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Dedication

To my children, Daniel, Emily, and Rebekah.


Chapter 1

“Dr. Blue-Eyes,” Sadie sang in her Mary Poppins-like voice. “You’re needed in the ER. They’ve been paging you for the last five minutes.”

Dr. Chase O’Donnell pulled his pager off his belt as he came out of the exam room, eyeing it with weary contempt when he realized the battery was dead. He took the chart he’d taken from Pediatrics and tossed it on the nurses’ station when he passed.

“Can you take care of this for me?” he asked, ignoring Sadie’s teasing.

The white-haired nurse picked up the chart. She pointed a plump finger in his direction and winked with a mischievous smile. “Anything for you, Dr. Blue.”

He rolled his eyes and turned around to look at her while walking backward. “You’re a big tease, Sadie.”

Sadie sniggered and waved him away. Chase had heard the name Dr. Blue muttered in the halls even before his colleagues confirmed that it was the nurses’ nickname for him. When Sadie caught wind of it, she’d shut them down and told them if she heard it again, she’d write them up. Of course, it didn’t stop her from teasing him relentlessly herself.

Chase rounded the corner to the emergency room and came face-to-face with the head nurse on duty. Julie was a stern-looking woman in her mid-forties. Her dark red hair was pulled back in a tight twist and seemed to fit the perpetual scowl on her face. Despite her demeanor, Chase appreciated her attention to detail. She’d saved his ass on more than one occasion after he returned to work following his leave of absence. He put up with her abrupt attitude because she was thorough and got the job done. If he were honest with himself, he’d admit that he was a little intimidated by her, too.

“Dr. O’Donnell,” Julie greeted him. “We have a twenty-five-year-old female en route in hypovolemic shock with extensive injuries to her upper body and head from a motor vehicle collision. She’s losing large amounts of blood through lacerations to her neck. A witness managed to slow the flow before paramedics arrived. She’s unresponsive. Blood pressure is seventy over forty-five and falling. Heart rate one twenty-seven.”

He nodded. It would be a miracle if she made it to the hospital alive.

“How soon?” Chase asked.

“ETA is two minutes.”

Chase turned to see Dr. Lee burst out of the trauma room. “We’re getting the OR ready,” Lee said when he brushed past Chase. “Everything should be in place by the time we’ve evaluated her injuries.”

A siren echoed through the canyon as they stepped out onto the dock and waited for the ambulance to make its appearance through the cypress trees of Skyline Forest. Chase looked out over the treetops and took in the scenic beauty of the Monterey Peninsula. Living in California was a gift, but it was rare for him to get a chance to appreciate the beauty that surrounded him. He took in the small amount of tranquility he could before the ambulance arrived and the chaos of his profession broke his reverie.

Everyone jumped into action to fulfill their roles in attempting to save the life of the patient. Chase’s blood pumped through his veins, and the adrenaline rush put him on high alert.

Every reflex and sense sharpened when they pulled the woman out of the ambulance and wheeled her into the trauma room. Chase stood behind Julie and let the trauma team evaluate her injuries while he mentally assessed the damage himself. Dr. Lee barked out orders while he examined the woman on the table. Stepping closer, Chase took note of the pink, frothy sputum coming up the tube before the nurse suctioned it out. Pulmonary hemorrhage. 

He loathed the helpless feeling that overcame him while they continued to try to stop the bleeding. This was the part of his job he hated—waiting. It would be amazing if they got her on the operating table before she coded. Chase closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to focus on what he needed to do when they wheeled her into the OR. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t keep away the memories.

“Will you shut up and get out of the car?” she said with a laugh. “You, Mr. Control Freak, will not dictate this night.”

Chase’s eyes snapped open, and his heart accelerated. He ground his teeth together to control the onslaught of emotions that washed over him. This was not the time or the place to reflect on the past. He was brought back to the present when Dr. Lee rattled off the scope of his patient’s injuries.

Chase glanced down at the woman on the table. The ashen hue of her skin forced another unwanted memory on him, but he quickly blocked it from his mind. The beep of the heart monitor accelerated as her heart rate increased. He watched while the blood pressure monitor steadily dropped.

Damn it.

