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One threat was about to change my whole life.

Years ago, | escaped Willow Creek with the plan to never return after
my ex-husband left me in ruin. Now I’'m in need of help and my boss
wasn't available leaving me with only one option. Willow Creek
Security. Oh, and a man who resurrected my dead libido.

Lex was going to be my downfall.

For years | was positive | was cursed. People | cared about tended to
die way too soon and their deaths haunted me. | was convinced |
didn’t deserve the good life my friends found in the small town of
Willow Creek, so it was time to move on. But now an old friend needs
my help and instead of leaving the town behind, I'm seeking their
expertise.

Can | save Nancy, or will she be another person | lose?
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CHAPTER ONE

Lex

| shoved the last of my possessions into my backpack. | came to this town with very
little and | was leaving it the same way. Willow Creek wasn't for me anymore. My
reasons for staying were slowly dwindling.

Olivia, Maisie's niece, was doing better and better each day after her parents’ death.
She talked more to her therapist, and her relationship with Maisie was improving.

She didn’t need me as much as she had when things first went down.

Our shared traumawas now athing of the past, and | was happy for her.

Even if it meant less time with one of the few people | considered afriend.

Speaking of friends.

| looked down at my ringing phone and contemplated not answering it. | hated talking
on the thing. Why couldn’t people just text me? It saved me the trouble of having to
pretend like | wasn't disinterested in the conversation.

But it was Maverick, my boss, and | felt obligated to speak to him.

Although, he might not be my boss for much longer.



| was debating letting him know this wasn't going to work for me. Small-town life
wasn't busy enough to keep my mind off what | witnessed and endured while
enlisted. It didn't keep the demons at bay. My friends might've preferred the change
of pace, but | couldn't stand it.

The call aimost rang out before | finally answered. "Y eah?"

One word. | was a man who preferred limited vocabulary.

Fortunately, Maverick understood my need for directness and got straight to the
point.

"Wes called. He needs some help with a problem. | figured you could meet with him
and see what's going on."

| didn't need to know what the problem was.

| would help him either way. If for no other reason than | owed Wes my life.

Then | could tell Maverick | was done and needed to move on from this place.

| appreciated what he wanted to do for me, but | wasn't like the rest of them. | was too
fucked up for asimplelife.

“I'll call him."

| hung up and hit the button for one of the few numbers stored in my phone. Unlike
me, Wes answered within seconds.

"Hey, Lex. | should've known Maverick would pick you."



"Y ou need my help?' | got straight to the point.

"Actualy, it's my office manager, Nancy. Her son is a professional football player for
the Oklahoma Pioneers and has been receiving death threats for weeks now. Jimmy
thinksit's no big deal. Comes with the game. But Nancy isn't as convinced."

| scrubbed my hand along my jaw in confusion. "Why can't your two teams help?"

Wes ran his own security company and had two different teams that could easily do
this type of work. It made no sense that he was asking my team for assistance.

"Nancy doesn't want them to know what's going on. She wouldn't want me to call you
guys either."

"Then why did you?"

| wasn't the kind of man who pulled punches. If this Nancy woman didn't want my
help, there was no point in me helping. | didn't care what Wes wanted, | wouldn't
force myself on anyone. | might be a lot of things, but | refused to be an asshole to

some strange woman.

"Because Nancy asked me for help personally, but I'm not in the position to be able to
do it. Jennie needs me more right now."

Warning bells went off in my head, but | kept my mouth shut. If Wes wanted to tell
me what was going on with his wife, he would. Otherwise, it was none of my
business.

" So you went behind her back?' | didn't bother to keep the surprise out of my voice.

"I did, and | did it knowing she'll be mad at me."



Now that was the kind of honesty | admired in a person, and one of the many reasons
| respected Wes.

"How pissed will she be?’

Wes chuckled. "Probably very, but I'll smooth the way for you. Nancy won't stay mad
for long. She's a single mother of two kids and she would do anything for them. As
soon as | remind her of that, she's going to be fine with this."

| would take his word for it. Women were aforeign speciesto me.

Other than sex, | didn't know a damn thing about them, and | preferred it that way.
Anything more than sex meant talking and getting to know someone.

| didn't want anyone to know me. | didn't want them to learn how fucked up | was.

It was better if | just kept to the physical shit.

"I'll be there in twenty. It better be enough time."

"Don't worry. I'll make sure of it."

Neither of us said goodbye. Greetings were a waste of time, and we both knew that.
Grabbing the keys to my Jeep off the small table, | headed out of Easton's apartment
without a single glance back. This place wasn't mine. It was just somewhere to lay

my head at night. It certainly wasn't home. No place ever felt like home, and |
wouldn't missit when | was gone.



Page 2

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:20 am

CHAPTER TWO
Nancy

"Are you fucking kidding me?' | was mad enough that there was a real chance |
could kill my boss right here in my office. "I told you | didn't want anyone's help but
yours. | especially don't want anyone from you know where ."

| couldn't bring myself to say the name. Which was ridiculous considering it was just
a town name, but to me it was like Beetlgjuice. Say it three times and vaila, it was
back in my life. In my case though, | didn't even have to say anything—Wes aready
did the summoning.

"Lex isn't from Willow Creek and he's barely been there for a few months. He also
doesn't talk much, so it's not like he's going to annoy you. To be honest, the man is
perfect for this situation. He'll get the job done with minimal contribution on your
part."

| scoffed at his explanation. "I'm not worried about being annoyed with the man. |
work for you after al. If | haven't killed you yet, there's hope for the rest of
mankind."

And there were some days | asked myself how | managed to come in day after day
and not kill the man in front of me. He infuriated me like no other. But then |
remembered my kids wouldn't have al they did if it weren't for Wes and the
opportunity he gave me.



When | moved to Divot, | was a single mother with no job and a huge gap in my
résumeé. Most employers took one look at the thing and wrote me off, but not Wes.
He gave me the chance to prove | could make something of my life and provide my
kids with a stable home,

"I want you to know | take that as a compliment." Wes's words pulled me out of my
musings.

| smiled, because of course he did. That was the kind of relationship we had. Wes
wasn't just my employer, he was my friend, and some days | felt more like his boss
than he did mine. While unconventional, | wouldn't have wanted it any other way.

"Besides, you know if | didn't have everything going on with Jennie, | would gladly
help you. But | can't commit that kind of time. Not right now."

| thought about my boss's wife and instantly felt guilty. She was going through so
much. Battling stage two breast cancer wasn't easy, and Jennie deserved to have her
husband by her side at all times.

| deflated. "I'm sorry. | never should've brought it up."

| didn't know what to do, though. Jmmy wasn't taking the threats seriously even
though his manager advised him he should. It didn't matter how old my son got, he
would always be my baby and | wanted to protect him. Even if he was being stubborn
about his own safety.

"Y es, you should've, and I'm glad you did. Now, | respected your wish not to tell my
teams, but | couldn't do the same for Mav’s guys. You need help and this is the best

solution.”

| hated when he was the practical one of the conversation. It rarely happened. No one



would ever consider Westley James a rational man, so this was a “hell freezing over”
kind of situation.

Mentally, | sighed. "And you're sure this Lex guy is the right one for the job? You're
not just saying that to schmooze me over? Because if so, | will have Missy deny him
access. | don't have time to add another pain in my ass to my life. The severa | deal
with here are enough for two lifetimes.”

Wes barked out a laugh and it made me smile. No one in the office had heard that
sound in quite some time. I'd almost forgotten how serious he was before he met

Jennie.

"And we both know Missy would listen to you over me. How anyone thinks | run this
place is beyond me. We all know who the real bossis here."

It was my turn to smile. This was the reason | stayed, despite the headaches | got
more often than not when | had to fix mistakes my boss made. Wes valued me as an

asset and treated me as such. Not many places did that.

"Stop trying to butter me up." | rolled my eyes. "I'm going to take Lex's help. No
need to keep laying on the charm."

My response was more for him than it was for me.

As crazy as Wes drove me, | missed having him around.

The last few months he' d spent more time with his wife and daughter than he did in
the office.

Something the old version of him would never have done.



Work used to come first before anything else. | was glad to see that had changed.

"Good, because he'll be here soon."

| looked up to the ceiling and willed myself some patience. Only Wes could go from
having me happy to making me want to strangle him within the same breath.

"Why am | not surprised?’

"Lex doesn't like to waste time."

The office darm system echoed throughout my office, alerting us that someone had
pulled onto the premises. | initially hated the disruption the warning system caused,
but now was grateful for the extra few minutes it gave me to prepare for what was
likely to be an uncomfortable greeting.

Working for Wes had made me too comfortable with the fact that | only spoke to
those | was familiar with. Missy now made all the arrangements for the teams and
worked the front desk. It allowed meto hide from people. Just how | liked it to be.

Wes and | stared at each other. Neither of us saying anything while we waited. It was
several uncomfortable minutes later before Missy buzzed my office phone.

"Yes?' | injected as much happiness as | could into my voice. Missy didn't deserve
my wrath.

| wasn't mad, per se. Just uncomfortable with the fact that someone | didn't know was
about to learn my personal business.

"There's a Lex Holland here to see you." Missy sounded unsure and it immediately
put me on edge.



"Send him back. He's a friend of Wes." | was quick to reassure the woman who was
more like a daughter to me than the other wives. "And thank you."

"No problem."

| wondered what Lex did to make Missy hesitant about him. Now that she worked for
Wes, and her past was no longer nipping at her heels, she was almost too trusting.
Human trafficking should've made Missy wary of all men, but her husband, Kyle, had

done agood job of bringing her out of her shell.

And working the front desk of W.J. Protective Services helped as well. Missy was
forced to interact with people on adaily basis. Just how she preferred it.

The second the man walked through the door, | understood Missy's hesitation. Lex
had a dangerous appeal that probably kept others away, but in my case, it was causing
my dead libido to rise.

The man wastall. Taller than Wes by a couple of inches.

His rusty-brown beard hung down past his neck.

| couldn't be sure from my angle, but based on the way his hair was pulled back dlick,
he wore it longer than most of the guys who worked for Wes, and there was a hint of
silver running throughouit.

Not to mention the silver at the shaved part of histemples.

But it was the shirt he wore and how it accentuated his muscles that really did mein.

A short- sleeved denim button-up with the top two buttons undone showcased his tan
sKin.



And holy hell, talk about arm porn. His tight sleeves left nothing to the imagination,
with every damn vein making themselves known.

| was pulled out of my filthy thoughts when Wes made quick introductions. "Lex, this
is Nancy, the woman | told you about. Nancy, thisis Lex."

Lex's green eyes flicked over my body for barely a second before looking back at my
boss.

Ouch.

| knew | was no hot mama, but it still hurt. Menopause had taken its toll, adding a
few too many extra pounds around my middle, but would it have killed the man to
give me more than a cursory and disinterested look. | had practically eye-fucked the
man and he gave me nothing in return.

It was a damn shame.

The manners that were drilled into me from a young age had me responding despite
being annoyed. "Nice to meet you."

Lex's only response was another quick glance and a small chin nod.

"I warned you he didn't talk much.” Wes gave me alopsided smile that showcased his
dimple. If my boss thought that was going to make up for Lex's rude behavior, he was
dead wrong.

"I'm not sure thisis going to work." | blurted the words out before | could think better
of it and prayed Wes didn't ask me why. | doubted telling him | was attracted to his
friend would get me the results | wanted.



"Y ou told me this would be smoothed over before | arrived.”

Holy hell!

It was probably better the man didn't talk. | thought his good looks were the only
problem, but his deep timbre of his voice was going to cause me to spontaneously

combust. Sexy didn't even begin to describe it. | was completely screwed.

"She was on board with the plan until you came in here acting like a mute jackass,"
Wes snapped.

" Sheisright here and | have a name," | was quick to remind Wes with a little too
much attitude in my tone.

"I know your name, dammit. | was trying to make a point."

It would appear Wes the grump was back. This was the man | was used to dealing
with. The man | knew how to handle.

"Could've fooled me."

"Nancy," Wes growled, and | chuckled. It aways made my day to rile him up.

Lex, on the other hand, just stood there with his brows pinched together as he looked
back and forth between Wes and me.

"Are you going to be cooperative and let Lex help you?”
| looked at the man in question and frowned. | wanted to say no. | wanted him to go

back to Willow Creek and stay far away from me. | had the feeling Lex would be
detrimental to my physical well-being.



But then | remembered Jimmy and the problems he was facing. Wes couldn't help,
but Lex could. It didn't matter how attractive | found the man, my kids would aways
come first. Thistime was no exception.

So, withasigh, | answered. "Yes, I'll let him help.”

Lex's green eyes locked with mine and | wondered if | had just made the biggest
mistake of my life. Because that look held nothing but heartbreak.
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CHAPTER THREE
Lex
What the hell was this feeling?
The moment | laid eyes on Nancy, my heart picked up in rhythm and the need to
protect her flooded through me. The only other time | had felt this kind of connection

with another human being was Olivia.

It made no sense. Olivia was innocent. A young girl with a shared trauma. |
understood why | felt the need to protect her.

Nancy was nothing like Olivia, and based on the way she went toe-to-toe with Wes,
she didn't need my help. And yet the need to make sure she was safe was strong.

| tried not to think about the fact that it might have something to do with how
attractive she was.

Nancy was my age or close to it, with short jet-black hair and expressive green eyes.

Her jeans hugged her curves in all the right places, and | wished her loose top was
tighter so | had a better view of awaist | could hold on to.

| preferred my women with meat on their bones, and Nancy was that to a T. It was
why | couldn't give her more than a quick glance. If | hadn't stopped myself, |
would've spent too long looking over every perfect inch of her.



"Yes, I'll let him help," she said with reluctance.
| hadn't realized 1'd been holding my breath waiting for her answer until the air
whooshed out of my lungs. A huge part of me had hoped she'd stick to her guns and

ask meto leave.

And then Wes dropped the bomb. "Good. Lex can stay with you while he's figuring
out who's behind the threats."

"Excuse me?' There was that attitude again.

"What?' | spoke at the same time as Nancy.

"Y ou're going to visit Jimmy, right?' Wes sounded way too cocky when he asked.

My head snapped to Nancy, who looked more than a bit guilty.

After several intense moments, she sighed. "How did you know?"

My friend scoffed. "I know you, Nancy. Y ou've worked for me long enough that |
know what you're going to do or say before it happens. Everything you've ever done
has been for JJmmy and Jessie. There's no way you wouldn't go to your son with

everything going on."

"Fine," Nancy admitted, although reluctantly based on her tone. "'l was hoping to go
to his placefor abit."

"When did you want to leave?"

| kept my mouth shut and listened to the conversation. | was intrigued by their
relationship. Wes normally wasn't this tolerant of people, so it was interesting to see



the exchange.

"Today, if possible. | can take my laptop and work remotely. Missy can hold down
the fort here. It's not like you need me in the office, eveniif it is easier for me to holler
down the hall when you fuck something up in my system."

| couldn't tell if Nancy was teasing him or being dead serious. The old Wes | knew
would've reprimanded her for the insubordination, but instead, my friend merely
chuckled and shook his head. It left me baffled.

"Y ou're right, you can work remotely. But don't worry, | can survive on my own for a
bit."

"Ummm . . . no." Nancy crossed her arms over her voluptuous chest. "Y ou can't. And
| would rather keep working, even from a distance, than chance you fucking
something up that | can't fix. Now excuse me while | go talk to Missy and fill her in
on the plan.”

She turned on her heel and marched out of the room. And | took the moment to watch
as her ass swayed with each step.

Once she was out of the room, | could finally take a full deep breath without being
overrun by her intoxicating scent of vanilla. The damn woman must've bathed in the
fragrance.

"I know that look."
| turned my attention back to the man who'd saved my life in more ways than | could

count, and lifted a brow. | didn't say anything. | didn't have to. The look on my face
conveyed my message loud and clear.



"You're interested. You tried to hide it by looking at everything but Nancy, but |
know that look."

“I'll keep it professional.” The urge to reassure Wes was strong. The last thing |
wanted to do was disappoint the man. Despite us being the same age, | revered Wes
as someone who was much better and wiser than me.

"That's not why | brought it up."

Now | was just down right confused. Thankfully, Wes kept talking.

"Y ou're agood man. One of the best. Nancy deserves agood man in her life.

I've known her for years, and not once in that time has she ever allowed a man near
her.

Not after the number her husband did on her.

| have no problem with you going there, but only if you plan on sticking around.

She's not the kind of woman you fuck and then leave. "

| was stunned silent. Not that it was a hard feat considering | barely spoke, but in that
moment, | couldn't think of a single thing to say.

| wasn't a good man. Wes knew that. | was a fucked-up man with too many demons
to be good for anyone.

It was why | didn't invite women into my life, and | wasn't about to start now.

Nancy was too good for me, and the only thing | could offer her was a good fuck



before | left her satisfied and ran my ass away.

"As| said. I'll keep it professional."

Wes merely shook his head. "l see you haven't changed one bit. Still as stubborn as

ever.

My friend could call me stubborn all he wanted, but | knew the truth. | was cursed.
And | was protecting those around me from myself. People | cared about aways got
hurt, so it was best not to care about anyone at all.

"I'm glad Maverick picked you,” Wes continued. "l wanted it to be me, but with
Jennie fighting breast cancer, | need to be here with her. You're the next best thing,
and | know you'll do right by Nancy. It'sjust the kind of man you are.”

My response was cut off when Nancy walked back into her office with her head
down, looking at atablet in her hands.

"Everything's settled. Missy has everything under control here and I'll handle things
remotely. As long as you can manage not to piss anyone off, things will be fine. Is
that . .."

Nancy glanced up from the tablet and stopped in her tracks. "What happened while |
was gone?' she asked in an exasperated tone as she set the device on the desk and
crossed her arms.

"Nothing." Wes answered for both of us. "Just catching up.”
"Uh-huh." It was obvious she didn't believe her boss, but | wasn't about to correct

Wes. My friend had just dropped one hell of a bomb, and Nancy didn't need to know
we were also talking about her while she was gone. "L et me grab my stuff and we can



get going."

| watched her pack up a laptop and some files, al the while avoiding meeting her
gaze—or Wesss for that matter. He' d seen too much already, and | didn't want to give
him more ammunition for future discussions. Plus, the news he'd shared about Jennie
rattled me.

| didn't know how he was staying so strong with everything that was going on in his
life.

"Ready?' Nancy asked after she filled the bag to the brim and hefted it on her
shoulder.

| gave her a nod, taking the bag from her and walking straight out the door before she
could protest. | looked back to make sure she was following me, but not once did |

stop.

Not to talk to anyone. Not to say goodbye to Wes, or to the woman at the front desk
who'd given me awary look when | first walked in.

| headed straight out of the building to my Jeep and waited for Nancy to climb into
her own vehicle so | could follow her.

My demeanor screamed that | was an asshole, and that was the way | preferred it. The
last thing | needed was for Nancy to think | was the nice guy Westried to say | was.

He was wrong.

Nancy believing him would lead to nothing but her getting hurt and me hating myself
more than | already did for the things | couldn't change.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Nancy

| unlocked my front door and prayed that my house was presentable. | wasn’t a messy
person by nature, but | also lived alone with very few unexpected visitors. There were
times when | left dirty dishes in the sink and uncapped makeup on the bathroom
vanity.

Although, there should be no reason Lex ever entered the master bathroom, or the
bedroom for that matter. We were there smply so | could pack a bag and then leave.

"Comeonin." | motioned for him to enter after | stepped over the threshold. "It won't
take me long to pack, but feedl free to make yourself comfortable on the couch.”

Lex merely grunted, and | took that as a sign that he'd heard me before | dashed
upstairs to my bedroom. The house I'd moved into after leaving Willow Creek wasn't
big by any standards. The bedrooms were small, but there were three of them, and
that was all | had cared about when | started looking.

In so many ways, I’ d been lucky. After my asshole of an ex-husband left me with two
kids, no money, and no job, | knew it was important | found something reliable.

Wes had been that for me. He gave me a job, helped me find this house, and even
helped with the down payment.

He' d been my hero at atimein my life when | would've sworn all men were jerks.



So if my boss said | could trust Lex, then | would trust the man. Wes never steered
me wrong.

WEell, except when it came to spreadsheets or any of the other software programs |
used. Wes absolutely did me wrong when it came to those. The man was what people
would call street smart but book dumb.

| carelessly shoved jeans, shirts, and anything else | needed into a suitcase.

Other than visiting my kids, | rarely traveled, but | still managed to keep a toiletry
case prepped at al times.

| grabbed it from under the bathroom sink and nearly jumped ten feet in the air when
| stood up and saw Lex in the reflection of the bathroom mirror.

"Y ou scared the crap out of me," | chastised him as | turned around. "Did you need
something?’

| couldn't even begin to fathom why he would be in my bedroom when the man had
barely looked at me for more than a handful of seconds since the moment we'd met.

Lex pointed to my suitcase. "Can | take that for you?"

Huh? Maybe he wasn't a compl ete asshole after all. | walked out of the bathroom and
passed him on the way to the suitcase. It wasn't until | placed the toiletry bag inside
that | realized, lying on the very top, completely out in the open, were my underwear.

Of course they couldn't be cute or even lacy ones. Not that | owned many of those at
my age, but a woman could try and hold on to her youth. Nope. In my haste, | had
grabbed my granny panties. The same ones that showcased just how big my assreally
was.



| was sure my face was seven different shades of red when | closed the case and
zipped it up. Not able to look the man in the eye, | yanked the blue bag off the bed,
set it on the ground, and rolled the case in his direction.

"Sure! I'm al ready to go." The words came out a few octaves too high. Even to my
own ears | could tell 1 sounded like a prepubescent boy about to go through the
change.

Before Lex could respond, | rushed down the stairs, leaving my suitcase behind. The
whole reason he'd come up was to grab the damn thing anyway, so there was no
point in arguing. Not when | was already too embarrassed.

Lex's loud footsteps echoed through the otherwise quiet house as | grabbed my keys
from where I’ d tossed them on the table in the front entryway. I’d made it to the edge
of the driveway before Lex's words stopped me dead.

"Y ou don't need those. We're taking my Jeep.”

Looking over at his vehicle, | tried not to let my shiver show. "Y ou expect me to ride
in that?' | pointed at the vehicle in question. "It doesn't even have doors. How can it
be safe? Or road legal for that matter?’

