke, who called her over. She stepped toward her
friend with Noah at her back.



“Is everything okay? Y ou were gone a long time,” she said, looking from Fallon to
Noah who remained silent.

“Of course. We were just... talking.” But Brooke knew Fallon as well as she knew
herself and she’'d obviously read something in Fallon's expression that had her
concerned.

She narrowed her gaze. “If you say so, but I’'m here if you need me. Here.” She held
out afull drink. “I haven't taken asip yet and | can get another one.”

“You're a good friend, Brookie,” she said, using her childhood nickname. She
accepted the glass and took along sip. “I’m going to get closer to the band. Want to
come?”’

Brooke shook her head. “I think I'll wait here.” Her gaze drifted to Aiden and not for
the first time, Fallon wondered what had happened between her sibling and Brooke to
make her friend sad when Aiden’s name came up or he was around.

“Okay, well, you know where to find me.”

Fallon turned to Noah. “ Sorry about that. Let’s go up front.” Once there, she began to
sway to the music, the alcohol sliding through her veins and leaving her with a happy,
bubbly feeling.

She’'d promised Noah fun and she wanted him to let loose and relax for a change.
Unfortunately, he remained stiff and unyielding as the crowd filled in around her.
Soon she was dancing with other women, moving to the music and enjoying herself,
keeping an eye on the sexy man the whole time.

If she couldn’t get Noah to dance, she could at least tease him while she did. She
loved the feel of the soft gauzy material of her skirt flowing around her legs. And she



admitted to herself, she’d chosen her bright-colored cropped top with Noah in mind,
knowing she' d bare more of her stomach as she moved.

Noah stood off to the side, his gaze hot as he watched her. Closing her eyes, she
raised her arms, undulating back and forth, getting lost in the rhythm of the talented
band. If her shirt raised higher as she stretched, even better.

Suddenly, strong arms came up behind her, wrapped around her waist, and pulled her
against him, grinding against her rear. Until that unwanted movement, she'd thought
Noah had changed his mind but she knew instantly the uptight man wasn’t the type to
grind in public.

She tried to wriggle out of the man’'s grasp but he didn’t release her. “Let go!” she
yelled over the music.

When he refused to listen, she raised her leg and brought her foot down hard on his.
Unfortunately, her ballet slipper didn’t offer much in the way of weight or pain.

“Bitch!” heyelled in her ear.

Her stomach pitched and suddenly she was free. She spun in time to see Noah grab
the man’s wrist in his hand. “Ever hear no means no?’ A red flush of anger stained
his cheeks.

“Let go, asshole,” the obvioudly drunk man slurred.

“Oh, that’sironic,” Fallon said.

“I’ve got this,” Remy said, stepping in between her and the jerk of a man. “My bar,
my problem.”



“My pleasure.” Noah released the jerk and he stumbled into Remy, who grabbed the
back of his shirt. “Let’s go. You're banned.” He jerked the man toward the back of
the bar where the entrance was located, hence the establishment’s name. He looked
back at Noah. “Take care of my sister,” he said and dragged the complaining guy out
of sight.

She glanced at Noah and this time, he grasped her hand and pulled her off the dance
floor. “There's areason | don’t come to bars anymore,” he muttered, leading her the
way her brother had gone.

“Where are we going?’ she asked, rushing to keep up with him.

“Outside where it’s quiet!” Holding her hand, he strode past the bouncer at the door,
aman she knew and waved to, and they burst into the fresh,quiet, night air.
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Remy, just returning, shot Noah a warning look, and headed inside. She hoped Noah
ignored her brother’s narrowed gaze. Lord knew she intended to.

“Whew!” she said, catching her breath. “The Back Door doesn’'t usually get such
handsy men. Then again, the band is a new thing and | guess it can lend to a more
drunken crowd.”

A glance at Noah told her he was still furious. “He put his hands on you,” he said, his
voice alow growl.

His protectiveness wasn't new to her. She had four brothers, after al. But Noah's
kind held more than a hint of possessiveness that she couldn’t deny made her want
him even more. There weren’t many people on the sidewalk. Most were inside where
the entertainment was. She took his hand and walked a few steps, luring him into an
alcove with more privacy for what she had in mind.

Feeling brave, no doubt due to the acohol, she sid a hand around his neck, pulled
him close, and sealed her lips over his.

Chapter Six

Fallon’s bold movestartied Noah and he froze for a brief second before reacting,
instinct causing him to take over. A low growl escaped his throat as he braced his
hands on either side of her face and his tongue teased her lips, pushing past the closed

barrier.

Their mouths were fused, tongues tangling, as he tasted the dlightly tart yet sweet



cranberry juice on her breath. Once her lips parted, she gave willingly, the kiss
turning hot and heavy in an instant. Kissing her felt right and when she moaned,
rubbing her breasts against his chest despite the fabric between them, he wanted to
give her more.

Alone in the alley, he moved one hand to her skirt and began to bunch it up until he
reached the hem, enabling him to dlide his hand beneath. He dlid a hand over her sex,
finding her soaking wet for him.

“Jesus, sweetheart.” She was so wet he could fedl it through her underwear. He did
his thumb over her clit and she jerked her hips toward his finger. “Do you like that?
Does it make you wetter?’ he asked, pressing in.

“Harder, Noah,” she said, curling her fingers into the material covering his shoulders,
pinching his skin.

He dipped his hand beneath the waistband of her barely-there panties, finding a small
patch of hair, and when he inched lower, her wet pussy. Meanwhile, his cock was
hard and aching against the rough denim, his boxer briefs not providing enough of a
barrier.

He' d lost his mind, he thought, pinching her clit, then soothing her with small circles
before repeating the action. There was a club of people nearby including her brothers
inside and he had his hand up her skirt while she writhed against him, seeking relief.

Something about Fallon made him lose control and whatever common sense he
possessed because instead of stopping, he picked up his pace, his movements harder.
She liked the small bite of pain he doled out, arching her hips after each pinch, and
whisperingharderin his ear.

He flicked the tiny bud with his thumb and forefinger, then dlid one digit inside her



wet heat. “I need to come,” she said on a whimper, her sex squeezing his finger, his
dick throbbing harder. He pumped into her, thrusting in and out, rubbing against her
sensitive inner wall.

Her panting became frantic and soon she began to come, her pussy fluttering around
his finger, and she cried out, forcing him to place a hand over her mouth so she didn’t
draw attention to them.

He mentally shook his head at the foolishness of his behavior, all the while, softening
his movements and letting her come down from the high she'd just found. He
removed his hand from her body, then her panties, adjusting them as best he could.

“I'vegot it,” she said, her cheeks flushed with desire.

They each pulled themselves together in silence, her fixing her skirt, his conscience
berating him while his dick was still rock hard. He knew what he'd be doing as soon
as he got home tonight, he thought, figuring the shower was his safest bet to find
relief. The girls never walked in on him there.

The girls. Fuck. The thought reminded him of who he was and what was important.
“Noah.” Falon's husky voice stopped him from beating himself up more.

He studied her, her lips puffy, her cheeks aso red from his move to keep her quiet.
He hoped she didn’'t have the regrets he had. His being that he'd finger fucked her
outside knowing someone could walk by and see. Not that he'd kissed her back and
made her come. He couldn’t bring himself to regret either of those things.

“Areyou okay?' he asked in response.

She nodded, a small smile tugging her lips upward. “I’m so good. Come home with



me so | can reciprocate,” she said softly.

He was shaking his head before he even thought things through. He'd taken
advantage of her enough tonight. She was tipsy and he was coming off |earning about
her painful past with a man close to his age. He' d taken things far enough tonight.

He needed to decide what he wanted from her before he took things any further
because she deserved alot more than a man who would break her heart again.

“Let me take you home. You've had more than a couple of drinks. If this happens
between us, it’s going to be when you’' re completely sober.”

He felt like shit when she ducked her head and said, “I came with Brooke. We'll go
home together.” Her cheeks were red, this time from embarrassment, and he kicked
his ass the whole way back into the bar.

But there was nothing he could have done to change his answer tonight.

* k%



Page 16

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 9:47 am

Noah just hadto be a gentleman, Fallon thought the next morning, as the real
mortification of what she’d done set in. She'd thrown herself at the man.Afterhe'd
made her come against the wall in the alley because she’ d kissed him first.

“l1 am never drinking again,” she muttered.

“l agree. | have a splitting headache,” Brooke, who'd slept over, said, padding her
way into the kitchen looking as shitty as Fallon felt. She picked up a coffee pod and
popped it into the machine, making herself a cup of coffee.

Fallon took a sip of her own, savoring the flavor and waiting for ajolt of caffeine.

“You were pretty quiet last night in the Uber home. Want to tell me what had you so
off?’

“1 made out with Noah. | know that sounds like a teenage thing to say but looking
back, that’s how it felt. | kissed him first and next thing | knew, we were in the alley
and... well, you can imagine.”

Brooke's eyes opened wide. “Falon Sterling, you dirty girl,” her friend said,
laughing. “Go you. So what happened?’

“1 asked him to go home with me and he turned me down.” Even now she felt the
heat of embarrassment over his rejection rise to her cheeks. “He said | was tipsy and

he wouldn’t take advantage.”

Brooke treated her to a smile, her lips turning upward, as she nodded, obviously



impressed. “A chivalrous guy in this day and age. Color me impressed.”

“Or turned off by my forwardness. And he's not aguy, he'saman. An older man and
if you remember, I’ ve sworn off having anything to do with those.”

Brooke sighed. “No two men are adike. Y ou know this.”

She wasn't ready to think about the truth in her friend’'s statement. Instead, she
looked at her Apple Watch. “Okay. Saturday’s a busy day at the gallery, so | need to
get moving.”

Brooke waved a hand. “Fine. Try and ignore my wise words but I’ll be right here to
remind you.” She placed her coffee mug in the sink, rinsed, and put it in the
dishwasher.

Fallon did the same. “What are you up to today?’

“1 need to go home and do laundry,” Brooke said with aroll of her eyes. “Everyone’s
least favorite chore.”

Once they were ready, they parted ways, Brooke taking a car home to the gatehouse
where she lived with her mom while she saved money, and Fallon took the subway to
work. Unlike Jared who preferred a driver, she and Aiden preferred the subway. It
was faster than sitting in traffic.

A little while later, she arrived at the gallery, stopping at the café on the corner to buy
a breakfast treat. She walked through the door, a bag with a scone inside in one hand,
to find Clara had arrived early. She sat in the back behind her desk, Oliver peering
over her shoulder. No doubt she had the gallery financials pulled up on the computer
because that was the only thing he was interested in when it came to the business.
The accounting, not the art.



“Good morning,” Falon said, keeping her voice cheery despite Oliver's
unwanted—at least by her—presence.

“Hello, Fallon,” he muttered, straightening from his position by the computer.

“Good morning,” Clarasaid, in adull voice.

One look at Clara and Fallon knew something was wrong. Her face was pale and her
lips were pursed tight. “Is everything okay?’

“Mother was just telling me she wasn't feeling well. She's nauseous and dizzy,”
Oliver said.

Fallon immediately walked over to her friend and sat down across from her antique
desk. “I think you should make a doctor’s appointment with your cardiologist,” she
murmured. “Maybe it’s something related to your heart condition.” Reaching out, she
covered Clara’ s more weathered hand with her own.

“Or maybe it’savirus and she just needs to go home and rest,” her son said.

Fallon narrowed her gaze. At his mother’s age, it was careless to make assumptions
about what was wrong with Clara. “Clara, can | at least take you home?’ she asked.
Although she hated to leave Oliver here alone, he could handle business until she
returned.

“That might be best,” Clarasaid. “I’m quite dizzy.”

“I'll take you.” Oliver spoke in a tone that didn’'t allow for an argument, especially
when he grasped his mother’s elbow and helped her from the chair. “Let me get you
settled in bed. I'll make your favorite tea,” he said, then glanced at Fallon. “Mother
loves the tea | brought back from abroad. Are you sure you don’t want to try some?



The spiced chal isdelicious.”

“No,” she said, more firmly than she had the last time he’'d offered. Maybe he'd stop
trying to push histeaon her.

He readied his mother to leave, making sure she had her purse, and waited for Fallon
and Clara to coordinate opening tomorrow if Clara needed to stay home. He tapped
his foot in a steady beat, his impatience showing.

“Sylvie will be here soon to help cover the floor. Don't worry about athing. | can run
this place for aslong as you need.”
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“Hey, Fallon.”

“Hi.” The word came out mid-laughter. “I’m sorry. | can’t help it. They’re just so...
SO... precocious,” she said.

“That’s one word for it. I’m sorry they bothered you.”

She envisioned him running a hand through his hair, tousling the soft strands in
frustration. “They’re no bother. Honestly. | enjoy them.” Probably more than she
should considering she was attracted to their father.

He cleared his throat. “1 meant to stop by today to talk. About Friday night. But my
sister had the flu and couldn’t watch the girls and Mom had her weekly canasta
game.”

“Canasta,” she said, the word now making sense. “ So that’s what cansta means.” She
let out another laugh.

“Yes.” Even he chuckled. “What did they want?’ he asked of his daughters.

“To plan a time when they can come paint. They said you're busy scheduling nanny
appointments, and | quote, with people they’re not going to like.” She paced around
the back area of the gallery as she spoke.

Another groan left his throat. “I do not know what I'm going to do with them. My
family is helping when they can but my brothers work and you know the rest.
Speaking of work, | need to get back to it. At least my mother has them tomorrow.”



She felt for him. She really did. “Well, why don’'t we plan something they can look
forward to? That might ease the pressure a little if they’re excited about something. |
can work with them tomorrow night. We aren’t booked for a party and we aren’t open
Tuesday evenings for painting, so no one will come in at the last minute.” Painting
wasn’'t something they did every night of the week.

“1 hate to reward them but truthfully, that would be perfect. If | can’t leave the office
by five, my sister can take them for dinner—assuming she's better—and come by the
galery after, if that works for you?’

“It does.” And Fallon was looking forward to spending time with the twins.

“Thanks. Now | have to go discipline two naughty nine-year-olds.”

“Good luck,” she said with a smile on her face.

“Fallon?’

Her heart skipped a beat. “Y es?’

“Wewillhave that talk.”

She'd blocked out his mention of that comment in the beginning of the conversation
and there wasn't much she could say now. She had a hunch when Noah wanted
something, he knew how to get it.

She wondered if that included her.

Chapter Seven

The next night,after a long day of running the gallery alone because it was Sylvie's



day off, Clara stayed home again, and Fallon prepared for the twins' visit. When the
door opened and two little tornados of energy came in giggling and chattering, she
smiled. Behind them was a pretty woman who strongly resembled her brother,
especially in her green eyes, so much like the girls.

“Hi. | takeit you're Fallon?’

She nodded.

“Shannon Powers.” She greeted Fallon with a warm smile. “I’m happy to meet you.
The girls haven't stopped talking about you. | admit to being curious.”

“Thisisthe painting we love, Aunt Sha!”

Shannon smiled. “I’ve heard a lot about that too.” She gazed lovingly at her nieces,
her lips lifting as she looked at them. “It’s gorgeous, girls.” She refocused on Fallon.
“You'revery talented.”

“Thank you,” Fallon murmured.

“Have they worn Noah down yet?’ Shannon asked.

“Actually,” she said to Shannon. “I think he's torn between not rewarding their
behavior and giving them what they so desperately want. | admit, I’'m sure it's the
bold colors that attract them to it.” And she couldn’t help but be amused by their
persistence, probably because she wasn't a parent nor was she the one who had to
make a choice.

Shannon narrowed her gaze as she studied her. Not in an angry way but a perceptive,
thinking one. “l believe it's more than that. You remind them of Charlie in some
ways. And you treat them with respect. They like you. A lot. And if you don’t mind



my saying so, | think my brother doestoo.”
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She bit down on her lower lip and he released it from captivity with one finger,
rubbing over the redness there.

“1’ve been thinking too, and | really should thank you for being a gentleman. Though
not too much of a gentleman,” she mused.

“The alleyway,” he said, reading into what she hadn’t spelled out.

She ducked her head, a shy smile on her face. Another thing he appreciated about her,
her openness and honesty. No airs or fakeness about her. “1 should tell you up-front,
I’m not looking for a serious relationship. | know what happened with Ezrawas afew
years ago and I’m over him, but the damage is still there. The ability to hand over my
heart easily... | lost that, thanks to him.”

Once again, Noah wanted to find the man who' d used her so carelessly and teach him
alesson. Instead, he could show her that it was okay to trust again by being honest in
return.

“1 admire your honesty as much as the fact that you know yourself so well.”

She lifted one shoulder. “My mother said | was an old soul back when | wasten.” Her
eyes misted and it struck him deeply how much she missed her parent.

It gave him some insight into what his girls might be feeling with Charlie so far
away, and the fresh understanding would go a long way toward helping him talk to
them when they acted out. As for Fallon, his heart broke for her, and knowing she’'d
been almost the same age as the twins are now gave him equal appreciation for how



difficult it must have been for her to lose her mother.

“Hey. Want to go grab something to eat? | came straight from the office and I'm
starving.”

A soft smilelifted her lips. “Buy me adlice of pizza?’

“l didn't know you'd be a cheap date.” He shook his head, learning to expect the
unexpected from her.

She grabbed a leather jacket from a hook in the back and began shutting off the
overhead lights, leaving just the sconces illuminating the paintings on the walls. A
glance at the closed door leading to the gallery told him that side had already been
locked up.

He escorted her out and she took him to her favorite pizza place nearby where she
introduced him to the owner, an older Italian gentleman who obviously had a soft
spot for Fallon. They shared a small pizza and talked about everyday things. The
girls, their antics, how they did in school, and how Fallon fit personal painting into
her busy work schedule.

She talked to him about her looking at her boss as a mother figure and how she
worried about her son taking advantage of the older woman and even more, she was

concerned about her health. Essentialy, he got to know Fallon better and vice versa.

After, he walked her to the Uber she insisted on taking and asked her to call or text
when she was home, locked up in her apartment, safe.

Noah went home to the twins, only to listen to even more talk about Fallon.

Chapter Eight



Noah arrived atthe diner to meet with the first woman he’'d be interviewing for the
nanny job for the duration of the summer. He'd decided to take the time away from
work and not the girls to handle the interviews. The woman was already five minutes
late, which did nothing to impress him. He wasn'’t thrilled with the candidates so far,
including the women he'd tried in the past. The last straw was the older woman the
twins ran away from and they’d already made it clear they didn’t plan on liking
anyone he brought home this time around.

He leaned back in the chair and his thoughts drifted to the same place they usually
did. To Fallon and how perfect she was with his daughters. She knew how to make
them laugh, distract them from boredom, tap into what meant a lot to each girl. She'd
immediately caught on to the fact that Dakota was tougher with a soft inside she
didn’t always show, while Dylan was more mushy on the outside but when it came
down to it, she knew how to stand her ground, just like her sister. Noah and Charlie
understood their unique personalities and it meant something to him that Fallon did,
too.

Since the night they’ d shared pizza, he’ d been too busy to make a date to see her and
he' d been stupid enough not to pin her down at the time. Instead, the few times he'd
left the office for lunch, he walked past the gallery, well aware he had no time to stop
in, so he'd have to make do with a ssimple glance—of her profile, her long hair
hanging over her shoulder or down her back, or if he was lucky, a quick glimpse of
Fallon smiling or laughing at something someone had said.

“Mr. Powers?’

His name snapped him back to the present. To the young woman who wasn't dressed
appropriately for an interview. Her T-shirt was pulled tight across her breasts, the
lace running between barely covering her exposed cleavage. Tight jeans only added
to the fitted look. Her appearance was making it difficult to hold on to hope that she’'d
be the answer to his prayers and his girls' next nanny.



He rose to hisfeet. “ Annie Jones?’

She nodded and smiled, “Yes, hi!” She lowered herself into the chair across from him
before he could pull it out for her.

He settled back into his seat.

“I'm sorry I'm late. | missed my first train.”

He nodded and decided to start out with complete honesty. “As | said to the recruiter
who set up thisinterview, | leave the house at seven-thirty a.m. to be in the office by
eight. Is that going to be a problem for you?’ Because he chose not to have a live-in
nanny when he was with his children in the evenings and early morning.

She shook her head. “Gosh, no. I'd be on time.”

“Good. Now, tell me about yourself and why you want to watch children?’” He asked
the first question from his prepared questions.

She cleared her throat and straightened her shoulders. “I’m good with kids. | used to
watch my cousins. And during the year | can go to one of the local colleges.”
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“Fine.” She placed the menu on the table and met his gaze. “I was surprised to see
you with someone. Eventually | remembered you were having nanny meetings and |
was being ridiculous for a number of reasons. One being that we aren't in a
relationship so it shouldn't matter to me. | promised myself | wouldn’t let you
matter.” Her eyes shimmered and he cursed to himself.