“You’re losing her!” he yelled over the methodical preparations.

The alert of the heart monitor registering a flatline brought an immediate halt to their course as everyone raced to respond to the code. A crash cart was wheeled from the corner of the room, and Dr. Lee ordered the administration of epinephrine to try to stimulate the patient’s heart.

“I can’t get a pressure,” Julie said. The machines connected to the woman confirmed what they already knew. She’d been too far gone.

The room fell still while they gave the woman they’d been unable to save a moment of silence. “Call it,” Chase said to Dr. Lee.

“Does anyone have any objections to calling the code?” Dr. Lee asked. When no one challenged his decision, he let out a long sigh and looked down at the patient. “Time of death, 12:17.”

He gave Chase a halfhearted nod in acknowledgment as he ripped off his gloves, then ran his hand through his graying hair. The weariness and frustration in his eyes was something Chase understood. Dr. Lee couldn’t have done anything more, but that never stopped the disappointment and guilt that came with this part of the job. 

“I’ll inform the family. Go take a break,” Chase whispered. Dr. Lee nodded, placed a hand on his Chase’s shoulder, then walked out.

Chase looked down at the woman and shook his head. Twenty-five years old. It was too soon for her life to end. He picked up her hand and eyed the simple gold band wrapped around her slender finger. She was someone’s wife. He wondered if she had children.

She had long blond hair. Like Terri’s. Chase’s heart stuttered at the memory of his wife. He knew how this woman’s husband would feel when he realized she hadn’t made it.

A nurse popped her head in the room. “Dr. O’Donnell?” 

How long have I been standing here?

“Mr. Allen’s waiting in the Family Conference Room.”

Chase nodded, dismissing the nurse before he tried to prepare himself for the task at hand. He yanked off his gloves and threw them away. Emotions burned at the back of his eyes, and he pushed them back, determined not to let his own grief get in the way of doing his job. Forcing his hand through his hair, he dreaded the moment that would change this family’s life forever. Walking toward the room, he knew that no matter how he delivered the news it would still be painful. The only thing he could do was offer compassion while keeping his own emotions in check.

~*~

Chase looked at the clock on his phone before he dialed.

“Hello?”

“Hey, my beautiful sister. I’m just now leaving the hospital. Do you want me to pick something up for dinner?”

“Nope. Daniel’s coming over, so I have it covered.”

“Okay, I’ll be home in about fifteen.”

Chase heard Anthony giggle in the background before he hung up, and he smiled to himself at the sound of his carefree nine-year-old son. Terri used to call him her little heartbreaker. A memory flashed through Chase’s mind of Terri sitting on the balcony of their home, cuddling Tony in a blanket while she read to him.

A solitary tear slid down Chase’s cheek, and he swiped it away, annoyed that after three years it still hurt. He needed to get through the evening. After he’d played his role as a father, he could surrender to the despair of the day.

He pulled into the driveway and took a moment to admire his home before he climbed out of his car. The house was beautiful but was second to the view it held. The property sat on a small cliff edge that overlooked Carmel Beach and the Pacific Ocean. Surrounded by Monterey cypress trees, the house blended well with the environment and gave him plenty of privacy from the neighbors. On the outside, it looked like a small cottage, but it was one of the larger homes in the neighborhood.

Terri loved this place.

She’d put all her free time into making it a home. Raised flowerbeds made from Carmel stone surrounded the teak deck. She loved the Japanese Tea Gardens in San Francisco, so she had him plant cherry trees against the fence. Chase took a deep breath and inhaled their sweet fragrance while he made his way across the patio. Terri had decorated the interior with local artists’ paintings and sculptures, giving the rooms a modern look with a hint of ocean-side charm. He opened the French doors off the back patio and went inside, smelling something delicious.

“Dad’s home!” Tony yelled. Chase heard his son thump down the stairs before Tony turned the corner to the kitchen and stuck out his hand for a fist bump.

“Hey there, slugger. How was your day?” He ruffled Tony’s wild hair and gave him a quick kiss on the forehead.

“We went with Aunt Gina to fly kites out on the beach, and mine flew the highest,” Tony boasted while he peeked at Liz, who was standing in the doorway.