The man moved quick. | had to give him that. Lex stood next to his Jeep before |
even finished asking the questions. With one hand firmly placed on the mesh rope
that stood in place of the door, he answered, "It's safe.”

Two words. That was all he was willing to give me, and yet somehow | knew they
weretrue.

| thought back to my boss, and how he would never do anything to put me in harm’s
way. If Wes were standing there with us, he would've confirmed | was perfectly safe



with Lex and his Jeep.

There was that word again. | had spent my whole life playing it safe, and look where
it got me.

| married the man | was told would bring me a comfortable life, and he left, leaving
nothing but criticism in his wake.

Eventually, | was forced to leave the town | loved rather than subject my children to
their father's mistakes.

| took a good job that | eventually learned to love because of the people who worked
there, but | never wanted to bother them. Even when | knew they would help mein a
heartbeat. | was good at being cautious, but now | wanted to live alittle.

"Let'sgo," | said before | could change my mind, and hopped in when Lex moved the
net aside.

Buckling my seat belt, | looked straight ahead. | didn't question if he secured the door
properly. | didn't question the lack of awindow or roof. | was going with the flow.

Well, for atiny bit, | did.

When we turned onto the highway instead of heading toward Willow Creek, | asked,
"Don't you need to go home to grab anything?' Secretly | hoped the answer was no.
The last place | wanted to see was the town | grew up in. There were too many bad
memories tied to that place.

"Nope."

One word. That was al he gave me. But it filled me with so much relief, | could've



kissed the man.

| didn't, but | could've.

"What about clothes? A toothbrush?"

Why can't | just stop asking questions?

Lex hooked a thumb toward the back of the Jeep. "Got it."

| glanced over my shoulder, and sure enough, there was an old worn backpack sitting
next to my suitcase.

"That's convenient. Do you normally live out of your Jeep?' | had no ideawhy | was
pushing this when there was nothing strange about him having a bag ready. All the
guys at work did. They just usually kept them at the office.

"Yup."

If this was how he was going to answer all my questions, it was going to be a long
nine-hour trip to Oklahoma



Page 5

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:20 am

CHAPTER FIVE

Lex

| followed Nancy's directions to a large high-rise smack-dab in the middle of
Oklahoma City. The underground garage attendant gave me a strange look when |
pulled up and said | was there to visit one of the tenants. Apparently the fancy place
wasn't used to topless and doorless Jeeps.

| found that very strange considering Nancy had explained that several of Jmmy's
teammates lived in the same building. | would've thought at least a few of them
would've used their signing bonuses to buy something similar. My view on football

players was clearly misinformed.

After parking in one of the assigned visitor spots, | jumped out of the driver seat and
headed straight for Nancy's side.

We only stopped once on the entire ride up, so my legs were itching to move.

Nancy had the mesh unbuckled by the time | got to her and was climbing her way
Out.

| stretched out my hand to offer her assistance, but she didn't take it.
Shrugging it off like it was no big deal.

In reality, a small part of me was hurt by her callous behavior. | had to smother that



part of me out of existence. The whole point was to not get close to her. | couldn't do
that if | was being chivalrous and getting upset when it wasn't reciprocated.

| left our bags in the vehicle and followed Nancy into the building. It was obvious
several seconds after we entered that she was familiar with the place and the people

who worked there.

"Hi, Ms. Green. It's good to see you again." The young man behind the front desk
greeted her as soon as she got within five feet of the desk.

"Hey, Nathan." Her tone softened. "It's good to see you too. Do you by chance know
if Immy is home?"

"I haven't seen him leave since he came home around dinnertime. Would you like me
to call up and check?"

"No, that's okay. I'll just head up and see him. Say hi to your mother for me. Maybe
she and | can get together while I'm in town." Nancy smiled at the man before
moving toward the elevator.

"She'd like that," the desk clerk yelled back.

Nancy waved at Nathan before the elevator doors closed.

"You visit alot?!

"He speaks.” Nancy gasped while looking at me and putting her hand to her chest.

My brows furrowed as | looked back at her, completely confused by what she meant.

"Of course | speak. We spoke on the ride up." Not much, but words did come out of
my mouth.



"No, | spoke and you answered questions when | asked. One- and two-word answers,
by the way, but no, talking like normal people did not actually occur.”

| continued to look at her like she was a puzzle | was trying to solve. "What had you
wanted to talk about?' I’d listened to every word she' d said, and even remembered all
of it. Wasn't that enough?

Nancy threw her hands up in exasperation just as the elevator dinged to let us know
we had reached our desired floor. "I don't know, but it's customary for people to talk
when they are in close proximity for nearly ten hours."

"Maybe for some, but not me,” | grumbled as | stepped out of the elevator.

Why people insisted on always talking would forever baffle me. Y ou learned so much
more about a person from silence. Case in point, | learned a lot about Nancy and how
much she adored her son and daughter ssmply by listening to her ramble.

Nancy didn't bother to say anything more. She stepped around me and led us down a
short hallway. Despite how big the building looked from the outside, there appeared
to be only two units on the floor—one on each side of the hallway.

Nancy stopped in front of the one on the left and raised her hand to knock. A few
moments passed before a booming "coming" could be heard from the other side of
the door.

When it flew open, | was surprised by the man standing on the other side. Well over
six feet tall, the man who | assumed was Nancy's son stood eye to eye with me and
towered over his mother's five-and-a-half-foot frame. There weren't many people who
rivaled my height, but this young man sure did.

"Mom!" her son shouted in surprise and stepped in to engulf her in a hug.



"What are you doing here? Y ou normally call to let me know you're traveling.

" Despite his words, he stepped aside to let his mother in, but put his hand up before |
could follow suit.

"And who are you? | know every man my mother works with, and I've never seen
your face before.

" He turned to his mother and asked again. "Who's this?"

"Lex Holland,” | offered. “A friend of Wes."

| didn't add that | knew twenty different ways to break his hand, and nothing he did
would stop me from getting closer to his mother if that was what | wished to do. And
| was fighting down that urge.

"|s that true, Mom?'

Only when Nancy nodded her head and told "Jimmy" to "knock it off" did her son
deign to put his hand down and grant me entry into his apartment.

Jmmy was kind enough to wait until we all got further into the living room before he
started in. "Is everything okay? Are you in some kind of trouble? Is that why this
strange guy is with you?"'

Nancy sighed. "Everything's fine. Lex isn't some stranger. He was in the Marines
with Wes, and when | asked Wes for help, this was who he got for me."

| wondered how much Wes had told Nancy about our time together. | would have to
remember to have a discussion with my old friend about that. There were certain
things people didn't need to know. My time deployed was one of them.



"Help with what? If you need something, you should have told me."
“"Not help for me." She pointed first at herself and then at Jimmy. "Help for you."
Nancy sounded exasperated when she spoke, and | could only guess how many times

they’ d had this conversation.

"I've dready told you | don't need help. Those letters are nothing more than some fan
who's pissed | screwed up the season for the team."

Oh yeah. Based on Jimmy's tone, they'd had this conversation afew times.
"Fans can be pissed al they want, but when they start threatening to harm my boy, |
take offense. And correct me if I'm wrong, but even your agent advised you to take

the threats serioudly."

| was going to need to see these |etters and catch up on the situation fast. | was about
to say as much, but Jimmy and Nancy weren't done arguing.

"Fred worries too much."

Nancy threw her hands in the air and | chuckled to myself. It was good to know |
wasn't the only one who frustrated her to that point.

"He's your agent. It's his job to worry and take things serioudly."

"For now," Jimmy grumbled under his breath.

"And what is that supposed to mean?' Nancy's arms were now crossed over her chest
and her face was bright red.

| was starting to consider if it was time for me to break things up for abit.



Family dramawasn't my thing, and | would've preferred to avoid it if at al possible.

This was starting to get out of my comfort zone, and | wanted it to stop, but Jmmy
decided to drop abomb before | could make my move.

"I was going to wait until after | made my decision to tell you, but | guess now's a
good time." Jimmy took a deep breath. "I'm considering breaking my contract and
leaving the NFL."
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CHAPTER SIX

Nancy

"I'm sorry, what did you say?' There was no way | heard my son correctly. Like
many kids, playing in the NFL was his dream. Most never got the chance. And to just
throw that away after one season?

No, just no.

"I've been contemplating it since the end of the season, and | think it's the right
choice. Obviously the pressure of playing at a professional level istoo much for me."

| couldn't believe the words coming out of this kid’'s mouth. The man | raised to never
be a quitter, to follow his dreams, was just going to walk away because he had a few

bad games?

"No." That was the best | could manage without beating my son over the head to
knock some sense into him.

"What do you mean, ‘No’? Thisis my decision.”
"Maybe. But hell will freeze over before | let you throw away your dream like that. |
know you better than that, which means something else is going on for you to even

think something so stupid.” | had to work hard to keep myself from shouting.

My blood was boiling, and if | thought for even a second that Jimmy felt that way



because he truly didn't want to play anymore, | wouldn't fight so hard. But | knew
him, and all he’ d talked about during college was getting into the NFL.

It wasn't just adream to him, it was something he’ d worked his ass off for.

There was no way he would just give that up.

"There's nothing else going on."

| really looked at my son, but despite how hard he was trying, he couldn't look mein
the eye.

"Bullshit. You've always been a terrible liar. Since you were a boy, if you couldn't
look me in the eye, | knew you were lying. So stop with the nonsense and tell me the
truth.”

Lex shifted from where he stood on the other side of the room, and | had amost
forgotten he was there. For a moment, | felt embarrassed that he was witnessing my

family drama. Then | remembered why he was there to begin with.

The threats. They had to be the reason immy wanted to quit. | just needed to get him
to admit it so we could help him.

"Have you received another threat recently?' | pushed.

My son shifted his eyes away from me.

Bingo.

"Show me," | demanded, but Jimmy shook his head. "Why not? You've read me
every one before this. What makes this one so different?’



Then alight bulb went off in my head and it hit me. There was only one thing more
important to my son than football.

His family.

"Did they threaten me or your sister?' | didn't have to see Jimmy's face to know | was
getting closer. | could tell by the way his body stiffened. "Show me, please." | used
my take-no-shit voice with him.

Finaly, Jmmy sighed as he walked over to the kitchen and pulled a piece of paper
from one of the drawers. He walked back over to me and practically slapped the
paper into my hands.

| unfolded the letter and began to read.

Y ou pathetic overpaid bastard. Y ou should never have been born, let alone drafted to
the NFL. You're worthless and can't play football for shit. Thisis your last warning.
L eave the Pioneers or your mother dies.

By the end of the note, | was ready to murder whomever wrote those nasty, vile
things to my little boy. | didn't care how old he got or how much taller than me he
was, | still saw the little boy he was when he first put on afootball helmet.

"You're not quitting." My voice vibrated with the anger | felt rushing through my
body.

"Y ou read the letter," Jimmy argued. "If | don't, he's going to kill you."
"Let me read that." Lex was across the room and snatching the piece of paper out of

my hand before he finished the statement. | didn't bother to comment on his rude
behavior. | had a more important argument to have with my son.



"No oneis going to kill me. | work in the most secure building with a bunch of guys
who would gladly kill someone to protect me."

"You live done, Mom."

Like | needed the reminder that | was an empty nester. People weren't kidding when
they said it was lonely. Especially as a single mother.

"And | can protect myself. Wes made sure of it."

"“I'll protect her."

My head shot over to where Lex was still reading the letter. He didn't even pick his
head up when he spoke.

"I don't need protection,” | argued. | didn't need Lex to think | was some damsal in
distress who needed saving. And | certainly didn't need to be spending any extratime
with him. He was here for Jimmy, not me.

"Isn't that why Wes contacted me?"

He finally decided to grace me with his eyes, and damn | wished he hadn't. His stare
was too intense. | felt like he could see right through me and straight down to my
soul.

"No, | asked Wes for help finding out who is threatening Jimmy."

“I'll protect you," Lex strangely replied. "I want to see the rest of the letters you've
received.”

"My agent has them. The only reason | kept that one was because it threatened my



mother. | was going to have a private investigator look into it."

| scoffed at the idea. "Y ou know damn well Wes and his teams are better than any
private investigator.”

"Yes, | know that. Wes is amazing as always, but | didn't want you to know about
this."

Something about the way Jmmy said Wes's name was off. Usually he adored the
man, but right now he ailmost sounded pissed. "Why did you say Wes's name like
that?"

“No reason.” Jimmy looked away as he answered.

"Didn't we just talk about lying. You suck at it, so fess up and tell me the truth.”

This conversation was becoming more aggravating by the minute.

| thought this type of stubbornness ended after the teen years.

| didn't expect to be dealing with it with my twenty-four-year-old.

And to be honest, | didn't have the patience for it. I'd used that all up when they were
younger.

Now | wasjust a sexually frustrated middle-aged woman with a short fuse.
"Fine." Jimmy sounded equally as exasperated as | felt. "Y ou always talk about how

amazing Wes is and how much he's helped our family, but where is he now, huh? He
sent this guy instead." He threw hisarm out at Lex.



It was in that moment that | realized what was going on. Jimmy’s father had left at a
critical time in his life, and he’d looked up to Wes like a father figure since the day
they’ d met. Jimmy wasn't pissed at Wes. He was hurt that he wasn't there to help.

"Oh, Jimmy." | softened my voice. "If Jennie wasn't battling cancer, you know damn
well Wes would be here. He's always looked out for us, but his family needs to come
first."

"Y ou always said we were like family to him."

| had said that, and now | wished | hadn't. | built Wes up to be this great protector,
and the one time we needed him, he couldn't be there.

This was my fault. Not Wes's. He made the right choice when he chose Jennie, and |
respected him more for that.

"We are like family to him. But Jennie is his wife, and right now she needs him more
than we do. Wes didn't just write us off. He went against all my wishes and contacted
Lex so we would have someone. He still cares. It just looks a little different this
time."

| watched as several emotions flittered across Jimmy's face. | let what | said sink in
and gave him time to come to his own conclusions. | couldn't force him to accept the
situation. He would either understand Wes's predicament or he would stay mad at the
man. My hope was the first.

"You'reright. It's selfish of me to think these threats should overshadow what Jenni€'s
going through. I'm sorry."

| walked over to my son and gave him a hug. It was so strange to lay my head on his
chest when it should've been the other way around—me comforting him.



"You don't need to be sorry. | understand this is hard, but well get through it
together. And without you leaving the NFL."

Jmmy groaned. "l don't want to put you in danger, Mom."

| merely chuckled at his frustration with me and stepped back. "I'll be fine. | can
protect myself. And | doubt Lex is going to leave me alone.”

Lex didn't hesitate to add, "Nope.”

"See" | glanced from my son to Lex, and frowned. He was focused a little too
intently on the piece of paper in his hands. | shook my head and turned back to
Jmmy, whose attention was also on Lex and the note. "There's nothing to worry

about. Y ou can focus on your game and know I'll be safe.”

Jmmy finally looked back at me and responded with a cryptic, "Welll see."
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Lex

The threat against Nancy pissed me right the fuck off. | couldn't take my eyes off the
words.

Or your mother dies.

What kind of sick bastard threatened the mother of a grown man all because he had a
crappy season.

| was aPioneersfan. | knew all about Jimmy Green and the season he' d had.

As afourth-round draft pick, he was supposed to be exactly what the Pioneers needed
to have awinning season.

Unfortunately, that didn't happen. Sportscasters loved to comment about how he was
clearly overrated in college or how he couldn't hack it.

None of that meant he should be receiving death threats.
And certainly not ones that threatened his mother.
"Do you plan on staying here while you're in town?' JJmmy asked Nancy.

| continued to listen to the conversation in the room, partaking only when absolutely



necessary.

"If you don't mind."

"Of course not, Mom. The room isjust how you left it last time."

| didn't et my face show it, but internally | smiled at the interaction. From everything
I’d seen, immy was a great son.

He cared enough about his mother to give up his dream to protect her.

And unlike others who' d made it big in the NFL, he was humble enough to show
respect to the woman who' d helped him get there.

"And what about Lex. Where will he deep?”

"The couch is fine." | spoke up before any other suggestions could be made.
Although, | glanced over at the offensive piece of furniture and knew immediately it
would be a rough night. I was a big man, and there was no way that couch was long

enough.

"No way," Nancy argued. "You can't sleep on that thing. The bed is big enough, you
can sleep in there as well."

Jmmy cleared histhroat. "I'm not sure I'm okay with that."

The kid just earned another few pointsin my book.

It didn't matter, though. There was no way | was sleeping in a bed with her. | never
slept in bed with anyone, and for good reason.



"| appreciate the offer, but the couch is fing," | insisted. Hell would have to freeze
over before | ever allowed myself to sleep in the same space as someone. It was too
dangerous. | was too unpredictable.

"You expect me to believe you'll be comfortable on that thing." She pointed to the
couch in question and | hid awince.

No, comfort wasn't what | would get on that, but | didn't tell her that. Instead | said,
"I've dept in worse places. I'll be fine." And it was true. Nothing could be worse than
sleeping on adirt floor after being beaten and tortured for hours on end.

"Just because you have doesn't mean you should.” Nancy refused to give up, but
thankfully Jimmy stepped in.

"Mom, if he wants to sleep on the couch, let him. It's really not that bad. I've done it
before." At least the kid was able to say that while looking her in the eye. Which

meant at least part of what he was saying was true.

"Fine." Nancy threw her hands up in the air and walked down the hall. | was almost
sure it was followed by, " Stubborn-ass men," but | couldn't be sure.

"Thank you." | waited until she entered what | assumed was a bedroom. "And no
matter what you hear tonight, keep your mother away from me. You as well. It's safer

that way."

Nancy's son nodded his head in agreement, but didn't get the chance to question me
because his mother was coming back down the hall.

"I need to go downstairs and grab my bag."

| shoved the letter in my pocket. "I'll go grab them." | headed for the door and was



out in the hallway before either of them could argue.

| needed a minute alone. Time to think about the favor Wes asked and what it would
entail.

Oh, and | needed to call the man. | pulled the phone out of my pocket and, as
predicted, he answered on the first ring.

"Everything okay?"

"The last letter Jmmy received threatened to kill Nancy if he didn't quit,” | said
without preamble and listened as Wes ran through a whole gambit of colorful words.

"It killsmethat | can't be there."

"How's Jennie?' Small talk wasn't usually my thing, but in this case, | would make an
exception. It was horrible to think what my friend and his wife were going through.

"Sick. Chemotherapy is kicking her ass, but she's a fighter. And she doesn't want this
to affect Sarah, so she's putting on a brave face."

Sarah was Jenni€'s daughter from a previous marriage, but Wes had adopted her. The
girl was the light of my friend’s eye, and it sucked that the three of them were having

to deal with something as toxic as cancer.

Jennie had been through enough already in her life, so it made all this that much
Worse.

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"| appreciate it." Wes cleared histhroat. "So tell me what's happening?"



"Jimmy wants to quit the NFL to keep Nancy safe. Nancy refuses to let him do it. |
have to agree with her. Tonight she's spending the night.”

"And you?' Wes cautiously asked.

"Sleeping on the couch.”

Wes went silent and | knew what he was thinking. My assumption was confirmed
when afew moments later he asked, "Have they gotten any better?"

"Nope," | replied honestly.

“Nancy is going to want to comfort you."

| guessed as much. She seemed like the nurturing kind.

"| aready warned Jimmy to keep her away no matter what they hear."

It was the best thing | could do considering there was no way | was leaving her alone.
| didn't care how big or tough her son looked. From now on, Nancy was my
responsibility.

"That might not be enough."

"Then | won't sleep.” | refused to subject anyone to my night terrors. It was bad
enough that | had to deal with them. | didn't need anyone else to as well.

Wes sighed in frustration. "You can't go days without sleep, Lex. | know you don't
want others to know about the nightmares, but you can't keep it from everyone.”

| tensed at the accusation. "The guys know about them.



" The seven of us who made up the team in Willow Creek were a tight group and
knew everything about one another. There were no secrets. They were very aware of
the nightmares and why they happened. Hell, they’d been with me during one of the
reasons | had them.

"I'm not talking about your team."

| didn't like where this conversation was going. "I don't want to talk to anyone else
about them."

| lived a very ssmple life for a reason, and | preferred it that way. There was no
danger of someone getting hurt if | kept them at arm’ s length.

"Eventually, someone’ s going to come into your life and make you think differently. |
hope when that time comes, you don't push them away."

Wes ended the call and | thought about the woman upstairs. Already she was making
me feel things | didn't want to feel.

She'sjust an assignment. A favor.

If | repeated that over and over again, eventually | would be able to convince myself
it was true. Otherwise, | was going to ruin another person's life with my cursed ways.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Nancy

It sounded like someone in agony.

That was the noise that woke me up in the middle of the night. | wasn't a heavy
sleeper to begin with. | blamed that on being a single mother. Over twenty years of
worrying about the other people who slept in the house with me didn't go away just
because they no longer lived with me.

There it was again.

| threw the covers back and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

Whoever was making that noise was severely in pain, and | wanted more than
anything to comfort them.

| was halfway down the hall when | heard it again.

It wasn't coming from my son's room. | nearly collapsed at the relief of that.
The knowledge that those noises were coming from him would've broken me.
That left only one other person.

Lex.



| moved farther down the hall to just outside the living room when the sound hit me
again. Through the darkness, | could see Lex thrashing around on the small couch. |
moved over to soothe him awake, but was stopped by an arm banding around my
middle.

Before | could let out a scream, Jimmy's soft voice hit my ear. "Don't."

| turned on him immediately. "What do you mean, ‘Don't’ ?"

"Lex warned me not to let you near him no matter what you heard."

Jmmy's statement hit me sguare in the chest. Lex had known this would happen and
had put measures into place. It made me wonder just how often he had nightmares.

"Did he say why?"

Jimmy shook his head. "No. But | think you should respect his wishes."

The sounds behind me only got worse the longer we stood there. Whatever dream he
was having was definitely doing a number on him.

The only thing that stopped me from ignoring my son’s advice and going over to Lex
was a conversation | once had with Missy.

Her husband, Kyle, aso suffered from nightmares, and the one time she'd tried to
touch him, he'd hurt her.