Ouch, he thought, though he appreciated her honesty. Based on her past, he also
wasn't surprised by her feelings. There was a positive side, though. “ Apparently, you
weren't successful. It seems like Idomatter. Which makes this the perfect time to tell
you that despite my own reservations, | feel the same way.”

She nibbled on her bottom lip. “Promise me something, then.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Nameit.”

“Don’t ever use the expression,it’s not what it looks like, again.”

Noah immediately understood why and knew it had everything to do with the bastard
who'd hurt her. “Done. Now you can do something for me.”

She'd curled one hand into a fist, her tension obvious, so he reached out and pulled
her fingers away from her palm, taking note of the nail marks left behind with a
frown.

“What isit?’ she asked.

He dlid hisfingers into hers, entwining them together. “Don’t compare me to your ex.



| don’t know what this is any more than you do. But...” He dlid out of his side of the
booth and into hers.

Startled, she let out alittle gasp.

He grasped her chin in his hand and leaned in close, the warm vanilla-based scent of
her chosen fragrance sending awareness shooting through his veins. “Fallon, | know
who | am and who I’'m not. And I'm not the kind of guy who plays games.” From the
corner of his eye, he saw Clara slowly making her way back to the table.

Falon nodded at his words, her body still upright and uptight but from the slight
drooping of her shoulders and the slow breath she exhaled, he sensed he'd gotten
through to her.

“Tell me you're not trusting that girl with the twins,” Fallon said, wrinkling her nose
in disgust.

He let out a harsh laugh. “Hell, no. | need someone to watch the girls, not awoman to
seduce me. Besides, | was aready seduced last week by the only femae I'm
interested in.”

Her lips parted and Noah leaned in, capturing Fallon’s mouth in a brief kiss before
letting her go. “Think about that,” he said, and did back, then rose from his seat in
time to nod at Clara who'd just approached. He helped the older woman into the
booth and steadied her cane against the edge of the table.

“Have agood day, ladies,” he said, winking at Fallon before walking out of the diner.
Only when he was on his way home did he realize what he’' d done. He'd winked. A

gesture he’d never used before with anyone else. A lighthearted one that he felt sure
Fallon would appreciate. She' d gotten to him in so many ways in such a short period



of time.

He shoved his hands into his slacks pockets and walked back to the office, his mood
lighter from seeing Fallon, despite the lack of a nanny and the concerns they
obviously both had about one another. For him, it was the age difference, the fact that
he'd lived his life with kids and one day, no doubt, she'd want her own. And her
wariness was completely understandable.

But nothing would stop him from seeing her. It was as if she called to him, and there
was no way he'd put her out of his mind and forget.

* k%

After a fullday’s work, Noah arrived home and relieved his mom. The girls were
excited that the weekend was coming, reminding him they were going to his parents’
on Sunday for his mom’s birthday. He didn’t know how the visit had slipped his mind
but he' d already bought the gift, so at least that was taken care of.

“Are you excited, Daddy? Grandpa said he bought Grammy’s favorite cake and you
know it’s mine too,” Dylan said.

“Chocolate.” Dakotawrinkled her nose.

“Oh, stop. Strawberry is weird! Besides, Grammy said she’'d make you those yucky
strawberry jam cookies. Disgusting.”

“Strawberry was the first fruit to be used at an ice cream parlor in 1776.”

“It’ sfruit!” Dylan wrinkled her nose thistime.

He ran a hand through his hair, grateful they weren't talking about pulling brains



through dead people’'s noses. Still, he wasn’t in the mood for their bickering. “Okay,
girls. Enough. I've had a long day. Grandma said she left warm lasagna on the
counter. Who wantsto eat?’

“We helped her cook and set the table!” Dylan ran into the kitchen, Dakota on her
heels.

“Girls, who wants to invite a friend over tomorrow?’ This way he could get some
work done while they played with the school friends they missed. He was lucky he'd
found a diligent first-year associate who wanted to work his ass off to one day be
partner. He made Noah's life so much easier but no matter how much work he had,
he'd aways put his girls first. And after that last interview, he was at a loss about
hiring someone who could care for them the way they deserved.

“I want Olivial”
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“Jenny!”

Each girl named a friend and asked to make the call to invite them over themselves.
After the meal, he handed over his phone while he cleared the table, rinsed, and
placed the dishes in the washer.

Plans made, he was about to suggest they take a bath or shower when Dakota spoke.
“Dad?’

He lifted his head, always sad when they skipped over daddy for the more adult word.
It didn’t happen often and he prayed it took a long while for them to grow up further
and truly lose their little girl behaviors. “What’ s up, kiddo?’

She glanced at her sister and he braced himself because that ook meant they’d been
talking. Which usually meant scheming. “Dylan and me—"

“Dylan and I,” he automatically corrected.

“Dylan and I,” she parroted, “want to invite Fallon to come with us to Grandma and
Grandpa’ s this weekend.”

He shut the dishwasher door and turned to see their overly angelic faces. Wide eyes,
earnest looks. He sighed and before he automatically answered no, he decided to give
it some thought. “Tell you what. Y ou two go take your showers or baths and I'll let
you know when | come tuck you in later. Sound good?”’

“Yes, Daddy. We miss her.” And on that proclamation, they rushed out of the



kitchen, their voices too low for him to hear.

As he sprayed the table and finished cleaning, his thoughts went to Fallon, the girls,
and Charlie. They told him they spoke to their mom, showed her the paintings they’d
made, and mentioned their mom had alot of questions about the woman who'd given
them the lesson. No doubt because they’ d chattered nonstop about Fallon.

Fallon, who gave the twins her time. Who had patience and understanding while their
mom was out of the country. He put away the bottle, tossed the rag in the laundry
area off the kitchen, and walked into the living room and sat down.

Did he want to take Fallon to his family and deal with all that would signa to his
parents and siblings? He glanced out the window to the darkening evening sky, as
always, appreciating the glittering lights from other buildings and apartments around
the city. Looking outside always helped center him after a crazy day and let him
think. And the fact was, he didn’t have to think long. His feelings for Fallon were real
and growing. He couldn’t deny them if he wanted to.

When he'd seen her walk into the diner, his entire body had responded and not just in
asexual way, though that was a given. Seeing her had lightened his mood—until he'd
hurt her feelings—and the warmth in his chest wasn’t the typical reaction to afemale
he was friendly or worked with.

He no longer wanted to push his feelings—or her—away. If he invited her to his
folks', it was a casual family dinner. Nothing to send himself or her into a panic.

He and the girls wanted to spend time with her. He could make it that simple. It was
that ssmple, he told himself, aware he was falling harder with every lie he spun.

Pushing himself to his feet, he strode toward the bedrooms to make sure the twins had
begun their nightly routine. And to let them know he'd made his decision.



Chapter Nine

Fallon was havinga crappy day. Her siblings were getting together for lunch at
Remy’s bar and she’d had to cancel because she was alone at the gallery. Sylvie's
cold had lingered and turned into a bad case of the flu and Clara had called her,
saying she wasn't feeling up to coming to work today. The art studio had a late
afternoon class booked and instead of a slow gallery day, the store was more busy
than usual .

With Claraso ill, Fallon was going to have to bring up the idea of hiring another sales
associate or someone full time who wanted to teach the classes. All Fallon knew was
she’ d been running herself ragged.

Lunchtime arrived and she knew there was no way she could take a break. Thank
goodness she was able to drink the coffee their machine brewed.

During a free minute, she took a sip and moaned her delight, just as the door opened
and a man with a tall ladder strode in. “Great,” she muttered, placing her cup down
and striding over. “Karl, | expected you thismorning,” she said to the electrician.

“Sorry. We had an emergency. All hands on deck. What can | do for you and Clara?’
he asked. “ The boss said something about a flickering light?’

She nodded. “Over that sculpture.” She pointed to the metal piece on a podium in the
center of the gallery. “Be careful!” she called as he headed in that direction. “Watch
out for the customers,” she said under her breath and rushed over to where a young
couple were attempting to get a better look at their newest item, which was why
they’d centered it under that particular light.

“Hi. Can | show you some of this artist’s other work? Just until the light is fixed,” she
explained, drawing them away so Karl could place the ladder.



Thirty minutes later, she was wondering how she’d ever have time to set up the party
room for the class when the door opened and a welcome distraction walked inside.

Noah was dressed in his usual shirt and tie but he left his jacket at the office. Instead,
his sleeves were rolled, revealing his muscular forearms, and she was glad for the
warmer weather today. She didn’t have much time but she' d find some for him.

He walked over, his easy stride yet another attractive thing about him. “Fallon, hi.”
“Hi! Thisisanice surprise.”

He glanced around the busy showroom. “But it doesn’t seem like a good time.”

She sighed. “Clara and Sylvie are both out sick. I'm worried about my boss. She's
usualy spry and ready to do anything. Meanwhile, | have a party in an hour that |
need to set up for, the electrician was late and is now making a mess in the middle of

the showroom, and we' re packed with people who seem interested in buying. I’'m just
one person and—"
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He braced his hands on her shoulders. “Breathe.”
She listened and drew in some much-needed air, letting it out again.

“Good. Now, what’s the priority? And no, you can't say everything.” An amost-
smiletugged at hislips.

God, she wanted to kiss him again, she mused, then shook her head. “ Setting up for
the party.”

He nodded. “Then go. I'll wrangle thingsin here.”

She raised her eyebrows, certain she was so surprised, they’d hit the roof. “You
can’'t—"

He squeezed one shoulder. “I can.”
“You have work!”
He shrugged. “I can take the afternoon off.”

“But the girls?” Shetried again to find a reason he couldn’t possibly stay and help, no
matter how much she needed the hand.

“Are with my brother, Liam. | promise you, | can help out.”

Her lips parted and he leaned in just as Karl yelled out, “Can someone hang onto the



ladder?’

She swung out of Noah's grasp as he clasped one hand in hers and redirected her
toward the painting room. “Y ou go set up. I'll get him out of here and do what | can
to help some of your customers.”

Unable to stop herself, she hugged him tight, inhaling his warm, musky scented
cologne. “ Thanks, Noah. | owe you one.”

He squeezed her waist and said, “Don’t worry. | plan to collect.”

Thanks to his husky voice and assertive touch, her sex pulsed with need. Not the
time, she warned herself, and rushed into the other room, leaving Noah to handle the
chaos she left behind.

* k%

Noah had anew admiration for Fallon’s work. His days were spent behind a desk.
Hers were on her feet, and he jumped from potential buyer to potential buyer, only
able to help the ones who didn't want a full understanding of the artist behind the
sculpture or painting they were interested in.

Still, he sold one, took another’s information so Fallon could make an appointment
for them to come back another time, and sent a few women into the painting side for
their class. At the end of the day, he walked into the classroom side and saw Fallon
was wrapping up the class, so he sat down on a chair in the back and groaned in
exhaustion.

What did it say about his feelings for Fallon that he’'d skipped an entire half day of
his own job to help her out? Before he could muse on that question, she strode into
the back and joined him.



“You're still here! | wouldn’t have blamed you if you locked up the gallery and snuck
out while | was busy with the women next door.”

Her soft smile and the gratitude in her voice made his entire day worthwhile. That
answered his question. He was falling hard for this woman and it was time to step
things up. Other than watching out for the twins' feelings, he was finished tiptoeing
around his own.

“l said I'd stick around and help.”

“And | cannot thank you enough.” She dropped into the seat beside him, letting her
shoulders slump and the day’ s exhaustion catch up with her. “But you never did say
why you walked in herein the first place.”

“Oh, that.”

She laughed. “Y es,that.”

“The girlsand | are going to a family birthday party for my mom on Saturday. It's a
casual thing at my parents’ house and we'd like it if you came along.”

Her eyebrows rose high. “Come to your parents ?’

He swallowed a laugh. He'd hoped by using the twins, he’d soften that point and
make it less a date when in hismind, it was every bit one. “Like| said, it's casual and
we'd all really likeit if you joined us.”

She changed from her relaxed pose, sitting up straighter in her chair and leaning
toward him, her gaze focused on his. “Noah, is this a date or bring the woman the
twins are currently obsessed with to afun family gathering, no stress?’
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He respected her need for honesty and he could give her no less in return. “It’'s a bit
of both.” He leaned in closer. “I want to spend time with you. And if you can get past
the older guy thing, | want... more.” He couldn’t say what that meant right now other
than being with her and seeing where things between them went.

He'd never brought a woman around the twins and understood the magnitude of
doing so. Add in the fact that Dylan and Dakota adored Fallon, and he understood
thiswas a big deal. Enough that he feared her saying no.

She was quiet for so long, his stomach twisted, nerves he rarely experienced suddenly
aliveinside him. “Y our family. The girls. You're not playing around,” she said softly.

He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I rarely do, as you’'ve so often pointed out. The
fact is, I'm finished with any cat-and-mouse games. We already know we' re attracted
to one another. Let’s see where things go.” That was as honest as he could be.

“No promises? No games? The minute it’s too much for you or the twins, you tell me.
And I'll be honest in return. | am not looking for something serious right now but |
want to be with you, too. And | adore the girls and would never want to hurt them or
give them the wrong impression about us.”

Sexual attraction was easy. Feelings were more complicated. Yet how could he not
fall for this wary woman when she put his children’ s feelings before her own?

Reaching out, he grasped her hands. “I want you, Fallon. In my bed and beneath me.
On top of me. Every way | can get you.”



Her eyes opened wide and she shifted in her seat. “Did that make you uncomfortable?
Or aroused?’ Okay, he was stepping things up faster than he planned but he didn’t
want her to have too much time to think and panic. Just feel and agree.

“Aroused,” she whispered.

He stroked her cheek and she tipped her head against his hand. “That makes us in
agreement,” he said, his voice rough with need.

Just talking to her like this had his cock hard in his pants. He was moving them along
quickly but she wasn't pulling back. “I promise when we're with the girls, we'll be
circumspect so nobody gets hurt. Including and especially you.”

She met his gaze, her expression wary. “Y ou seem too good to be true.”

“Because you dated a douchebag before me.”

She laughed aloud and he liked the sound.

“Now, can you agree to having fun together and no pressure beyond that?’ Even if he
planned to show her how good things between them could be.

“l can do that,” she said, and treated him to a genuine smile, one combined with
pleasure, anticipation, and lingering arousal. The same stream of desire he felt
rushing through his veins now that he knew they’ d taken a huge step forward.

“I’'m starving. Want to come back to my apartment? I’'m going to pick up Chinese
food on the way home. Or do you need to get back to the girls?’

He shook his head. “Liam is going to take them to the burger place we all went to. He
wants to rentHome Alonefor them afterward. They’re pretty set until | get home.”



Her stomach let out an unladylike rumble and she blushed a pretty shade of pink.

“That’ s our cue to get going.” He rose and held out a hand and she placed her palm in
his. Her skin was smooth but a jolt of electricity hit as she curled her fingers around
his hand.

They’ d most definitely taken a step forward.

Chapter Ten

“lwant you,Fallon. In my bed and beneath me. On top of me. Every way | can get

you.

No sane woman could turn Noah down. While picking up food, Fallon took the time
to think about him and where they were headed. She hadn’t invited him to her place
just to have dinner. Not when he' d aroused her so thoroughly with his words. Despite
her misgivings, she wanted him. Was she really going to let fear override desire
because she'd been hurt in the past? She wasn't that naive young girl anymore, she
was awoman with needs.

Agreeing to have sex didn't mean she'd be diving into another ill-advised
relationship. Instead, it showed she' d grown up. She was capable of taking control of
her life and going after what she wanted. And there was nothing wrong with that.

She had time to see where things | ed.

Once she met up with Noah at her apartment, instead of the kitchen, she opted for a
more relaxed atmosphere and set them up at the family room cocktail table.

Sitting side by side, they devoured the dishes they’d agreed on, discovering they
enjoyed the same things, moderately, but not too spicy food, and soft classical music



after a long day. She introduced him to Luciano Pavarotti’s collaboration with
popular rock musicians as they ate. The food was delicious and soon, she was full of
both food and anticipation of what would come next.

She took a sip of water.
From his seat beside her, he stretched his long legs out in front of him. “I can’t

remember ever having a more relaxing meal.” He turned toward her, his hazel gaze
focused on her. “Or enjoying better company.”



Page 26

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 9:47 am

She felt her lips curl in a smile. “Back at you,” she said in a voice that was
surprisingly low and husky.

Reaching over, he took her glass from her hand and placed it on the table. He leaned
close and brushed her hair off her shoulders.

“Noah.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Relax, pretty girl.” His hand remained resting on her
shoulder and he turned his palm toward her face and cupped her cheek. “We're just
going to make out for awhile.”

Her stomach did a flip at his softly spoken words. Words meant to seduce and they
were doing their job.

Before she could reply, or even gather her thoughts, his lips grazed hers. Once, then
again, before he settled his mouth over hers. The kiss started slow, as if meaning to
ease her into it, and she went along willingly, moaning as he traced her lips with his
tongue.

She settled her hands on his waist and as she did, he slid a hand into her hair, holding
her in place as his seduction turned into more. He parted her mouth, his tongue
swooped inside, rubbing against hers, and she tumbled into a world where nothing
existed but Noah and his talented kiss. Their tongues tangled together, teeth grazing
as need grew.

She didn’'t know how long they sat making out to the sound of music that suddenly



accompanied her to dizzying heights of arousal. How could his kiss make her want so
much so fast?

He nipped her bottom lip, the light sting surprising her. Then he soothed the dight
pain with his tongue and delved back into the deep recesses of her mouth again and
she was lost in sensation once more.

Sometime later, he lifted his head and she realized she lay back against the sofa,
Noah's hard body covering hers, the pressure of his arousal pressing insistently
between her thighs.

He stared into her eyes, atrue smile on hislips.

“God, you should do that more often,” she murmured.

He raised one eyebrow. “Do what?’

“Smile.” If he hadn’t already mesmerized with that perfect kiss, the further tilt of his
lips would have finished the job.

“| save that part of me for people | care about.”

Thump. Thump. Thump. Could he hear her heart beating faster? Because she
definitely did.

Was he putting her in that category?

He chuckled but quickly grew more serious. “Y es, that’s what I’ m saying.”

“Are you amind reader now?’ she asked on a shaky breath.



He pushed himself to an upright position and extended a hand, helping her sit up. “I
already told you, I’m not asking for anything more than seeing where things between
us can go.”

He sounded confident they had some kind of future and though she wasn't ready to
consider that, he was being honest.

It was exactly what she needed. “I’m willing to try,” she said, on arelieved exhale.

Not even her bastard ex, who she had thought she’ d been stupidly in love with, cared
enough to read her so well. She studied Noah's handsome face, searching for and
finding the sincerity in his expression. He was back to stern Noah but not in any way

that closed her out.

He rose to his feet and began to gather the dishes and she rushed to stand, not willing
to kill the mood further. “Noah, wait.”

He set the plates back on the table.

She wrapped her fingers around his hand, her heart pounding in her chest. “I was
thinking | could clean up later. I’d rather go back to where we left off, so | can tell
you it was the best kiss | ever had.” She gathered all her courage because she was
about to dive into the deep end.

“It was, was it?’ Arrogance snuck into his tone but she figured he deserved to gloat.
“Yes. And can | tell you a secret?’

He raised an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”

“lI want more of those kisses but not just on my mouth. | need to feel your lips



everywhere.”



Page 27

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 9:47 am

His gaze darkened and he pulled her against him, treating her to a searing hot kiss.
One she wouldn'’t stop, nor would she hesitate again.

Tugging his shirt from his pants, she dlid her hands up his warm abdomen. “1 know
what | want, Noah. And it'syou.”

*k*

Though Noah foundit hard to think with Fallon’s small hands on his body, he needed
to be sure she hadn’t talked herself into something she wasn't ready for.

He understood why she'd panicked earlier. Telling a woman who was skittish about
relationships that he cared was akin to lighting a match in adry forest. He' d seen her
expression as panic took hold and there' d been nothing to do except watch her spiral.

“Trust me to know my own mind.” Her words penetrated his thoughts. “And let’s go
back to before,” she said, rising onto her tiptoes and brushing her lips over his. “I felt
how much you wanted me, and there was never any doubt | wanted you, too.” Her
hands splayed over hisribs, her touch arousing. “The bedroom isthat way.” She tilted
her head and her hair fell over her shoulder as she waited for his answer.

As if there was anything other than yes. He lifted her into his arms, loving the little
squeal of surprise she let out, and carried her into the bedroom.

She' d given him permission and he was ready to go. He lay her down on the bed and
began to unbutton his shirt.