Chase waited for the quarrel that was sure to follow her brother’s bragging. It never came. Instead, she rolled her eyes and walked toward Gina’s room, ignoring them both. Chase never knew when a small infraction would send her into a tantrum. She had been eight years old when their mother died and had the hardest time coping with the loss, but he’d seen a subtle change over the last few months.

“So did you save any lives today, Dad?” Tony asked with excitement in his voice. 

Chase cringed at the question. He’d vowed a long time ago to keep his work out of his personal life, so he smiled and nodded.

“Sure did, slugger.” He had an appendectomy earlier in the day, so it wasn’t a complete lie.

“Totally cool!” Tony grabbed an apple then ran out of the room.

“Mmmm, I think it’s almost done,” Gina said as she swept into the kitchen and opened the oven.

“Smells good. Whatcha cookin’, good-lookin’?” Chase lifted the lid off the pot on the stove while his sister pulled out what looked like homemade French bread.

“Spaghetti. Daniel’s recipe. He should be here in a minute.”

Gina swatted his hands away from the pot and grabbed a spoon, stirring the thick red sauce. Her long, dark hair spilled over her shoulder, and she held it back while she dipped another spoon in the sauce and tasted it with a sigh of satisfaction. 

“What do you need me to do?” he asked.

She pointed to a head of romaine, so he got to work. He pulled a knife out of the rack and placed it on the counter while he rummaged in the cupboard for the cutting board.

Gina looked between him and the knife and made an exasperated noise. “How many times do I have to tell you that you never cut leafy vegetables with a knife?” She walked over to Chase and shoved him out of her way. Pulling off the leaves one at a time, she showed him how she thought he should do it. “You tear it. That way it won’t turn brown.”

Chase rolled his eyes and bumped her hip, nudging her aside. “I think I can manage making a salad, Gina.” Just to irritate her more, he picked up the knife and went to work, ignoring her instructions.

She huffed and turned to drain the noodles. “Yes, we all know how well you function in the kitchen,” she mumbled under her breath.

“I heard that.”

From then on, they worked in harmony while she told him about the new restaurant her fiancé, Daniel, had procured in the Valley, but it was obvious she was trying to avoid the significance of the day. Gina, Daniel, and his mother had all called him several times under the guise of filling him in on upcoming events or the children’s schedules, but he saw it for what it was—they were checking up on him.

Gina shuffled out of the kitchen when the doorbell rang, and Chase poked his head into the entry in time to see her jump on Daniel. Her legs wrapped around his waist, her hands thrust into his brown hair, and she peppered him with kisses. He struggled to hold her weight while gripping a handled paper bag in one hand and a half a dozen roses in the other.

“Hold on there, sweetheart.” Daniel laughed.

“I hope you know what you’re getting into, Daniel.” Chase teased from the kitchen.

“Hey, man. You mind taking these?” He held out the items in his hands. Once Chase had retrieved them, Daniel’s free hands wrapped around Gina’s tiny waist, and he kissed her with enthusiasm. Dismissing the pang in his chest, Chase called his children down for dinner.

When they were all seated around the dining room table, Chase asked, “So when’s the wedding?” He posed the same question every time Gina and Daniel were together. It was expected. They had been engaged for almost four years, but the wedding plans were postponed when Terri died. 

“We’re getting married on Labor Day weekend,” Gina said with a big grin.

It took Chase a moment to process what she’d said. “Really?” he asked in surprise. “That’s fantastic.” He stood to give his sister a hug and then reached to shake Daniel’s hand.

“Does that mean Daniel’s moving in, too?” Tony’s eyes were wide with excitement until Liz punched him in the arm.

“No, dummy. It means Aunt Gina is moving out.” 

Chase didn’t have the heart to reprimand Liz for her comment when he saw the tears in her eyes. This transition would be hardest on her because Liz had grown attached to Gina since Chase’s emotional shutdown after Terri died.

“I’ll still be around,” Gina said. “Daniel doesn’t live far away, and I’ll pick you up from school and hang out with you when your dad’s working.” 

She smiled at Liz and Tony, but Chase observed the guilt in her eyes. An uncomfortable silence filled the room until Tony, oblivious to the tension, let out a long hum of pleasure. 