Of course, he hadn't done it on purpose, but in the throes of the nightmare, Kyle
thought everyone was the enemy. | wondered if it was the same for Lex and that was
why he’d warned Jimmy?



"I won't touch him, but I'm not leaving him out here aone."

My son raised an eyebrow at me, so | quickly added, "I'll stay on the chair, but | can't
go back to my room knowing he's out here suffering on his own."

"Promise me you won't try to touch him or do anything to wake him up,” Jmmy
pleaded.

"I promise.” It was like the roles were reversed—I felt like the disobedient teen even
though | was lucky enough as a mother to have raised two very well-behaved
teenagers.

"Okay. I'll beright back."

| didn't get the chance to ask JJmmy what he meant before he was storming off down
the hallway. | was surprised with all the noise we'd made, despite trying to be quiet,
that Lex hadn't woken up. In fact, he was thrashing around more than he had been

when | first came out.

| walked to the oversized chair and curled myself into a corner. Seconds later, Jimmy
came out with abig fuzzy blanket and draped it around me.

"I love you, Mom."

My heart melted. No matter how old he got, Jimmy was always good about telling me
how much he cared.

"L ove you too, son. Now go back to sleep. | promise not to move from this spot.”

And | didn't. | stayed in the same position and thought about the hours since we'd
shown up at Jimmy's apartment. Lex had seemed different after he came up from



grabbing our bags. More distant than he had on the car ride in. He' d secluded himself
away and claimed he needed to work.

At the time, | hadn't questioned it. Now | wondered if maybe I’d missed some sort of
sign.

| would have to ask him when he woke up.

Eventually, my legs started to go numb and | stretched them out. | was just getting
comfortable again when | heard Lex's deep timbre begging, "No, please don't make

me.

| could see his eyes were closed even though he was no longer twisting side to side. |
wished more than anything that | knew what he was dreaming about so | could help
him in some way. But I'd made a promise to stay put, and that was what | was going
to do.

Two agonizingly long hours later, and a lot more mulling in his sleep, Lex finally
started to stir. | could tell the moment he realized he wasn't alone in the room. His
entire body tensed up, and | watched in the sliver of light through the window as his
chest rose and fell.

"How long have you been sitting there?' he asked without even looking my way.

"Long enough.” | didn't want him to know I’d spent most of my night watching him
sleep and wishing there was away to help.

"| asked Jimmy to keep you away no matter what you heard."

| scoffed. "Yeah, about that. Where do you get off asking my son to do that? No
offense, but | don't need anyone telling me what to do."



Lex's eyes popped open and immediately found mine. They were the most intense
green | had ever seenin my life. "It was for your safety."

| pointed up and down my body. "Asyou can see, I'm perfectly fine."

"Thistime." Lex scrubbed his hands over his face. "You can go back to bed. | won't
be getting anymore sleep tonight.”

| wanted to argue, but | took one look at his face and decided the argument and
guestions could wait for another time. It was clear as day that whatever haunted him
in his dreams, also haunted him while he was awake. | don't know how I’d missed it
before.

"Good night, Lex."

| didn't take offense when he didn't answer me back as | walked back to my bedroom.
I’d pushed him far enough for one day. Any further battles could wait. | climbed back
into bed and made myself a vow to help Lex through his trauma, whether he liked it
or not.
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CHAPTER NINE
Lex

| scrubbed my hands along my beard long after Nancy went back to her room. | hated
that she had seen me at my worst.

Well, maybe not my worst. As far as dreams went, this wasn't the worst one I’d had.
At least | hadn't woken up ready to take someone's head off. That had happened afew
times over the years, and each time it did, | swore it would never happen again.

Too bad | didn't have any more control of my dreams than | did on the curse of my
life.

Knowing | wouldn't be getting sleep again for a while, | decided to grab my phone
and call Maverick. My boss answered after afew rings.

"Hello?"

"Did | wake you?' | didn't have the dightest clue why the question popped out of my
mouth. Of course I'd woken him. It was only oh four hundred, and there was no
reason for Maverick to be awake.

"Y eah, but it's okay. Night terrors?"

"Yeah." What | hadn't told Wes earlier was | did speak to someone about my dreams.
Maverick insisted | call him any time | got them so we could talk them out. | wasn't



sureif it helped or not, but | indulged my boss if for no other reason than he was there
for most of what had happened to me.

"Which one was this?'

| cleared my throat. "The incident before Wes and his team rescued us.”

Maverick knew all about that day, so it wasn't like | needed to explain much more
than that. Besides the night my parents were killed, it was the worst thing to happen
inmy life.

"Y ou know it wasn't your fault, right?"

It was the same conversation we had every time this particular night terror reared its
ugly head. Maverick was convinced that if he said it enough times, | would one day
believeit.

"It was my fault."

"No, man, it wasn't. It was those bastards’ fault for making you choose. You chose
right."

Deep in my cold dead heart | knew he was right. | had the choice to protect my
country, and that was what | did. But it came at a significantly high cost.

"Tell that to the poor woman's family."

"They were told the truth. Terrorists were responsible for her death."

Maybe so, but they weren't the ones who ended her life. That blame lay solely on my
shoulders.



Thankfully Maverick understood the need to change the subject. "Tell me about this
favor Wes needed.”

| took a deep breath before | answered. "He asked me to help his office manager,
Nancy Green."

"Isn't she the mother of Jimmy Green? The first-year running back for the Oklahoma
Pioneers. | thought | read that in the Willow Creek Press several months back."

| rolled my eyes at the mention of the local newspaper. That damn thing was nothing
more than agossip rag on all things Willow Creek.

"Yeah, she is. He's been receiving threatening letters in the mail after the rough
season he had. Jimmy wasn't taking them seriously, but Nancy asked for Wes's help

anyway.

"But he couldn't help because of Jennie, so he called us," Maverick surmised. "Makes
sense. | would've thought he'd ask Bravo Team first, but maybe they were on an
assignment.”

"Wait, you knew about the cancer?' | didn't hide the accusation in my tone.

“He told me when they first found out."

"Why didn't you say anything?'

"Because it wasn't my news to share,” Maverick defended. "I figured he would say
something when he was ready."

| shook my head, even though my boss couldn't see me.



"So why didn't Wes ask one of his teams?' Maverick effectively changed the subject
back to my assignment.

" She didn't want them to know," | explained.

"Ah. Makes even more sense now. So what do you need from us? Any credible
threat, or just the ramblings of a pissed-off fan?"

| thought about the letter jammed into my pants pocket on the floor. "The last letter
threatened to harm Nancy if Jmmy didn't quit.”

My boss whistled from the other end of the phone. "I would say that's credible.
Where are you now?"

| scoffed. "Y ou mean Nolen hasn't tracked my location?"

"If he has, he didn't tell me."

"“I'm in Oklahoma City, but I'm not sure that's where we'll stay.”

| didn't want to be in the same town as the person threatening Nancy.

If that was even where the person lived.

Without seeing the actual envelope, there was no way for me to know.

But unless Nancy wanted to travel the country with me, my options were limited.

And that was something | seriously doubted she would agree to.

"Y ou going to bring her home to Willow Creek?"



Now was as good atime as any to tell my boss what I’ d been thinking about the last
few weeks. "Willow Creek isn't my home. Nowhere is. And, no, | don't think I'm ever
coming back."

Maverick cleared histhroat. "Don't do this, Lex."

| hated to hear the hurt in my boss's voice, but | couldn't be like the rest of them.
"You had to know this was coming. | didn't want to come to Willow Creek to begin
with. | said | would try, and | did."

"Y ou barely gave it a couple of months," Maverick argued.

"But | gave it a chance, and now it's time to move on. There isn't enough in Willow
Creek to keep my mind busy. | need more.”

| doubted there was any place that could keep me as busy as | needed to be, but | had
to look. Maybe just traveling around the country would do the trick.

"And where do you plan on going?' Maverick wasn't giving up. Not that | expected
him to. There was a reason out of the seven of us he became the boss. He was a
natural-born leader who cared a little too deeply about those in his command.

"Not sure yet. | was planning to leave when you called me about Wes's favor."

| stayed quite while my boss let out a torrent of curses. The man sure knew how to
string together some good ones.

When he finally paused, | interjected with, "Pretty sure, as the boss, you were
supposed to clean up your language.”

"Fuck that. Y ou guys are giving me even more gray hairsthan | already have."



| chuckled at the thought. Maverick reminded me of Santa Claus. If he went anymore
gray—or, heaven forbid, even white—kids would be lining up to sit on his lap.

"Then | guessit'sagood thing I won't be your problem for much longer."

He sighed heavily. "Lex, I'll worry even more because you aren't here."

The man took too much of the world on his shoulders, and | told him as much.

"I know it, but | can't help it. | wish you would give Willow Creek more of a chance.
| think you would cometo likeit."

| thought about what Maverick said. It wasn't that | didn't like the small town.

In fact, it was great. The people were nice.

Maybe alittle nosy, but overall nice. The town had its appeal.

The problem was the lack of excitement | needed to keep busy.

My mind needed to be solving problems, not listening to the latest drama unfold.

| was happy my friends were settling in nicely and finding women to spend their lives
with, but that wasn't in my future, and | couldn't pretend that it was.

"I didn't say | didn't like it, but we both know it's not what | need."

"It could be. Have you given more thought to talking to someone?"

What was it with everyone wanting me to talk to someone about my night terrors?



Couldn't they just understand that there was no help for me.

That | didn't deserve any. | was forced to kill an innocent woman so | could protect
my country. | deserved to have those dreams as areminder of what I’ d done.

"No, and | don't plan to."

Again with the heavy sigh. | was disappointing my friend left and right throughout
this conversation. "One of these days, you're going to redlize it's okay to forgive
yourself. You don't need to keep torturing yourself over what happened. No one
would fault you for getting help."

No, but | would fault myself.
The sound of people moving around the apartment caught my attention. "l have to

go." | hung up before Maverick could argue with me further. It would do no good
anyway. My mind was made up. | just needed to get through this assignment first.
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CHAPTER TEN
Nancy

| wasted extra time in the shower and getting dressed because | wasn't ready to face
Lex just yet. | had so many questions | wanted to ask him. But based on the little time
we'd spent together, | knew he wasn't going to be forthcoming with answers. |
understood it, but it was still frustrating.

When there was nothing left for me to do but hide in my room, | decided it was time
to face the music. | headed straight for the living room and was surprised to find the
blankets folded nicely and stacked on one end of the couch, the couch and the room

empty.

Voices coming from the kitchen caught my attention. | headed that way and stopped
dead when | saw Lex and Jimmy working together in silence at the island.

"Good morning . . ."

Jmmy rarely cooked, and for some reason | didn't imagine Lex as the cooking type
either. Although, if he lived alone, | would guess he would have to. Unless he had a
personal chef like my spoiled son did.

"Morning, Mom. | hope you're in the mood for quiche.”

| glanced over to where Lex was indeed plating up breakfast.



"Smells yummy, but since when did you learn to cook breakfast? Or any meal for that
matter?"

| wasn't being mean. | loved my son dearly, but no matter how hard I’ d tried to teach
him, | swear the kid could burn water when he tried to boil it.

"Oh, no, | didn't cook anything. Ms. Roberts likes to make extra meals and leave
them in the freezer. Lex did all the work. | just watched and tried to learn.”

"And how did that work out?' | smiled at my son.

"| absolutely would've burned it if left to my own devices."

| chuckled at Jimmy's honesty and could've sworn | saw the briefest upturn of Lex's
lips, but it was gone so fast, | couldn't be sure.

"Does that mean you know how to cook, Lex?"

| nearly laughed when his nose screwed up like what | asked sounded horrible. "I'm
barely two steps above Jimmy. | can follow directions to heat something up, but that's
about it."

"Good to know." | laughed.

"Let's eat," Lex said as he carried all three plates over to the small table in the
kitchen.

Jmmy grabbed glasses and juice while | got the utensils and we settled in for an
uncomfortably silent breakfast.

As usual, Lex didn't speak and | wasn't sure what to say. Jmmy kept glancing back



and forth between the two of us like a kid trying to decide which parent’s side to be
on. Thewhole situation felt odd, but | didn't have the first clue how to make it better.

The only saving grace was the fact that about halfway through our meal, the
building’ s fire alarm went off.

"Does this happen often?' Lex asked, and there was something off about his tone.

"No." Jmmy shook his head. "In fact, it has never gone off that | know of since |
moved in here last year."

"Let'sgo." Lex pushed back his chair and stood up. "Nancy, don't leave my side.”

| didn't understand what the big deal was. It was just an alarm. Someone cooking
breakfast most likely set it off. But | followed anyway.

As we stepped out into the apartment complex hallway, a booming voice echoed
throughout to use the stairs instead of the elevator. | thought about the seven flights
down and sighed. | really needed to get out of the office more and work out.

By the time we got to the lobby, | was sweating and slightly out of breath. It didn't go
unnoticed that neither Jimmy nor Lex had the same problem. Both men were the
epitome of in shape. | slightly hated both of them for that.

We were barely outside for a moment before chaos erupted.

One minute | was standing between Lex and Jimmy, and the next | was being thrown
to the ground.

The sound of screeching tires filled my ears and the noxious odor of burning rubber
invaded my nose.



People screaming only further added to the mayhem.

A large body kept me pinned to the chilly concrete, and out of instinct, | covered my
head with my hands, unsure of what was going on.

"Areyou okay?' Lex's hot breath tickled my ear and sent a shiver through my body.

"I think so," | whispered. "What happened?”

"Someone tried to run us down."

Lex finally pushed himself up off me, and there was no way for me to miss the veins
straining at the effort. | watched them in fascination until he put his arm out to help
me up.

| let him pull me up and looked around. Black skid marks marred the sidewalk where
we' d been standing just minutes earlier. People were milling about, staring at us, but

it was the body on the ground that caught my attention.

"Jimmy!" | pulled out of Lex's embrace and ran to where my son lay crumpled on the
ground, clutching hisleg. "Oh, God. Jimmy. What happened?"’

"That crazy driver hit him," some random man said, but | ignored him and looked
around for someone to help. Thankfully, a set of paramedics were running our way.

The two paramedics gently pushed me out of the way so they could help Jmmy, and
before | knew what was happening, | was wrapped up in Lex's arms. "We need to get

out of here."

"No!" | beat on his chest and tried to pull out of his embrace, but he was too strong.



"Mom," Jmmy hollered from where he was being loaded on a stretcher. "Go with
Lex. Please."

| didn't want to listen. | didn't want to be dragged away. But Lex was too strong, and
no matter how hard | fought, | couldn't get away from his arm banded around my
waist.

At one point, he picked me up like a child and carried me the rest of the way to the
underground garage where his Jeep was parked.

"Put me down," | demanded, but it was no use. Lex refused to listen to me. He
refused to bend to my wishes. "Where do you think you're taking me?’

| never should've asked. | should've fought harder to go in the ambulance with
Jmmy. Because the moment Lex said his next words, my whole world stopped.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Lex

| couldn't believe | was going back. Twelve hours ago, | would've sworn | would
never see thistown again and yet there | was.

Willow Creek.

"Nancy." | put my hand on her leg and shook it gently. She'd freaked out when | told
her where we were going, then proceeded to ignore me for a majority of the drive
down except for when she' d fallen asleep about an hour ago. "We're here."

" We "—she pointed between the two of us — "aren't anywhere. Y ou"—she pointed
at me—"are." Her tone was laced with menace. "I'm calling Wes as soon as possible
to come pick me up."

I’d heard that before. I’ d even texted Wes after she fell asleep and he agreed with me.
"Go ahead and call him. I'll even dial it for you." | handed her my phone even though

it was connected to the Jeep.

My friend answered within two rings and immediately asked, "Is Nancy still giving
you trouble?"

"Ask her yourself. Y ou're on speakerphone.” | smiled innocently at Nancy.

"I'm not going back to Willow Creek, Wes." To emphasize her point, Nancy crossed



her arms over her chest.

"Actually, you're already here," | reminded her. | was parked in the driveway that led
to Easton's apartment, just waiting to see what our next move was.

The fiery look Nancy gave me would kill lesser men. It was a good thing I’ d built my
walls up high a long time ago and didn't get affected by such looks anymore.
Otherwise, | would be a pile of ash.

"Fine, I'm not staying here," she corrected.

This was where | turned things over to Wes and kept my mouth shut. | didn't want to
be in the town any more than she did, but | was curious as to what her reasoning was.

"It's either there with Lex, or you let Bravo Team protect you here." Wes gave her the
ultimatum. "Which would you prefer?"

The thought that she might choose a team she was very familiar with over me made
my pulse pick up.

| would understand it, though. On my watch, her son had been run down by a car,
resulting in atibial fracture.

The doctors were saying nine months to a year before he would heal enough to play
again.

That meant he was out for the season—a thought that pissed me off because it meant
the person sending the threats got what they wanted.

For now, at least. | doubted Nancy would let her son consider this a career-ender.



"Neither," Nancy finally answered. "I don't like either of those options."

Wes sighed. "l know you don't, but it's the best we can do with the information we
have."

"I should be back in Oklahoma with Jimmy. He's going to need me there to help with
recovery. The doctors are expecting it to be tough to get him game-ready again."

"And you can go back. Just as soon as Lex figures out who's after you."

Wes's frustration was starting to show. Guilt ate at me for calling him when |
should've been the one explaining all this to Nancy. He had enough going on in his
own life. | didn't need to be piling more on him.

"Wes, I'll handle it from here." | disconnected the call and turned to Nancy. "I know
thisisn't ideal. | understand you don't want to be here. Neither do |. But our options
are limited. My team is here and can help us."

"Help with what?" she begged. "It's Jimmy who needs protection. The car hit him, not

me.

| did my best to keep my own frustration out of my tone. "The car only hit him as he
was jumping out of the way. It was gunning for you."

It was obvious as she shook her head that she didn't want to believe what | was
saying. | didn't blame her. No one wanted to believe that someone was after them.
Even if we had the note to prove otherwise. "Y ou don't know that," she argued back.

| gave her the benefit of the doubt. "Y ou're right.

| can't know for sure, but | don't believe in coincidences.



The fact that Immy received that letter and then you show up, a fire alarm goes off

that brings us outside, and a car decides to jump the curb and try to run people over

Could that all be a coincidence? Sure. But, again, | don't think so. "

It was the most words | had used in her presence since we'd met, and by the end, |
wanted to jump out of my Jeep and stomp off, that was how frustrated | was.

| wasn't used to someone questioning me.

My friends trusted my instincts, and | avoided nearly everyone else in the world.
Thiswas al new to me, and to be honest, | wasn't sure | liked it.

"You'reright," she said in awhisper afew seconds later.

| was shocked silent by her confession, and clearly Nancy found it somewhat
amusing because she rolled her eyes and let out alittle “haha.” Yes, she actually said
the words.

"Yes, | understand that might come as a shock to you, but if there is one thing I've
learned after al these years of working with Wes, it's that there is no such thing as
coincidence."

While | was happy she was agreeing with me, it was annoying that the only reason
was because of Wes. | was starting to despise hearing my friend’ s hame come out of
her mouth. | felt like | was being compared to the man, and truthfully, | didn't even

come close to matching up.

"Now that we have that settled, can we go inside?"’



"Istherefood inside?' She lifted her brow in question.

| only had to think about that for a second to know there was nothing in the fridge or
the cabinets. Not unless Easton went on a shopping spree, and that seemed highly
unlikely considering he rarely stayed here anymore. He much preferred to stay with
Kati.

"How does the diner sound?"

| expected an argument when Nancy winced, but thankfully her words didn't match
her expression. " Sounds good."

| backed out of the driveway and headed a couple of streets over to Main Strest,
where the only diner in town, The Crazy Fox, was located.

It was |ate enough in the day that most of the street parking was open.

| found a spot in front of the security firm | worked for, and quickly pulled in.

The lights were on inside the office, which meant someone was still working.

| hoped they didn't come out because | wasn't ready to tell them what was going on.

Asfar as| knew, only Maverick was privy to my current situation, and | wanted it to
stay that way.

| didn't need my other friends knowing my business.
Luck was indeed on my side because we made it into the diner without running into

any of my coworkers. The luck stopped there though. We were barely three steps
inside when Bee's voice could be heard over the patrons.



"Nancy? Nancy Green? Is that you, darlin'?' Bee waddled her old self across the
place and pulled Nancy in for ahug. "It isyou."

It was obvious to everyone in the diner—except possibly Bee—that Nancy wasn't
very recelving of the hug. Her arms hung down at her sides and a frown pinched her

face.

"Bee, | think you're crushing her." | stepped in and tried to save the woman who |
was slowly starting to care alittle too much aboui.

The old woman stepped back but said, "Nonsense,” anyway. “ These old arms couldn't
hurt afly."

| smirked. "I've watched you kill several fliesin this place.”

"It's an expression,” Bee scolded me.

"Obviously not a very good one," | returned, then grabbed Nancy's hand and pulled
her along until | found an open table off to the one side.

It was bad enough that everyone in the diner was staring at us, | didn't want to make it
worse by grabbing atable in the middle of the place as well. Nancy didn't need that.

Bee didn't get the hint and followed behind. | whispered, "I'm sorry about this," in
Nancy's ear before Bee caught up with us.

| watched Nancy take a deep breath and paste on the fakest smile | ever saw. "Hi,

Bee.

"| just can't believe my eyes." Bee barely took a breather before she continued on. "1
never thought | would?>—"



"Grams." Jo, Bee's granddaughter, stepped up to the table and interrupted. "They
need you back in the kitchen."

"Good heavens." Bee huffed. "l swear they can't do a dang thing without me."

| waited until Bee made it to the kitchen door before looking at Jo. “Thank you for
that."

Jo smiled. "Any time. | know how my grandmother can get, and if left to her own
devices, she would've talked your ears off. Sorry about that." She turned to Nancy.
"I'm Jo, by the way."

"Hi." This time the smile on Nancy's face was genuine. "And yes, thank you for the
save. | should've known coming here was going to be similar to being dropped into a
pit of vipers. | didn't exactly leave thistown on the best of terms.”

"No need to thank me. | know how my grandmother can get. Now what can | get you
today?'

We both ordered drinks and the daily special. When Jo walked away to put our order
in, | jumped at the chance to find out alittle more about Nancy.

| leaned over the table some before | asked, "So what is it about Willow Creek that
you don't like?"