“Nope, let me.” She tucked her knees beneath her, sat up, and began to unbutton his
shirt, letting her nails scrape along his chest as she worked her way down. And once
she’' d freed the buttons, she pulled his shirt off his shoulders and he dropped it onto
the floor.

He glanced down to undo his pants and when he glanced up, she'd shimmied out of
her skirt and was in the process of removing her light sweater, leaving herself in a
sexy nude bra and barely-there bikini panties.

“Damn, sweetheart. | can’'t believe | was able to wait so long for you.”

Her cheeks turned pink and she smiled, her brown-eyed gaze taking in his bare chest,
and the prominent erection protruding from his black boxer briefs. “I’d have to say
the same.”

Reaching out, he braced his hands on her hips, pulling her close. He lowered himself
down so his face was parallel with her flat stomach and the lace panties he wanted off
her.

But first... He leaned in and pressed a kiss on her belly. She shivered, grasping his
shoulders for support. Working his way down, he left a wet trail down her abdomen
until he reached the barrier of clothing. He hooked his thumbs into the sides and
pulled the underwear down until it reached her mattress.

“Lay back,” he said, histone gruff.
She raised her arms, and did that easy move women did, and unhooked her bra,
letting it fall to the bed. Her breasts were more than a handful with dusky pert nipples

that had his mouth watering. But he had another destination to taste first.

She maneuvered herself until she lay back, her legs spread so he could finish what



he'd started. He rose to his feet, removed his boxer briefs, then put one knee on the
bed. Before he yanked down her panties, he leaned in and took a deep breath, taking
in the scent of her arousal. Knowing it was all for him was a heady feeling and he
removed the last of her undergarments completely, letting them fall to the floor.

He stared at her naked body for the first time, reminded of her beauty and youth. She
wasn't a virgin, thank God, but she was definitely special and someone he wanted to
take his time with and savor. Unfortunately, the throbbing of his cock wasn't going to
allow for the luxury.

Still, he bent her legs and settled between them, dipping his head for along, leisurely
taste. She moaned as he dove in, gripped his hair, and held on while he brought her to
the peak once, lifting his head before she could come and starting over again. He took
her to the edge twice more before latching onto her clit and sucking it into his mouth.

Her hips bucked and she tugged at his hair, stinging his scalp. This time he didn’t
stop. She cried out his name, and he felt like a fucking god as she came and continued
to climax, the shudders encompassing her entire body.

He soothed her with his tongue as she collapsed against the mattress and he eased his
way up her sweat-sheened body, sealing hislips over hers.

She threaded her fingers through his hair, moaning into his mouth as she wrapped her
legs around his waist. He ground his cock against her sex and dlid his hands up her
sides, capturing her hands above her head.

He' d had his share of partners before but he’'d never felt like this about any woman
he'd had in hisbed. Even if this washerbed, the sentiment was the same.

He raised himself off her, meeting her dazed gaze. “So? Was it even better than the
best kiss?’



She cupped his face between her hands. “I’ [l judge after the grand finale.”

“I’ll take that challenge,” he said, and covered her mouth with his.

***

Noah kissed her,his hands wandering over her body, over her hips, and down her
sides. Arousal eased through her, her nipples tightening under his touch. When he
rose up, he met her gaze. “Protection,” he said in a gruff voice.

She bit down on her lower lip. “I’m on the pill and | haven’t been with anyone since
my relationship last year. | was tested at my yearly exam,” she said, studying his face.

“Can’t remember the last time | had sex,” he admitted. “Between the girls and work, |
don’t have much free time. I'm clean as well.”
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She nodded, relieved at his words. A man like Noah had integrity and she believed
him. “I’m good if you are then.”

He swallowed hard and nodded. “Inside you bare? Fuck,” he muttered. “I’m not sure
I’ll makeit long.”

She couldn’t hold back her smile. “Might make that challenge hard to live up to.” She
laughed at her words.

She barely recognized this light version of herself around a man, especially one she
was about to have sex with. But Noah made letting go and being real so easy. She
could joke and even tease him in ways she’ d never done with a guy before.

“You won't be laughing much longer.” He bent forward and pulled one of her already
sensitive nipples into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the tight bud and grazing
it with his teeth.

She moaned, her hips arcing upward as need hit her hard. As if sensing her desire,
Noah eased up and wrapped his hand around his impressive erection, thick and ready
to enter her. He pumped his shaft, his hand gliding up and down, his gaze never
leaving hers.

Her sex grew wet and an emptinessfilled her. “Please,” she said, ready for him.
He lined himself up at her entrance and nudged his thick cock into her, dliding in and

out in slow, steady increments. Leaning forward, he braced his hands beside her head
and joined them completely.



“Oh, Noah.” Nothing had ever felt as good as Noah Powers. And when he began to
move, starting slow and picking up the pace, she saw heaven.

In a shift that shocked her, he rose and settled back on his knees, their bodies still
connected. She lifted her legs and bent them back, her hips arching up as her sex
clenched around him, and a small sound of pleasure escaped from deep in her throat.
“Hang on,” he said, and instinct had her reaching for the dlats on the headboard.

He began to move in earnest, thrusting deeper and harder with each pass. He seemed
attuned to her, reading her reactions and adjusting his position so his body played
hers perfectly, giving her what she needed to soar higher each time he thrust deep.

He drove into her harder and faster and soon she was soaring, seeing stars and a
kaleidoscope of brilliant colors. He pumped into her three more times and came hard
right after. He released his grip on her legs and collapsed on top of her, his breath

now heavy on her neck.

A few minutes later, he rolled off her and she felt him pull out, leaving her feeling
empty. On his side, he faced her and she couldn’t help but smile.

“Very impressive, Mr. Powers.”

He grinned back.

Reaching out, she traced his upward turned lips with her fingertip.

“S0? Was that up there with the best kiss ever?’ he asked, his tone cocky and sure.

His arrogance was warranted. “I’ [l give you all three. Best kiss, best oral, and best sex

ever.



“Best for me as well.” He dlid a hand behind her head and pressed a long kiss to her
lips. “And something | hope we can repeat.”

He broke their connection and rolled to his side, coming to stand by the bed. “I need
to shower and get home.”

She heard the regret in his tone and wasn't at all hurt or surprised. “Go ahead.” She
eased the blankets down the bed and slid beneath the covers. “1I’ll go after you.”

“I"d ask you to join me but if | got you naked in the shower |I'd never get out of here.”

She nodded, pleased with his reply. Once he was closed in the bathroom, she pulled
the comforter up to her chin, covering her chilled body.

Alone, she thought about the night, knowing she could do one of two things right
now. Dissect what they’d done and panic or enjoy the afterglow. She chose option
number two.

Chapter Eleven

Noah walked intohis apartment in a good mood not even his bickering girls could
break. He'd left Fallon with a goodbye kiss meant to ensure she was too dazed to
overthink things once he was gone.

“What are they arguing about?’ he asked.

“Who talks to Charlie first,” his brother said, standing up from the couch and
stretching.

He sighed. “Girls! Get in here now.”
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They ran in, hair in braids, wearing their pgjamas. “Daddy!” they each yelled, their
default sound.

“Heads or tails?’ he asked. “Dakota, it’s your turn to choose.”
He flipped the coin and she called out, “Heads!”

Sure enough, it landed back in his hand on heads. “Dakota, you talk to your mom
first.”

“Fine,” Dylan said with apout. “Let’s go wait for her to call. The iPad’s on my bed.”
The girls stomped out and Noah blew out along breath. “| used to say they could take
turns but neither could agree who spoke to her first the last time Charlie called. Hell,

half the time | couldn’t remember, so | settled on flipping acoin.”

His brother chuckled. “They are a handful,” he said with fondness in his voice. “I
love hanging out with them and | love when | get to give the bickering duo back to

you.
“Problem is, when they’re not arguing they’ re plotting.”

“Better you than me, bro. At least for now. Good night?’

He nodded, unable to hold back his grin at the thought of having been in Fallon’s bed.

“That good? Who is she? The girls were whispering about some chick named Fallon



who they wanted to bring to Mom'’ s birthday celebration.”

“That’s her. Remember the last time the girls ran away?’ At Liam’s nod, Noah went
on. “I found them in an art store where she works. From behind, the twins thought
she was Charlie.” He shrugged. “ Since then, they’ ve been obsessed.”

Liam’s eyes grew wide. “ Seems like they’ re not the only one. You do realize Mom is
going to make a big deal of you bringing someone aong with the twins?’ They both
knew their mother wanted her sons to meet someone and fall hard. She was obvious
and vocal about her desire.

“Mom aready knows about Fallon. I’m surprised she hasn’t mentioned her. Anyway,
| told the girlsI’d ask her and that’ s what | went to do today.”

“Except you did alot more than that.”

“lsn’t it time for you to go home?’

Laughing, Liam scooped up his jacket from the end of the sofa.

Noah walked his sibling to the door and let him out, locking up behind him, then set
the alarm. He strode into the kitchen and cleaned up whatever was left for him to do,
which mostly involved rinsing the bowl! they’d used for popcorn and putting the
empty water bottles in the recycling bin.

Shutting the overhead lights, he turned on the lamp in case one of the girls woke up
during the night and came to the kitchen for a drink of water, then he peeked into the
twins' room to see them talking to their mom. Together. He shook his head at the

earlier drama and on hisway to hisroom, he overheard Fallon’s name.

It wasn't the first time the twins had mentioned her to Charlie. Which meant it was



time for him to discuss his love life with his children’s mother. Considering he
brought Fallon around the girls often now, he owed it to Charlieto fill her in.

“Daddy!” Asif on cue, the girls yelled for him to come take the iPad. Occasionally,
Charlie wanted to hear about the girls from him.

He walked in and took the iPad from Dylan. “Girls, brush your teeth and get ready for
bed. I’'ll be back to tuck you in soon.”

He hoped they never outgrew this particular nighttime ritual as it was the favorite part
of his day, when the girls were drowsy and quiet and they could talk about anything
on their minds.

“Hey, Charlie,” he said, bringing the device up so he could see her and vice versa.
Walking into his room, he sat down on the bed, mentally preparing for the

conversation to come.

“Noah, how are you?’ she asked, covering a yawn. She stayed up late to talk to the
girls close to their bedtime.

“Busy but good. Y ourself?’

“Tired.”

Though he wouldn’'t say as much, she looked exhausted and unhappy. “Are you
okay?’

She nodded. “Sometimes living your dream is hard when your other priorities are
somewhere else. | missthe girls,” she said.

“They missyou too,” he assured her.
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“Any luck finding a babysitter or nanny?”’

He let out a low laugh. “Not at all. And our little terrorists have vowed not to like
anyone | bring home.”

Charlie raised an eyebrow. “Except Fallon?’

And there it was. As much as he knew he' d have to bring up the subject, he wasn’'t
surprised she’' d gotten to it first. The girls talked about her too often for her not to be
curious.

He ran a hand through his hair. “They’re... fond of her.” She’'d already been privy to
the explanation of how they’d all met when Noah had insisted they tell their mother
about their runaway exploits.

“And so are you?’

He leaned back against the pillows and headboard, and propped the iPad on his raised
legs. “And soam |. Listen—"

“No, | want to say something first. Your love life is none of my business except as
how—"

“1t relates to the girls,” he finished for her. “I’d planned to tell you tonight that I'm
seeing her and the twinswill be around her more often.”

Charlie' s eyes narrowed and her expression took on what he thought of as herworried



face. “Isit serious?’

“That's none of your business. She's a good person and adores the twins. She's
sensitive to their needs and that’s all that should concern you.” He had no intention of
getting into Fallon’s insecurities and past with Charlie. They shared children and that
was all.

“Dakota and Dylan said she's coming to your mother’s birthday. Y ou’ re bringing her
around your family. Isit so wrong to worry that it’s happening fast? What if you two
end things and the girls get hurt?’

He groaned because she made a valid point. But it was one Falon had aready
thought of and brought up to him. “I understand and I’ [l be careful with what | tell the
girls about mine and Fallon’s relationship.” Especially since Fallon was skittish, not
that she'd acted it tonight.

Still, once he'd left, he had no doubt her thoughts might spiral. But he was in too
deep not to see where things went.

“That’s all | ask,” Charlie said. “They’re our priority.”

He bit his tongue when he'd been about to ask if that were really true. The more
rational part of him knew she'd had to take this job opportunity, one she’'d dreamt
about since she'd learned about archeology and digs but in doing so, she'd left the
girls with a hole they were trying to fill with Fallon. Not that she was the type to ever
try and replace their mom.

“They are apriority,” he assured Charlie and they said their goodbyes.

As long as he put the girls welfare first, Noah had a right to do what made him
happy. And Fallon was quickly becoming a key to his happiness. He was lighter



when she was around and as she pointed out, he smiled more. Despite the age gap,
which he had not told Charlie about, Fallon meant something to him.

Though he understood he needed to take things at her pace, he wasn't about to let her
go.

* k%

On Saturday morning,Fallon stood at her closet door, picking out and discarding
clothing on her bed, unhappy with all her choices to wear to meet Noah's family.

As much as she tried to minimize the significance of today’s outing and remind
herself that Noah said it was a combination of a date and a friend joining them, it was
hisparentsand it meant something.

“Breathe,” Brooke said from her spot on the bed. She was in the city today and she'd
come by to drop off a blouse she’d borrowed and was now helping Fallon choose
clothes.

“I’m breathing. It’s just that—"

“Nope. It's just a day out with Noah and the girls. It’s not like you have an audience
with the King of England.” She let out an amused laugh at her own joke.

Fallon rolled her eyes. “Like you' ve never gotten fussy about what to wear when my
brother shows up in town.”

“Rude,” she muttered, but she was blushing and still half smiling and therefore not
really mad. She grabbed a pillow from the other side of the bed and repositioned
herself so she was more comfortable. Then she pointed to the corner of the bed.
“Wear that skirt.”



Fallon picked up the black pleated skirt on the top of the pile. “This one?’

Brooke nodded. “And thistop.” She lifted alight blue sweater that would ook perfect
with the skirt. “Add a pair of black short boots and your cute leather jacket.” She dlid
off the bed and stood. “And my job hereisdone.” She took a bow for her effort.

“Thank you!” Fallon hung the garment over her arm and walked over to hug her
friend. “Y ou’'re the best.”
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“1 try. But seriously, relax and be yourself. Whatever this thing is between you and
Noah, his family will love you. How could they not? Y ou’'re a sweetheart. And you
saved the girls from the big city. Now go, have fun, and for the love of God,don’t
think!”

Laughing, Fallon walked her friend to the door and let her out, promising to text her
and let her know how things went.

She showered and dressed in the outfit Brooke picked out, then put on alight layer of
makeup, being true to herself. She decided to wear her hair in a bun with soft tendrils

framing her face.

When Noah called to say he and the girls were in the car downstairs, she picked up
the gift she’ d wrapped for his mom, drew a deep breath, and walked out her door.

She took the elevator downstairs, said hello to her doorman, and stepped into the
cooler air. Noah stood by the passenger door.

“Hi!” she said as she joined him.

“Hi, yourself.” His hazel eyes appeared more green than brown in the sunlight,
helped along by his hunter-colored thermal shirt. She wanted to devour him whole
and had to remind herself the twins were in the back seat.

“You look beautiful,” he said, gesturing for her to have a seat.

“You're pretty handsome yourself, Mr. Powers.”



He let out alow growl and she thought it was prudent to break the sexual tension and
get into the car.

She eased into the vehicle, then turned around and smiled. “Hi, girls!”

“Hi, Fallon!” they chimed in unison.

Noah settled into the driver’ s seat and soon they were on their way.

“What'sin the box you’ re holding?’ Dylan asked.

She laughed. “Can it be a surprise present for your grandmother?”

“You didn’t have to do that but it was sweet,” Noah said. “Girls, you can be surprised
along with Grandma Nina.”

“Boo,” Dylan said.

Dakota let out aloud huff.

“Ignore them,” he said. “But you can whisper what it isin my ear.”

“Dad!” they shrieked.

“Kidding!” His mouth quirked up in a grin. The same mouth that had done dirty
things to her just a couple of days ago, she thought, and immediately began squirming
In her seat.

“Areyou okay?' he asked.

She smoothed her hand over her skirt and nodded. “Y ep. Never better.”



Reaching over, he took her hand and held it on the ride to Greenwich, CT, where his
parents resided. All the while she told herself to enjoy and instructed herselfnotto
think. At all.

Chapter Twelve

Noah pulled intothe long driveway surrounded by tall trees leading to his parents
house. They’d moved to the white clapboard colonial-styled home after his father had
retired from his career as alawyer and then a federal court judge. While growing up
in nearby Westchester, New York, his mother had stayed home with the kids,
donating her time to charity and being a classmom presence for her children
throughout the years.

As they reached the front door, he noticed Fallon visibly draw in a nervous breath and
he reached for her hand, squeezing in reassurance. “| promise they don’t bite.”

The front door opened before she could reply and the twins hugged their
grandparents, then raced inside where no doubt his mom had whispered she had

homemade chocolate chip cookies in the kitchen.

They all stepped inside and Noah began introductions. “Mom, Dad, 1'd like you to
meet Fallon Sterling. Fallon, my parents, Nina and Joseph Powers.”

“S0 nice to meet you,” hisfather said, enclosing Fallon’s small hand in his.
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“It's apleasure,” she said. “Happy Birthday, Mrs. Powers.” She held out her gift and
his mom took it from her hands.

“Thank you, Fallon. So unnecessary but very sweet. Welcome! Come, let’s go to the
kitchen. | have warm cookies... if the girlsleft any for us.”

“Where is everyone else?’ Noah asked, following them to the noisy room where his
girlsweretalking loudly.

“Shannon and the boys should be here any minute.” She ushered them around the
center island where the twins aready sat next to each other and were, predictably,
munching on cookies,

“Girls, leave room for lunch and cake,” Noah said.

His mother placed Fallon’s gift on a side counter and walked up beside her. For the
next twenty minutes, the women chatted, his mother asking questions about Fallon’s
career and art, which they’d heard about from the twins. She seemed genuinely
interested, so he turned his focus to his father and they caught up until the doorbell
rang.

His mother rushed to answer it and Noah used this time to sidle up to Fallon. “How
areyou doing?’ he asked.

“Good. Y our mother is so warm and sweet,” she said with a hint of melancholy in her
tone. Before he could question her, she said, “ She reminds me alittle of my mom.”



And he knew immediately she was missing her own mom. He put his arm around her
waist and pulled her close, kissing the side of her forehead. “I want to know more
about her,” he said.

She nodded just as his siblings entered the room en masse and the chaos began. The
rest of the day passed with the same friendly vibe from his siblings, who welcomed
Fallon easily. Since she'd already met Shannon, they talked for a while. Liam and
Simon paid her a good deal of attention and he knew for certain she fit into his
family.

Especially when, after cake, the gifts were opened. His mom picked up Fallon's
midway through the pile of presents. She cut the ribbon and ripped open the paper,
pulling out a 5x7 picture frame.

She glanced at the photo and a huge smile lit up her face. “This is perfect! Thank
you! Look, everyone!” she said and turned the frame around so everyone could see.

“That’sus!” Dakota exclaimed.

In the center of the intricate silver lace-looking design was a photo of the twins the
day they’d painted their pictures at the studio. Each girl smiled wide as they held up
the unicorns they’d painted, which now hung in their room. Dakota had a streak of
pink paint on one cheek and Dylan was pointing at the unicorn with one finger.
Fallon had captured their elation from the day perfectly.

“1 remember you taking that,” Dylan said.

At the thoughtful gift, alump rose in Noah's throat. Not only had Fallon brought his
mom a gift but it had been well considered and exactly what his mother would love.
He wished he wasn't across the room from her so he could squeeze her hand or let
her know how much the gesture meant to him.



“Fallon, thisis perfect. Redlly. I'll put it up by my side of the bed.” She said the last
part more to herself than anyone else.

“1 wanted to paint an elephant but Fallon didn’t have any as examples,” Dakota said.
“Hey! Did you know they used to ’'xecute people by having elephants sit on them?”
she asked.

Execute, he thought as the room went silent at her fact spouting. He loved how much
she learned about ancient civilizations thanks to her mother, but he wished the
information wasn't always so... gruesome.

“That’'s fascinating, honey. Okay, next gift,” Noah said, breaking the silence and
shooting his brother Simon, who was about to laugh, awarning look.

His mother cleared her throat and went back to opening gifts. Once she’'d finished,
Fallon and Shannon insisted on helping with cleanup, throwing out al the wrapping
paper and straightening up the kitchen.