“Mmmmm, this is really good spaghetti, Aunt Gina.” He shoveled in another mouthful of noodles, sucking them in and letting them slap his face around his mouth. 

“Mom’s was better,” Liz whispered.

“Elizabeth,” Chase reprimanded, “that was rude. You need to apologize.”

Gina shook her head and held up her hands. “It’s okay.” She turned back to Liz with a smile. “I know it’s a little different than your mom used to make. Sometimes new things take getting used to.”

Although Chase understood that Gina was trying to diffuse a tense situation, Liz’s disrespect toward her aunt was bad mannered and needed to be corrected. “Elizabeth, you need to apologize to your aunt,” he said again, his voice a little sterner than before.

Liz glared at her father from across the table, but Chase arched his eyebrow and waited for her to comply. He wondered how an eleven-year-old girl could look so menacing.

“Did you forget today was the day Mom died?” she asked with venom in her voice.

“I remember what today is,” Chase answered. Her increasing agitation made him wary, and he braced himself for what she would say next.

She leaned forward to continue her interrogation. “Then why didn’t you say anything? Don’t you love her anymore?”

“Of course I love her.”

“Then why don’t you talk about her? You spent all day at work, and then you came home and pretended she never existed.” Liz fell back against the chair and folded her arms across her chest. “If you loved her, then you’d have stayed home and thought about her all day like I did.”

“Except when we went out and flew kites with Aunt Gina,” Tony said as he shoveled more noodles in his mouth.

She shot him a scowl that would have made a grown man cringe. 

Tony looked back at her with innocent eyes, unfazed by her hostility. “What?”

“Shut up!” she spat.

Chase brought his hand down on the table. “Elizabeth Marie, that kind of disrespect is not allowed in this home. You need to apologize to Gina and Tony, right now.”

Liz glared at her father with tears in her eyes. Standing, she threw her napkin on the table. Her long blond hair whipped in her face when she turned and bolted for her room.

“I hate you!” she screamed behind her as her feet pounded up the stairs. “I wish it was you that died!” Her bedroom door slammed with a loud bang that shook the windows all the way downstairs.

Chase let out a deep sigh and ran his fingers through his hair, scrubbing at his scalp in frustration. Gina stood and went after Liz. “I’ll talk to her. She’s just upset about the move.”

Nodding, Chase glanced at his son. Tony’s lips were turned down in a frown, and he was picking at the food on his plate.

“You okay, slugger?” Chase asked. 

Tony released a long breath before he looked up at his father. “I don’t remember Mom. I know her hair was blond, and she had blue eyes like Liz and me, but I can’t remember what her voice sounded like.” Tears welled in his eyes, and he wiped them away on the back of his sleeve. 

Chase pulled his son into his lap and stroked his back. Daniel, ever considerate, gathered up the plates and disappeared into the kitchen.

“I know, Tony,” Chase said. “Sometimes I forget, too, but we have pictures and even videos you can watch anytime you’d like.”

Tony sniffed and nodded before looking up at his father. “Do you think Mom’s watching us? My friend Jonathan told me his grandma watches over him from heaven. Do you think Mom can see how much we miss her?”

The longing in his little boy’s words pierced Chase’s heart. He squeezed him tighter and then rested his chin on the top of his head.

“Nona Mia says that we never lose the ones we love,” Chase whispered. “They’re up in heaven preparing a place for us until we can be together again. It wouldn’t really be heaven if they couldn’t see the ones they love.”

Tony’s little body relaxed with his father’s words. “I love you, Dad,” he whispered.

“I love you, too, Tony.”

Gina returned to the room and leaned against the doorframe. “Can we talk?” 

“Sure. Tony, why don’t you go watch some TV?”

“Or read a book,” Gina suggested, giving Chase a challenging look. 

He shrugged as Tony climbed down and ran for the family room.

“Liz will be in her room for the rest of the evening. She knows she shouldn’t have said what she did, but she’s too prideful to admit she was wrong.” 

Chase nodded while he digested Gina’s words. 

“How long does this have to go on before you consider counseling?”

Before he could wave off her attack, a sweet voice filtered through the house from the television in the family room. He closed his eyes and listened while his wife’s declarations of love washed over him.