Based on the sour look on her face, Nancy wasn't too keen on answering, so | was
surprised when seconds later she spoke. "I grew up here."

| waited for her to say more, but when it was obvious that was all she was going to
giveme, | raised abrow. "That'sit?"



With a heavy sigh, Nancy spoke again. "No, that's not all.

| met my ex-husband when | wasin high school.

Everyone in town convinced me it would be smart to get married and have his kids,
so | listened.

After | had my son, Jimmy, | decided to become a stay-at-home mother.

Well"—she snorted—"it was more like it was decided for me.

As soon as both kids were in school, | wanted to go back to work.

But my ex convinced me not to. Said awoman's role was in the home. Like anidiot, |
listened. Then | found out that he’ d been cheating on me for years.

We fought about it, and then one day, he drained our bank accounts and left. "

What a fucking asshole.

"And no one in town helped you?' | found that hard to believe. With how much these
people were in each other's business, | thought for sure they would've rallied around
Nancy and her kids to make sure they were okay.

"Honestly, they probably would have, but | didn't give them the chance. When the
bank foreclosed on the house because the prick hadn't been paying the mortgage, |
was too embarrassed to face anyone. | packed the kids up and moved us out of town
before anyone could question me."

After hearing her story, | felt even worse about bringing her back. | knew all too well
how it felt to face my demons. | didn't want Nancy to have to go through that.



"We can leave Willow Creek tonight. Find someplace else to stay while | figure out
who’ s threatening Jimmy and you."

Nancy shook her head. "No, it's okay. I'm overdue to face this problem.”

| wasn't so sure about that. "If you change your mind, just say the word and we |eave,
got it?'

"Got it." Nancy smiled at me and that feeling in my chest was back again. The one |
didn't know what to do with or how to feel about it.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Nancy

After avery interesting meal, where several people stopped to say hi or stared longer
than necessary, we walked out of The Crazy Fox and crashed smack-dab into another
person.

Just great!

Before | could think to apologize, the woman was talking.

"Nancy? Is that you?'

It took me a second to place the face and voice. "Shirley?"

There were very few people | missed in Willow Creek, but Shirley Bronson was at
the top of thelist. We went to school together since we were young kids.

Although Shirley was a year younger than me, we used to babysit some of the local
kids together.

Our parents were good friends. If there was anyone | should've stayed in touch with,
it was her.

"Yes!" Shirley didn't hesitate to wrap me up in a hug, and unlike when Bee hugged
me, | returned the gesture with enthusiasm. "It's so good to see you."



"It's good to see you too. It's been along time."

"It has." Shirley pulled away with a smile. "What have you been up to? Where have
you been living? Sorry I'm rambling, but I'm just so happy to see you."

"No, it's okay. I'm happy to see you too. | moved just a few towns over. I'm actually
an office manager for a security company. How about you?' | pointed at her. "What

have you been doing since | |eft?"

| asked because | genuinely wanted to know, not because | felt obligated to return the
sentiment.

The last time | spoke to Shirley, she was considering starting her own business, she
just didn't know what kind she wanted to run or where. I’d half expected her to skip

town at some point and go to a bigger city.

"You'relooking at it." She pointed to a shop behind her. "I opened up an antique shop
right here on Main Street." The smile took up her whole face.

The name on the building read Until the End of Time.

It was a cute red stucco building with big display windows on either side of the large
front door.

The second floor looked to house some apartments.
| remembered the building from when | was a kid, but for the life of me couldn't say
what used to be there before it became the antique shop. Either way, it was gorgeous

now.

"That's awesome. I'm so happy for you," | told her honestly.



Shirley looked over my shoulder at where Lex stood guarding my back. "Is he why
you're back in town?"

For a second there | had almost forgotten why | was back in town. My face heated up
at the insinuation. "He is." | was quick to continue on when | saw the excitement on
Shirley's face. "But not for the reasons you might think. Lex is friends with my boss
and he's helping out with a problem.”

"Bummer." Shirley frowned. "l was hoping it was something more exciting than that.
Ever since his friends have come to town, it's been nothing but excitement here for a
change."

| turned to look at Lex with a brow raised. | nearly laughed when he held up his
hands and shook his head asif to say “not me.”

"Well, | can promise you there's nothing exciting happening in my life" Even if |
wished there definitely was something exciting going on. And by that, | meant with a
man. That was the kind of excitement | could handle.

Lex cleared his throat behind me. "We need to get going."

| took that as my cue that he was trying to get me out of another awkward
conversation with someone in town. "It was nice seeing you, Shirley."

"Y ou too. Maybe we can catch up some more when you have time."
| smiled. "Y eah, absolutely."
| waved goodbye and headed straight for Lex's Jeep. | didn't say anything when he

opened the net and offered his hand to help mein. | appreciated the gesture, even if it
meant the whole town would be talking about it in a matter of minutes.



We rode in silence for the short drive from the diner. When we entered the same
driveway as earlier, | had to ask, "Is this where you live?' Lex didn't seem like the
kind of guy who would have something as permanent as a house when he insisted he
didn't like the town either.

"No, it'safriend of mine's."

| was even more confused when we walked toward the garage instead of the house.
"Oh, so you rent." That made more sense when | saw there was an apartment on top
of the garage.

"Not exactly."

| threw my hands up in frustration. "Do you know the meaning of having a
conversation with someone?’

Everything felt like pulling teeth when it came to talking to this man. How he
socialized in the world was beyond me. Unless he just didn't socialize. That would
actually make the most sense.

"l do," was hisonly response.

| gave up and decided to check out the place instead.

It could barely be considered a studio apartment.

There was a bed in one corner with a dresser next to it, a sofa against one wall, and a
door that | assumed led to the bathroom.

The place barely had a kitchen. Maybe the area with a small fridge, sink, and tiny
stove could be called a kitchenette, but personally, | wouldn't agree.



"This used to be Easton's apartment before he moved in with his girl. | was using it
before | decided to leave town. | don't have any place | would consider mine."

That was alittle sad.

"|s Easton one of the guys you work with?"

Lex nodded and | looked back around the tiny space. A thought occurred to me.
"Where exactly do you plan for me to sleep?’

The couch didn't look comfortable. In fact, it looked old and lumpy.

"In the bed," Lex finally answered after afew moments of silence.

| turned to look at him, but his gaze was far off. | doubted he was even seeing the
room. "And how about you?"'

If last night was any indication, | already had an idea what the answer would be. |
wasn't sure if the nightmares were a daily thing, but | doubted Lex would sleep
anywhere near me knowing they could happen.

"On the couch."

He didn't sound happy about that plan, so | continued to push. "You could aways
share the bed with me. | promise to move away if you start having a nightmare."

Lex was shaking his head before | even finished my sentence. "Absolutely not."

Stubborn, stubborn man.

"That"—I pointed to the couch—"can't be comfortable.”



He merely shrugged his shoulders. "I've slept on it before.”

| noticed he did that. Rather than lie, he just evaded the question asked. It was
annoying, to say the least.

"Fine, haveit your way." | was done arguing. "I'm tired and ready for bed."

It wasn't until | was ready to open the bathroom door that | remembered | didn't have
my suitcase. Dropping my head to my chest, | prepared myself to ask Lex for
something to wear.

It was obvious he was two steps ahead of me, because the next second, a pair of
shorts and a shirt were being thrust into my hands. "There's aso a new toothbrush in
the bottom drawer."

"Thank you," | whispered before rushing into the bathroom and slamming the door. |
was absolutely done with this day and needed to crawl into bed and sleep before | did
or said something | would regret.

Like kiss the handsome man who'd had my stomach in knots in one way or another
since the moment | met him.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Lex
"Please don't do this."

| listened to her beg for the third time since being brought into the dingy, dirty room
and told that her fate rested solely in my hands.

| didn't want to kill her. In fact, | had pleaded for them not to make me do this, but it
was no use. It was either end this young woman's life or tell them where they could
find our contact. | couldn't do that. National secrets depended on that person's identity
staying hidden.

“I'm sorry." That was the best | could offer her before | snapped her neck and let her
body crumple to the floor.

| could still feel the warmth of the woman's skin on my fingers as | slowly woke up
from the nightmare. It wasn't until 1 was half conscious that it dawned on me what |
was feeling wasn't just in my dreams.

Shit!

| forced my eyes to open and found my worst fear come to life. Lying flat under me
with my hands wrapped around her neck, was Nancy. Her green eyes were wide with
fright, and | could already see the faintest red marks where my fingers touched her
sKin.



| quickly scrambled off her and landed on my ass on the floor.

She leaned over the edge of the sofa and softly asked, "Are you okay?' but | couldn't
find my voiceto answer her. All | could do was stare down at my hands.

| wanted to cut them off. To make sure they never harmed another human being
again. To make sure they never harmed Nancy again.

"Lex?' She dlid off the couch and moved close to me, but it wasn't until she rested her
palm against my shoulder that | freaked.

"Don't touch me!" | hollered and dlid across the floor on my ass to get as far away
from her as | could in the small space. "How can you possibly want to touch me after

what | did?' My question was demanding and accusatory.

"Because it's my fault. | never should've touched you while you were slegping. Y ou
told menot to and | did it anyway." Her voice was much calmer than mine.

"Why? Why did you do it?' | was far too emotional to have this conversation, but |
couldn't stop. | needed to understand what she was thinking.

"I couldn't take it anymore. Y ou were in agony and | wanted to help.”

| dropped my chinto my chest. "As| should. | deserveit after what | did."

Nancy didn't give up. Nor did she stay away from me. Each time | moved, she got
closer. We were going in circles on the small floor.

"I don't believe that. No one deserves to be tortured in their sleep night after night."

| lifted my head, and in a hollow voice said, "They do when they kill an innocent



woman."

| could see the question in her eyes, so | went on. Maybe after she heard my story,
she would leave me alone to suffer in peace like | deserved.

"On our last deployment, my team and | were captured by rebels.

They knew we had an informant from their camp, but they didn't know who.

The information we were passing back to the United States was considered a national
secret.

Another team was assisting ours, and we were tasked with keeping the individual safe
and providing passage to the States.

During one of our recon details, we were captured and tortured.

When they couldn't get anything out of us, they brought in people from a nearby
village to torture in front of us, but it didn't work. "

| felt my Adam'’s apple bob as | swallowed hard.

"As alast-ditch effort, they demanded that | kill ayoung woman.

| begged them not to make me do it, but it was either her or they would start killing
my team one by one until | told them who the informant was.

| think they honestly thought | would givein.

The whole fucked-up situation made no sense, but | couldn't let them kill my friends.



"So you killed her instead," Nancy whispered.

| nodded my head. " Snapped her neck and watched her body fall like it meant nothing
to me. The next day we were rescued by Wes and his team."

There was nothing but pity in Nancy's eyes and | wasn't sure which was worse—that
or if shefeared me. "Don't look at me like that."

"Y ou have to know it's not your fault."

"Why does everyone insist on saying that?

" | wanted to scream. Instead, | jumped up and started to pace the small living space.
I’d never hated that cramped apartment more than | did right then.

"Why can't you al see that it was my fault. Everything is my fault. My parents
deaths.

The guyskilled in combat with me. It'sal my fault. I'm cursed.”

| couldn't take it anymore. | needed to be out of there. Away from that place, and
away from Nancy.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Nancy

The door slammed behind Lex as he stormed out of the small apartment. | took a
deep breath as | climbed off the floor and settled on the lumpy couch.

| wasn't sure what to do. It was obvious Lex wasn't ready to listen to reason.

| wasn't sure who he was referring to when he screamed about everyone insisting he
was innocent, but apparently he was talking to someone about his nightmares.

That was good at least, because after tonight, | doubt he would be talking to me
again.

| was still trying to best figure out how to help Lex when a knock on the door caught
my attention. | debated ignoring whoever was on the other side, but then thought
better of it. Maybe it was just Lex and he was locked out.

"Whoisit?'

"Maverick. Lex's boss," a deep voice from the other side of the door answered.

| knew who Maverick was, or at least I'd heard of him alot when he was starting up
his business. Wes had told me to make myself available in case his friend needed any

help. Thankfully, Maverick seemed to be more capable with technology than Wes
ever was and never needed my help.



Getting up from the couch, | slowly made my way over to the front door. Opening it
only a crack, | got my first look at the man my boss had described to me. And holy
hell was Wes right. The man did look like Santa Claus.

"Hey." Maverick gave me a soft smile. "Do you mind if | comein?’

"Sure." | opened the door wider. "But | should warn you that Lex isn't here. He
stormed out alittle bit ago and | haven't seen him since."

| looked out the door to see if maybe | could get a glimpse of Lex, but he was
nowhere in sight.

"He actually called me and asked that | come over to sit with you for a bit."

"Ohhh." | practically deflated right in front of the man. Lex was pushing me off onto
someone else.

"Don't worry, he'll be back eventually."

| scoffed. "I'm not so sure about that. | think | pissed him off."

| imagined the look Maverick was giving me was the same pitiful look | had given
Lex not too long ago. "He gets pissed when he has to talk about histime in captivity."

It was hard to hide the surprise in my tone. "He told you why he left?"

Maverick gave me a sad smile. "I make sure he cals me any time he has a night
terror. | just didn't expect him to ask me to come here and stay with you."

"Did hetell you I tried to wake him up?"'



Maverick nodded. "He did. Not the smartest move, but | understand why you did it.
It's hard to listen to someone go through that and not want to help them."

It sounded like he knew from experience, which | guessed maybe he did. "I know |
shouldn't have, but | just wanted to help. And look where that got me."

"Y ou frightened him when he woke up with his hands around your neck."

| brought my hands up to the spot where Lex had been holding. He hadn't hurt me. In
fact, he hadn't even squeezed that hard. | doubted | would even have any kind of
bruises come morning. A few red marks maybe, but no bruising.

"I didn't mean to, and trust me, now | know better in the future. That's if he ever
comes back. | get the impression he doesn't want anything to do with me anymore.”

There was that sad smile again. "I wouldn't give up on him just yet. The fact that he
asked me to come here says a lot about how much he cares. The Lex I've known for
thirty-five years would've just walked away and been done with it."

Maverick's answer gave me some hope. "Lex mentioned something about being
responsible for his parents’ deaths. What did he mean by that?’

Shock was written clear as day on Maverick's face. "He mentioned them?' When |
nodded my head, Maverick whistled. "He never talks about his parents. Except to
Olivia."

"Who's Olivia?"

| tried to keep the little green monster under control, but for some reason the thought
of another woman getting any piece of Lex made me jealous.



"Maisie's niece. Her parents recently died at the hands of a greedy son of abitch. The
two bonded over their shared trauma.”

My heart broke for the girl who'd lost her parents, and for the younger version of Lex
who'd lost the same.

"How can | help him?"

A huge smile broke out on Maverick's face. "Just continue doing what you're doing,
because it's working. I'm aready seeing the difference.”

| could do that. Aslong as Lex let me.

Lex never came back that night after he stormed off. At some point, | caved and went
back to bed, only to wake up with Maverick still hanging around. Since there was no
food in the apartment, he offered to run to the bakery to get some for us.

Despite declaring that | wasn't hungry, it was hard to pass up the scones he brought
back. | was adding meet Maisie and visit Wickedly Delicious to the top of my list.
For not one, but two reasons. | wanted more scones and | wanted to meet the little girl
who' d captured Lex's heart and devotion.

First, | needed to get back to my house so | could once again pack clothes since my
suitcase was still at immy's. | was getting sick of wearing other peopl€e's clothes and
using their products. | wanted to smell like vanilla again, dammit.

"You're awfully quiet over there."

One side of my lips turned up in a smirk as | thought about Lex. "I guess | just got
used to the silence whilein avehicle."



Maverick chuckled. "Yeah, Lex isn't much of a talker." Not much? That was an
understatement. "Besides, it's a little hard to have a conversation when the wind is
constantly blowing through the Jeep."

This time | laughed. "It was a little hard to hear unless Lex yelled. | can't imagine
why he would want to ride around like that every day."

"Theguysand | like to tease him that it was his midlife crisis purchase.

Most men go for sports cars, but not Lex.

" Maverick cleared histhroat. "But the truth is, | think it's more than that.

| think he purchased the Jeep because he couldn't be confined inside aregular vehicle
after everything that's happened to him. "

That made sense. | couldn't imagine how much it changed a person to be tortured.
"Y ou don't seem to mind."

We stopped at a stop sign just outside of Divot and Maverick turned to look at me.

"Lex had it worse than the rest of us, and | don't just mean being forced to kill that
woman.

For some reason, they tortured him more than the rest of us.

| think that, paired with the death of his parents at a young age, just broke him. "

| looked down at my handsin my lap. "Do you think he can eventually heal ?"

"I think with the right woman in your corner, any man can heal."



| wasn't sure if Maverick was still talking about Lex or himself at that point. And it
wasn't my place to ask, so | kept my thoughts to myself and waited until we pulled
into the driveway of my house.

"I don't need long. Just a quick shower and to pack another bag." | wanted to make
this quick just in case Lex came back while | was gone.

Unlike when | came here with Lex, | wasn't worried about how my place looked. |
wasn't trying to impress Maverick. He was a means to an end while Lex was being
stubborn.

"Take your time. I'll just work from the couch if you don't mind."

"I don't mind at all," | hollered on my way up the stairs.

| rushed through a quick shower, then pulled out the matching suitcase to the one that
was at my son's apartment. This time | took care to pick out my outfits, even stuffing
afew of my nicer pair of undies into the bottom. I'd learned my lesson from the last

time.

There was no way | was going to accidentally let Maverick or anyone else see what |
wore under my clothes.

| glanced around my bedroom and made sure | didn't miss anything before heading
back downstairs to find Maverick in the same spot I'd left him.

"Isthat everything?' Maverick looked up from his phone when | hit the bottom of the
stairs.

"I think so. Let me just take alook around."



| didn't make it very far before | saw the messenger bag on the floor. I’d forgotten |
brought it home. I’d been in such arush after meeting Lex, I’d completely forgotten |
wanted to work while | was away. It was a good thing | hadn't brought it to
Oklahoma. Otherwise it would still be there.

Picking the bag up off the floor, | started to bring it over to the couch. "I need this as
well." Unfortunately, the old bag had seen its last day and the bottom fell apart,

allowing everything inside to tumble straight onto the couch next to Maverick.

"Shit!" | scrambled to clean up the mess when a particular envelope caught my
attention. "What the . . ."

There was no return address, and while the white envelope was addressed to me, it
was sent to my place of employment. | wasn't sure why this particular piece of mail

set off every one of my alarm bells, but something about it was off.

"What's wrong?' Maverick was off the couch and leaning over my shoulder in a
heartbeat.

"I'm not sure."

Flipping the envelope around, my hand shook as | ripped the flap open and took the
piece of paper out.

Y ou should never have given birth to such aworthless piece of shit.

| read the words over and over again. Each time becoming more and more angry at
whoever had the audacity to send such a nasty note.

"What the fuck?' Maverick snatched the letter out of my hand. | didn't even haveitin
me to argue because | didn't want to be holding the garbage anymore.



| watched on as Maverick pulled out his phone and began to make acall. | didn't have
to wait long to know who.

"Wes, | need to borrow your office."

| didn't hear what my boss had to say, but based on Maverick's response, it was
something along the lines of “why?’

"Nancy received anasty letter and | would like to talk to your teams about it."

| tried to interrupt and explain that | didn't want Charlie or Bravo Team to know what
was happening, but Maverick continued to steamroll right over me. "Y eah, well be
there shortly."

| waited not so patiently for Maverick to hang up and then | let him have it. "What the
hell do you think you're doing telling everyone my business. | purposely didn't want

the guys | work with to know anything about this."

Maverick didn't seem to care one bit about my outburst. "Wes said as such, but |
think we're long past that. Whoever threatened you knows where you work."

| threw my arms up in frustration. "Everyone in the area knows where | work. It's a
small damn town."

"Yes, but the person who mailed this isn't local." Maverick held the envelope up to
my face while pointing to the corner where the postage was located. Whoever sent
the letter wasn't from Texas, but from Oklahoma.

"Ohhh," was al | could manage to say in response.

"Y eah. Ohhh. They know more about you than we realized. Now let's go. | have some



calls to make on the way."

| obediently followed along and wondered if one of those calls would beto Lex. Then

| remembered he left without his phone, which meant he didn't want anyone getting
ahold of him.
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Lex
| don't know what possessed me to go to the office when as far as | was concerned, |
didn't work there anymore. When I’ d stormed out of the apartment, | couldn't think of
anywhere to go, so | went straight to Maverick's house. | begged him to go stay with
Nancy while | figured my shit out.
| wasn't angry at her. | wasn't even angry about what she said. | was mad that for the
first time since killing the innocent woman, | wanted what everyone said to be true. |
wanted to believe it wasn't my fault, if for no other reason than so Nancy never again
looked at me with pity in her eyes.
No matter how hard | fought my feelings for her, it was no use. Somewhere in the last
two days, Nancy had snuck underneath every guard I'd put up and wormed her way
right into my heart.
And how was | dealing with it?
By running away like a scared little bitch.
"What the hell are you doing here?"

| looked up and found a very pissed-off Easton glaring at me.

"Last time | checked, | worked here, just like you did." | didn't know what his



problem was, but | wasn't in the mood to deal with it.

"That's not what | mean. Why are you here when your girl is over at Wesss office
dealing with a threatening letter she received in the mail ?"

| jumped up so fast the chair | was sitting on crashed to the floor with a loud bang.
"What the hell are you talking about?"

"Mav called me. Nancy got aletter in the mail. Thistime it was mailed to her."

What the fuck?

"Why the hell didn't he call me?"

Easton looked at me like | was stupid. "Do you have your phone on you?"

| patted down my gym shorts pockets, then hung my head in shame.

In my infinite wisdom | had stormed out of the apartment in the middle of the night
without any of my possessions.

My phone, my keys, everything was back at the apartment.

It was a good thing everything in Willow Creek was within walking distance.

"I need to go see Nancy."