Noah excused himself to take a call from one of the associates in his law firm who
was working over the weekend and when he returned, his brothers were gathered
around the leftover cake with the girls, who were eating an extra piece. That made
him glad they were staying with his parents tonight. At least he wouldn’t have to get
them to sleep while on a sugar high.

Shannon and his mother were talking in the corner and he’ d passed his father, who'd
dozed off in the recliner in the family room. Bless the man, he could sleep through
the girls’ excitement and shrieking. Probably came from having three rambunctious
sons and one outgoing daughter.

Looking around for Fallon, he found her looking out the dliding glass doors in the
kitchen which showcased the view of his parents' large yard. A pool, an old wooden



swing set he and his siblings had used, and a beautiful sitting area under a gazebo.

He walked up behind her and put his arms around her waist, his chin on her shoulder.
“Beautiful, isn't it?’

She nodded. “Y ou and your siblings must have had a blast playing outside when you
were younger.”

“We did. The girls love it now.” He brushed her hair off her shoulder and whispered,
“Did | mention they’re sleeping here tonight?’

A shiver racked her body and she leaned back against him. “I did notice their duffel
bags.”

“S0... your place or mine?’ he asked.
“I—" Her words were cut off by the sound of a phone ringing. “That’s mine.” She

slipped her hand into a pocket in her skirt, pulled out her cell, and glanced at it. “It's
Clara.” She dlid her thumb across the screen and took the call. “Hello, Clara.”
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Because he stood so close, he could hear the conversation.

“Hello, dear. I'm sorry to bother you but I’'m at the gallery and I’'m not feeling well. |
can't reach Oliver and I’'m worried,” she said, lowering her voice.

Fallon’s body stiffened and she turned to Noah. “1 need to go to her.”

He nodded, knowing how close she felt to her boss and mentor. “Why don’t you have
her call 911, find out what hospital they’re taking her to, and we can meet her there?’

“You should stay with your family, | can take arideshare.”
He shook his head. “Not happening.”

She shot him a grateful look, her gaze softening, then returned to the call and
repeated what he’' d said to Clara.

They said their goodbyes to the family, calmed the girls, assuring them Clara was a
friend of Fallon’s and she' d be fine, and they were off.

Fallon was silent on the ride to the city, her worry for Clara causing her foot to tap
while drumming her nails on the leather on the door.

Though he attempted to join Fallon inside the ER, he wasn't family and they only
wanted one person at a time. After claiming to be Clara’'s daughter, she was allowed
in.



She paused to talk to him first. “I don’t know how long I’ ll be here, so you should go
home. | can take an Uber home.” She rushed off to see Clara before he could reply.

He had no intention of leaving her to come out alone later. So Noah settled in to wait.

Chapter Thirteen

Fallon was directedto a cubicle with a dliding door to which Clara had been assigned.
Her boss lay back in bed, her skin pale, oxygen being given to her through the small
cannulain her nose.

“Clara, I’'m here. I’d have come sooner but | wasn't in the city. How are you?’ Fallon
pulled a chair over to the bed, lifted Clara’ s hand, and held it between her palms.

“l was dizzy and out of breath. Oliver said he tried to get me an appointment with a
specialist but there were no openings for six weeks. He said | should go to work and
it would be mind over matter. I’ d feel better being busy.”

Fallon clenched her teeth. Sylvie was supposed to work today and she was bringing a
friend to train.

But what was wrong with Oliver? Was he trying to work his mother to death? “Oh,
Clara. | wish you'd called me sooner.”

“Sylvie was working with her friend, so | had help. | was able to relax at my desk.
But the shortness of breath returned when | wasn't exerting myself and it frightened
me.”

“What are they doing for you?’ she asked, gently holding her hand as she met her
gaze.



Clara's blue eyes appeared cloudy. “They are doing blood tests to see if | had a heart
attack and they want to run some other tests too. They explained them but I'm so
tired | didn’t process much of what they said.”

Clara’'s son should have been there to bring his mother to the hospital and play
interpreter with the doctors. “Where is Oliver?’ Fallon asked.

“He said he had an important meeting but | left a message on his phone that | was
here. I’'m sure he'll come rushing in any moment.”

Fallon had her doubts.

“Fallon, while we' re alone, | wanted to talk to you.”

“Of course,” Fallon said, leaning forward. “What can | do for you?’

Claracleared her throat. “1 spoke to my lawyer about my will.”

“Yourwill? Clara, please. Don’'t dwell on that.” Nobody liked thinking about death,
but Fallon hated it from personal experience. She shuddered at the memories that
came back and focused on Clara.

Reaching up, the other woman removed the oxygen from her nose, probably so she
could speak more clearly. “It’ s prudent for someone of my means to think ahead. And
when | wasn't feeling well it made me start thinking and act on what’ s important.”

Not wanting to think about a world without Clara in it, Fallon swallowed over the
lump in her throat. Just the idea reminded her of the gaping loss of her mother. Her
father and brothers had tried hard to compensate, as did Lizzie, but alittle girl needed
her mom.
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“I’'m hereand I’'m listening,” he said.

She pushed herself away and turned to face him. “She said she's leaving me the
galery! And I didn’'t know what to say. | mean, she has a son who she could give her
business to, but she said she knows how much | love it and that I’ll pass on that love
to people who come in to shop.”

“What a generous thing to do,” he said, as surprised as Fallon seemed to be.

She nodded. “I’ ve always wanted my own gallery and she knew that. | do have atrust
fund that |1 could use to open my own business, but | wanted to soak up as much
knowledge as | could from Clara before | acted to fulfill that dream. | know how
fortunate | am and | didn’t want to just open a gallery only to have to close it again

because | hadn’t done my due diligence.”

“Smart of you,” he murmured, admiring her intelligence and ability to see past just
having the money. He operated hislife the same way.

Tearsfilled her eyes and he wiped at her damp cheek. “Happy tears?’ he asked.

“A combination. | don't like to think of Claradying.” She visibly swallowed hard. “It
reminds me of losing my mother.”

He sighed, feeling her pain. “You never told me what happened to her.” Reaching
out, he took her hand, hoping their connection would allow her to trust him.

She glanced down, then met his gaze. “1 was ten when it happened. My father owns



an investment firm and he had a client that directed Dad’ s investments, then blamed
him when he lost a lot of money. Dad had tried to warn him but he believed the
stocks would turn around.”

He waited in silence, letting her gather her thoughts.

She cleared her throat. “Anyway, one night over the summer, Dad was out a a
business dinner and | was sleeping upstairs. Aiden, Jared, and Dex were at summer
camp. Remy was seventeen and he’'d stayed home.” Her voice shook as she spoke
and he stroked his thumb over the top of her hand.

“Takeyour time,” he said, waiting patiently.

She blew out a breath and nodded, indicating she was ready again. “Remy was
supposed to take Mom and me out for dinner but some girl he liked called and wanted
to see him, so he blew us off.” Her lips lifted in a wry smile. “| remember being so
annoyed at the time. But then Mom and | ordered in and watched a movie, and after, |
went to my bed to sleep.”

She paused and Noah braced himself for... he didn’t know what. “Dad’s client broke
into the house and shot my mother. He was punishing my dad for his business losses.
He killed her while | was upstairs sleeping.” She sniffed and the tears fell from her

eyes.

“Oh, sweetheart. I’'m so sorry.” Noah held out his arms and she burrowed in, settling
In his lap to accept his comfort. Sliding a hand up the back of her shirt, he rubbed
slow circles, calming her as she cried.

After a while, she hiccupped and pulled back, her eyes red but she was no less
beautiful to him.



“No matter how much time passes, when | talk about her, it still feels as painfully
fresh as when it happened.”

“You were a little girl. You understand so much more now. It must be like reliving
theloss.”

She nodded. Blinked. And more moisture leaked from her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said,
rubbing her eyes with the arm of her sweater.

“For what? Getting emotional? Please. I’'m just glad you feel like you can let go with

me.

She tipped her head, studying him, asif seeing him for the first time. “1 do,” she said,
surprise in her voice.

She moved to him, placed her hands on his shoulders, and sealed her lips over his.

His desire to comfort her was as strong as his physical need. Pulling her against him,
he slid ahand into her hair, cupping her head and deepening the kiss.

Chapter Fifteen

After telling thestory of her mother’s murder, Fallon needed to get lost in Noah and
he was there, his big strong arms wrapping around her and positioning her more
securely in his lap. Her sex sat on his hard cock and one rock had a wave of pleasure
rolling through her.

Desperate for an escape from the memories, she focused on Noah. Sliding her hands
between their bodies, she pulled up the shirt he wore and pressed her palms against
his warm, hard stomach. The difference between her softer body and his rock-hard
one was arousing and she ran her hands up his chest until she covered his nipples,



pausing long enough to rub each one between her thumb and forefinger.

A low rumble escaped from deep inside him and before she knew it, he'd risen from
the sofa with her in his arms. She locked her ankles around his back while he walked
them to the bedroom, all the while kissing her and nipping at her jaw.

He deposited her on the mattress and stared down at her, his gaze aimost feral, and
said, “Naked. Now.” The barked two-word command seemed to be the only words he
could manage as his hands went to his pants button and he began to follow his own
orders.

Not wanting to wait a moment to join him, Fallon quickly removed the skirt and
panties. Socks next. Her shoes she'd aready left by the front entrance. Naked from
the bottom down, with one hand she pulled off her shirt and met him as an equal.

His gloriously naked body had her sex turning wet with need and she reached out to
encircle his cock with her hand. She dlid her palm over the hot, hard flesh and she let
out a moan of need.
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She did off the bed and sunk to her knees on the plush carpeted floor. His heavy-
lidded gaze never left hers as she licked the head of his erection, eliciting a full-body
shudder from Noah. Then she replaced her hand with her mouth, pulling him between
her lips as deep as she could manage.

His hand came to rest on top of her head, his body stiff as she gazed up at him,
looking for a sign. Of what, she didn’t know, but when his eyes warmed from hazel
green to a deeper brown, she licked underneath of his shaft, swirling her tongue
around the top and tasting the precum at the tip.

“Fuck,” he ground out, only to shift his hips and begin a slow and steady thrusting
motion.

She felt him hold back, not going as deep as she assumed he both needed and wanted.
Reaching a hand down, she tried to pinch his thigh as a sign but the taut skin was
hard and tight.

He glanced at her. “ Do you want more, sweet girl?’

She nodded.

“You’re sure you can take more?’

Again, she treated him to a small bob of her head.

Her agreement worked like a release valve and he went from slow and measured to
faster, never taking his gaze from hers, obviously judging how much she could



handle. And she was determined to take what he gave.

His movements picked up and soon she was at his mercy, his cock hitting the back of
her mouth with every repeat thrust. Her eyes watered and she gagged a few times, at
which point he’' d slow down, check on her, and return to where they’ d been.

With one hand, she braced herself on his thigh, with the other, she cupped his balls
and tugged lightly. His hips moved faster and his thrusts became less smooth, more
jerky until he stiffened and came with aloud groan, followed by her name on hislips.

She swallowed what she could and somehow rose and stumbled to the bathroom to
fix herself. Next thing she knew, he'd joined her in the bathroom, hefted her over his
shoulder so she squealed, and flopped her down on the bed.

He came over her and thrust deep. The man had stamina because he was rock hard
and ready to go again, taking her hard and sending her soaring before she had a
chance to catch her breath.

A long time later, Noah held her in his arms. Her thoughts were quiet, her breathing
now slow and steady. And as she drifted off, she realized she felt safe with him and
after tonight, closer than ever before.

***

Fallon woke tothe sun streaming through the blinds, the covers kicked low so they
covered only her bare bottom. With a sigh, she stretched, feeling the delicious pull of
rarely used muscles as she slowly came awake and began to process her thoughts.

Noah lay beside her and she turned her head to find him watching her. “C'mere,” he
said, and she scooted closer.



He propped himself up against the pillows and she nested in the crook of his shoulder
as he wrapped his arm around her waist.

“Morning,” he rumbled, once he had her positioned where he wanted her.

She couldn’t help but smile. “Morning.” She lay her head on his chest, soaking in his
warmth.

“What’ s on your agendafor today?’ he asked, twirling her hair in hisfinger.
“Well, | have to be at work around noon, but we have help now, so | feel alittle more
flexible and less panicked. | would like to check on Clara. Other than that, not much.

How about you?”’

“l am going to take advantage of my free morning before | have to go get the twins
and catch up on some paperwork.”

“And after?’

“1 thought if the forecast is still on the warmer side, I’d ask the girlsif they want to go
to the zoo. Give Dakota some time to spout her little-known facts about certain
species,” he said with a chuckle.

She smiled, then splayed her hand on his chest. “Y ou’ re such a good dad.”

“It wasn't easy at first,” he murmured. “But you know what they say, parenting
doesn’'t come with a manual. You get thrown into the deep end and you have no

choice but to swim because that baby relies on you for everything.”

“Or in your case, babies, plural.”



He let out a chuckle. “True. But then they become little people with personalities, and
it's easier to know what might make them happy.”

“Like the zoo.”
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“Like the zoo,” he agreed. He grew quiet and she left him to his thoughts but the
silence became prolonged.

“What are you thinking about?’ she asked.

He lifted the other shoulder. “Just that these are the things their mother is missing out
on. Taking them to the zoo. Going ice skating in Central Park closer to the holidays.
And if she’'smissing out, so arethe girls.”

Fallon sighed. “I can’t say | know what it’s like to be a mom.” Though she hoped to
one day. “But | imagine she’ s torn between a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to follow
her dreams, and the twins. I’ve never met her but Dakota and Dylan are very well-
adjusted kids. That’s due to your joint parenting. Everyone will be fine,” she assured
him.

“Anyone ever tell you you're pretty wise for someone so young?’
“My brothers call me awise-ass, does that count?’

He chuckled and they settled back into their own thoughts, leaving Fallon to realize
he' d confided in her about his fears for the girls. Oh, he'd mentioned it before, but
she'd heard the deeper worry behind the words and was grateful she could be here to
soothe his concerns, something Ezra had never let her do.

He' d pat her on the head and minimize her own worries but he never confided in her
about his deepest feelings. Noah's ability to tap into his emotions and be vulnerable
made him more of a stand-up guy than anyone she'd known in the past. Definitely



more than her ex. Noah Powers was his own man and she appreciated everything
about him.

They must have dozed back to sleep because she woke again, this time to the ringing
of her cell phone in the other room.

“I'll grab it.” Noah levered his big body up and strode out of room, unabashedly
nude.

She took the time to admire the view.

“Like what you see?’ he asked with a smirk on his handsome face. Even with
bedhead and a scruff of beard on his face, he was the best-looking man she'd ever
seen.

“| take the Fifth. Y our ego is big enough.”

He tossed the phone onto the bed and she picked it up and glanced at the screen. She
didn’t recognize the number but the message |eft made her freeze.

“What’s wrong?’

“It was the police. The gallery was vandalized,” she said, already scrambling out of
bed, her mind on the valuable, irreplaceable artwork inside.

“Jump in the shower, I'll be right there. Then I’'ll take you over.”
Shivering and numb, she did as Noah suggested, taking a quick shower, then ceding

the bathroom to him. All the while she was grateful that however bad this was, she
wouldn’t haveto faceit alone.



* k%

Noah drove themto the gallery and parked in a spot across the street. Yellow police
tape prevented them from entering. Falon approached the officer on duty and
explained she worked there.

He let them walk inside.

“Oh my God!” Fallon placed a hand over her open mouth, horror dripping from her
words as she took in the scene.

Noah wrapped an arm around her waist and led her to one of the barstools set up in
the corner. She sat down, her breathing heavy, as she obviously tried to come to terms
with the destruction.

“Oliver!” she exclaimed, and jumped out of her seat.

Noah turned and caught sight of Clara’s son walking toward them.

“Fallon. How did you know to be here?’ he asked, folding his arms across his chest.
“1’m on the emergency list. Where's Clara?’

“Right here,” her boss said, as she slowly made her way from the back room.

Even from a distance, Noah could see the dark circles under her eyes and the wan
appearance of her skin. Even Noah realized the older woman had gone downhill fast.

“Clara, come sit.” Fallon rushed over and with the aid of her walker, helped Clara to
sit. “Why didn’t you send Oliver? Y ou need to be in bed!”
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“Sheinsisted on coming,” Oliver said.
“Fallon, look at the destruction.” Tears were in the other woman’s eyes.
Fallon rubbed her back. “Was anything stolen?’

“The police asked me to take inventory and do alist. | assured him we'd get that done
as soon as possible. But at aglance, it doesn’t appear that way.”

Noah narrowed his gaze. “ That’s odd.”

“Isit?” Oliver asked. “Today’s youth is callous and lacks appreciation for the finer
things.”

Clararemained silent and Fallon glanced away but not before Noah noticed her hand
curl into afist at his elitist words and snooty tone.

Fallon clasped Clara’ s hand. “Everything isinsured. It's going to be okay.”

“Frankly, | think my mother’s had it. This gallery is a burden to her in her fragile
state. | can help you shut down—"

“Oliver!” Clara managed to snap at her son. “That is not happening. Fallon is more
than capable of putting things to rights here, seeing what was destroyed or taken, and
contacting the artists. | will call the insurance company when | get home. | told you
this gallery means everything to me. You will not discuss taking it away from me

again.”



With a good old-fashionedharrumph, he stormed off in the direction of the office and
Noah wanted to applaud the effort it took for Clarato stand up to her son.

“Ms. Morganville, can | get you something? A cup of tea? Noah offered, and Fallon
treated him to a grateful smile.

She shook her head. “Oliver has been bringing me tea constantly. | think | could float
away.” She shook her head and managed alaugh. “ And please, call me Clara.”

“Yes, maam,” he sad.

“Fallon, we're going to have to close down while we get the place fixed up and find
out how soon we can get more inventory.”

Fallon nodded. “I know. I'll take care of everything. If you're up to it, just handle the
insurance since it’sin your name. After that, you rest. I’ ve got things handled here.”

“Thank you, darling girl. | can trust you have my best interests at heart.” With a
smile, Clara pushed herself out of the seat.

Noah jumped up but let her have her dignity as she stood. He was there should she
fall. Then, Fallon made small talk so she could accompany Clarato the back office.

By the time she reemerged, Oliver had a hand under his mother’s elbow and was
escorting her outside to his car.

Fallon stood by Noah, watching the duo. She sighed. “1 don’t understand how she's
so sick so suddenly.”

“Did you talk to her about seeing a specialist?’ he asked.



“Every time| do, it seems like Oliver shows up, reassuring me he' s taking care of his
mother.” She frowned and sighed, glancing around the gallery. “Oh, my painting was
damaged!” Fallon exclaimed. “I should have pulled it off the wall since | had every
intention of surprising the girlswithit.” Frustrated tears filled her gaze.

“Hey. There's nothing we can do here, so let’s go. The longer you stay looking at the
vandalism, the more upset you’ll get.”

“Okay.” She treated him to a smile he knew was forced. “Y ou can take me home and
go pick up the girls from your parents.”

He raised an eyebrow. “First, my parents are bringing them home to me, and second,
I’m not sending you home alone when you're upset. | can guarantee the girls will be
happy to take your mind off the break-in, at least for alittle while.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and held him tight. “Thank you. | realy didn’t
want to be by myself.”

With a brighter look in her eyes, they shut the lights and walked out, checking in with
the officers outside before they |eft.

Chapter Sixteen

Fallon sat inthe kitchen in Noah' s apartment, a modern space with white cabinets and
black quartz countertops with white veining running through. Definitely a good
choice for two active girls who probably liked to make a mess.

Noah had excused himself to take a work call. Despite it being the weekend, a
lawyer’slife didn’'t lend itself to nine-to-five hours. Still, she felt calmer here than she
would have in her apartment, pacing and worrying, and was grateful Noah had
offered her sanctuary here. She' d have to deal with the reality of working through the



damage soon enough. She'd already made a list of artists to contact, knowing she'd
add to it when she returned to the gallery and was able to access the computer there.
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She wrapped her hands around a mug filled with coffee and took a long sip, sadness
filling her at the loss of all the beautiful, one-of-a-kind art that had been destroyed.
And for what? Someone who got a kick out of breaking in and getting away with it?
She hoped the cameras in the galery picked up something useful for the police,
who'd mentioned Clara had given them access and they would be in touch once they
sent the information to their tech people.

“Daddy! We're home!” one of the twins screamed.

Her lips lifted and she laughed. She hadn’'t heard anyone enter. Then again, this
apartment was massive and she wasn't anywhere near the front entrance.

The twins came to a skidding halt in the kitchen and when they noticed Fallon, Dylan
shrieked. “ Grandma, Fallon’s here!”

Nina walked into the room, a smile on her face. “I can see that. No need to break my
eardrums.”