"No shit, asshole."

| bristled at his tone. "What the hell is your problem?' | stomped over to Easton and
went toe to toe with him. We were similar in height and build. A lot of people said we



looked alike, but | could never see it and neither could Easton.
"You're my problem. Since retiring from the Marines, we all thought it was best to
just let you handle your shit in your own way. Clearly, we were wrong. We should've

made you face things long before now."

| didn't appreciate his implications. "Y ou have no idea what you're talking about. I'm
dealing just fine."

| moved to shove past Easton, but my friend didn't budge. Instead he pushed me back.

"Oh yeah? Is that why you're hiding in the office after running out on Nancy and
leaving Mav to deal with your mess?"

Easton was two seconds away from getting punched in the face. "Back off, man. You
have no idea what you're talking about."

“I'm sorry," Easton replied sarcastically. "Is that not what you're doing here?' He
poked mein the chest. "Hiding like a little bitch."

Okay, that wasit. Before | could think about it and change my mind, | took a swing at
one of my good friends.

Easton was prepared, though, and managed to dodge the punch. "Is that really all
you've got? Y ou've gone soft, man," Easton taunted.

| saw red, and like a bull, | charged my friend. We both crashed to the floor, sending
chairs and tables skittering across the open space.

"I'm not hiding." Despite years of training in the military and being one of the best
hand-to-hand-combat fighters of the group, | was throwing haymakers without a care



in the world if | actually connected with anything.

| was too busy letting out years of built-up frustration. "Y ou don't know anything."

| threw punch after punch, but | was too far gone to realize Easton wasn't fighting
back. He was protecting his face, but no punches were being thrown my way. In fact,

the bastard was too busy laughing beneath me.

"What the fuck is going on here?' Aaron's booming voice gave me enough pause that
Easton snuck in one really good swing and connected with my jaw.

"Ah, motherfucker. Y ou sucker punched me."

| shook off the hit and glared down at my friend. The corner of his mouth was
bleeding and a bruise was already forming on his right cheek.

"Y ou deserved that," Easton said on alaugh. "Kati is going to be so pissed at you."

| moved off my friend and plopped my ass on the floor. Then | thought about my
friend's girl, and paled. She was going to be pissed that | messed up Easton's face.

"Are either of you going to tell me what the hell is going on?* Aaron demanded.

"Our boy Lex here needed to get some of his frustration out."

| glared at my friend.

"So you offered up your face and decided to destroy our office in the process.”

| looked around the space. Chairs were overturned. One of the tables was on its side.
Probably from being pushed out of the way too hard. Papers were scattered



throughout, and even a laptop was tipping precariously on the edge of another table.

Oops.

"Did it help?' Easton looked at me.

With a deep sigh, | explained that the night terrors | was used to having were getting
worse. And then | told them how | woke up with my hands around Nancy's neck.

It was the first time I’ d talked to anyone besides Maverick about what was going on
with me.

Easton let out a slow whistle and Aaron frowned when he asked, "Why didn't you say
anything before this?*

| lifted my shoulders. "I didn't want to burden anyone. And honestly, | thought |
could handleit. Aslong as | kept my mind busy enough, | was good."

"But Willow Creek doesn't give you that," Easton rightfully surmised.

| shook my head.

"So what do you plan on doing now?"

| gave Aaron's question some serious thought. "I'm going to go to Divot and make
sure Nancy's okay. Then I'm going to find someone to talk to. Because maybe what
everyone' s been saying istrue. Maybe it wasn't my fault.”

A week ago, | never would've considered getting help for my night terrors. But that

was before Nancy came into my life. Now | had areason to work through my issues,
and maybe, for once, settle down in a place for more than afew months.



We all laughed when Easton looked at Aaron and said, "Y up, it helped.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Nancy

A loud commotion in the hallway halted all conversation in the room. Before | knew
it, four men were between me and the door. | was tempted to roll my eyes when, a
few seconds later, Lex walked through the door demanding, "Where is she?"

| guess | was hard to find with all four men standing in front of me.

"Right here," | hollered and waved my hand. Wes and Maverick moved out of the
way, but Falcon and Arlo stayed right where they were. "It's okay, guys. Missy would
never have let him in if Wes didn't vouch for him.”

Both team leaders turned to Wes, who gave them the okay nod, but it was still several
long seconds before they stepped out of the way. | appreciated the fact that they were
so willing to look out for me. They were the respected team leaders of Bravo and
Charlie Team and took their jobs serioudly.

Lex stepped farther into the room and came straight to me. "Why didn't you tell me
about the note?"

| huffed and crossed my arms over my chest. "How, exactly, would you have liked
me to do that when you stormed off last night with nothing but the clothes on your
back?' It was then that | saw the red mark on his chin. | uncrossed my arms and
grabbed it to get a better look. "Who the hell hit you?"



"Easton,” Lex grumbled.

When both Wes and Maverick laughed, | spun on my heels and gave them a piece of
my mind. "It's not funny. Why the hell would Easton do that?"

"I knew | sent the right man to knock some sense into you." Maverick continued to
smirk.

"Good choice," Wes strangely added.

"Umm, no. Not agood choice. Look at what he did?’

Maverick mimicked my stance and crossed his own arms over his chest. "And if | had
to guess, Easton is sporting similar marks."

"A cut lip and a bruise to the cheek, actually," Lex said from where he stood behind

me. "Kati is going to be pissed, so | wouldn't brag too much about being the one who
sent him.”

| whipped back around with wide eyes. "Y ou hit your friend?'

Lex lifted his shoulder like it wasn’'t abig deal. "He had it coming."

| couldn't believe what | was hearing. Thankfully, Wes started to speak and kept me
from clunking Lex over the head. It was clear enough punches were thrown for one

day.

"Glad you decided to show up. Here's the letter Nancy received." Wes walked past
me and handed it to Lex.

"Was it delivered to her home?"



"No, here at the office," Maverick answered.

"So she didn't actually seeit first."

"Ummm, hello." | waved my hand in front of Lex's face.

"Sheisright here." | pointed to myself.

"And yes, | did seeit. Missy handed it to me when we were here the other day, but |
got distracted, so it got shoved into my bag with all the other stuff.

Luckily, I remembered to grab the bag while | was at the house today.

" | left out the part where | only saw it because the bag broke. That wasn't necessary
information.

Lex looked over my head to Wes. "Mail carrier?

"Not likely to remember,” Wes answered. "He's a few months away from retirement,
so he'sjust trying to get through each day. Postage shows it came from out of state."

"So that's a dead end.”

"Pretty much," Wes responded to Lex.

"Excuse me one moment." | grabbed Lex by the arm and dragged him out of the
room, very much aware that if he didn't want to come with me, there was no way |
would've been able to move him. | brought him to my office and sslammed the door

behind us. "What is your problem?' | demanded.

"What are you talking about?"



Unbelievable. "I'm talking about you walking in and demanding answers from
everyone in the room, but not giving me the chance to talk. Thisis my life. I'm the
one who found the note. I'm the one who can give you answers. Not the guys who
work here," | hissed.

"I'm sorry, | assumed Weswas in charge. Last time | checked, this was his business."
| let out a frustrated squeak. "Yes, thisis his company, but the threats and that letter
are my business. Mine." | pointed to myself just in case my words weren't enough. "I
would appreciate it if you gave me the same respect you gave everyone else."

"I do respect you."

"WEell, you have a shitty way of showing it." | put my hands on my hips because |
was tired of flailing them around like | was completely unhinged.

"That's because women may as well be foreign objects to me. | either fuck them or
make friends with them. | don't know how to handle these other feelings."

Well, that brutal honesty gave me pause. "What feelings are those?' | asked with
caution.

Lex scrubbed his palm down the side of his face. "That's the thing. | don't know. |
feel like | need to protect you. | want to make you smile. | don't like when you're
pissed. I've never felt all these things for one person.”

He was feeling the same things | was, except | knew exactly what they meant. | was
falling for this man, even if that was never the plan.

| didn't give myself time to think about what | did next. Hell, | can't even say if it was
a conscious thought or if | just went for it. All | knew was one minute my hands were



on my hips and the next they were wrapped around Lex's neck with my lips on his.

When he didn't kiss me back, | felt my cheeks darken. Dropping back down onto my
heels, | mumbled a quick, "I'm sorry," before turning to rush out of the room.

| barely made it afoot before | was being swung back around. | opened my mouth to
once again apologize for what | did, but | never got the chance. Lex's lips claimed
mine.

Only, it was nothing like the kiss I'd tried to give him. Where | went in for a small,
closed-mouth one, Lex consumed me. There was no easing into it. The man didn't do
gentle or slow, and | wasall for it.

Lips smacking, tongues dueling, teeth clanking, it was the sexiest kiss of my life.
Made even sexier when he lifted me up with one arm wrapped around my back and

carried me to my desk without breaking the kiss.

Without an ounce of finesse, Lex swiped the papers off and plopped my ass on the
edge. | finally broke the kiss to ask, "Do you plan on cleaning that up?"

He merely chuckled and shook his head. "Not a chance."

| gave him my best teasing smile. "Then | guess you better make this worth it."

| leaned forward to grab the waist of his shorts, but he stopped me. "The first time |
fuck you won't be on your desk with our bosses just down the hall." | whimpered at

hiswords. "But | will take the edge off for you."

Lex dropped to his knees and moved my baggy shortsto the side. Before | could even
comprehend what was happening, his tongue was spearing me through my panties.



| nearly fell off my desk. The only thing holding me in place were his large palms
clamped down on my thighs. When | said he needed to make it worth it, | wasn't
expecting that.

He feasted on me like a man starved for days. And damn, | didn't make him work
very hard for my first non-self-induced orgasm. That bitch hit me like a freight train.

So hard | had to bite down on my knuckles to keep from screaming the place down.

Lex didn't stop, though. He tongue-fucked me through one orgasm and worked extra
hard for the second.

The friction of my panties quickly brought me to the brink again.

And at that point, | didn't care who heard me.

| grabbed on to Lex's hair and rode his face like it was the last thing | would do in
life.

And maybe it was. If | died in the next five minutes, | would do so a very satisfied
woman.

"Fuck, you taste incredible." Lex breathed the words against my sex and caused a
shiver across my skin.

With his hair a mess and some of my juices on his lips, Lex sat back on his haunches
with a satisfied grin on hislips.

"That wasn't why | brought you in here." | was one hundred percent out of breath.

"Maybe not, but | like how this ended better."



So did I. Except now we had to go back out and face the music.

| slipped off the desk and straightened my shorts. There was nothing | could do about
my soaked panties unless | wanted to go commando. Then | looked around my office.
Papers were scattered across the floor. "Definitely worth it."

Lex and | chuckled as we tidied up my office.

"What do you think they’ re going to say when we go back out there?*

Minutes earlier | hadn't cared if the whole office heard me, but now that | wasn't in
the throes of passion, | cared very much. | didn't think I’d been loud enough for the
guys to know what had happened, but again, | wastoo far gone to care at the time.
"They won't say anything. Not unless they want me to kick their asses."

| crossed my arms at the implication. "Is fighting how you solve all your problems?"

Lex leaned in and swiped his lips over mine. | could taste myself on him, and
surprisingly, | found it arousing. "Only when someone threatens you."

| smiled at hisanswer. | liked that. | liked that alot.
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| could still taste Nancy on my tongue. And just like | feared, | was addicted.
Addicted to the feel of her body beneath my fingers. Addicted to the taste of her.
Addicted to the fact that she was bold enough to make the first move and stand up to

me. | enjoyed the whole package just alittle too much.

The guys were lucky none of them said anything when we returned. They acted like
nothing had happened, and continued on with the conversation.

Wes kicked my chair. "Lex, you still with us?*
"Sorry, what did you say?"'

Wes gave me a disapproving look, and | could only imagine what he was thinking.
Maybe he did know what happened in Nancy's office after all.

"We were discussing what to tell Jimmy."
| looked over at Nancy. She was biting the side of her lip, and | wondered if she too
was remembering what happened in her office, or if she was worried about her son.

Was it bad that | was hoping it was the first option?

"What does Nancy want to do?"



If the collective gasps were any indication, everyone was surprised by my question. It
made me fedl like a bigger jerk. I’d never meant to be an asshole when | excluded
Nancy. | just wanted to take care of her.

"As a mother, | don't want him to know. But as someone who's worked in this
business long enough, | know how important knowledge can be."

"Has the NFL made a statement about Jmmy's injury yet?' | asked her directly,
almost pushing the rest of the room out of my focus. She wanted me to speak to her,
and | was happy to do as she' d requested.

"Not yet. His manager has been able to keep it under wraps so far."

| thought about that for a minute. | had an idea in mind, but | couldn't say | liked it.
"If the NFL releases that Jimmy was injured and will be out for the season but plans
to return next season, the person threatening Jmmy will likely continue to send

threats."

"You want to use Nancy as fucking bait?' Wes boomed. "Are you fucking kidding

me?'

| turned to the man | respected and yelled back, "Do you really think | would let any
harm come to her?"

"Y our track record would say so," Wes fired back, and it was like a slap to the face.

How could | possibly forget that those around me died? | was such an idiot for
thinking | could protect Nancy, or anyone for that matter.

"That's uncalled for." Maverick was quick to jump in and defend me.



"No, he'sright. I've said it amillion times. I'm cursed.”

| got up from my chair and walked straight out of the room without looking back. |
didn't stop to speak to another person. | didn't acknowledge Missy at the front desk
when | passed by, and | headed straight for my Jeep.

| was just climbing in when Nancy came crashing through the door. She looked
around until she spotted me, then rushed my way.

"Lex, stop.”

| started the Jeep but didn't pull away. | couldn't do that to her. | couldn't just leave
her standing there while | left. Not again.

The old me would have, but after our time together in her office, | couldn't hurt her
like that.

| waited until she climbed into the passenger seat before | spoke. "You should go
back inside."

"Not unless you're coming with me."

| couldn't look at her when | replied. "Y ou heard Wes.

Those around me get hurt. Some even die.

| couldn't live with myself if that happened to you.

" | needed her to live. To be safe. | needed to know nothing would happen to her,
even if that meant me taking a step back so someone else could protect her.



"Look at me," Nancy demanded and | found | couldn't deny her what she wanted. |
turned my head and found her piercing green eyes locked on me. "I know alot of bad
shit has happened to you, but that doesn't mean you're cursed.”

"Y ou don't understand.” | could barely make sense of it myself some days. There was

only so much a person could take, and | had hit my threshold. If | lost Nancy, that
would be the end for me. She had my heart, even if 1’d never intended to give it

away.

Nancy took my hand in hers and pleaded, " Then help me understand."

"It started when | was twelve." | hated talking about this, but if I truly wanted her to
understand, | needed to start at the beginning.

"I was spending the night at my friend’ s house across town.

| was an only child, so my parents were using the time to go out on a date.

My friend and | got into a fight, so | stormed out of his house and decided | was
going to walk home.

It was dark out and we lived in a pretty busy town.

It was before people had cell phones at the ready, so of course my parents didn't find
out until they got home.

By that time, they were frantic to get out and find me. "

| was such a selfish asshole back then. As an only child of wealthy parents, | thought
| was untouchable. | learned that night that wasn't the case.



"They were rushing so much, they ran a red light and got T-boned by another car.
The worst part? | was less than a block away. | saw the whole thing. | ran to them, but
it was too late. Both my parents were thrown from the car and died on impact.”

If only | hadn't been so self-centered. My parents would still be here today.

"It wasn't your fault.”

| pulled my hand away at her comment. "Yes it was. If | had just stayed at my
friend’ s house that night, they would never have been out looking for me."

"That might be so. But | tend to believe in fate, and when it's someone's time, it's
their time. That night it was your parents'. | know that's hard to accept, but it's the
truth. There was nothing you could have done differently."

"Can you really say the same for every good man | couldn't save. Every soul | lost in
war. And the innocent woman who died at my hands?' | stared out the front
windshield, but Nancy wasn't having it.

She grabbed my chin and forced me to look at her. "Yes, | can. Those are all things
you can't change. But you want to know what you can change?' When | didn't answer
fast enough, she continued. "Y ou can change how you handle what happened around

you.

Nancy took a deep breath. "You have two choices, Lex. You can let these things
define you by continuing to believe you're cursed and you don't deserve happiness.
Or you can look at it differently. Y ou can live your life to the fullest in honor of those
whose lives ended too young."

She held my gaze asif challenging me, and | guess she was.



"Which oneisit going to be?"
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Nancy
| waited with bated breath to see which one Lex was going to choose.

| knew what | wanted him to do. It hurt my heart to watch him constantly blame
himself for things that were out of his control.

He saw it as being cursed, but | saw it as the universe seeing what he could shoulder.
It was clear he’d hit his breaking point, though.

"I want what we discussed in your office. | want to live my life."

| brushed my thumb along his beard. "l want that to."

Lex let out a humorless laugh. "Less than an hour into this and already I've fucked
things up.”

My lipsturned up into asmall smile. "It's going to be alearning curve. I'm essentially
asking you to change forty years worth of thinking. That would be hard for anyone."

He needed to learn to not be so hard on himself al the time.

Pot, meet kettle.



| was one to talk. All I’d done since Thomas left was put the blame on myself for
every struggle my kids and | were forced to face. | should've let those feelings go a
long time ago.

Lex cupped my cheek in hislarge palm. "How did | get so lucky?"

| couldn't help but laugh. "I wouldn't go that far," | told him, but he shook his head.
"If | have to change my way of thinking, then so do you."

Damn this man for knowing the right words. For someone who claimed not to like to
talk, he sure had some sweet words. "You're right. | guess we're both a work in
progress.” | took a deep breath and looked back at the building. "We should probably

get back inside before they come looking for us."

Lex turned off the ignition but didn't move. "l realy don't want to use you as bait.
Y ou have to know that isn't my intention."

Oh this man.

"I know that. But | also know there's no other way. I've thought about this repeatedly,
and there's no saying if Jimmy quit the NFL, the person sending the letters would
stop. | need to know why this person is targeting my son. If that means using me, then

so beit. My kids come first."

"No." Lex shook his head. "You're just as important as your kids. | need you to
remember that."

| softened my expression. "I'll do my best."

Lex seemed to like my answer because he got out of the Jeep and came around to



help me out. We walked back in and through the building holding hands.

| didn't miss the huge smile on Missy's face when she saw us. | also didn't miss the
fact that no one looked surprised when we walked back into what Maverick had
dubbed the war room.

Wes was quick to apologize as soon as he saw us. "I'm sorry, Lex. I'm just a bit
stressed right now and the thought of anything happening to Nancy made me say
something | didn't mean."

| dropped Lex's hand and walked straight over to my boss to give him a hug. Despite
how much what he said pissed me off, | appreciated the apology to Lex more than he
could realize.

“I'll forget all about it aslong as you take your hands off my woman."

Wes being the ballbuster he was only hung on tighter. "She was my friend first."

| rolled my eyes at the childish response and stepped back.

"Knock it off." | went straight back to an eagerly awaiting Lex who wrapped me up
as soon as | got close enough.

" Getting back to the topic at hand, | agree with Lex.

We need to have the Pioneers make a formal statement that while due to the injury,
Jmmy will be out for the season, he fully plansto return. "

"Y ou do redlize that's only going to piss the person off, right?

| knew Wes was just trying to protect me, but it pissed me right off that he would



think | would be so naive to jump at something without fully thinking it through.

"Yes, I'm well aware. That's what I'm hoping for. It's important to me that | find out
who is sending those letters to my son."”

"And you," Maverick added.

"Yes, and me." | rolled my eyes. My one letter compared to the dozen or so Jimmy
got was hardly worth mentioning. It didn't even threaten me.

Wes looked at Falcon and Arlo, who had stayed quiet through the entire discussion.
"Are you guys okay with providing any support Maverick and his team might need?"

Both men simply nodded. Like Lex, these two barely spoke unless necessary.

"Okay. Give him acall."

| used the phone on the table and waited as the call amost rang out. At the very last
second, Jimmy answered. "Hello?"

"Hey, son. It'sme."

"Oh thank God. Tell Lex, the next time he whisks you away because you're in danger,
at least make sure you have your phone."

| rolled my eyes at how dramatic my son was acting. "I'll be sure to let him know."

"Do that or let me talk to him. I'll set him straight.”

There was no way | was putting Lex on the phone with my son right now. It was too
early in our relationship for that. "Or | could tell you why I'm calling."



Jmmy sighed. "l have afeeling I'm not going to like this."
Not in the least. But instead of saying that, | injected happinessinto my voice. "l want
you to ask the Pioneers to make a statement about your injury. | know Fred has been

holding them off, but | think it'stime."

My son didn't say anything for a while. Long enough that | had to check the phone to
make sure the call wasn't disconnected.

"So let me get this straight. You want the team to announce that I'm coming back
after my injury so that whoever is threatening me can try to kill you ?' Jimmy
enunciated the last few words.

WEell, when he put it like that.

"l don't plan on letting anyone kill me."

“No one ever planson it, Mom."

Oh the dramatics of the men in my life. "l promise to be safe, but | should warn you
... | got my own letter in the mail."

"What?!"

My son shouted that single word so loudly, | had to pull the phone away from my ear.
| considered yelling at him for that, but | understood his concern, so | let it dlide.

Just this one time.

"What did it say, Mom?'



There was no way | wastelling him that. "Nothing important.”

"Are you kidding me right now? Y ou forced me to show you the last letter | got and
now you want to be secretive about this one. Tell me what it said.”

"I'm your mother. That's different."

"Seriously? Y ou're going to play that card.”

| would absolutely play whatever card | needed to if it meant protecting my son from
knowing what was said about him. Only once in my life had | ever heard anyone say

anything similar.

Then it hit me. Suddenly, everything fell into place. | couldn't believe | didn't see it
before this. "Jimmy, | have to go." | hung up on him and turned to Wes and Lex.

"It's Thomas."

"Who?' Lex said at the same time Wes growled, "Y our ex-husband, Thomas?'

"Y es, my ex-husband. He's the one who's been sending the letters to Jmmy. | need to
see the others to be sure, but if they’re anything like the last two, it all makes sense.”

"What makes sense?' Maverick joined in on the conversation. "Why would your ex-
husband be sending your son threats about quitting the NFL and harming you if he
doesn't."

"Because Thomas never wanted kids. He hated Jimmy and Jessie. Would constantly
remind me that they never should've been born. But it was what he said to me before
he left that makes me think it's him."



"What did he say?' | could practically see the anger pouring off Lex in waves.

“That if he could, he would leave us with nothing. Because he never wanted any of us
to succeed.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
Lex

"What a fucking asshole." The words were out of my mouth before | could think
better of it.

Actually, | didn't care what it said about me. The guy was a fucking asshole.

"Why did you never tell me that?' Wes demanded, and | wanted to punch him in the
mouth for talking to Nancy that way.

"Because after he left, it didn't matter. | focused on me and the kids. We proved him
wrong, so as far as | was concerned, it was athing of the past.”

Until it wasn't.

"Do you know where he is these days? | know the letter was mailed from Oklahoma,
but is that where he'sliving?"

Nancy shrugged her shoulders. "No clue. | haven't thought about him in years. | guess
you can ask around in Willow Creek. Someone there might still talk to him."

Oh | was going to be doing that all right. Bee was in everyone's business in town. If
anyone would know who still talked to the prick, it was her.

"| guess that means we' re going back there."



Maverick's look said it al. He wasn't pleased with my tone. | didn't much care
though.

Nancy sighed. "My bag is aready packed."
This time we were smart enough to grab food before we left Divot so we could avoid
stopping at the diner or anywhere else in town. Neither of us were too keen on being

back, and for Nancy's sake, | wanted to avoid people for at |east one more night.

Dropping our bags next to the bed, | looked around the small apartment. "I don't like
the way things ended the last time we were here."

Nancy walked over and slid her hands under my shirt. "So let's make some new
memories.”

| liked that she was bold enough to make the first move. | liked her confidence to
seek out what she wanted.

And | wasted no time grabbing her hips and bringing her crashing into me. | couldn't
get enough of her curves as | ran my hands up and down her sides over and over
again. | wasn't able to get the full feel when we'd been in her office, but | knew now

just how well she fit me.

"I can't stop thinking about how good you tasted." Leaning down, | nibbled on her
neck just below her ear. "Mmmm, you smell like vanillaagain."

Nancy giggled. "I was able to use my own stuff for once."

"Have | told you yet how much | likeit?' | nuzzled in closer and took a deep breath.

Nancy tilted her head, giving me better access. "I don't think you have."



Damn, | was going to have a hard time keeping my hands off this woman. | backed
her up until the backs of her knees hit the bed and | slowly leaned her back. | got a
glimpse of her soft stomach where her shirt rode up and | instantly wanted to see
more of her.

"You're not going to need these." | peeled her shorts and panties off, dropping them
to the floor. Then | grabbed her hands and pulled her to sitting, yanking her shirt off
over her head. "Won't need this either for what | have planned.”

"Is that so? How is it I'm amost completely naked and you're still dressed?' She
looked up at me through her lashes as | stared down at her.

My eyes locked on her thick thighs that | knew from experience would suffocate me
in the most intoxicating way when | got between them. And don't even get me started
on her curves. | couldn't wait to hold on to them as she rode me.

"I guess you need to do something about that."

Confident as ever, Nancy traced the band of my shorts and boxers with her finger
before dipping her fingers inside and yanking them down my legs. My cock bobbed
out, perfectly lined up with her mouth.

| knew the moment Nancy realized it as well. She licked her lips and looked up at me
with a sultry smile before leaning forward and flicking the tip with her tongue.

My eyes rolled back into my head when she wrapped her pouty lips around my shaft.
Being inside her hot mouth nearly had me erupting with just a few sucks. | bit down
hard on my molars to keep from spilling too soon.

When it was clear | couldn't take any more without the fear of exploding down her
throat, | lifted her up underneath her arms and tossed her farther up the bed. The



popping sound she made when | pulled her off my cock was nearly my undoing.

"Hey!" she pouted. "I wasn't done."

"Just like | wasn't going to fuck you for the first time in your office, I'm also not
going to come down your throat until I've filled your pussy."

| took pleasure in the way her body shivered at my words. | kicked my shorts and
boxers off the rest of the way, then grabbed the back of my shirt and yanked it off,
leaving me completely naked to Nancy's perusal.

And damn did she soak up the sight. Her eyes glossed over with lust.

"Take your bra off," | demanded. "I want to see those beautiful tits bounce as you ride
me." | crawled up her body and rolled us over until Nancy was on top of me, her legs
straddling mine.

She was slow to take it off, and my mouth watered as soon as they were freed.

| could see the uncertainty in her eyes and | wanted more than anything to banish it,
so | ran my hands up her curves until | slipped the heavy mounts into my pams.
Flicking her nipples with my thumbs, | watched as lust replaced the uncertainty.
"Take my cock, baby. Take me inside you and show me how you fuck me."

| felt her gush at my words. My girl liked it when | talked dirty to her. Good to know.

Leaning forward ever so dlightly, | took one of her nipplesinto my mouth as she lined
my cock up with her core.

Fuck, she wastight, strangling my cock in the best way.



| suckled on one of her tits while massaging the other as she slowly worked me in. |
wanted nothing more than to feel her warm heat wrapped completely around me, and
had to restrain myself from thrusting up.

When she was finally fully seated, | popped off her nipple and moaned at how perfect
shefdlt.

| gave her time to get adjusted before | demanded that she ride me. Then | watched in
amazement as her confidence grew with each roll of her hips. Never had | let a
woman be in control in the bedroom, but with Nancy, it felt natural.

Her tits bounced, her body rolled, and when | felt she was getting close, | encouraged
her to lean back and grab on to my legs.

"Yeah, just like that, baby." She did so without hesitation and | rewarded her by
playing with her swollen nub.

“I'm close," Nancy whimpered and | could feel her flutter around me.

With shaking limbs and my name on her lips, | worked her until she climaxed.

Nancy screaming my name sent me over the edge. Never in my life did | come as
hard as | did inside her. Our combined juices leaked out of her and onto my lower
belly, but | didn't have the heart to ask her to move when she collapsed on top of my

chest.

Running my fingers along her spine, | felt her soften under my touch until she was
completely nuzzled into me.

"I could lie like this all night long." Nancy sighed into my chest, and | immediately
felt my body go taut at her suggestive tone.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
Nancy
"Stay with me," | pleaded. "Please."

Lex shook his head vehemently as he tried to get out of bed, but | was latched on to
hisarm.

"I can't. | don't trust myself not to hurt you."

"But | trust you. Doesn't that count for something?"

His eyes pleaded with me to understand.

"I promise to get out of bed if | hear you so much as whimper."
"Don't look at me like that."

| knew exactly what he was talking about, but | played dumb anyway. "Like what?" |
asked innocently.

"With those puppy dog eyes. It makes me want to cave even though | shouldn't.”

| did the opposite and cranked it up even more. If | didn't fully believe he would be
fine, | wouldn't be begging so hard. But | had faith in him, even if he didn't.



"Fine, I'll stay. But you have to promise not to try and wake me again. | can't handle
itif I hurt you again."

"You didn't hurt me. See." | showed him my unmarked neck, but he didn't look
convinced.

"Roll over so | can hold you."

| did as he asked, surprised to discover that he was a cuddler. When he said he only
fucked women, | figured that meant no snuggling in bed. And while | learned very
quickly that Lex might never have cuddled before, he was damn good at it. In his

arms, | instantly felt safe and cherished.

However, | struggled to doze off knowing that Lex might not get a wink of sleep that
night.

When | woke up the next morning, | noticed two things. Lex was still in bed like I'd
begged him to be, and his eyes were closed. | tried to remember if | heard him call
out in the middle of the night, but my mind was still trying to wake up.

"| can feel you staring at me."

| startled so hard, | amost fell out of the bed.

Of course Lex was right there to catch me. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean to scare you," he
said while leaning over me.

“It's okay. | just thought you were sleeping. Did you get any sleep?' | asked
cautiously. Then released the breath | was holding when he smiled at me.

"Y eah, baby. | slept a couple of hours."



"Really?" | asked with so much hope in my voice. "No nightmares?"

Lex shook his head. "Nothing. But it was more cat nap than actual sleeping.”

| was so happy | could cry. "That's okay. It's a start." When he leaned down and
brushed his lips across mine, al thoughts of crying quickly disappeared. | waslost in

all things Lex for what felt like mere seconds but was probably longer.

"We have to go into town," he said after pulling away and resting his forehead on
mine.

"Do we though? Can't we just stay in this bubble forever?"

Lex laughed, and damn was it the sexiest sound in the world.

"We could, but then | wouldn't get the pleasure of punching your ex-husband in the
face."

| laughed so hard | snorted, then proceeded to cover my face as embarrassment
flooded my body.

"Now that was the cutest sound I've ever heard."

| smacked his naked chest. His very defined and totally drool-worthy chest. "Let me
up.”

He did as | asked, but only to wrap me up in his arms so we were cuddling together
on the bed. That was fine by me. | didn't want to go talk to people anyway. | would've

been happy if we never left the apartment.

Weéll, that wasn't true. | would want to visit my kids occasionally. See Jimmy heal



and watch him make the comeback | knew he could make if given the chance.

"We really should move," | said afew minutes | ater.

"I know. | was just enjoying the moment."

Lex would soon become the king of sappy quotes at this rate. And damn did that
make me swoon over him.

Eventually he let me go and | rolled out of bed to get in the shower. | took my time
under the spray. The last few days had been nothing but rushed showers and
constantly being on the move, so | soaked up the hot water while | could. There was

no telling what the next day would bring.

Lex jumped in after me but only took about a quarter of the time, barely leaving me
enough time to get ready before he was demanding we get a move on.

"Stop rushing me." | swatted at his hands when he tried to put my makeup away
before | was done using it.

"I don't know why you're putting that stuff on. Y ou're beautiful without it."

| almost melted into a pile of goo right there and then.

"Has anyone ever told you that you say the nicest things?' | tossed the mascara back
in my makeup bag.

Lex snorted. "I don't think anyone has ever said that to me."

"That's because they never got to see this side of you."



He walked up behind me and wrapped his arms around my middle, pulling me back
so | was flush against his chest. "And they never will. | reserve that only for you."

At thisrate, | was going to be begging the man to marry me.

"All right, time to go." If we didn't get a move on, | would be fucking the man in no
time just to show him how much | appreciated all his sweet words.

Lex chuckled but followed me out the door and down the steps to his Jeep.

"Where do you think we should stop first?' he asked as soon as we were both seated.
"Remember Shirley from the antique shop?' When he nodded his head yes, |
continued on. "She was one of my best friends when | was in high school and pretty
much the only person who saw straight through Thomas's nonsense. | figured we
could start with her and see what she knows."

"Sounds good to me."

The drive to Main Street was short. It took longer to get buckled and start the vehicle
than it did to drive the couple of streets over. No wonder most people preferred to

wak in town.

Once again, Lex parked in front of the building labeled Willow Creek Security. "Is
thisyour place?' | pointed to the sign.

"It was. I'm not sure it will be anymore.”

| raised my brows. | hadn't known he was thinking about leaving.

"Before | met you, | wasn't sure Willow Creek was for me."



| had to ask. "And now?"

Lex shrugged. "I'm not sure anymore. The reason | wanted to leave might not be a
problem anymore."

This probably wasn't a discussion we should be having out in the open, but | couldn't
find it in meto postpone it to alater time.

"And what was that?"
"My night terrors. The only way to keep them at bay was to stay busy enough that |
would go to bed at night completely exhausted. If last night proved anything, there's

other waysto get rid of them."

| had a feeling | knew what he was referring to, but | wanted to be sure. "And what
ways are those?"

Lex smirked at me. "Oh | think you know."
My face heated at the suggestion. | needed to get out of the Jeep before | got myself
arrested for indecent exposure when | jumped Lex's bones. "Let's go see if Shirley

has any information for us."

| watched Lex get out of the vehicle and walk around to my side. | gladly took his
offered hand and held it as we walked to the store.

A little bell dinged as soon as we walked in. "I'll be right with you," Shirley's sweet
voice echoed throughout the place.

| looked around the shop and instantly found severa pieces that | loved. "I could
cause some serious damage in this place."



"Isthat what you like? Antiques?' Lex looked at me with genuine curiosity.
"When it comes to furniture, absolutely. They don't make dressers and such like they
used to." | loved seeing how older items lasted over the years. It was nothing like the

newer stuff. Everything nowadays was made flimsy and barely lasted afew years.

"Nancy!" Shirley exclaimed when she walked out of the back room. "I'm so glad you
decided to stop in."

"I wish | could say thiswas a social visit, but | need your help."

Shirley's smile slipped a bit. " Sure. What can | do to help?”’

| cleared my throat and got right down to it. "Do you know where Thomas is living
these days, or know anyone who does?'

Shirley scoffed. "l don't have the slightest idea. Y ou know how | felt about him when
you were married. Couldn't stand the guy. But you should ask Tim Senior. He keeps

all the records of everyonein town. | bet he would know where the asshole is.”

| knew there was areason | liked Shirley so much. She had been the only one in town
who saw Thomas for who he really was.

"Tim Senior owns the service station down at the end of theroad,” | explained to Lex.

His only answer was a jerk of the head asif to say let's go.

"Give me one second.”

| walked straight over to Shirley and gave her a hug. "As soon as this mess is over,
we need to get together. Maybe grab adrink so we can properly catch up.”



"I look forward to it. And | don't know why you're looking for Thomas, but be
careful. | always got a bad feeling from him."

She wasn't the only one. Unfortunately, | made the mistake of ignoring my feelings as
ateenager and instead listened to everyone else in town.

| said goodbye and followed Lex out of the shop. We walked in silence until we came
across Wickedly Delicious.

"After we speak to Tim, | want to stop in here and grab afew things."

Lex looked up to see where we were and gave me a smile. "Maverick introduced you
to Maisie's scones, didn't he?'

"Oh my God, yes. | would marry the woman if she wasn't already taken."

He laughed. "Yeah, Hendrix wouldn't stand for that. He's a bit possessive when it
comesto Maisie."

"I'd like to meet her and Olivia." | watched closely to see how Lex reacted to that,
and wasn't the least bit surprised when he smiled.

"They are going to love you."

| sure as hell hoped so.

We continued our walk down the block and stopped when we hit the old service
station. Tim Jr. was working the counter and gave me a big smile as soon as he saw

me.

"Hey, Nancy. | heard you were back in town."



Tim Jr. was around my age. He was a decent-looking man in the boy-next-door kind
of way, but he had nothing on Lex.

"Hi, Tim." | smiled. "And yeah, for alittle bit. | was actually looking for your father.
Is he here, by chance?’

"Of course. | think he's tinkering in the shop. He's usualy here every day no matter
how many times | remind him he's supposed to be retired."

| laughed at Jr.'s explanation. From the little | remembered about his father, he was
always working on something or other. The man loved his antique cars.

"Let mejust go grab him for you."

"Thanks, Tim."

| glanced around the small service station and realized nothing about the place had
changed.

The decor was still stuck in the sixties.

The old soda fountain machine was still in the same spot and looked to be in working
order.

It brought back memories of riding my bike down there on hot summer days just to
grab adrink. It was the hot spot back in the day.

"Nancy, dear." Tim Sr. pulled me back from memory lane as he slowly walked
straight over to me and pulled me in for a hug.

| had forgotten how big this town was on hugging people. "Good to see you, Senior."



Askids, Tim hated to be called sir, so heinsisted we al called him Senior.

"Bee told me you were back in town, but what brings you around to my place?
Lookin' for adrink, perhaps?’

| smiled at the old man. "Not today. | was actually hoping | could pick your brain
some.”

"Well, it ain't what it used to be, but I'll do my best."

"I need to know where Thomas is these days. Shirley mentioned that you keep
records of everyonein town."

| wondered if that meant he’d known about me moving to Divot? | pushed the
thought away. It didn't matter at the moment.

"| sure do. And are you talking about that ex of yours?"

| bobbed my head. "The same one."

"WEell now, it's been a while, but last | heard he was in Oklahoma. Same as your
boy."

| tensed at the mention of Jmmy. "Y ou're sure?"

"Again, it's been afew years since | asked around, but yeah, I'm sure that's what was
said."

"Who said?'

Sr. gave me a soft smile. "Now, | can't tell you that. A man can't reveal his sources.”



If there was one thing | remembered well about Tim, the old man was a vault. He
kept secrets better than anyone else in town. A surprise really, considering gossip ran
rampant in aplace like this.

"Well, if you could ask those sources and find out for sure, | would really appreciate
it."

"Anything for you, dear. Can | ask why you' re lookin' for him?"

"No particular reason." Sr. wasn't the only one who could keep a secret if needed.
And when it came to my son, | could do just about anything | put my mind to.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Lex
We walked out of the service station and headed back toward Wickedly Delicious.

"Do you think he'll find out where Thomas is?' | asked once we were out of earshot
of the place.

"If anyone can, it's Senior. He's the male version of Bee. | swear those two were cut
from the same cloth when it comes to finding out information."

| don't think there's anyone in this town who doesn't gossip,” | mumbled under my
breath.

Nancy laughed. "It's always been that way. It was one of the reasons | had to leave
after Thomas cheated on me. The last thing | wanted to be was the topic of the gossip
chain."

| put my arm around her shoulder and pulled her into my side. "You don't have to
worry about that with me." | would make sure she never had to deal with any
negative gossip again.

A minute later, we walked into Wickedly Delicious and Nancy stopped dead.

"Wow," was all she said, and | tried looking at the shop from a newcomer's point of
view. Most bakeries were soft and inviting colors, but Maisi€'s place was nothing like



that. The woman lived for Halloween, and, based on the décor, it was evident she
carried that love into her shop.

Black and dark purples were the main colors. Even the cookies leaned toward a
horror movie as they were knife cutouts.

"I'm in love with this place already,” Nancy whispered. "And | haven't even met the
owner."

"Well, you're about to meet one of her employees, and fair warning, she's the
compl ete opposite of this place.”

"Welcome to Wickedly Delicious!" Janie's bubbly voice hit us as soon as we got
closer. "Oh, hey, Lex. Maisie saved some orange scones for you in the back. | think
she planned to drop them off at the office later, but you're here now, so let me just go
grab them."

Janie skipped into the back room—and yes, | mean skipped. The young woman was
always full of energy.

"Orange scones saved special for you?' Nancy crossed her arms and popped one
brow.

| had to hide a laugh at the little green monster of jealousy she was trying not so
successfully to hide.

"Y eah, it'sthe only thing from here | pretty much eat. When | was helping Maisie and
Hendrix with Olivia, Maisie quickly discovered they were my favorite and would

bring them over."

| could tell the moment what | said sank in. "Y ou were there to help Olivia"



"Every day. For awhile | was the only one she would talk to, and that was rare. Most
of thetime wejust sat in silence.”

"I bet you loved that." Nancy bumped my side with her shoulder in ateasing way.

"More like | understood her need to do it. | was the same way after my parents died. |
didn't want to talk to anyone, but everyone insisted | should. The more they pushed,
the quieter | became, until | barely ever spoke. It drove everyone crazy. | didn't want

that for Olivia."

"And your silence helped her more than talking ever could,” Maisie interrupted from
the other side of the counter.

| turned to the one woman in town | actually considered afriend. "Hey, Maisie."

"Hey, Lex. It's good to see you. | was starting to think you skipped town?"' | didn't
miss the disapproving look on her face.

"I amost did," | told her honestly.

"Did Olivia know?' When | nodded my head yes, Maisie just shook hers. "Of course
she did. If there was anyone you would tell, it's my niece."

"Hi, I'm Maisie. You must be Nancy. I've heard at |east a dozen people in here today
talking about how you're back in town." Nancy groaned and Maisie chuckled. "I
know the feeling."

"How bad wasit?' Nancy asked.

"I mean, I'm not sure what drove you out of town, but everything | heard today was
good things.



People are excited you're back. | will warn you though that most of the talk was about
you and Lex.

" Maisie wiggled her eyebrows, and from the corner of my eye | could see the faintest
of pink tinge Nancy's cheeks.

"So much for not having to worry about that with you," Nancy threw my words back
at me.

| was quick to clarify though. "I just meant no negative gossip. | can't help with the
rest. Thistown seems to thrive on other peopl€'s love lives."

Maisie leaned on the glass case. "Don't | know it. | found the best way to deal with it
Isto control the narrative. When | started banging Hendrix, | made sure to go straight
to the gossip queen herself and give al the juicy details.”

Nancy laughed so hard she had to double over and clutch her sides. It took a few
moments before she was able to control it enough to speak, and even then she wiped

atear from her eye. "Oh my God! | never would've thought to do that. It's genius."

"Believe me, it took some time for me to realize | could do that, but | was sick of all
the talk in town about what | did."

| expected Nancy to ask what that was, but she proved she didn't care to join in on the
gossip. That, or she would ask me later when it was just the two of us.

"So what brings you into my shop today? Just browsing or . . ."

"Your scones,” Nancy offered. “Maverick brought me some the other day and they
were so delicious | just had to stop in and see what else you had."



"Maverick, huh?"

| shook my head and Maisie got the message, because she changed the subject quick.
"So which ones are your favorite? | know Lex here loves the orange, but how about
you?"'

"The blueberry."

"Coming right up."

| watched as Maisie packed up the scones, plus afew other desserts | was sure Nancy
might love. By the time it was all said and done, we were leaving with two big boxes
of stuff.

"It was nice to meet you, Maisie."

"Nice to meet you too. We'll have to get together sometime outside of this place.”

"I'd like that." And based on Nancy's smile, it was a genuine response.

Once we were back out on the sidewalk, Nancy looked down at the boxes. "I can't
wait to try all this stuff. No wonder my assis so big."

| placed a hand on her arm, stopping her from walking any further. "You say that like
it'sabad thing. | happen to like that ass of yours."

Nancy flushed but didn't have a response, so | took pity on her and changed the
subject. "Would you like to meet the rest of my friends?"

"Aslong as | don't have to share those." She pointed to the boxes in my hand.



"Absolutely not. They can get their own." | winked at her and started walking back
toward the Jeep, where | hid the boxes in the backseat before taking her hand and
leading her into my office.

"Hey, Lex. Hi, Nancy." Annalee greeted us as soon as we walked through the door.
Nancy groaned. "Does everyone in town know I'm here?’

Annalee answered before | could. "Sorry! Something similar happened to me when |
came to town. People | didn't know were using my name. It was a bit strange. | swore

| wouldn't become like them, and yet here | am, doing the same."