“Fallon! We watched a show on National Geographic with Grandpa. Did you know
that rhinocerhouses talk to each other with their poop?’ Dakota asked.

Dylan giggled at her sister’swords.

“If they mark their spots, other rhinocerhouses know not to go there and they don’t
get into afight.”

Fallon blinked at the information, as usual, at a loss as to what to say to the young,



quite brilliant girl.

“That’s rhinoceroses. It's the plural for more than one rhino,” Noah's dad said,
joining them in the kitchen. “And hello, Fallon.”

His mom treated her to awarm smile.

“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Powers.”

His mom waved a hand through the air. “Nina and Joseph, remember?”’

Fallon nodded and smiled.

“Where's Daddy?’ Dakota asked.

“He'sin his office but he should be out soon. | had alittle...” She glanced at the girls
before meeting Nina's gaze. “Excitement at the gallery and he offered to let me hang
out here for the day.” She felt the need to explain her reason for being here. The last
thing she’d want was for his parents to think they’d spent the night together, even if
they had.

The sound of heavy footsteps treading across the apartment caught Fallon’s attention
and Noah strode into the room, his te-shirt showing his powerful forearms and
despite, or rather, because of his casual look, her mouth watered at the sight of him.

“Did | hear a herd of elephants in here?’ Noah asked, opening his arms so the twins
could run into them.

The sight warmed her heart. She adored how much the twins loved their father,
testament to what a spectacular job he was doing raising them alone.



Feeling the heat of someone's gaze, she turned to see Nina watching her watch the
scene, a speculative look in her eyes, and Fallon’s stomach twisted with nerves. She
just wanted his mother to like her.

“Funny you should mention elephants,” Fallon said in an effort to switch the other
woman'’s focus.,

“Y eah, we watched a show with Grandpa!” Dylan said.

Dakota went into her rhino poop information, mispronunciations and all, and soon,
everyone was laughing and Nina Powers was no longer watching Fallon stare at the
small family with what had probably been longing in her gaze.

His parents stayed for an hour and they’d moved to the family room, relaxing and
talking before leaving to see a matinee on Broadway .

As soon as goodbyes had been said and Noah walked his parents out, the girls
surrounded her. “Can we do mani-pedis?’ Dylan asked. “I have a manicure set!” she
exclaimed.

Dakota wrinkled her nose. “Nooo! It’'s so boring.”

If Fallon had to guess, she couldn’t sit still long enough for the process. “Well, that’s
up to your dad. Dakota, why don’'t you think about something fun | can paint on your
nails just in case we do them?’ She figured that would entice the girl to agree with

her sister’ sdesire.

“Oooh! Rhino poop!” She giggled, grabbing her stomach and dropping to the floor,
rolling with laughter at her own joke.

“What's so funny?’ Noah asked, as he returned to the family room.



“Don’'t ask, Dad. Just don't ask.” Dylan walked up to her father and clasped both
handsin front of her.
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“What do you want?’ he asked, sounding pre-resigned to not liking the answer.

Dakota jumped up from her theatrics on the floor. “Can Fallon give us mani-pedis,
Daddy? Please?’

“Please?’ Dylan chimed in, hands still clasped in prayer.

He immediately shook his head. “Girls, Fallon’s had a rough—I mean busy morning.
We don’t need to bother her.”

“It's no bother. They’re an amazing distraction. Besides, | said I'd paint something
specia on Dakota s nails.”

“Not poop!” Dylan shrieked.

He wrinkled his nose. “I redly don't want to know.” Glancing a Fallon, he
mouthed,Are you sure?She nodded, suddenly looking forward to a spa day with
Noah's girls.

He shot her a grateful 1ook. “Then | will disappear into my office and get some work
done. Girls, make sure you help Fallon clean up afterward,” he said in his stern dad
voice.

One she wasn’t ashamed to admit turned her on despite their young audience.

* k%



Even secluded inhis office, Noah heard the girlish shrieks and laughter from the
kitchen. He' d stopped by the room for a glass of water and had been shocked to see
the twins soaking their toes in plastic containers filled with soapy water.

They barely noticed him, lost in their excitement and chatter. He couldn’t remember
the last time he'd seen the girls so animated and happy. In fact, he'd never seen
Fallon so engrossed in something to the exclusion of all else, including him. And he
couldn’'t express the warmth that filled him, knowing this young woman—and she
was young—truly loved spending time with his girls. Not to impress him, not as a
means to get closer to him, but because the twins made her as happy as they made
him.

He snuck out of the kitchen, happy to be invisible, and returned to his office where he
worked to the sound of joy and fun filling both his apartment and his heart.

He didn’t know how much time had passed when a knock sounded on his office door.
He glanced up to see Fallon hovering in the doorway, seemingly unsure if she should

enter.

He gestured for her to come in and she strode across the hardwood floor, coming to a
stop across from him.

“Closer,” he said, indicating she should walk around the large desk.

She did as instructed, coming around to his side.

“Where are the girls?’ he asked.

She laughed. “1 took the mini fans from their rooms and told them to sit in front of
thefansto let their nailsdry.”



“Brilliant,” he said, as he pulled her onto his lap.

“We shouldn’t!”

“I’ll hear them coming. Trust me.”

She bit down on her enticing lower lip and nodded. “I do.”

Why did those little words do such crazy things to his heart rate? “It sounded like you
were having fun.”

“They’'re amazing girls. | love getting to learn their different personalities.” She
waved a hand through the air and he caught her wrist in his hand.

Her fingers were different colors, one hand hot pink and blue, the other purple and
orange, none of which were within the shape of her nails. The polish extended onto
her fingers.

“You let them paint your nails,” he said, staring at the messin disbelief.

“Of course. It’sjust polish.”

“This hand is Dakota and this is Dylan’s handiwork.” She held up each hand for him
to see.

Releasing her hand, he pressed a pam to her cheeks. “You, Fallon Sterling, are atrue
treasure.” He leaned forward and captured her lips with his.
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He put al the emotion into the kiss he couldn’t express in words. How much he liked
her, admired her, appreciated her. With every swipe of their tongues, his cock grew
harder and she squirmed in his lap, breaking the kiss before he was ready.

“Not while the girls are in the other room,” she said, hopping up from her seat.

She was right and he released her. “I had fun today. It was definitely the distraction |
needed before facing the hard day tomorrow.”

“Work?’

She nodded. “Cataloguing the destruction. It shouldn’t take me long. I'm familiar
with the art. It just breaks my heart to see the callousness in the world. And | dread
calling the artists.”

“| understand.”

“About the twins, | had an idea. Once | handle all the gallery work, which shouldn’t
take longer than half a day tomorrow, I’'m off until Clara has the walls repainted and
gets the place ready to open again.”

As if they knew they were the subject of conversation, the thud of their bare feet
came padding toward the office.

“Why don’t | watch the twins while I’'m off?’ she asked, just as their identical faces
appeared in the doorway.



“Fallon’s going to be our nanny!” Dylan exclaimed, and they both raised their
manicured handsin theair. “Y ay!”

Noah's head was spinning. “Girls!” he yelled, and they quieted down immediately.
“Fallon and | still need to discuss this.” He didn't want her to take on such a huge
obligation. He had another woman scheduled for an interview on Monday. This one
came highly recommended from another partner in the office whose son no longer
needed watching over.

“Why don’t you two give me five more minutes under the fans? Then we can clean
up. I'll talk to your dad and beright in to help.”

They ran off and he let out agroan of relief. “They’re like an army. | can't ask you to
watch them all week while | work.”

“You didn't ask. | offered. And | really want to. | love being with them, Noah. It's
not a burden.”

The offer was the answer to his problem and after seeing the three of them together
today, he had no concerns about leaving his girls with Fallon. If anything, he was
more worried they’d drive her crazy and away.

“They can be a handful,” he warned her.

“And | can handle them however they behave. But | have a hunch they’d rather have
me than someone new so they’ Il be on their best behavior.”

He nodded. “Good point. I'm meeting with a promising candidate who can start
whenever I'm ready so—"

“So talk to her, see how you feel, and if you like her, | can help the introduction with



the girls. I’ve got this,” she assured him.

His fingersitched to have her in hisarms again, his hands in her silky hair, hislipson
hers. Having her in his home was the next best thing.

“Do we have adeal?’ she asked.

“We do. Now come seal it with akiss.”

And she did.

* k%

On Monday, Fallonhandled things at the gallery, listing the damaged items and
turning the list over to the police. Worried about Clara, she checked on her boss by
phone and though she offered to come by, the older woman insisted she just needed
the break from work and to rest. She called the artists, explaining about the break-in
and damage. The majority were understanding, though one or two had arrogance and
ego in spades and took their anger out on Fallon. With one gentleman in particular,
she'd had to threaten to hang up on him if he didn't moderate his tone and he'd
backed down. Though he still said he was taking his commissions elsewhere. The day
left her with a splitting headache, but the rest of the week Fallon spent with the girls.

She filled their time together with educational but fun activities. One day she took
them to the Bronx Zoo, a delight for both girls, but mostly Dakota. The next day they
visited Spyscape, an interactive museum the twins loved. On Thursday, they hit up
The Paint Place, a studio that offered activities similar to the painting Fallon had done
with the girls, but this one catered exclusively to kids and teens.

Fallon loved her days with the girls and evenings with Noah where the twins regaled
him with stories of their day. She was beginning to like the family feeling too much



considering she wasn't part of thelir lives that way. Come Monday, the girls would be
the new nanny’s responsibility. Noah had met and hired the woman at the beginning
of the week. Her references were stellar and with some encouragement from Fallon,
the girls had agreed to give Greta, a Swedish student here on a work visa, a real
chance.

Too often, Fallon had to remind herself she was only Noah's girlfriend, not that
they’d defined their status, but as two adults, she knew their relationship was
monogamous. She just didn’t know how long it would last and that meant not getting
attached.

Though she knew better than to give her heart to the man and his children, she feared
it wastoo late.

Chapter Seventeen
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Noah had toadmit the week Fallon watched the girls was the most productive one
he'd had at work since the twins got off from school for the summer. Throughout the
day, he'd receive messages from Fallon with pictures of the girls at their latest
activity and he was astounded by the thought and effort she’'d put into the babysitting
offer. His favorite was a selfie of all three of his girls that he’d made his phone
wallpaper so he could see it every time he picked up his cell.

His girls. The sentiment should have been aforeign one yet it felt right.

He arrived home Friday evening, planning to order in pizza and have them all watch a
movie. He entered his apartment to find the entryway rug rolled up and the girls
walking on coated paper, the soles of their feet covered in paint as they giggled and
stepped to the beat of music Fallon had playing from her phone.

“Hello!” he called over the music.

“Daddy!”

“Nobody move!” Falon ordered in a strict voice and to his surprise, they listened,
halting in place.

“Hi. You're early,” she said, her cheeks flushed as she met his gaze. “| planned to
have this cleaned up by the time you got home.”

He set his briefcase on the floor, far from the paint. “It's fine. Looks like you're
having fun?’



“The best!” Dakota and Dylan exclaimed at the same time.

“Okay, girls. One at atime |I’'m carrying you to the tub. Who' s first?’

He watched as she handled the twins like a pro, set them up in the shower, and
returned to clean up, quickly and efficiently.

“Areyou sure you' ve never been afull-time nanny?’ he asked.

She laughed. “When you paint, you become meticulous about the mess and the
cleanup process. Or at least | do. They promised not to step off the paper.”

“Well, I'm impressed.”

“Thanks.”

“Stay for dinner and amovie?’ he asked.

Swallowing, she shook her head. “1 have plans.”

He didn't like the pit that formed in his stomach at her words. “With?’ he couldn’t
help but ask.

“My dad. I’'m going there for dinner. It's been a while and my siblings and | have
been taking turns subtly checking on him since his heart attack. He's the worst
patient.” She twisted her lips at the thought. “Lizzie tries her best to take care of
him,” she said of the woman Fallon had told Noah her dad was dating. “But he's
stubborn.”

Relief filled him because she was seeing family. He'd never been jealous before and
had a hard time with this particular emotion.



“How are you getting there?’ he asked, knowing they lived outside the city.

Shelifted one shoulder. “I’'l1l Uber.”

He nodded, glad she wasn’t taking the subway at night.

“Thank you for this week,” he said, not wanting her to feel like a babysitter when she
was so much more. “I’ ve never seen the girls so happy.”

She smiled and it lit up her pretty eyes. “The week was ablast for me, too. They’re so
smart and fun to be around. Speaking of, | should check on them.”

She turned and started in the direction of the girls room and bathroom but Noah
hooked an arm around her waist, stopping her from leaving.

He spun her around and clasped his hands on her waist. “If | didn’t know better, I'd
think you were trying to avoid me.”

“Not at all,” she assured him, running a hand over his chest and the shirt he'd
unbuttoned on his way up the elevator. “I just need to work on my painting this
weekend. I’ ve been doing that when | go home at night but | had things at the gallery
that are now destroyed. I'm refreshing my stock, so to speak.” Then, as if to reassure
him, she rose to her tiptoes and pressed a kissto hislips.

“We're done!”
Fallon jumped back but he kept one arm around her waist. It was time the kids see

this was more than friendship. He'd never brought a woman around them before and
thiswas the first time they’ d seen him kiss anyone.
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He glanced at the twins to gauge their reaction. They’d showered and changed into
pajamas, their hair wet and hanging around their shoulders.

“What's for dinner?” Dylan asked.
“I’m hungry!” Dakota said.

Neither mentioned finding him kissing Fallon. “ Take the win,” he said to Fallon, who
was stiff in hisarms,

Her muscles eased and she relaxed against him.
“We're ordering pizza and Fallon is going to have dinner with her father,” he said.

After some moaning and groaning because she was leaving, Fallon said goodbye and
he walked her to the door. “ Everything good?’ he asked her.

“1I"m exhausted,” she said, laughing.

“They can wear out an army. | might have freaked out when | found out Charlie was
having twins but | admit now that starting and ending with two at once redly is the

easy way.”
“Daddy! When’ s the food going to be here?’ one of the girls called out.

She shook her head, an amused smile on her lips. “Go.”



“Text me when you’'re home safe.” He kissed her lips and she walked out the door.

***

Instead of goingto her father’s, Fallon called and told Lizzie she had a headache and
wasn't up to the car ride to see them. Understanding as always, Lizzie told her to feel
better. She promised to call her dad in the morning and walked home from Noah's,
needing the fresh air and time to think, Noah' s words about the twins playing around
in her head.

Beginning and ending with two kids. In other words, he didn’t want more children.
She wasn’t sure why she’d never thought about it before, especially considering how
aware she' d been of their age difference. Fallon had always wanted a big family like
she’d had growing up. Losing her mom had made her appreciate her brothers even
more. No matter how overprotective they could be, she always considered herself
lucky to have them.

Now she’'d gone and fallen in love with a man who was finished with kids. Why not?
He had the two most perfect girls in the world. They were already nine years old.
Why would he want to start over with babies and diapers?

Blowing out a breath into the cold air, she raised her hand to grab a cab, suddenly
overcome with the desire to be home faster. And when Brooke called, insisting she
meet her for adrink, she agreed, needing a friend more than she wanted to be alone.

She redirected the cab driver to the small bar near her apartment where Brooke
suggested they go. She paid, tipped, and hopped out, relieved Brooke was waiting at a

small booth.

“Hi,” she said, as she did in across from her friend.



“Hi, yourself.” Brooke had just come from work and was dressed in a black pencil
skirt and pink blouse, her hair up in aloose bun. “I just got here. What do you want to
drink?’

Fallon scanned through the drink menu, her gaze catching a delicious-looking frozen
strawberry margarita

“Yum!” Brooke said, eyes wide as she nodded. “Make it two of those!”

They waited for the server to approach and placed the order, then made small talk
about life, then work, and Fallon filled Brooke in on the status at the gallery.

“The insurance company is coming next week to view the damage. After that, we can
start the cleanup process.”

“Does that mean you’ re on babysitting duty again next week?’ Brooke asked.

Fallon shook her head. “No, actualy...”

“Drinks, ladies,” the server said, cutting off what Fallon had been about to say. He
placed two margarita glasses filled with their drinks on the table.

Brooke lifted her drink and Fallon did the same. “To this friendship,” she said with a
smile.

“Hear, hear.” They lightly tapped glasses and took their first sips of the delicious
drink.

“S0... back to my question. Are you still going to watch the twins next week?’
Brooke asked.
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Knowing better than to contradict or question her friend in front of the man she was
letting down gently, Fallon focused on her drink and took a sip.

“Aah, she broke my heart.” He placed a hand over the |eft side of his chest.

Fallon lightly nudged him in the ribs. “You really are a flirt.” She hadn’'t seen that
side of him when they were at his parents house. He was lighter than Noah in
personality, more initially friendly and easygoing. She'd liked both of Noah's
brothers.

He shrugged. “A man’s gotta take his shot. But that’s my cue to go join my friends.
Nice to meet you, Brooke. If you ever find yourself single, Fallon can get you my
number.” He winked, said his goodbyes, and strode away, every bit as cocky for

having been shot down.

As soon as he was out of earshot, Brooke blew out a breath and fanned her face.
“That man is potent.”

Fallon studied her friend, confused by her conflicting behavior. “Then why turn him
down?’

“Oh, | really am very busy at the office.”

Fallon bit down on the inside of her cheek. *Y ou know, if you ever want to talk about
him, you can. It doesn’'t matter that he’s my brother. Y ou're my ride or die.”

Brooke smiled but the sentiment didn’t reach her eyes. “It's complicated and not



worth digging into.”

“Then consider going out with Liam... or any guy for that matter.”

“I’ll think about it,” Brooke said lightly.

“Touché.” Fallon lifted her drink and tipped it toward her friend. Because it wasn'’t
lost on Fallon that Brooke had mimicked Fallon’s own words about Noah right before
Liam had shown up and interrupted them.

Brooke grinned and indulged in her drink.

***

Exhausted after pizzawith the twins, a movie, and getting them to settle down and go
to sleep, Noah slid between his sheets with alow groan.

Bracing a hand over his head, he leaned back and closed his eyes, his thoughts on
Fallon. Though he appreciated her help with the girls, he wanted more time alone
with her. He hated to ask his parents for yet more babysitting hours, though they
loved being with their grandkids.

At times like this, he resented Charlie for her choices. He wasn't a single parent, had
never planned on being one. When she was in New Y ork, he'd given her al the time
off she needed, especially when the girls were young. He loved them more than life
but he was only human and needed a one time with the woman he... loved.

Jesus.

On the one hand, that felt like it had come out of nhowhere, on the other, the emotion
had been building from the moment he'd gotten rid of his attitude toward her and let



her in. Gotten to know her. And convinced himself the age difference didn’t matter,
not if things between them were real. And they were, at least for him. With the time
she gave to his girls and the way she looked at him, he believed she felt the same

way.

His cell rang, distracting him, and he glanced at the screen, then swiped to open it and
hit speaker. “Hey, Liam. How goesit?’ he asked.

“1t goes well. Spent the day at one of my investments and I’'m happy to report they

may be new but they’re turning a profit.” He sounded pleased and Noah was happy
for him.

“That’s great. Y ou know how to pick 'em.”

Both Noah’s brothers were angel investors, working together to buy into companies,
Investing capital in a start-up in exchange for an equity stake in their business. It was
their way of using their trust fundsto give back to the community while building their
portfolio and income at the same time.

“Anyway, guess who | ran into at asmall bar near one of my investments?’

Noah sat up straighter in bed. “Who?’

“Your girlfriend, and she was with a gorgeous friend. Of course, | took my shot but
she turned me down. Now tell me, aren’'t | a good-looking guy?’

Noah shook his head. His brother was such a ham. “Y ou saw Fallon?’ He thought she
was with her father tonight. In fact, he was still waiting for her to text him she'd

gotten home safely.

“Having drinks with her friend Brooklyn. Nice name, too.”



Herolled his eyes. “Was she okay? | thought she was going to see her dad.”

“Seemed fine to me. Anyway, just wanted to let you know | ran into her. Can you get
away for agym session this weekend?’
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“I’m not sure but starting Monday | have a new nanny and the girls swore they’d be
on their best behavior. Things should lighten up for me alittle.” More time to adjust
his schedule and have things get back to normal. Greta had Saturdays free too and
could set up playdates with the girls friends. Once she survived one day with the
twins, an invisible weight would lift from his shoulders.

“Sounds good. Let'stak then.”

“Bye, Li.”

113 Bye.”

Disconnecting the call, he leaned back in bed and debated calling Fallon. Ultimately,
he decided to give her space, if that's what she needed. Hopefully she'd call or text
before she went to sleep.

But when he woke up in the morning, he still hadn’t heard from Fallon.

Chapter Eighteen

Fallon woke upthe next morning and immediately realized she hadn’t checked in with
Noah when she got home. He thought she' d gone to her dad’ s and had asked her to let
him know she was home safe.

“Shit.” Picking up her cell, she sent off a brief text apologizing, explaining she’'d had

a headache and was planning to go home but Brooke had called so she’d gone out
with her instead, and had forgotten to call him when she got home.



After stopping in the bathroom, she pulled on her robe and walked into the kitchen
and made herself a cup of much-needed caffeine. She and Brooke had ordered
another drink and this one had been much heavier on the vodka. They’ d ordered some
fried appetizers but the food hadn’t done much to soak up the alcohol. She had a
glight headache this morning. Taking a long sip of coffee, she moaned at the rich
flavor. Exactly what she needed.

She took a cup of Greek yogurt from the fridge and sat a her small table by the
window overlooking the city and ate a light breakfast. Today was her first day to
herself in aweek and she debated what she wanted to do with it.

She’ d spend some time painting, for sure, but first she wanted to visit with Clara. She
wouldn’t call first because she did not want to argue and end up being talked out of
going over. Her day decided, she picked up her mug and empty yogurt cup and

cleaned up.

She returned to the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and was about take a shower when
the intercom app from the downstairs doorman buzzed on her phone. “Hello?’

“Ms. Sterling, you have a Mr. Powers here to visit.”

“Oh!” What was Noah doing there? “ Send him up, please.” Tugging her robe tighter,
she headed to the door to meet him.

Hearing the elevator ding in the hall, she cracked the door gjar, opening it when she
heard his footsteps approach. “Noah! What are you doing here?’

“When | didn’t hear from you last night, | was worried.”

“1 texted—"



“While | was already on my way over.” He grasped her hand and led her inside.

“Why didn’t you just call me?’

Once inside and the door closed, he took off his jacket, hanging it in the coat closet
before spinning her around until her back was against the wall and he crowded in
close. “Because | wanted to see you,” he said and captured her mouth in akiss.

Her lips parted in surprise and he was ready, dliding his tongue inside. She didn’t
know what had brought on this sudden visit but despite all the warnings in her head,
she wasn’'t complaining. He was everything she wanted in a man, sexy, caring, and
protective in the best way.

Kissing him back came naturally and soon things got more heated. She slid her hands
beneath his hunter green T-shirt and together they pulled it over his head. He tossed it
onto the floor and she splayed her hands over his warm, bare chest, her thumbs
grazing his nipples.

With a groan, he slipped his hands between them and tugged on the sash of her robe,
easily releasing the silk tie. She shrugged her shoulders and the robe fell from her
shoulders and she lowered her arms so the garment dlid to the floor.

She shivered and he covered her breasts with both hands, warming her body and
arousing her with the touch of his palms. Dipping his head, he pressed long, slow
kisses down her neck, along her collarbone until her knees trembled and desire
consumed her.

“l need you,” he said, undoing the button on his jeans and shoving them over his hips,
snagging his boxer briefs as he pulled them down, then kicked them off.

Before she could blink he'd lifted her off the floor and she wrapped her legs around



his waist, clasping her ankles at the small of his back just as he entered her with one
smooth thrust.

He held her aoft with the strength of his body and the support of the wall behind her,
his hips jerking upward with powerful drives she felt deep in her core. She locked her
arms around his neck, looking into his hazel eyes, watching as they darkened, his jaw
locked, and need filled his expression.

Every pump of his hips drove her higher, her own desire rising. One more shift of his
lower body sent her soaring, her climax overtaking her.

“Noah!” She cried out his name, moaning through her explosive orgasm, which
seemed to never end.
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Three more thrusts and he slammed into her once more, stilling as he filled her over
and over.

By the time he pulled out, her legs would not hold her and he scooped her into his
arms, taking steady strides to the bathroom. He lowered her onto the closed toilet seat
and she stared vacantly ahead, uncaring what came next, she felt so deliciously sated.

After turning on the shower, he lifted her into the stall and took over. He soaped her
legs and thighs, working his way upward as he gently cleaned her, helping her wash
and condition her hair, before he turned his attention to himself.

A little while later, she lay in bed, her head on his chest, her hair still damp. Neither
cared. Silence took over and she was grateful. Her body still felt like Jell-O, but her
breaths had finally smoothed out. So had her mind. She wasn’t giving up this man
unless and until she had to.

Don’t go looking for trouble, her mother used to tell her, and she heard her mom’s
voice speaking to her now. The future loomed and it was scary, but it wasn't in her
face yet. So, for the moment, she wasn’t going anywhere.

Fallon spent the weekend with Noah. Somehow, he’ d convinced his sister to give him
twenty-four hours of free time and they made the most of it. Holed up in her
apartment, ordering in food, and having sex. Lots and lots of amazing sex.

By the time he was ready to leave on Sunday morning, she was even more in love
with the man. And she hoped the possible pain in the end was worth the beauty of
now.



* k%

After Noah wenthome to the girls, Fallon dressed and headed to visit Clara. When she
arrived, the doorman let her up and she stood knocking for a good five minutes before
she grew worried and headed back downstairs, coming up to the concierge desk.

“Excuse me, but did you see Clara this morning?’ she asked the doorman.

He shook his head. “No. Her son left a couple of hours ago but asfar as| know, she's
home. Why?’

“She’s not answering and I’'m worried. Do you have a spare key?’

“I’'m not sure | should goin,” he said, hesitating.

Fallon curled a hand into a frustrated fist at her side. “Clara hasn't been well and
there’s silence from inside. Please? I’ll take full responsibility if she’s upset with you.

Please,” she said again, more urgently this time.

He nodded. “Fine.” He walked into the room behind him, shutting the door, then
returned with a set of keysin hishand. “Let’sgo up.”

Once outside the apartment door again, the doorman knocked hard, ringing the bell
while Fallon shifted anxiously from foot to foot.

“1 told you, nobody’ s answering. Open the door?’

He inserted the key in the lock, turned, and let them inside.

“Clara?’ Fallon called out. She made her way through the apartment, checking the
kitchen, the sitting room and then the family room, before walking into the bedroom



where she found the older woman lying on the floor, unresponsive.

“Claral” Fallon knelt down, picking up her weathered hand and feeling for a pulse.
Finding one, she yelled, “Call 911!” to the doorman who'd waited at the entrance to
the apartment.

“Clara?’ Fallon asked in a soothing voice. She spoke to her in low tones for what felt
like forever until the paramedics finally arrived.

She stepped back to let the professionals do their job and when they told her what
hospital they’ d be taking Clarato, Fallon rushed downstairs to hail ataxi.

Hours passed as Fallon paced the floor in the hospital waiting room. She'd told the
paramedics about Clara's heart condition but beyond that she felt useless. Not only
that, she had visions of the night her mom died, nobody letting her into the room, the
explanation given by her dad, that someone had hurt her mommy and she was in
heaven now. And that overwhelming feeling and pit of pain, anguish, and fear.

She glanced around at the sterile, beige walls and down at the empty table in the
center of the room. There were no magazines to read, not that she could concentrate,
nobody to talk to, and by the time noon passed, she was scared and lonely. She
wanted someone to keep her company but sheneededNoah. She knew he had the girls
to care for but she couldn’t stop herself from picking up her phone and dialing his
number.

He arrived not long after and she rushed to him, allowing him to wrap her in his
comforting arms.

“Any news?’ he asked.

She stepped back and shook her head. “Not aword.”



Together they sat back down to wait but she felt better with Noah by her side. She
wasn't up to explaining the feelings that this experience brought back, feeling if she
talked about her mom, she'd cry and not stop.

“1 can stay until early evening. Then | need to go home to the girls so Shannon can
leave,” he said, regret in his tone as she threaded his fingers through hers.

“I"'m just grateful you came.”
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“Family of Mrs. Clara Morganville?” A female nurse stepped into the room and
glanced around.

Finally. She popped up from her seat and Noah rose, standing beside her. “That’s
me.” Fallon raised a hand uselesdly.

“Andyou're her...?’

“Daughter,” she automatically said, knowing if she didn't clam a familia
relationship not only wouldn’t they give her information but they wouldn’t allow her
to see Clara.

“Your mother is stable.”

“Oh, thank God.” For the first time since finding Clara on the floor, Falon’s
heartbeat began to slow to a normal rate. This wasn't a repeat of the past. Clara was

okay. “Can | see her?’

The other woman nodded. “Of course. But she's asleep. Y ou can check on her now
and come back tomorrow. Follow me.”

“Was it her heart?’ she asked.
“The doctor ran tests. We should have the results in afew hours.”

Noah clasped her hand. “I need to get back to the girls. You're okay now that you
have news?’



She looked at him, seeing in his taut expression that he was upset by the need to leave
her.

“I’m good. Promise.” She rose to her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for
coming. | appreciate it so much.”

He nodded. “I’d stay but—"

“You're needed at home. Go.” She squeezed his hand. “I’'m fine.”

After saying goodbye to Noah, Fallon sat by Clara's bedside. Her skin was pale and
paper-thin but her breathing was steady and that’s all Fallon cared about for now. She
stayed until the nurse returned and encouraged her to go home and return tomorrow,
when hopefully Clarawould be more adert.

Worried but relieved at the prognosis, Fallon agreed.

But Clara's scare had her taking the first LIRR train to Old Brookville to visit her
father. Canceling last night had been one thing but she’ d seen firsthand how quickly a
person’s health could turn and she wanted to see her dad in person and make sure he
was okay.

She showed up without calling first and knocked on the front door.

Lizzie greeted her, her eyes wide with surprise. “Falon! | wasn't expecting you
today.”

Stepping into the house, Fallon pulled the woman into a hug she desperately needed,
inhaling her familiar scent that said family to Fallon. Once they’d moved into this
home after her mom died, Lizzie had become like a second mother to her and
Brooklyn like asister. She'd listened to Fallon’ s teenage angst and dried her tears.



“I'm sorry | canceled last night,” Fallon said, feeling suddenly emotional. A lump
rose to her throat and stayed there.

“Honey, you're allowed. What's going on?’ Lizzie ushered her inside and took her
jacket, hanging it in the hall closet.

“|s Dad home?’

“He's napping in the study but come into the kitchen. Let me make you a cup of tea
and we can talk until he wakes up.”

She nodded and swiped at her eyes. “Sorry. I'm all verklempt.” She laughed as she
used the Yiddish word for emotional that Lizzie had taught her growing up. Lizzie
and Brooklyn were Jewish and she’d learned many fun words with Brooke’s mom
around.

“|1 see that and | want to know why.”

Once in the kitchen, Fallon sat on a barstool and let Lizzie bustle around the large
room with state-of-the-art stainless appliances and granite countertops. Her father had
said the kitchen was old and needed a remodel but Fallon suspected he was giving
Lizzie a place to make her own inside the main house. No doubt her father wanted
Lizzie to give up the guesthouse and move in but nobody had mentioned it out loud.
Yet.

Lizzie made two cups of tea and placed their vanilla chamomile drink on the counter,
followed by milk and sugar, knowing Fallon liked her drink sweet. Though teawas a
trigger, with Lizzie she found it soothing, as having Lizzie around lessened the pain
of her mother’ s passing in some small way. “So. What has you so worked up?’ Lizzie
asked.



Fallon drew a deep breath and explained what had happened with Clara this morning.
“Seeing her lying on the floor, | thought she was dead. And while | waited to hear
something in the hospital, | had all these memories of the night Mom died. It was
awful.”

“Oh, honey.” Lizzie placed a hand over Fallon’s briefly. “But she's okay? Y our
boss?’
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Nodding, Fallon forced herself to take a steadying breath. “Sheis. | still don’t know
exactly what happened. Her son should have been with her and wasn’t. She's been so
sick lately. Now they’ll find out what’'s wrong.” And hopefully put her on the road to
recovery.

She made her tea the way she liked it, adding a healthy drop of milk and two sugars,
then took a sip and sighed. “So good. Reminds me of the times you'd make us this
same teawhen Brooke or | were upset.”

Lizzie smiled. “ So much teenage dramawith you two.”
They both laughed.

“How’s Dad?’ Fallon asked. “When | left the hospital, all | wanted to do was come
see him for myself.”

“Oh, Alexander is well behaved at home. It’s the office where | worry. But he looks
well. He's still working too many hours despite Aiden and Jared being there to
shoulder the workload.” She lifted her shoulder. “But he wouldn’t be the Alexander
we know if he wasn't trying to do more and act like he's still a thirty-year-old man.”
She shook her head, then lifted her teacup and took a sip.

“Anything else? Y ou still seem so... heavy hearted.”
“Nothing | want to talk about. Brooke and | had a good heart-to-heart last night. |

ended up having a drink with her before | went home. And she gave me some good
advice. | just need time to figure some things out.”



Lizzie nodded. “Y ou have a good head on your shoulders. You'll do what's best.”

“Well, thisisanice surprise!”

At the sound of her father’s voice, Fallon turned. He stood in the entry to the kitchen
and she jumped up and hugged him tight. “Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, princess. Are you feeling better?’

She nodded, not wanting to give him anything to worry about. “I just wasn’t up to the
trip yesterday. But I'm here now. How areyoufeeling?’ He looked a little tired,
definitely thinner, though that was what the doctor ordered. Better eating, better
health.

“1I"m good. Don’t worry about your old man,” he said.

Laughing, she hit his shoulder. “Don’t call my dad old!”

She spent the rest of the evening with her family, soaking up the goodness and being
grateful for what she did have. A call to the hospital told her Clara was improving.
And though part of her still thought pulling back from Noah was the smart thing to
do, he’'d been so kind, rushing out and leaving the girls with his sister to come sit
with her at the hospital, she couldn’t do it. Nor did she want to.

So she texted him and let him know where she was and that she might sleep here and
go straight to the hospital to visit Clara in the morning. In the afternoon, she thought
maybe she' d stop by the closed gallery and do some painting. She'd been working on
two special pieces there, one for each of the twins, recreating what they’ d each liked
about the original canvas that had been destroyed.

Fallon might be good at painting but she was the worst at protecting her heart.



Chapter Nineteen

“Claral You're awake,” Fallon said, as she walked into the hospital room and found
her boss and mentor sitting up and alert. “I brought you your favorite blend of tea.”
She held the large cannister in her hands. “I didn’t think flowers that would make
your alergies go crazy were agood idea. And I’ m sure they’ re monitoring your food.
S0... tea”

“Thank you! | was running out at home. Don't tell Oliver but | really prefer my own
blend to his specia tea. But enough about that. | understand you found me? | don't
know what would have happened if you hadn’t come by.” She held out her hand for
her to clasp.

She put the tea on the moveable tray and took the older woman’ s fragile hand in hers,
“Clara, | adore you. I'm just glad you’ re going to be okay. Was it your heart?’

“No, actualy. The tests came back the same as last time | had a checkup. My own
cardiologist stopped by. But they’ re rerunning blood tests. There was an abnormality
or something and they want to retest to be sure. | didn't pay much attention. | do
know they’re giving me saline and flushing out my system. They want me to stay a
few daysbut I’'m just glad I'm finally feeling better.”

“Good. Make sure you follow the doctor’s orders. Has anyone contacted Oliver?’ Or
maybe the doorman told him about his mother’s collapse and to what hospital she'd
been taken.

“No. | haven't heard from him. When | sat up and was dizzy, | tried calling for him
but he didn’t answer. And | passed out before | could get to my phone.”

“Well, you're on the road to recovery and that’s what matters. Oliver will turn up.”
He always does, she thought, but didn’t say as much out loud.



They sat and talked about the work that had been done in the gallery. “The insurance
company promised to cut the check soon and as you know, | had workers in last
week. You can seeit today if you'd like to stop by,” Clara said.

Fallon nodded. “In the meantime, when | leave here I'll call Sylvie and tell her we
can open tomorrow!” Excitement fluttered in her belly at the thought. “I missed the
place while we were gone.”

A knock sounded on the door. “Time to take your vitals, Mrs. Morganville,” a young
nurse said.

“That’s my cue. You should nap when she's finished.” Fallon bent over and kissed
her cheek. “Take careand I'll talk to you soon.”
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She left the hospital and took an Uber to the gallery, unlocking the door and letting
herself in. Since she wasn't ready for customers, she locked the door, flipped on the
lights, and walked through the gallery, pleased with the changes. Clara had obviously
taken the opportunity to have the entire gallery side painted and new sconces put in
over where the artwork would hang. For someone who' d been laid up in bed, she sure
had been working behind the scenes or her decorator friend had. Either way, Fallon
was in love with the new look.

Tomorrow she' d get started on checking in with their usual artists but today, she had
some painting of her own to do. She set up at her favorite easel, turned music on loud
on her cell phone, and settled in to paint for the girls.

As usua when she worked, she got lost in the color mixes, choices, and strokes. By
the time she looked up and glanced at the clock on her phone, hours had passed and
she had messages from Brooke, her brother, Remy, who she hadn’t spoken to in too
long, and Dex’ s wife, Samantha, who wanted to make lunch plans and catch up.

She spent a few minutes rinsing the brushes off in the back and setting them out to
dry before walking back into the room. Something smelled off and she sniffed, then
sniffed again.

She smelled smoke.
A glance at the door to the gallery, a door she knew she'd left open, was now shut

and she rushed over and turned the knob. To her relief, it hadn’t self-locked and she
flung it open only to see the room filling with smoke.



Slamming the door closed because the paints and removers inthisroom were
flammable, she grabbed her bag and jacket and ran to the front door. She unlocked it
and tried to push but it wouldn't budge. Using her body weight, she flung her
shoulder against the door to no avail.

She wasn't panicked... yet. The smoke had begun to seep under the small door to the
galery but she was till safe in here. She looked outside and had trouble seeing why
the exit was jammed but it felt like something heavy was blocking the door and
preventing it from moving. And the emergency exit in the back was on the gallery
side.

One thing she knew: she had to get out of here.

Grabbing her phone, she dialed 911 and reported the fire, and the fact that she was
locked inside the gallery. Then she called Noah because his apartment was close by.
He answered on the first ring and she quickly explained her situation.

The fire adlarm went off at a deafening level while she continued to do everything she
could to move the door but it was jammed tight. Soon, her shoulder couldn’t take the
pain of hitting against the glass. Giving up, she grabbed a towel and wrapped it over
her nose and mouth, then lowered herself to the floor near the entrance and settled in
to wait for help, praying it got here before the fire broke through the wall.

* k%

“Let’s go, girlslKaty’s mom is going to be here any minute to pick you up,” Noah
called out. He' d been waiting for them for ten minutes, knowing to start early. God
help him when they became teenagers.

A little while later, he'd had them put their jackets on and took them downstairs
where their friend and her mom waited to take the girls to the movies. They’d asked



if they could have their friend over and when he'd called, Jan, Katy’s mom, asked if
she could bring them to the theater. He' d planned to spend the day in the office while
the girls hung out with their friend but he was happy to hand them off for a few
hours.

He returned upstairs to get himself together and then he planned on going to the
hospital where Fallon said she'd be visiting with Clara. He'd felt guilty leaving her
yesterday, the only thing making him feel better had been the fact that Clara was
stable. At least he hadn’t |eft Fallon distraught and worried.

Once upstairs he took a quick shower and dressed, then grabbed his car keys just as
his phone alerted him to a call and he saw Charlie s photo on the screen.

He answered her FaceTime call, hoping he could get her off quickly since the girls
weren't here. He was eager to see Fallon.

He swiped to accept the call. “Charlie, hey!”

“Hi, Noah. How are you?’

“Everything’s good. You just missed the girls, though. They went to the movies with
Katy and her mom.”

“What did they go see?’ she asked, obviously eager for even the smallest detail about
her girls.

He told her and she sighed. “I really wanted to take them to see it next time I'm
home.”

“I’m sure you can catch it on streaming with them. Y ou know they love to watch the
same thing over and over.”



She nodded, tucking her dark brown hair behind her ear. “How is... Falon's her
name, right? The twins said she watched them last week and the new nanny is starting
tomorrow.”

At Fallon’s name, he stiffened but nodded. “Listen, she’'s good with them. Took them
to educational fun things every day. | trust her and if | trust her, then you should too.”
He hoped that would stave off any argument over last week’s babysitting
arrangement.

“Relax, I’'m not going to give you a hard time. Of course | trust your judgment. | just
wanted to say I’m happy for you. Even alittle jealous of the time she's spending with
thekids.” Charlie let out a nervous laugh at the admission.

“There’s nothing wrong with you following your dreams. And | understand how
much you miss the girls. | would too. But | can promise you, Fallon is not trying to
replace you in their eyes. She just genuinely likes spending time with them. They’'re
fun to be around... when they’re behaving.” He chuckled.