"It's okay." Nancy sighed. "I actually know who you are as well. Maverick likes to
keep Wes apprised of everything going on, so | heard about you when you got hired.”

"All good things | hope."

"Yes, all good things. | believe the term Maverick used was ‘ godsend.”"

Annalee laughed. "I can see that. You would swear having to answer the phone and
greet people was aform of torture the way these guys described it."

Nancy looked over at me but | held up my hands. "Don't look at me. | wasn't here
when Maverick started the place. | came to town the same time as Annalee.”

And thank heavens for that, because there was no way | would have acted as a
secretary. Not even for a minute.

"Iseveryonein the back?' | asked Annalee.

"They are. And probably watching us right now."



The glass behind Annalee's desk was a one-way mirror. Those back there could see
out, but people in the reception area couldn't see in. | didn't have the dlightest idea
how Annalee worked like that every day. It would've driven me crazy. "Maverick
really needs to replace that aready."

"I don't think Owen will let him. He likes knowing I'm safely within his line of sight.”

| didn't blame my friend. Not after what happened to her. It was just a good thing
Maisie was there to kill the man who went after Annalee.

| grabbed Nancy's hand and escorted her into the back room. Sure enough, all six of
my friends were watching the interaction out in the lobby.

"Don't you all have something better to do?"

Owen was thefirst to answer. "Nope. | could stare at Annalee all day."

| shook my head and made the introductions. By the time | was all done, Nancy
looked alittle nervous.

"Nice to meet you all." Nancy’s voice was much softer than normal and even cracked
alittle when she spoke.

| couldn't even begin to understand what that was all about. | hadn't seen Nancy
nervous in al the time since I'd met her. | was about to ask her what was going on,
but Nolen spoke up.

"How did your conversation with the townsfolk go in regards to Thomas?"

| should've known Maverick would bring them in eventually. "Good. According to
Tim Senior down at the service station, Thomas was last known to be in Oklahoma.”



"I can work with that." Nolen turned back to his computer and started typing
feverishly. Therest of usleft him to hiswork.

"Did you get to talk to anyone else?' Maverick asked.

"Shirley over at the antique shop. We were really good friends in high school and |
felt comfortable asking her. She's the one who directed usto Tim Senior."

Maverick nodded at Nancy's explanation. "I thought for sure you would've gone
straight to Bee."

"That was my first guess, but | let Nancy take the lead. Besides, if | asked Bee, the
rumor mill would've gone into full effect, and | wasn't sure | was ready to deal with
that."

"Ain't that the truth,” Easton grumbled. He would know better than anyone how
quickly the gossip train could leave the station in this town.

"I'll keep her in mind as a last resort,” | advised them, “but in the meantime, we're
going home."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Nancy

| paced around the small apartment. Something was bothering me, but | couldn't put
my finger onit.

"We need to go to Oklahoma,” | blurted out as soon as Lex stepped out of the
steaming bathroom.

"Ummm, all right. |s everything okay?"

| chewed on my lip. "No, it's not. | don't know what's wrong, but something is. | need
to get to Oklahoma and make sure Jimmy's okay."

"Then we leave now."

And just like that, Lex agreed. He didn't ask for further explanation. He didn't push it
off until tomorrow or even another day. | voiced a concern and Lex was willing to
drop everything to make it happen. | never thought | would find someone like that.
"Thank you."

"Baby, you don't need to thank me. If you feel something is wrong, then we need to

go check it out. My whole life I've followed my gut instinct. | wouldn’t expect
anything different from you.”



| walked straight over and planted a kiss right on the man's lips. | could feel him get
hard against my stomach, so | backed up with a chuckle. "We don't have time for that
right now."

"Woman, you're the one who kissed me,” Lex growled as he stomped off to get
dressed.

"Whoops." | said the word but didn't actually mean it. | liked knowing that it only
took akissto turn him on.

In less than ten minutes, Lex was dressed and we were on the road. | called Jmmy as
soon as we hit the highway.

"Hello?'

Shit, | kept forgetting | didn't have my phone, so every time | caled Jmmy, it was
from adifferent number. "It's me again.”

My son huffed. "You really need to either get a new phone or come get yours
aready."

"That's actually why I'm calling. We're on our way to see you."

"Who's we?"

| rolled my eyes at my son's tone but didn't miss the smirk on Lex's face from the
corner of my eye. He was finding this amusing.

"Lex and I."

"Okay." My son ailmost sounded relieved by my answer.



"Have you heard from your sister lately?"

Jessie was going into her senior year of college and interning over the summer to gain
some extra experience before graduation. Normally we spoke several times a week,
but without my phone, it had been too long.

"Not since she called your phone and | told her you left it here.”

At least she had checked in. That was all | cared about.

“I'll call her when | get there. I'll see you in about eight hours."

We said our goodbyes and | ended the call. "'l should've grabbed another phone when
| was at the office yesterday."

"Wes has extra phones lying around?’

| nodded my head. "Y ou mean Maverick doesn't?"'

| laughed when Lex merely shrugged his shoulder. "I guess | never thought to ask."

"I can't tell you how many times one of the guys broke a phone while on an
assignment. It was either keep them on hand or listen to them whine when they had to
wait for a new one to come in. | got sick of listening to it and learned to order in
bulk."

"Huh." Lex scratched his beard. "That actually makes sense.”

The rest of the drive continued in a similar fashion—completely opposite from the

last time we'd made the same drive. | learned so much about Lex during our trip, it
felt like | had known him forever.



By the time we got to Jmmy's apartment building, it was super late. Nathan was once
again manning the front desk when we walked through. | apologized for running out
before | could see his mother, but promised to make it up to her.

| felt bad about knocking on Jimmy’s door so late, but it was obvious when he
answered a moment later that he was up waiting for us.

"Shouldn't you be resting your leg, not hobbling around on crutches?' | asked with
concern as soon as we walked through the door.

"I knew you would be coming soon and | figured you didn't have your keys on you."

He would be correct. They were in my suitcase in his guest room. A lot of good that
did me.

"How are you fedling?' | directed Jmmy over to the couch and sat next to him after
he was fully settled in.

"Some hours are better than others. | know | was talking about leaving the NFL, but |
didn't want it forced on me."

"You're not leaving. Just on the injured reserve for the time being. This time next
year, you'll be good as new," | reminded him.

He didn't look convinced. "That's if the Pioneers even want to keep me."

"Wait, what are you talking about?"'

Jmmy sighed. "There'stalk of atrade.”

| was taken aback by his response. "Already? | thought you signed a three-year



contract?"

"I did. But that's what happens when you have an awful season and then wind up
spending the next season on the injured reserve. I'm not exactly useful to them.”

"Is there any chance the letters could be coming from someone on the team?' Lex
spoke up for the first time.

"You don't think ...?" | mulled over the suggestion, but it didn't feel right. My gut
was telling me it was Thomas.

"1'm not sure what to think. We have no indication it's Thomas other than the fact that
what's in the letter is similar to what he said to you."

"That'swhy | need to get the other letters." | turned my attention back to Jmmy. "Do
you think you can ask Fred if he can have them delivered here?

"Yeah, I'll text him right now."

Jmmy pulled his phone out of his pocket and his fingers flew across the screen.
"Done."

A few seconds later it dinged with aresponse. "Fred said he will deliver them himself
first thing in the morning."

| knew there was areason | liked the guy so much.

"Okay, thanks. | think once | read them al at the same time, things will make a little
more sense.”

"I'm not so sure." Jimmy sat further back on the couch. "A lot of them are just the



ramblings of an unhappy man."

"Y ou mean an unhappy father," | clarified, but Jimmy frowned.

"I haven't thought of him as my father since the day he left us. He lost that right. If it
ishim, | hope like hell someone takes care of him."

| had a feeling | knew what he meant by take care of. | was now regretting all the
times| let him spend at my office with Wes and the guys.

"You don't talk like that. The last thing people need to hear is you wishing your father
was dead."

| knew that smirk. "I never said dead, Mom. That was all you."

Damn my kid for being so smart. | needed to change the subject. "What did the team
doctors say about your injury?"’

"Pretty much the same thing the doctors at the hospital said. I'm looking at a
minimum of nine months before | can play again, and that's if everything goes right.
If I'm lucky, I'll be ready intime for training camp. If not, definitely by the start of the
regular season."”

| chewed on my lower lip. "Any moretalk of trades?'

As much as | wanted my son closer, he loved playing for the Pioneers. And | could
bet he wanted another shot at proving he was the player they first scouted.

"Nah. | don’'t think they want the negative publicity. It would look bad if they got rid
of someone who got hit by a car while being gunned down."



| didn't care what reason they gave as long as they kept him on until his contract was
up.

"Well, I think it'stime for bed. We've kept you up long enough.”

Jmmy refused to let me or Lex help him up, so | had to sit back and watch him
struggle alittle. "Goodnight, Mom. Night, Lex," he said once he was standing and his
crutches were under hisarms.

| waited until Jmmy was down the hall before | looked back at Lex.

"You're slegping in bed with me tonight. Don't give me lip. | promise to get up if |
hear you have a nightmare, but | refuse to sleep alone. Not when | feel like my whole

world is about to blow up."

For once, Lex didn't argue.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Lex

"What do you mean you can't find him? | thought you could find anyone. We even
gave you the state he'slocated in."

My phone call with Nolen was getting more frustrating by the second.

"I can if the person uses a digital footprint, but Thomas has gone off the grid. No cell
phones, no credit cards, the bank took his house, and he no longer has a job. It's like
the man decided to drop off the face of the earth after losing everything," Nolen
explained.

"Arewe sure he's not dead," | asked.

If only we could be so lucky.

"No death certificate on record, and no one reported missing or in hospitals matching
his description. Well, the one | got off his license anyway. | asked the local police
department to keep me in the loop, but so far nothing."

Thomasreally had fallen off the face of the earth.

"Areyou sure he's even our guy?"

| ran my hand down my face in frustration.



"As sure as we can be. Nancy read al the letters and she's confident it's him.

| can't think of any reason someone else would single Jimmy out.

| mean, | understand irate fans, but he wasn't the only reason the Pioneers didn't make
it to the playoffs. Football is ateam sport.”

"True, but social media hyped him up as the player who would change everything for
the team. That's alot of pressure to put on one person. Especially arookie."

Nolen wasn't wrong. But ...
"My gut istelling meit's Thomas, and that thing is never wrong. Besides, if he really
did lose his house and his job, he has more reason to hate Nancy for beng

successful ."

"Unbelievable if you ask me. Who wishes their ex and children to alife of poverty?"
| had afeeling it was arhetorical question, but | answered anyway .

"A narcissist, that's who."

"How's Nancy holding up?"

| took a deep breath and let it out Slowly. "As good as can be expected, | guess. Same
as me—she knows something is about to happen, but not sure what."

"Like she's waiting for the other shoe to drop,” Nolen correctly surmised.

"Exactly. Jimmy isn't leaving his apartment anytime soon. He understands the danger.
Besides, his leg leaves him pretty immobile, so it actually worksin our favor."



"And what about Nancy's other child? Jessie, right?’

"Nancy spoke to her this morning. She's interning at a doctor's office and taking
summer classes. We made her aware of the threats, but not that Thomas is most likely
behind them."

| hadn't necessarily agreed with that decision, but it wasn't my call to make.

"Y ou don't think he'll go after her?”

"Nancy thinks he'll continue to focus on her or Jmmy."

Nolen sighed. "I didn't ask what Nancy thought. | asked what you thought?"

| gave myself time to think about it, but | was no clearer on my answer.

"I'm not sure. My gut agrees with Nancy.

Something is going to go down, but | can't figure out what that something is. Nothing
pointsto Jessie. All the letters were mailed to either immy or Nancy. The only threat
made was to Nancy. In all honesty, he's so focused on Jmmy, | don't even know if

the man remembers he has a daughter.”

It was an awful thing to say, but it was the truth. Everything led back to Jmmy and
Nancy.

"That might be agood thing for Jessie, then."

| played with my beard. "Y eah, | guess. Did Maverick find anything out from Bee?"

When Nolen came up empty, Nancy gave Maverick permission to question Bee and a



few of the other gossiping ladies in Willow Creek to find out what they knew.

"Other than to say she couldn't stand the man for what he did to Nancy?

" He huffed. "No, not athing. | guessit was one of those ‘good riddance’ things.

No one gave Thomas much thought after he left town.

They were just glad he took his negative attitude with him.

Apparently he liked to show up during council meetings just to complain about every
little thing.

Bee said he was a nuisance to the town."

"l thought everyone in town wanted her to marry him?' | could ve sworn she'd said
something along those lines.

"Y eah, well, they must've changed their minds real quick, because not a single person
had a nice thing to say about him."

| could understand why. I'd read the letters. The man was vile. If he was that way
when Nancy was married to him, | don't know how she lasted as long as she did.

He isolated her, that's how.

"Keegp me posted if you learn anything new."

"Will do. And | promise I'm looking. | won't stop until every stone isturned over."

"Thanks, Nolen. | appreciate it."



Now | had to go tell Nancy | had nothing. Not exactly the way | wanted our day to
start.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Nancy

Jessie was missing. Her roommate said she never came home last night and Jessie
wasn't answering her phone. That wasn't like my girl.

"I knew something was wrong. Why the hell didn't | listen to my instincts?' | asked
no onein particular.

"You did listen to them, Mom. You just figured it was me Dad was going to come
after, not Jessie. Not once did he threaten her. There was no way for us to know."

| heard what he was saying, but it didn't change the fact that | felt responsible. Jessie
was missing, and it was all because | was focused on one child and not both of them.

"Where could he have possibly taken her?' Thistime | directed my question to Lex
and Nolen.

Nolen had flown out as soon as | got word that Jessie hadn’t come home last night.
"The local police are out canvassing. They are aware of the situation, but no one has
seen him in at least a week. He got fired from his job and the bank foreclosed on his

home. The man is a fucking ghost,” Nolen responded.

So basically everything he wanted to happen to us was happening to him.



"He's got to make contact at some point, right?' | knew | was grasping at straws, but |
couldn't just sit there and do nothing. That wouldn't bring Jessie back to me. "What if
we go to her? He couldn't have taken her far."

| hoped not anyway. And without money, Thomas's options had to be limited.

"We can be therein five hours," Lex assured me.

"| want to go,” | said with as much conviction as | could muster, "but someone needs
to stay back with Jimmy. I'm not leaving him alone."

"Mom, I'll befine. | can have one of the guys from the team stay with me if that will
make you feel better."

| shook my head. "No. It hasto be Nolen." | looked at the man and pleaded. "Y ou can
stay with him, right?"'

"Absolutely. But are you sure you don't want someone else with you and Lex?' He
looked concerned.

"There's no time. We need to get going." | couldn't explain why the sudden urgency,
but everything in me was telling me we had to move fast.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Jessie

"Who are you?' | asked when the bag was pulled off my head.

| tried to move my arms and legs, but quickly realized they were tied down to a chair.

| felt like | was in a bad B movie with a very low budget, and the actor playing the
kidnapper really couldn't act.

The guy didn't even have the sense to cover hisface.

That could only mean one of two things. He was either an amateur who didn't know
the first thing about kidnapping. Or he planned to kill me.

Time to lay off the crime scene documentaries.

“I'm hurt." The man chuckled and put his hand to his chest. "You don't even
recognize your own father?"

| looked at the greasy, semi-short man in front of me and couldn't fathom how he
could be the same man | knew as alittle girl.

"My father walked out on me when | was a kid. Why would | bother to remember
him?"



My mother always said my attitude was going to get me in trouble one day. And
when my so-called father's face got beet red like he was seconds away from stroking
out, | realized today just might be that day.

"Y ou always did have a mouth on you," he snarled. "I told your mother she should've
just swallowed you."

Lovely visual. And | meant that in regards to my mother ever touching the man in
front of me, with his shaggy gray hair and splotchy white beard.

His beer belly and slouchy posture did nothing to help his cause.

He was a train wreck with saggy skin. Nothing at all like the silver foxes | saw on
book covers every time | went to the bookstore.

"Then why am | here? It's obvious you didn't want me or Jimmy, so why bring me
here. | was doing just fine without you in my life."

Better than fine actually. | could've gone the rest of my life without ever seeing my
father again and been happy as aclam.

"Exactly," he snapped. "I left your mother destitute. She was supposed to fail. To live
on the streets and know that everything was her fault. Not raise a son who went to the
NFL and a daughter about to go to medical school."

S0 he was pissed that Mom made something of our lives after he left us with
absolutely nothing? What a piece of shit.

"Sorry Mom didn't suffer like you wanted, but | assure you our childhood wasn't all
sunshine and roses. There were times when things were hard and she had to tell us no,
but we got through it together. As a family. Something you don't seem to understand



or know athing about."

"Y ou weren't supposed to get through it," he seethed.

Talk about egotistical. | didn't know what my mother ever saw in him, but there were
no redeeming qualities | could find. Maybe he was different when we were kids, but
somehow | didn't think so. | barely remembered him, so obviously there weren't any
happy memories.

"So what do you plan to do with me? Y ou have to know who Mom works for. There's
no way they aren't out looking for me already. And they're going to find me. They
always do. And when they do, they're going to kill you."

"Oh yes, the precious Westley," he mocked. "The whole reason your mother has
everything she does today. | wonder if she spread her legs for him like she's doing for
the current man in her life. She always did need a man to hold her hand and tell her
how to act."

Okay, now | was pissed. Before | was just slightly annoyed, but for this asshat to
speak about my mother like that?

Hell fucking no. After this asshole left, she did everything on her own.

Wes got her started, but she’d paid every cent back to him and made sure she worked
hard to prove she was worth the risk he took on her.

"You don't have the right to say shit about my mother. And there are some men in
this world who are nice without expecting anything in return. Wes is one of those

guys. Maybe you should take a few pointers from him."

| didn't see the slap coming, but | sure felt the sting on my cheek as my head whipped



to the side, my body straining under the pressure of the rope keeping me anchored to
the chair.

| guess my mother was correct and my mouth finally did get mein trouble one day.

"Is that the best you got?' | couldn't help but taunt. | was letting my anger get the
better of me, and apparently when | was angry, my mouth had a mind of its own.
Who knew? Obviously not me. Until now.

"You little bitch. So much like your mother. You don't know when to keep your
mouth shut."

“I'll take that as a compliment,” | said before | could think better of it, and
unfortunately it earned me another slap—this one much harder than the last. Hard
enough that the chair wobbled and almost tipped over to the side. Thankfully | was
saved from crashing to the dirty floor.

If | had any hopes of surviving thisordeal, | needed to learn to hold my tongue.

"Y ou never answered my question. What are you going to do with me?"

"You really want to know?" He paused for dramatic effect until 1 nodded my head
yes, because if | were asking, then clearly | wanted the answer. "I'm going to ruin

your brother's and your life like you ruined mine, and then I'm going to kill your
mother for ever bringing you into thisworld."



Page 26

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:20 am

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Nancy
"We haveto find her."

| was beginning to sound like a broken record, but | didn't care. The thought that
Thomas had Jessie was making me sick to my stomach.

"Wewill," Lex reassured me. "We won't stop looking until we find her."

He held my hand as we drove to the hotel just outside her university. We didn't know
where Jessie could be, but | wanted to be close to her last location just in case.

"I just don't understand. If Thomas did take her, then why? She's a broke college
student just trying to get by. If Thomas is mad about JJmmy being successful, then
taking Jessie doesn't make any sense."

"Didn't you say she got into med school ?

"Well, yeah, but she's not a doctor yet."

But could that be enough for Thomas? Just knowing that she got into medical school.
There was no way to know what my ex was thinking. | hadn't been able to figure it

out when we were married, and | sure as hell couldn't now.

| was about to say as such to Lex, but my phone ringing stopped me. | didn't



recognize the number, but the area code was Oklahoma, so | quickly answered.
"Hello."

"Well, if it isn't the bitch herself."

| slapped at Lex's arm to get his attention.

"Thomas?'

Lex pulled off to the side of the road and took his own phone out of his pocket.

"Where's Jessie?' | begged.

"I was wondering if you would figure it out. It was the last note | sent, wasn't it?"'
Thomas taunted.

"Just tell me where Jessieis.” | wasn't in the mood to play his games.

"See, | don't think | will. Not until you answer my question.” The prick always did
love his mind games.

"Fine, yes," | huffed. "Yes, it was the last note. The one you sent me gave it away."

Thomas laughed. "1 knew | made it too easy, but | was getting sick of being ignored.
That little bastard wasn't listening."

| was tempted to remind him that little bastard he spoke of was his son, but the man
didn't deserve that kind of recognition.

"| answered your question, now tell me where Jessieis.”



"Y ou don't make the rules,” Thomas snapped. "I make the rules and I'll tell you when
I'm good and damn ready."

I’d almost forgotten how narcissistic the asshole was. Everything was about him, and
he didn't give a damn about anyone or anything else. | just hoped his procrastination
didn't mean trouble for my daughter.

“I'm sorry." | knew how to play his games. | had spent years being trained to do so.
But it killed meto do it today knowing what was at stake.

Thomas was back to laughing. A maniacal laugh that reminded me of all the times
he' d enjoyed making me feel bad about myself.

"Please, Thomas." | wasn't above begging when it came to my kids.

"Fine. But only because | want to see your face when you see what |'ve done. Seven
hundred fifty Austin Street." He spat the address out. "Come get your little bitch so
she can watch mekill you."

Thomas ended the call and | took a deep breath.

"Did he give you an address?' Lex asked as soon as | took the phone away from my
ear.

"Y eah. Seven hundred fifty Austin Street." | put the address into my phone's GPS. "It
saysit’s twenty minutes from our location."

“I'l do my best to get us there sooner.” Lex gunned the engine. "What else did he
say?’

| didn't want to tell him what Thomas said, but he needed to know what we were



headed into. "He wants Jessie to watch as he kills me."

Lex growled. "I'm not going to let that happen."

He white-knuckled the steering wheel, so | reached over and pried one hand off so he
was forced to hold mine.

"I know you're not. Everything's going to be okay."

| hoped more than anything that was the case, because | wasn't sure Lex could take
any more people getting hurt in hislife.
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Lex
| sped through the streets in an attempt to make the twenty-minute window in fifteen.
| had yet to meet Jessie, but if she was anything like her mother, | knew she was a
survivor.
Panic tried to take over, though. Thomas's goal was to kill Nancy, and | couldn't let
that happen. Not just because | didn't want another death on my hands, but because |
wasn't sure what | would do without her. | was quickly realizing | was in love with
this woman.
Seconds later, | pulled into a run-down neighborhood and cursed under my breath.