“Actualy, that’'s part of why I’'m calling. I'm coming home for a long weekend. |
realy missthe kids.” Tears shimmered in her eyes and he nodded in understanding.

“Just email me the dates and I'll clear our schedules so you have all the time you
want with them,” he promised.

“Thank you. Can they come sleep at the hotel with me?’
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“Of course.”

She let out arelieved breath. “Y ou’'re a good man, Noah. Giving me this opportunity
and not holding it against me.”

“I may not have followed any dreams but | can understand having a passion for
something. | watch Dakota and she's so much like you. Curious to learn and find out
about everything. Go back to your dig and relax. Your girls love you. I'll see you
soon.”

She smiled, her mood obvioudly lighter, and said goodbye. When he cleared the
screen, he saw he'd gotten a message from Fallon. She’'d gone to the gallery for the
day so instead of atrip to the hospital, he settled into his office to work.

No sooner had he cracked open a brief when his phone rang again. This time he was
pleased with the incoming call.

He swiped the screen. “Fallon, hi!”

“Noah, quick. I'm trapped in the gallery, on the painting side. Something’s blocking
the front exit. | can't get out and there's a fire next door. | caled 911 but if you're
home, you’ re so much closer.”

“I’m home and I’'m coming.” He was out of his seat and running, phone still in his
hand. “Stay cam and try not to panic. Wait by the door and I’'ll be there soon.”
Grabbing his keys, he dipped into his shoes and rushed down to his car.



No way a car would get him there quickly so he decided to run. Sheer adrenaline and
fear drove him. He didn’t know what he'd do if anything happened to the woman he
loved. She'd become such an intertwined, important part of his life, he couldn’t
imagine not having her as part of hisworld.

He arrived to see two heavy cement blocks, one on top of the other, obstructing the
door to the art studio side of the gallery. No wonder she couldn’t make it budge.

Inside, Fallon sat on the floor, one arm wrapped around her knees, a towel over her
nose and mouth.

Sirens sounded in the distance as he attempted to lift the first block but it wouldn’t
move. He braced his legs and pushed and the block fell over to the other side.

One down.
Sirens sounded in the distance but he smelled the smoke and wasn’t wasting time. He
assumed the same position and lifted the second block enough to roll it to the other

side.

By now, Fallon was aware of his presence and the moment he removed the obstacles,
she pushed open the door, stepped outside, and flung herself into his arms, sobbing.

“Shh. I’ve got you.” He hugged her tight, ignoring the smell of smoke clinging to her
clothes until finally she stepped out of his embrace, still breathing heavily.

“Oh my God, Noah, thank you!” Tears streamed down her face, and her hair was wild
and falling over her shoulders. “I couldn’t move it and the alarm was going off, the

smoke got heavy on my sideand...”

“It's okay.” He brushed her hair off her face and looked into her eyes. “Y ou’ re okay.”



But he might never be the same, the panic he felt running here and the fear lodged in
his chest felt like it would never go away. He couldn't show her his terror if he
wanted to calm her down.

“Come on. Let's move away from here to where it's safer.” He led her a short
distance away, hoping the firemen got here soon.

“The wholetime | sat there, | kept thinking, who would want to destroy the gallery?”’
“It couldn’t be faulty wiring?’ he asked.

She shook her head. “It’s unlikely. Clarais meticulous about the building being up to
code. She owns the property. And she adores the gallery. First the vandalism, now a
fire?’ She turned toward the building that now had smoke billowing from the top.

“Okay, so who stands to gain?’

“The only person who would benefit from insurance money is Claraand the gallery is
her baby.” As she spoke, her eyes opened wide.

“Her baby,” Noah said, reading her mind. “Her son.”

“Oliver. He' s been missing lately. Never around when he should be. He hasn’t been
to the hospital to visit his mother. She hasn’t even heard from him.”

Before he could reply, afire truck pulled to astop in front of the building.

A man jumped out of the front cab and they rushed over to him, ignoring the small
crowd that had gathered.

“What happened?’ he asked.
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Fallon explained how she'd been painting on one side and the fire started on the
other. How she’'d been deliberately barricaded inside. “ There are flammable liquids
inside,” she informed him.

With a nod, he rushed off to tak to his men. Another fireman strode over and
instructed them to clear the area and they crossed the street, waiting and watching
with the other onlookers.

The paramedics and the police arrived shortly after. Though Fallon hadn’t been out of
breath nor had she exhibited any worrying signs of smoke inhalation, the medical
team had insisted on checking her out.

Once she' d been cleared, she’'d given her statement to the police and fire investigator
on scene, also mentioning what she knew of Oliver’'s behavior. They’d both taken
notes and said they’ d be in touch if they had more questions.

Noah and Fallon walked back to his apartment, his arm around her shoulders.

“1 didn’'t outright accuse Oliver,” she said. “I just pointed out his suspicious behavior,
his constant need for money, and how he wasn’t a fan of the gallery. But | hope the

police rule him out. For Clara’s sake,” she murmured.

“So do |.” But Noah's gut told him the other man had a lot to answer for before that
could happen.

Chapter Twenty



Once Noah andFallon got back to the apartment she was free to talk and react to the
traumatizing events of earlier since the twins weren’t there. The kids were out with a
friend which left her free to talk and react to the traumatizing events of earlier. If
Noah hadn’'t gotten there when he had... She' d begun to hear the crackling of flames
next door. God, she’'d been so frightened and she’'d had to sit by uselessly as smoke
and fire threatened from next door.

Tears formed in her eyes as she realized the gallery had been destroyed. It would take
along time to rebuild, she thought sadly.

She wrapped her hands around a cup of hot tea, taking comfort from the steaming
mug and familiar chamomile smell. When Noah asked what he could get for her,
she’ d wanted the drink that reminded her of her mother. Instead of running from that
pain, she'd needed to feel close to her. Besides, coffee wouldn’'t calm her down and
she needed to get rid of the panic that still clawed inside her.

Noah sat by her side, leaving her aone with her thoughts, and she was grateful for the
comfortable silence. She'd already let her family know what happened and that she
was fine, wanting them to hear the news about the gallery from her and not on the
news.

She'd left her phone and bag behind, and hoped they’ d be salvageable when the fire
department was finished. Noah' s phone rang, startling her out of her thoughts.

“Hello?’ he said, taking the call.
“Yes, she's here. Hold on.” He covered the phone with his hand. “It's one of the
police officers you spoke to at the scene.” They’d given him Noah's number to reach

her if they had further questions. “Are you up to it?’

She nodded and took the phone. “Hello? Thisis Fallon Sterling.”



“Ms. Sterling, thisis Officer Jones, we met at the fire site earlier. I'm at the hospital
where Mrs. Clara Morganville is being treated. | came to inform her of the situation
at her gallery and she’ s been sedated.”

“Why?" she asked, stiffening. “What’s wrong?’

“Apparently there was an incident earlier we think is related to the fire. Do you think
you could come down here to answer some questions since Ms. Morganville can’t at
the moment?’

“Yes. I'll be over soon.” She disconnected the call and met Noah's curious gaze.
* Something happened at the hospital. They had to sedate Clara and the police want to
ask me some guestions.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Do you need a lawyer?’ he asked, his protective instincts
obviously kicking in.

She shook her head. “I think he just wants answers he can’t get from Clara until she's
awake.”

“I’ll take you. Are you ready?’

She nodded and they left for the hospital where they received the shock of their lives.

Sitting alone with Officer Jones in the waiting room, the door closed, he explained
how when he’d come to question Clara—Fallon had informed him earlier the gallery
owner was in the hospital—he' d walked in on officers from another precinct arresting
her son, Oliver.

“Why?" Fallon asked. “And why is Clara sedated? She was doing well when | visited
yesterday.” Noah clasped her hand in his and squeezed for reassurance.



The office looked at her as he spoke. “It seems he was caught in the act of attempting
to smother his mother with a pillow. An orderly held him down until the police
arrived.”

“What?!” she cried, jumping up from her seat. “I don’t understand.”
“Luckily for us, he was in an angry, frustrated, and talkative mood after the police
arrived and cuffed him. It seems Mr. Morganville is in debt to some very dangerous

people.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” she said as she lowered herself back into her chair.
“Oliver always needed money from his mother.”
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The officer nodded. “ According to the tests run by the hospital, she was being slowly
poisoned, which iswhy you found her collapsed in her apartment.”

“Oh my God.” Fallon covered her mouth with her hand.

“Mr. Morganville was counting on killing his mother for the insurance money on the
galery. He figured they’d label her cause of death old age or a heart attack and leave
it a that. But she lived, thanks to you. And then he heard Mrs. Morganville tell you
she was leaving the business to you, cutting him out of the lucrative real estate and
galery.”

She nodded. “ She just told me recently and | was shocked. But—"

He held up a hand, indicating he wanted to continue. “When Mr. Morganville
discovered you were an obstacle to hisinheritance, he decided to get rid of you, too.”

Noah stiffened in his seat and she grabbed his hand.

“He watched you and waited until you were alone in the gallery, then set the fire in
the other side, assuming you were too busy with your painting to notice until it was
too late. And to make sure, he set the cement blocks by the front door, locking you
inside.”

Oliver had attempted to murder her and Fallon was too stunned to speak.

“And Clara?’ Noah asked.



“Was overwrought and they sedated her to keep her calm.” He went on to ask more
guestions about Oliver and his relationship with his mother and what Fallon knew
about why he needed the money.

“He'sin custody?’ Noah asked, obviously wanting confirmation.

“Yes. And with two attempted murder charges, both premediated, | don’t see him
making bail. Not that he seems to have the money to pay it even if he did.”

“Good,” she said. “Good.” She rubbed her forearms with her hands, chilled from all
therevelations.

The officer informed Fallon he'd call if he had more questions, then left them alone
in the room.

She turned to Noah. “That was... alot.”

“Y our instincts about him were spot-on,” he said.

“1 didn’t have murder on my bingo card.” She tried to make ajoke of things but it fell
flat, even to her.

Noah merely pulled her onto his lap and held her tight, neither of them saying another
word.

* k%

Fallon couldn’t seeClara until the next day but she was waiting when the hospital
opened the doors to visitors. She walked into Clara’ s room.

Her friend, boss, and mentor lay in the bed, facing the window overlooking the



parking lot.

“Clara?’ Fallon said softly.

She turned, sadness etched into the grooves of her face. “Fallon, I’'m so glad you're

here.

“l came yesterday but they’ d given you something to help you sleep.”

Clara gestured to the lone chair in the room. “Come sit.”

Fallon pulled the chair closer to the bed and lowered herself into it. “I’ve been so
worried about you. I’m so glad to see you awake.”

“I'm fine now... or getting there. I'm till a little weak when | walk and need the
cane. But I’'m hoping the side effects will minimize over time.”

Fallon nodded. Silence fell and she wasn't sure what to say or how to broach the
subject of Oliver or Clara’ s emotional state given what had transpired yesterday.

“Go ahead. Ask me. | see the wheels turning in your brain.”

“l just wanted to say I'm sorry about Oliver. How are you handling things?’ She
placed a hand over Clara's. “And is there anything | can do for you?”’
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Clara treated her to an obviously forced smile. “I thought | knew my son. |
understood he was arrogant, pompous, and entitled. In no world did | think he'd try to
kill me, his mother, or you.” Turning her hand over, she squeezed Fallon’s.

“You know about the fire then?’ Fallon hadn’t been sure how she was going to tell
her.

“The police came by to ask me more questions and they told me. I’'m so sorry.”
“Don’t apologize for something Oliver did. You aren’'t responsible.”
Clarasighed. “It’s hard not to feel asthough | failed as a parent.”

Although Fallon understood, Clara didn't need the emotional baggage that kind of
guilt would bring. “He's a grown man who makes his own decisions.”

“And the gallery.” She blinked back tears. “I can’'t believe he thought by getting rid
of us both he’d have the money he owed some dangerous people.”

“You'll be okay. | know I’'m not your biological daughter but you'll aways have

me.

Clara s eyesfilled with tears and she reached for atissue on the moveable tray by her
bed and dabbed at her eyes. “I’'m so grateful for you.”

“Same here,” Fallon whispered, alump lodged in her throat.



“And don’'t worry about me. | didn't make it to this age without being tough. I'll
survive my son’s betrayal and come out stronger. And we will rebuild the gallery. |
promise.”

Fallon managed a bob of her head. She was as overcome as Clara with ther
conversation. But she promised herself whatever big family events she had, Clara
would be a part of them.

Chapter Twenty-One

One week hadpassed since the fire. Without the gallery to go to, Fallon was at loose
ends. She spent her days with Clara, first at the hospital, making sure she was
emotionally okay after the trauma with Oliver, and then helping her get home and
settled in. The older woman had grown stronger after the toxins had been flushed
from her body, and she resisted laying around in bed.

Her son was in jail. Clara, for as much as she loved her child, refused to visit him or
support him by paying for an attorney. Fallon couldn’t imagine the pain her friend
was feeling but she was there for her, helping her through it.

The twins' mother had come for a visit and she’ d taken over time with the girls. The
new nanny even had time off her first week on the job. Charlie had brought the girls
to her hotel, giving Fallon and Noah plenty of nighttime togetherness. There were
some nights he had dinner with his kids and Charlie but most times, he was with
Fallon and she soaked up his singular attention.

Fallon hadn’t yet met Charlie but today was Liam'’s birthday and she would see her at
Noah's parents’ house for a family get-together. To say she was antsy would be an

understatement.

For whatever reason, she had this vision of Charlie as a worldly woman who would



judge Fallon for her youth and relationship with Noah. But she was the twins' mother
and Fallon intended to do her best to win her over.

The girls were with their mother, so Noah picked up Fallon at her apartment and they
drove to Westchester County. The ride took about forty minutes and Fallon looked

out the window at the green leaves on the trees.

Noah placed a hand on her thigh, stilling the tapping movement she hadn’'t been
aware of doing. “Are you nervous?’ he asked.

“A little. | just want Charlie to like me. She’s the twins' mom and she means so much
to them.”

“Hey. She's as easygoing as you are. Don’t worry about it. So, tell me what you
bought Liam for his birthday. No pressure or anything but you have a reputation to
liveupto.”

Shelet out alaugh. “Oh, | think | did agood job. You'll have to wait and see.”

He squeezed her knee and she shrieked in surprise. “Ow! What was that for?’

“1 can’t believe you won't tell mefirst.”

“Fine, Mr. Impatient. | bought him a set of candles. They’'re called Connoisseur
Candles for Men. They smell like different smells a guy would like. Whisky, gin,
tobacco, and bourbon. Happy now?’

He laughed. “Perfect. You're good at gift giving.”

“Thank you. Just wait until the girls see their birthday presents.”



That was another thing she’d devoted time to this week. Working on her painting.
She had two specia canvases, one for Dakota and one for Dylan, their names worked
into the design, in the hot pink and purple colors they’d loved on the original work.
Their birthday was next month and she couldn’t wait.

He'd managed to distract her with conversation and soon they’'d pulled into the
driveway of his parents home. A rental car was aready parked there, as were a
couple of other vehicles. Apparently, they weren’t the first onesto arrive.
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Noah rolled his eyes.

“Okay, okay. She excused herself to go to the ladies’ room.” Except he’'d been in the
hallway where the bathroom was located. At least the one guests tended to use. And
he hadn’t seen her.

Was it aleap to wonder if she’d overheard his mother’ s comments?

He walked out of the kitchen and opened the front door where he found Fallon
standing on the wraparound porch, looking out at the trees that surrounded the
property. The fact that she’ d walked out on the party inside left him with no doulbt.

She'd heard histalk with his mother and she was obviously upset.

***

Fallon hadn’t meantto eavesdrop on Noah and his mother but she’d rounded the
corner to the hallway where the bathroom was located and she'd heard her name.
Stopping so she didn’t interrupt, she’ d paused and caught the gist of the conversation.
It was the second time she'd heard that Noah didn't want more kids. For the last
couple of weeks she'd been able to push the possibility from her mind and let her
current reality occupy her thoughts.

But now she was faced with the truth. No longer awhat ifNoah didn’t want children,
he definitively did not. What did that mean for their future?

“Fallon?’



She turned at the sound of her name. “Hi, Noah.” There was no avoiding this
conversation, no matter how much she'd rather keep pushing it off. But talking at his
parents house during his brother’ s birthday party wasn’t the right thing to do.

He walked over, hands in the front pockets of his dark jeans. “I know you heard my
conversation with my mother.”

Way to go right for the jugular, she thought. “I didn’t mean to. | heard my name...
ar]d_”

“It'sokay.”

“It is,” she whispered, the lump in her throat growing bigger and more painful. She
wanted to make this easier for him because they were both entitled to their feelings.
“1t’ s not your fault how you feel any more than it’s mine that your mother isright.”

“We need to talk about this,” he said.

“Do we? Is there anything either of us can say to change the fact that your mother
was right? You mentioned it earlier in passing and | knew then there would come a
time for this.” She gestured between them.

He remained silent and she understood. What could he say?
She forced herself to swallow, though it hurt so badly. “I'm going to walk back
inside, say goodbye, and tell your family I’m not feeling well. Then I'll call an Uber

and go home. | really need to be alone.”

The tortured look on his face ripped her apart inside but she couldn’t change things.
Couldn’t fix what was broken between them.



“Don’t go.”

He reached for her and she stepped back, another bid at not making things harder than
they had to be.

“Okay then, at least don’'t go home alone. I'll take you and—"

She shook her head. “The girls might want to go with us and I’'m...” She blinked
back tears. “I’m not up to it right now. But no matter what, | promise | won't just
disappear from their lives. We'll figure out a way to make this easier for them.” Even
if her heart was ripped to shreds.

With everything in her she wanted to give up her dreams of having babies and say
Noah and his girls were enough for her. But she'd grown up in a big family. Big
holidays, big brothers, and for herself? Big dreams.

“You'rekilling me, sweetheart,” he said, his hands dangling uselessly at his sides.

She forced a smile. “I don’t mean to. I’'m trying to do just the opposite. Besides, you
have to admit I'm right. So let’s just get this over with, okay?’ She started to walk
past him and he spun her around, pulling her into his arms and pressing his lips hard
against hers.

She melted against him, giving in to the power of their emotions and need. Her
tongue swirled against his and she let the kiss go on long enough she'd feel the pain
of leaving him even more intensely later. When she was alone.

Breaking things off, she stepped back, looking into his eyes, seeing the heartbreak she
was experiencing mirrored back at her. “I love you, Noah. And | wish things were
different.” He reached for her hand but she turned before he could reply and headed
inside to say her goodbyes.



She only wished they weren’t for good, but there was no crossing this bridge without
each of them giving up something that they felt deep in their core.

Chapter Twenty-Two
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What the fuckjust happened? One minute Noah and Fallon were having a great day
and the next? His mother blew up their relationship and it appeared to be for good.

He' d asked Charlie if she could take the girls home so he could drive Fallon but she
had to leave soon for a Zoom call with her team, and she needed the time without
distraction. He understood. She’d had the girls to herself for the entire week.

So he waited outside for the Uber, silence reigning between them. And when she
climbed into the car and he shut her inside, hisworld felt dark around him.

He walked back inside, joining his family, feeling the weight of his mother’s stare,
but he had no desire to have another conversation. The girls' chatter distracted him,
as did the opening of gifts. He wished Falon had been there to see his brother’s
reaction to her candles. He'd loved the present, getting a good laugh out of al the
various drink scents.

Charlie was getting ready to leave and once she’'d said her goodbyes, Liam grasped
him by the shoulder and propelled him out of the room and into their dad’s study,
shutting the door behind him.

“Have a seat and talk to me. Y our mood did a one-eighty after Fallon left and | didn’t
buy herl don't feel wellexcuse.” Since Liam had gotten to know Fallon recently,
Noah wasn't surprised his brother had picked up on something being wrong.

He lowered himself into his father’s favorite chair and Liam took the seat beside him.
When they were in their late teens, after they’d moved here, it was the chair the boys
took when they’ d gotten into trouble.



“What happened?’ his brother asked.

“Mom happened,” Noah muttered, drumming his fingers on the heavy leather of the
armrest. “ She cornered me in the hall and started grilling me about how Fallon was so
much younger than me and would want babies one day. And how |I'd already decided
| was finished with the two | have, and why let us get in deeper and then have to end
things?’

Nodding, Liam let out a low whistle. “Heavy. Okay, and you took this to Fallon
today?’

“Hell, no. She was on her way to the bathroom when she heard her name and ended
up catching the entire conversation.”

“Shit.” He leaned forward, his lips pulled into a firm line as he gave the situation
some thought.

“Let me ask you something,” Liam said. “When did you decide no more kids?’

Noah scrubbed a hand over his face. “In the middle of the night when Dakota was
screaming. Colic,” he reminded his brother.

“And do you mean it today? If it means losing Fallon? Or is it a mantra you’ ve been
repeating to yourself for years because you’' ve been alone and there’ s been no reason
to consider more children in your future?’

Noah blinked. There were times Liam was a jokester and a charmer, but he was
deeper than people realized after being jilted by his fiancée three years ago. His views
on his own personal relationships these days might be skewed by that incident, but
he' d hit on something Noah wouldn’t have thought of on his own.



“How do you feel about this woman?’

“l love her,” he immediately said. “ And she loves me.”

Her words had settled inside him and warmed the parts of him that had been cold. For
so long he'd been the twins' dad. Someone’s boss. An attorney. But he hadn’t been a
man with his own needs. Not until Fallon had he allowed himself to think about what

he wanted or deserved in thislife. Put himself first for once. Not at the girls' expense.
Never that. But he thought of himself, too.

“And if she got pregnant by accident, how would you feel ?’

Helet out alaugh. “Y ou mean other than shocked?’

“Yes, asshole.” Liam smirked.

He closed his eyes and gave the question serious thought. Fallon pregnant with his
child, her belly big and round with their baby. When Charlie had been pregnant,
things were more clinical. He hadn’t been in love with her but he had been enamored
with the idea of being a dad. But with Fallon, he’'d be hands-on. Hands on her
swollen stomach, the proprietary way he'd feel looking at her.

Was it worth the potential repeat of a screaming, colicky baby? The fear of being up
at night with a sick child, croup or the flu taking down the whole house? Watching
first steps, first words, having someone he loved to share the experience with.

He looked at his brother, the room and his sibling coming back into focus.

“Well?’

He tipped his head back and stared at the ceiling. “I’d feel damned lucky,” he



admitted, the burden of his choice falling from his shoulders.

Yet he'd let her leave. He'd watched her drive away, accepting old decisions and
feelings as how he felt now without giving the future and its ripe possibilities any
thought. She was alone, sad, mourning the end of their relationship and he'd almost
done the same.

“1 hate giving you credit for anything, but thank you,” he said to Liam. “I have to go
talk to her.”

His brother grinned. “I’m happy to take the girls home.”
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The door pushed open and Dylan walked inside. “Daddy, | don't feel well. My
stomach hurts.” She was holding on to her belly and she didn’t look well at al, her
pallor adlight gray.

He rose to his feet. “Did you overeat Grandma's cookies? And have too much
birthday cake?’

She shook her head. “1 wasn’t hungry for cake. And | only had a couple of cookies.”

Placing the back of his hand on her forehead, he frowned. “Y ou feel warm. Come on.
Let’ s get you home so you can rest. Go tell your sister we need to leave. I'll be right
there.”

He turned to his sibling. “Thanks, Liam. | owe you. When you find the right woman,
I’ll be there.”

His brother’ s eyes widened in mock horror. Or was it real? “ So many women, so little
time, bro. Settling down isn’'t for me.”

Noah shook his head, knowing Liam'’s carefree attitude about women was a result of
that painful breakup with his ex. “For now, Liam. For now.”

He spent the next twenty-four hours taking care of Dylan who'd ended up with a
stomach virus. And for the twenty-four hours after that, it was Dakota s turn. Noah
was spared, as were the adults who'd been around them at his parents' house, thank
goodness.



Though he' d wanted to get in touch with Fallon, the twins kept him completely busy,
either taking care of them when they were sick, changing sheets, or laying beside
them when they didn’t feel well. As much as he’'d love to reach out, anything he had
to say to Fallon needed to be done in person.

* k%

Without the galleryto use for her painting, Fallon holed up in the second bedroom of
her house and buried herself in her dark mood, from her music choice to her artwork.
She ignored her phone, both calls and texts, wanting nothing more than to be alone.
Once she worked the pain out of her system, she'd show her face again but she
wasn't ready.

The frustration she felt at being stuck by her needs and Noah's desires was
overwhelming. She was asirrationally angry at him for being uncompromising as she
was with herself. And the fact that the majority of the calls and texts she avoided had
been from Brooke and nothing from Noah didn’t help.

Her phone rang and a message came in from Brooke.l’ m outside your door. Open it
or I'musing my key.

“Fine!l” She put down her brush and wiped her hands on a rag before walking through
her apartment and opening the door. “Comein.”

“1 will, grump. What’'s going on? Why are you avoiding me? And your dad? And
your brothers? Everyone is asking me what’ s wrong with you and | haven’t aclue.”

Fallon sighed and gestured for Brooke to follow her to the kitchen. “Want something
to eat or drink?’ she asked.

Brooke shook her head. “No. | want answers. I'm worried about you.”



No sooner had she started to speak than the tears began to flow. Somehow, she
managed to repeat the story from Sunday, how she’ d walked away from Noah and the
girls, and she hadn’t heard from him since.

“Oh, honey. Why didn’'t you answer? | would have been here and helped you through
it.”

She sniffed and grabbed the box of tissues she kept on the counter. “I wanted to
suffer.” After blowing her nose, she tossed the tissues in the trash and washed her
hands. “ Serioudly, | just wanted to wallow.”

Brooke slung an arm over her shoulders. “Have you eaten anything?’

Fallon shook her head. “Not much. Some crackers.”

“It’s ice cream time then.” Brooke opened the freezer and pulled out two pints of ice
cream. “Vanillaor cookie dough?’ she asked.

Thinking of how she and Noah shared a love of vanilla, she chose the cookie dough.
Would avoiding hisfavorite flavor help make a healthy break? She had no idea.

A few minutes later, she and Brooke were curled into the family room couch, each
taking an end and sharing a blanket over their feet while eating ice cream out of the
containers. They didn’t talk. There was nothing to say that could change how Fallon
was feeling, no suggestion that would let her and Noah meet halfway.

But she was happy to have company, glad her best friend pushed past the barrier
she' d erected to the outside world and forced herself in.

At least she felt less alone.



The doorbell to her apartment rang and she glanced at Brooke.

“Expecting anyone?’ her friend asked.

Fallon shook her head. “Make them go away,” she muttered.
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“Asyou wish.” Brooke placed her pint on the cocktail table, put the spoon inside, and
rose, walking to the door.

Fallon heard muffled voices and then Brooke called out to her. “I think you’'re going
to want to see this person.”

“l don't want to see anyone,” she reiterated. Couldn’'t a girl wallow in peace, she
wondered.

Brooke's footsteps sounded as she walked back, as did someone with a heavier tread.
“l said no company!” Fallon called out.

“Not even me?’ Noah asked.

She jumped in her seat. Brooke immediately walked over and took her ice cream and
spoon. Then she picked up her container in the other hand. “I think my job here is
done. If he's not here to patch things up, call me. I'll tell Remy to shoot his ass,” she
said of Fallon’s former detective brother who owned a gun.

“Ouch,” Noah muttered.

Brooke walked away from them and into the kitchen. Fallon listened to the sounds of
her friend cleaning up, putting the ice cream in the freezer, before the front door shut

behind her with aloud sound.

Noah stared at her and she returned the favor, taking in his mussed hair, the dark



circles under his eyes, and the exhaustion prevalent on his face. But he was no less
handsome because of it.

At least he hadn’t been any happier than her. “I'm tired, Noah. If you're here to talk
and rehash the impossible, I’'m not up to it.”

He shook his head. “1’m not up to it, either. No sooner had you left my parents' house
than Dylan came down with a stomach bug. Twenty-four hours later, Dakota had it.
It's been a hellish forty-eight hours.”

She winced, feeling badly for him. “Are they okay now?’

He nodded. “Back to their bouncy selves. Me? Not so much.”

With a sigh, she gestured toward the sofa. “Why don’t you sit down?’ He clearly
wasn't going to leave without saying what he came to say and he looked about to fall
asleep where he stood.

He chose a chair across from the couch. “How are you?’ he asked.

She shook her head. “I'd think that was obvious by looking at me. Please just have
your say and go. | can't do thisagain.” It hurt too much.

“Fine. Every once in awhile, Liam has something intelligent to offer to the world.”

Unable not to, she laughed at his comment. “And what brilliance came out of his
mouth besides what a catch heis?’

“To begin with, he asked how | felt about you and that was a no-brainer. | love you,
too,” he said in a gruff, sexy voice. “And I’ ve never said that to a woman I’ ve been
involved with. Ever.”



His gaze remained locked with hers as he spoke and she wasn't sure if the words
were welcome. Because she had even more to grieve now that she knew he felt the
same way.

“Then he asked me how 1'd feel if you came to me and said you were pregnant.”

She stilled, sensing a shift in energy in the room. A shift in Noah. “What did you
say?’ The question came out more a whisper tinged with hope.

“That I’d feel damn lucky if you were carrying my child. He made me think and
realize the thought of having a baby is way different than actually having a child
withyou.”

“Which means?’ She leaned in.

“Come here.”

She rose from her seat and stepped closer. When she reached him, he grasped her
around the waist and pulled her onto hislap.

She fell willingly, breathing in his familiar scent and wrapping her arms around his
neck, hoping she wasn't in for another fall.

“It means | love you, Fallon, and I’m not letting you go. Y ou want kids? Then | want
babies. With you.”

She blinked, stunned by his one-eighty. “ Are you going to resent me when—"
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“Never. | meant it when | said I’d be damned lucky if you got pregnant with my
child.”

“l didn't mean right away,” she clarified. She had business goals too. But the
personal ones? They dictated who she spent the rest of her life with. And she was still
unable to believe this change was real. That he was here saying everything she'd
needed to hear.

He let out a low chuckle. “Coming on the heels of the massive stomach virus
outbreak, I'm glad to hear that.”

“S0 you really want a bigger family with me?”’

“1 want you and everything that goes along with you. If | haven’'t been clear, | adore
you, Fallon Sterling, and | want forever with you.”

Her heart rate picked up speed, happiness filling all the empty spaces inside her.
“And | want forever with you. And your precious girls. | know you're a package

deal.”

He threaded his fingers through hers. “Do you have any idea how happy they’'re
going to be?’

She grinned. “| have an idea. But if you want to slow things down, give them time to
get used to theidea of us...”

He shook his head. “Not a chance. Now that we're on the same page about



everything, it's full steam ahead.” He brushed a strand of hair off her shoulder and
leaned in, pressing his cheek to hers. “1 love you and I’m sorry | put you through two
days of hell before | got here to tell you.” Hiswarm breath fanned her ear.

“Kissmeand I'll forgive you,” she whispered back.

He sat back, then braced his palms against her cheeks. “Y ou were a temptation from
the day | met you and | never thought we were meant to be but we are.”

He brought their lips together in the sweetest kiss that quickly turned hot and out of
control. She moaned and wriggled in his lap, feeling the hard ridge of his cock when
shefelt avibration against her thigh. “What in the world?’

“My phone.”

He shifted in the seat and pulled his cell from his front pocket, checking the
messages. “ Dakota wants me to bring home pizza for dinner.”

He texted her back and placed the phone on the end table.

“Wait. | didn’t think the girls had cell phones?’ Fallon asked.

“It's a new development. Charlie got them phones so they could call her whenever
they want. | have to admit, it comesin handy.”

“What did you tell her?’

“That | was bringing home pizza and a permanent surprise.”

She blinked and blinked again. “ Permanent?’



He nodded. “Y ou’'re moving in with us. Now that | really have you, | don’t want you
out of my sight.”

She shook her head. This man. “Ask me.”

“Tell me you'll move in with me.” He chuckled, then winked at her. “Will you move
in with us? Wake up to the shrieking of two nine-year-olds and deal with Dakota's
weird and often gross facts.”

She braced her hands on his shoulders and met his gaze. “Y es, Noah. | will.”

They had the rest of their livesto plan and live out their forever.

Epilogue One

Six Months Later

Fallon walked aroundthe gallery which was due to open in five minutes, feeling a
sense of pride at the changes that had taken place. The reopening was a magjor event,
covered by the news media thanks to a publicist they’d hired. Inside, it was just afew
people, but a crowd had gathered outside, waiting.

Needing a few moments to breathe, Fallon walked into the larger back offices they’d
put in during the renovation. After Clararecovered from the poisoning, she’ d decided
to take more time off and made Fallon a partner in the business. Fallon had wanted to
buy in but Clara made it clear, Fallon was the daughter she’d never had. Her only
child, with her son in prison for trying to kill them both.

To the twins, she was Aunt Clara, the older woman not wanting to seem as if she
were usurping Noah's parents’ place. Essentially, she became part of their family.
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Noah walked into the room and wrapped his arms around her waist. “ Are you ready?’

She inhaled, breathing in his sandalwood scent, familiar and calming. She nodded. “It
feelslikeit’s been forever when in redlity it’s only been six months since the fire.”

“It’'s exciting that Clara was able to buy the entire piece of real estate on this corner
and expand the gallery and paint 'n’ sip,” he said.

“It is exciting. We aso have new employees to accommodate the larger business and
many more up-and-coming artists.” Fallon and Clara were going to be overseers now,
managers, and less hands-on. “And a fully staffed coffee bar. | can’t wait to see the
patron response!”

“1 know you're consumed with the opening but | was hoping | could have your
attention for afew minutes before the doors open.”

“Of course! You can have my attention any time.”

Since their newfound understanding, many changes had occurred. Fallon and Noah
had sat down with the girls and discussed her moving in.

Their excitement knew no bounds and Noah had to call Charlie and wake her up to
discuss the situation with her before the girls spilled the beans. As he'd told Fallon
later, it was a good thing the girls mother hadn’t had an issue, since he'd blurted out
his insistence that Fallon move in before running it by her.

Fallon met Noah's gaze. “What's up?’ she asked, just as he dropped to one knee,



pulled a small box from his pocket with one hand, and popped it open. “Fallon
Sterling, will you do me the extreme honor of becoming my wife?’

“And our stepmom!” The girls, who she hadn’t noticed, came rushing up beside their
father.

“Oh my God, Noah.” She took in the large, emerald-shaped diamond ring that stood
out in a white gold setting. “This stone reminds me of my mother’s.” The happiness
she felt having something similar to her beloved mother’ s ring filled her up.

“That's because it is hers. When | asked your father, he offered me her ring. And
knowing how much you miss her, | couldn’t think of anything better. Now can you
answer me before my knee goes out?’

“Noah, yes! Yes!” Herose and pressed along kiss to her lips. When they broke apart,
she focused on the girls. “I’m so honored to become your stepmom.” But she’' d never
try to take Charli€’ s place and she hoped everyone, including their mother, knew that.

“Can we call you Momma Fallon?’ Dylan asked.

“We wanted to say Mommy Fallon but Grandma said we'd outgrow saying Mommy
and then what would we do?’ Dakota said, quoting her more practical sister.

“1 love you girls. You can cal me whatever makes you comfortable and happy.” Her
heart filled even more, threatening to overflow with pure, undiluted joy.

Clarajoined them and wished them all the best. “Now, it’s time to open!”
Noah dlipped the ring on her finger. He grasped her hand, taking Dylan’s in his free

one while she grasped Dakota s in hers. And as afamily, they walked into the gallery
to celebrate so many things.



Epilogue Two

Another Six Months Later

Noah waited forFallon to walk down the aisle escorted by her father. As he stood and
looked over the crowd of family and close friends, he thought over the last year of his
life, which had turned out better than he could have hoped for. The twins had
adjusted to Fallon moving in easily and she’'d stepped into the role of stepmom like a
champ. She didn’t let them get away with their shenanigans but had a special way of
dealing with them to avoid anger, tantrums or tears. Sometimes. They were kids, after
all.

And it meant everything to him to fall asleep with her in his arms at night and wake
up beside her in the morning. Now they’d make it legal before heading to Aruba for
their honeymoon. The girls waited inside, dressed in light blue dresses, looking too
old for his liking and utterly beautiful. Along with Brooke, they were Fallon’s maids
of honor. Though she could have made them junior bridesmaids, she said she'd
wanted to give them starring roles to show how important they were to her.

The music started and the processional began. Noah fidgeted in anticipation,
appreciating those in the wedding party, especialy his daughters who walked down
side by side. No giggling, they were little ladies and he couldn’t be more proud.

They stood close by him, and the bridesmaids and groomsmen stood in a line on
either side. Finally, the “Wedding March” began and the curtains at the end of the
aisle parted. Fallon appeared, her arm hooked around her father’s, and they started
down the aisle.

She took his breath away in a stunning, strapless gown fitted to her lithe body. One
look at her and all he wanted was to sayl do,drag her into a private room, and ravage
hiswife.



He made it through the ceremony, speaking over the lump in his throat. He was
touched by the sheen of tears in her eyes as he dipped the diamond band onto her
finger beside her mother’ s stone.

They were declared husband and wife and he pulled her into his arms, dipped her
low, and kissed his bride. Hand in hand, they walked up the aisle to the cheers and
whistles of their guests. A few short minutes later and he had her aone in the bridal
room and pulled her into hisarms.

“Congratulations, Mrs. Powers.”

She smiled, beaming, her face flushed. “ Congratulations to you, Mr. Powers.”

“1 thought the ceremony would never end. Now that you're mine, | can breathe.”
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Smiling, she wrapped her arms around his neck and looked into his eyes. “| have a
surprise for you.”

“Isit astring bikini for the honeymoon?’

She laughed at his comment. “1 have one of those, yes, but that isn’t it.” She stepped
out of his embrace and walked over to the small, white pearl purse on the counter. “I
hopeit’sagood surprise even if it is an unplanned one.”

He narrowed his gaze, wondering what she had for him. “I will love anything you
give me, sweetheart. Y ou know that.”

She turned back to him, her throat moving as she visibly swallowed hard. “I hope so,”
she whispered, holding up a white stick. Turning it toward him, a plus sign was
visible. “Surprise! I’m pregnant.”

He heard the hesitancy in her tone, the dlightly fearful hitch to her voice. Still, he took
a second to process the news, then grinned. “ Seriously?’

“1 wouldn’t joke about this. Please tell me you're happy.”
He lowered himself to one knee, leaned forward, and pressed a kiss to her still flat
belly. “I don’t know how it happened but | told you I'd be lucky as hell if you were

pregnant and | meant it, Fallon. | love you.”

Rising, he glanced at her face. Large crocodile tears had formed in her eyes.
“Really?’



“Truly.”

“Remember when | had strep?’

“How could | forget? It ran rampant throughout the house.” And all four of them had
come down with the infection.

She nodded. “The antibiotic affected the pill | take and, to be honest, we were so
busy, it never dawned on me. | know we said we' d wait but—"

“But we're having a baby. It's great news,” he assured her, pressing his mouth to
hers. “Let’s go share the news!” He braced, bent at the knees, and lifted her into his
arms, carrying her out of the bridal room and into the cocktail hour.

“We're having a baby!” he yelled out and they spent the next half hour accepting
congratulations and listening to the twins argue about what roles they’d each step up
and help with.

* k%

Fallon was dizzyfrom the whirlwind events of the day. Between finding out she was
pregnant this morning, getting married, and dancing the night away, she was ready to
collapse. She stood by their small table of four with sweetheart chairs for Noah and
Fallon, and regular ones for the twins. Of course, they popped into the oversize chairs
with large fan-style backs every chance they got.

Noah strode up to her and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Hi,” he said, speaking
in her ear to be heard over the band.

“Hi, yourself.”

“Check it out,” Noah said, tipping his head toward the bar in the back of the room.



She scanned the dance floor, watching the twins dance with her father and Noah's
parents, her gaze landing on the bar. The area was empty but for her brother Jared and
Charlie.

He handed her a drink, picked up his glass, and together they walked toward a
secluded corner of the room, their heads together as they spoke.

“Well, that’ s interesting,” she said, smiling at the sight. “I wouldn’t have thought they
were each other’ s type. Who knew?’

“She’'s headed back for another four to six months,” he reminded Fallon. Charlie,
who' d been happy for them, had flown in for the wedding.

She nodded. “I don't think Jared's looking for anything serious. Though he's the
quieter one. | don’'t know what he really wants.” With a shrug, she said, “Aslong as
they enjoy each other’s company, I’ m happy for them.”

“And it’s none of our business.”

“But it isfun to speculate.”

She turned toward him. “I’m ready to go up to our hotel room.” They’d reserved the

bridal suite for the night before they left tomorrow. The twins would be staying with
Noah’'s parents while they were away since Charlie would be returning to her dig in

Egypt.

He placed a proprietary hand over her stomach, something he'd been doing all night.
“l can't wait to peel you out of thisdress,” he said in a husky voice.

“Then what are we waiting for?”’

After saying quick good nights, Noah picked her up—again—and carried her across



the threshold of the suite where he did, indeed, strip her out of the dress and make
love to her all night long.