"Thisiswhere he's holding my baby girl?'

The address was nothing more than a dilapidated house that looked like no one had
beeninitin at least ten years.

The shingles on the roof were falling off.
The shutters around the windows were broken.
At least one window we could see was smashed.

The front porch looked like it would fall down the second | stepped on it.



The house needed to be demolished, not housing anyone, least of all Jessie.

"We need to find another way in besides the front porch."

Nancy nodded her head, but her words contradicted her action. "I need to get in to my
baby as soon as possible.”

"I know you do, but we need to be smart about this. Who the hell knows what kind of
surprises Thomas has waiting for us." | turned the Jeep off and turned to her. "Just
give me one minute to do a quick three-sixty to see what we're up against."

| waited until | had her confirmation before stepping out of the vehicle. Starting on
the right side of the house, | moved with precision. What | found didn't surprise me.
More broken and dirty windows.

A glance inside indicated the interior of the house was worse than the outside.

There were holes in the walls. Some parts were even ripped down to the studs like
someone had started a renovation project but never finished.

The few walls that were intact had wallpaper peeling off.

Large water stains could be seen on parts of the ceiling, and the majority of the
flooring had been torn up.

It wasn't until | made it over to the other side of the house that | found where Thomas
was holding who | assumed was Jessie. The girl was a spitting image of her mother,
and she was tied down to a chair while her sperm donor paced in front of her.

| was just turning the corner when | heard the squeak of lumber bending under
someone's weight.



"Son of abitch."

| picked up my pace and arrived back up front just in time to see Nancy’s back as she
entered the house.

The damn woman hadn't waited like I'd asked. | should've known.

Following behind her, | raced up the steps, praying the entire time that the porch
didn't give out on me. Thankfully it held strong as | charged through the front door.

"| see you brought a friend.” Thomas's voice was cold and empty. “Is this the
infamous Westley who kept you from ruining your life like | expected you to?’

"No," | answered for Nancy. "I'm Lex."

"WEell, Lex, I'm glad you could join the party. Now you can watch Nancy die, too."
Thomas whipped a gun out of the pocket of his coat and aimed it at Nancy. He wasn't
very steady with it, which told me he probably wasn't used to holding one, let alone
firing it.

"No one's dying today," | replied confidently.

Thomas swung the gun in my direction. Good. | would rather it on me than Nancy
any day of the week.

"That's not your choice. | don't know if you noticed, but I'm the one with the gun, not

you.

Oh I noticed. And | wanted to kick myself for not carrying. | relied so heavily on my
hand-to-hand combat that it was rare | had a gun on me. Today would've been the



perfect day.

"Why don't you put the gun down and we can talk about this."

Waving the gun around, Thomas started to yell. "I don't want to talk about anything. |
want what | set out to do years ago."

"And what's that?' | moved a few steps closer. If | could just get close enough, |
could disarm him. Thomas barely looked proficient holding the gun, | doubted he
would be able to ward off an attack when presented with it.

"Kill the bitch who stole my life from me."

Everything happened so quickly, my mind was barely able to keep up.

Before he was fully done explaining what he wanted to do, Thomas aimed the gun
back at Nancy and fired. My body immediately reacted and charged forward, tackling
Thomas to the ground where we wrestled for the gun. It went off a second time
before | managed to rip it from his grip.

| could've sworn | heard someone screaming “Mom” but | was too focused on raining
down punch after punch on Thomas's face. | didn't let up even when the body beneath

me stopped fighting and went slack.

When | finaly did stop, | was heaving for air from holding my breath and my fists
were a bloodied mess,

n M Om! n

Thistime, sure of what | heard, | scrambled off Thomas and frantically looked around
the room for Nancy. | found her on the floor, blood pooled around her, and Jessie



screaming for Nancy to wake up.

"Untie me, she needs help." | scrambled across the floor to Jessie and did as she
asked. As soon as | got her hands undone, we both worked on the knots on her legs.

Jessie shot from the chair the moment she was free and raced straight for her mother.
"Oh God." | dlid across the floor until | was kneeling next to a pale-faced Nancy.
"Please tell me she's going to be okay," | pleaded, not the least bit caring how pathetic

it made me sound.

"I don't know," Jessie wailed as she put pressure on Nancy's right thigh. "I need your
belt."

| fumbled trying to get it off, but as soon as | had it free of the loops, | practically
threw it at Jessie who caught it with one hand. | watched in horror as Jessie wrapped
it around Nancy's upper thigh and tightened it until the bleeding slowed down some.

"Call for an ambulance."

It was a damn good thing Jessie was keeping her head about her, because | sure as
hell wasn't.

| pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed 911. When the dispatcher answered the
call, | rattled off all the information and begged them to hurry.

"Please be okay," | whispered to Nancy. "Please don't leave me like the others."

My worst nightmare was coming to life as | sat there and watched the woman | loved
bleed out.



"l love you," | leaned down and whispered straight into her ear. "I'm sorry | didn't tell
you before this, but | love you so damn much. Y ou've made my life better and | don't
know how | would survive without you. Please don't leave me."

| continued to plead with her over and over again until the paramedics and police
arrived.

Jessie had to pull me off her so that they could work. "Y ou need to let them do their

job.
"I can't lose her," | told Jessie. "I know you don't know me at al, but I'm in love with
your mother and | can't lose her." Tears shamelessly poured down my face but | didn't
have the energy to push them away.

"We're not going to lose her," Jessie said with conviction. "We have to believe that."

| hoped like hell she was right.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Lex

The trip to the hospital was agonizingly slow. As Nancy's daughter, Jessie, was able
to ride in the back of the ambulance while | was stuck driving my Jeep. | tried to
follow right behind the ambulance, but was cut off at an intersection and hit every red
light after that.

By the time | got to the hospital, | parked my Jeep illegally in the drop-off area and
raced inside. Jessie met me just inside the doors and it was then | noticed the blood on
her hands.

Nancy's blood.

My legs gave out and | fell to my knees right there in the reception area, tears pouring
down my face.

Jessie knelt down next to me and put her arms around my shoulders. "The bullet hit
her femoral artery. They've taken her into surgery."”

My chin hit my chest as the tears continued to flow. | didn't care to stop them. Things
were bad. Really bad. The only hope was that we had done enough before she got to
the hospital to give Nancy afighting chance.

A nurse ushered us out of the lobby and into a waiting room where two other families
huddled together and waited for news of their own loved ones.



"I need to call your brother and my team,” | told Jessie when | finally found my
voice.

"Let metalk to Jmmy and explain what's going on."

| nodded, handing over my phone, secretly glad she was taking that responsibility off
my plate. And rightfully so. Jimmy was going to be mad | hadn't kept his mother safe.
Wes was also right to question me after what just happened.

| listened as Jessie explained the situation to her brother.

| tried my best not to listen to how he reacted, but it was hard not to hear the loud
wail as Jessie had to pull the phone away from her ear.

| thought | felt bad before, but it was nothing compared to the guilt that tore through
me at hearing that sound.

When she finally got off the phone, | called Wes.

He answered on the first ring. "Tell me you got the bastard?"

Nolen was keeping him apprised of the situation, so Wes knew when we got the call
from Thomas.

"I didbut. . ."

The words were stuck in my throat.

“But what?" Wes hissed. "Spit it out, Lex."

"Nancy was shot in the process." The words were like glass in my throat. | could feel



them shredding me from the inside out.

"Jesus fucking Christ. How bad? Tell me she'saive, Lex. Tell me she's not dead.”

"The bullet nicked her femoral artery. She'sin surgery now."

Wes cursed again. "Tell me which hospital she'sin and I'll be there soon."”

| rattled off the information and was about to hang up when Wes called my name.

"Yeah?'

"This isn't your fault. You're not cursed. Do you hear me? | was wrong for what |
said. This isn't your fault and | know you did everything you could to take care of

her.

| hung up without saying a word. The truth was | wasn't sure | believed what he had
to say. | was cursed. Those | cared about always got hurt. Nancy was yet another
person to be affected by it, but | was selfish enough not to want to give her up.

| was stuck between arock and a hard place.

Several hours later, the doctor finally came out to let Jessie know that Nancy was out
of surgery but currently in ICU. She had lost alot of blood and would need some time
for her body to heal.

Wes and my teammates had shown up pretty quickly. Apparently Wes had several
pilots in his employment who were more than happy to get him and my team here.
Shortly after that, the men and women from Wes's employment also showed up. The
waiting room was full of people who cared deeply for Nancy.



The only people we were waiting on were Jmmy and Nolen, who were forced to
drive down.

| knew the moment Jimmy hobbled in on his crutches that things were about to get
WOrse.

"You!" He headed straight for me. "Y ou were supposed to keep her safe. Does this
look like she's safe?' Jimmy yelled.

| flinched at his accusation knowing full well he was right.

Wes stepped in to defend me. "Back off, immy. Thiswasn't Lex's fault.”

"It's both of your faults," Jmmy continued to holler, turning on Wes. "You were
supposed to protect her too. Where were you while my mother was getting shot, huh?
Not protecting her like you always said you would."

"Y ou know damn well where | was, Jmmy. | was with my family. They needed me."

"What about us?' JJmmy tapped on his chest. "We were supposed to be your family,
too. But the one time my mother needs you, you're nowhere to be found."

"Jimmy, stop." Jessie pushed her way through the crowd of men and got in her
brother's face.

WEell, as close as she could to it considering she was nearly afoot shorter than him.

“"No, | won't stop. Mom always told us we could depend on Wes, but look where that
got us. Then there'sthisguy.” He pointed to me. "Promised to keep Mom safe.”

"I'm sorry." It wasthe best | could offer, because | knew he was right.



"No. Don't you dare apologize." Jessie looked at me and then back to her brother.

"Our father shot Mom. He had the gun trained on Lex and then at the last second
swung it toward Mom and just fired.

No warning. No time for Lex to do anything.

Thiswasn't Lex'sfault. He did everything he could to keep her safe.

| watched the fight leave JJmmy's body. He physically sunk further down on his
crutches. If it weren't for them, | was sure he would' ve fallen to his knees. Just like |

did earlier.

"This wasn't supposed to happen.” A tear slid down Jmmy's cheek. "If | had just quit
the team like he asked, this never would've happened.”

"You don't know that." Maverick stepped up and spoke. "There's no guarantee your
father would've accepted that. He didn't just want to ruin your life, but your mother’s
aswell."

"He wanted to kill her in front of me," Jessie cried. "That was what he told her on the
phone before she showed up. | don't think you quitting would've done any good."

"It's no one's fault but Thomas's," Falcon boomed. "May herot in hell."
Everyone in the room nodded at the man. Even Jmmy seemed to bolster from the
statement. Neither Jessie nor Jimmy appeared bothered by the fact that Falcon just

said their father should rot in hell.

Silence fell throughout the room. We were all waiting for news that we could go back
and see Nancy. It wasn't coming fast enough. | was starting to get antsy when



everyone's attention suddenly shifted over to the door.

"Lex Holland." A nursein blue scrubs called my name.

"That's me." | pushed my way through the crowd until | was standing in front of her.

"Nancy's asking to see you."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Nancy

My leg hurt like someone was stabbing it with a million little needles as | waited for
the nurse to bring Lex to me from the waiting room. | knew as soon as | woke up
from the anesthesia and remembered what happened that | needed to see him first.

Lex would be blaming himself. Re-erecting the walls I’d carefully knocked down
when it came to him feeling like he was cursed. This wasn't his fault. If anyone was
to blame, it was me. | never should've ignored his directive and gone into the house
before him.

| knew better. Wes had taught me better. And yet, the first mention of my daughter
being in danger, | threw all caution to the wind. | wasn't saying | deserved to be shot
for my actions, but if only I’ d listened, the outcome might've been different.
Something | fully planned to remind Lex of just as soon as he camein.

Seconds later, | heard the heavy footfalls in the hallway and knew without a doubt it
was him. Sure enough, Lex walked in just shortly after that, and | made sure to hide

the pain as he rushed to the side of my hospital bed.

“I'm fing," | reassured him as he laid his head on my chest. Running my fingers
through his hair, | did my best to show him | was all right.

"Y ou were shot. That's the opposite of fine," Lex argued, but he wouldn't ook at me.



"| was supposed to keep you safe and look what happened.”

| tugged on his hair until he looked up at me.

"This isn't your fault. Do you hear me? This didn't happen because you're cursed or
because you think you deserve it after what happened to you while you were
captured.

Thisis Thomas's fault, and maybe a little of mine.

| knew better than to run in without you, but | did it anyway. "

"Don't you dare blame yourself," Lex growled.

"Take your own advice," | threw back at him.

He had the decency to look ashamed at my remark. "I was so scared I’d lost you. |
was worried | was going to have to watch you die like | watched my parents.”

"Never." | knew | couldn't promise that, but in that moment, | was doing it anyway.
Lex needed it, and | wanted to giveit to him.

"You can't know that." He played with the thin hospital blanket. "Today proved that
anything can happen."

| jerked my head back and forth, something | quickly realized was a bad idea when
my vision swam and my stomach flip-flopped. Obviously it was too soon for such
sudden movements.

"Y es, things can happen, but it also depends on how we react. | reacted badly when |
stormed in. Jessie did an amazing job stopping the bleeding. The doctors said if it



wasn't for her putting atourniquet on my leg, | would've died."

| regretted my words when Lex closed his eyes and shuddered at the thought.

"I didn't though. I'm alive and I'm well."

"Y ou have a bullet holein your leg," he reminded me.

| didn't have to look down to know that was true. | felt the pain despite trying to block
it out.

"1'd like to think of it as a battle scar."”

That got me asmall laugh. "One hell of abattle scar, don't you think?"'

| shrugged like it was no big deal. "l just wanted to be cool like the rest of you."

That time | earned more than just a little laugh. | got a full-blown belly laugh with
Lex's head thrown back and all.

| waited until he was done before saying, "I like when you laugh. You need to do it
more often."

"I haven't had a reason to laugh in along time, but something tells me my future is
going to be full of it."

| could fedl the smile stretch across my whole face. He was seeing a future with me,
which reminded me ...

"While | was bleeding out in that house?—"



Lex cut me off with agroan. "Don't remind me."

"No, I'm not trying to, but | thought | heard you say something to me and | wanted to
know if you really said it or if my delusional mind was playing tricks on me."

"What do you think you heard?"

He was going to make me say it, the jerk. | could tell by the small upturn of hislips.

"Did you tell me you loved me?’

Lex gave me aserious look. "If | did, would you have said it back?’

My heart sped up.

Holy shit! | hadn't been hearing things. Lex really did love me. "Yes, | absolutely
would've said it back to you."

Lex leaned in so his lips were just a hair’s breadth away when he said, "l love you
very much. And I'm sorry it took until you were lying in a pool of blood for me to tell

you.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
Lex

"You're supposed to be taking it easy." | rushed over to help Nancy get out of the
chair she’'d just sat down in barely ten minutes earlier.

"| can't just sit here and do nothing while you straighten up my house."

Since coming home from the hospital, I’ ve spent every night at her house and in her
bed. Most nights | barely slept. Sometimes because | was nervous about my night
terrors, and other times because | needed to watch her breathe while she slept.

Ever since the shooting, | had the irrational fear that | would wake up one morning
with Nancy lying dead in bed with me. | knew it was unlikely. The doctors expected
her to make afull recovery, but the fear was still there.

My therapist said it was because I’ d aready lost so many peoplein my life that | was
afraid to lose more.

That session had gone splendidly when | told the therapist, “No shit. Why the hell am
| paying you to tell me what | already know?’ If it weren't for Maverick and Nancy
pushing me to attend the sessions and get help, | would've ended them that day.

Instead, | pushed on. Twice aweek | was seeing the therapist. Until | got a handle on
my sleep. | didn't know how long it would take, but | was determined to be able to
sleep a full night next to Nancy without worrying that 1 would wake up with my



hands around her throat.

"Yourelax. I'll handle the cleaning,” | said after | had her back on the recliner.

"Movein with me and | won't mind you cleaning the house."

| stopped in my tracks. This wasn't the first time we' d had this discussion, and | knew
it bothered her that | was still living out of my backpack.

"I told you I'll movein just as soon as| have my night terrors under control."

| could see the agitation clear as day on her face. "How can you get them under
control when you spend most of the night staring at me?"

| leaned the broom against the wall and plopped my ass on the edge of the recliner. "
watch you sleep because | need to know you're still breathing. You said you
understood that."

Nancy sighed. "I do understand, and | know you're speaking to the therapist about it,
but I'm worried about you. It's been two weeks. How long can you go without much

Sleep?’

| was wondering the same myself. | had to be hitting my limit soon though. It was
getting harder and harder to stay awake at night. But every time | closed my eyes, my
mind would start going a mile a minute.

"I guesswe'll find out.”

Nancy looked like she didn't much care for that answer, so | changed the subject.
"How are Jimmy and Jessie doing?’



Jessie had decided to take some time off for the summer to spend it with her brother
as he recovered. Luckily, the team doctor offered to let her continue her internship
with the team.

"I'm pretty sure JJmmy is going to strangle his sister, but otherwise good. Jessie is
getting along with the team—a little too well according to Jmmy—and he's healing
nicely. It's going to be along nine months if Jessie chooses to stay with him."

| made a mental note to give Jimmy acall and find out what Jessie was up to. | didn't
care that she was going to be twenty-two soon, she needed to keep her head focused
on school and less on the football players.

"Do you think she will?"

Nancy fiddled with the hem of her shirt. It was arare act of nervousness, so | took her
hand in mine.

"What's wrong?"'

"I'm afraid she's going to follow in my shoes."

| gave her a questioning look because | truly didn't understand what she meant by
that.

"Thomas wasn't always the asshole he turned out to be.

" Sherolled her eyes. "Okay, he probably was, but he hid it well.

Especially when we first started dating.

| was convinced he was this amazing guy who loved me and wanted the same things |



did.

| had my choice to go off to college, but instead, | got married.

| don't want Jessie to make the same mistake.

If the only reason she's staying in Oklahoma is because of some boy, then | would
rather she didn't."

Now her need to keep busy made sense. Even though she feared Jessie was making a
mistake, she was trying not to interfere in her daughter’slife.

"We don't know that's what she's going to do." | did my best to ease her mind. "And if
she does decide to stay, then we have to hope she's got a good head on her shoulders.
She was raised by you, baby. Jessie's smart. She's going to make a smart decision.”

At least | hoped that was the case. Otherwise | would be kicking some guy’s ass for
hurting her. | didn't care that I'd only known Jessie for a few weeks, we' d bonded in
that hospital while waiting for her mother, and that wasn't something that could be
broken easily.
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Nancy

"Y ou know when you said you only had clothes, | didn't think you meant it would all
fit in two drawers." | looked down at the large dresser I’d been prepared to clear half
the space out of, but it turned out not to be necessary. "Your stuff doesn't even take
up the whole drawer space.”

It was alittle sad to think that everything Lex owned could fit in one small backpack.
Lex barely looked at the clothes and shrugged. "I never needed more than that."

"And now?"'

Lex was moving into my house—and not to slegp on the couch or to crash on a spare
bed. He was permanently living with me, and | wanted to make sure he was still okay

with it.

"I told you | want to be here," he was quick to reassure me. "Does my lack of a
wardrobe bother you?"

"I wouldn't say it bothers me. | just want you to be comfortable here. | know you say
you want to be here, but if you feel the need to change anything or add, all you have
to doistell me. I'm not attached to any of it."

That wasn't true. | was attached to plenty. But for Lex | would make a few sacrifices.
If this was going to be the first home he ever lived in, | wanted him to be happy with
it.



Of course Lex called me out on my bullshit. "That's not true at al. You love severa
pieces of furniture here. Especially the oversized lounge chair where you like to read
at night."

He had me there. That lounge chair was the most comfortable thing I’d ever sat on.
And now that | knew Lex could fit on it with me, it was even better.

"Okay, fine. | would be alittle sad if that went, but thisis your house now too."

He wrapped his arms around me and looked down into my eyes.

"I can't remember the last time | had a possession other than my clothes and my Jeep.

| promise, if | want to get rid of something or buy something, I'll let you know.

But please know I'm going to be fine. Y ou need to stop worrying so much. "

Easier said than done.

"That's exactly why | want this to be perfect for you. | don't want this to just be
another place you sleep but secretly take a bag with you every morning when you
leave. Don't think | didn't notice you doing that for the first few weeks after | got out
of the hospita."

At first it bothered me. Then his therapist explained that it was a habit Lex had to
break and wanted to break. There were just other things he had to work on first. His
nightmares for example. And, thankfully, he was doing better with them.

Like | suspected, the lack of sleep finally caught up to Lex one night and he passed

out hard in bed. Slept the whole night without a single nightmare. That was the real
start for us.



| was pulled out of my musings by Lex laughing at my absurdity, and really it was
absurd. It wasn't like this was the first time he was leaving clothes here. It was just
time we made this whole moving-in thing official. "This isn't just another place to
rest my head. And you want to know why?"

"Why?"

"Because I'm falling asleep with you in my arms. | don't care where | sleep aslong as
I'm doing it with you."

| melted into him and rested my head on his chest. "And this is why | love you so
much."

"I love you too."
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Aaron

| walked by the clothing boutiqgue on Main Street and looked to catch a glimpse of
Valeriejust like I'd done every day for months.

Ever since the town put on that stupid speed dating and | found out Valerie was
actively looking for someone in her life.

| thought that night had been my chance. So what if | hijacked her date with someone
else. | was so sure she would see how serious | was about her, but all | managed to do
was blow it.

Again.

Forty-one years of loving that woman, and all | ever did was mess things up.

| thought | was doing the right thing. | thought giving her the chance to experience
life before settling down was better.

| thought going off to serve my country and proving | could be a good man was the
right choice.

| had hoped the continuous letters back and forth would be proof enough that |
wanted her to wait for me.

| assumed wrong.



Now | was back in town and determined more than ever to get Valerie to see me. And
| didn't care who | had to go through to make that happen.