“I’ll go make him turn it off.” Gina turned, but Chase grabbed her arm to stop her.

“No, leave it. He needs to hear her voice.”

Standing, Chase walked to the doorway. An image of Terri was moving across the flat screen in the family room. She looked stunning in her long white gown, her beautiful smile turned toward his younger self while she spoke her vows. Warmth rushed through his body as he listened to her soft words. Her promise to love and cherish him was seared upon his heart. Chase’s chest tightened, and he decided it wouldn’t be good idea to let Tony see him upset. He needed time to himself. Grabbing his windbreaker off the back of the couch, he headed for the door.

“Chase?” Gina pulled him around to face her. “Are you okay?”

He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I need to take a walk. I’ll be back in a while.”

She pulled him down for a hug, and her embrace soothed his aching heart, easing his pain.

“It’ll be okay. Things will get better, but—”

Chase felt his composure begin to falter, so he held up a hand to stop her mid-sentence. This rejection hurt her, he knew, but he couldn’t stand there and listen. He slipped out the back door before she could try again. 

Guilt threatened to overwhelm him, but he continued on his way, pushing open the back patio gate that led to the beach. Gina had forfeited her career for two years to devote herself to his family after Terri died. With Chase’s insistence, she’d eventually taken a part-time job working at the Monterey Bay Aquarium as their events coordinator. One day, Daniel had accidentally let it slip that the aquarium had offered her a full-time position as their wedding coordinator, but she’d declined. Even though she wouldn’t admit it, Chase knew Gina had turned down the offer so she could continue to pick up the kids from school and take them to their various activities. Beyond providing for his family’s basic needs, she was also the emotional support he’d needed over the past three years. Despite all she’d sacrificed for him, he couldn’t listen to her at the moment.

Chase kicked off his shoes and walked down the stone steps to the beach. It was a beautiful evening with a cool breeze. The sun lingered on the horizon, casting a streak of light off the water. His toes sank into the cool sand. Slipping his windbreaker onto his shoulders, he breathed in the salty air and let the sound of the waves crashing against the sand calm him.

Terri? Can you hear me? He felt foolish, but Tony’s words had shaken him. Chase needed to reach out to her any way he could. Happy anniversary, baby.

Looking out over the ocean, he tried to regain some semblance of control. The wedding band he wore as a constant reminder of his love seemed to sear his skin when he turned it around his finger.

I’ve worn this ring for thirteen years. Gina tells me it’s time to let go and that I need to move on with my life. I don’t know if I can. 

Chase sat in the sand and buried his face in his hands until the sinking sun reminded him he needed to get back to his children. With a heavy heart, he stood and turned back toward his home.

Clearing his throat, he swallowed his sorrow. A large golden retriever ran up and pranced in front of him, its tail wagging back and forth like a weapon in its excitement. The dog circled him a couple times before pushing his nose into Chase’s hand.

“Hey there, boy."

Chase scratched him behind the ears and smiled, grateful for the distraction the dog brought. There was something soothing in the animal’s presence that made him feel better than he had moments before.

Maybe I need to get a dog.


Chapter 2

If there was one thing Katie Rodriguez hated more than her son’s collection of critters, it was stepping on his Legos.

“Ouch.” She picked the offending object off the heel of her bare foot. “Shawn! Get in here and finish packing your toys.”

“Don’t be mad, Mom, please. I kinda did somethin’ . . . wrong.” Shawn poked his head around the door, and the look on his face told her he wasn’t talking about the Legos.

Katie sighed. From previous experience, whenever a sentence started with Don’t be mad, it wasn’t going to end well. Folding her arms in front of her chest, she waited for him to get the courage to tell her what trouble he had caused this time.

“I kinda broke your glass dolphins,” he whispered, looking at his shoes.

The dolphins had been a graduation present from Katie’s parents when she received her MS from Cal State University Monterey Bay. She stifled the urge to snap at her son and closed her eyes while she debated whether she wanted the answer to her next question.

“How did you break them?”

She opened her eyes, and her repentant nine-year-old shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans.

“Well . . . Trevor got away, and I saw him jumping toward the back door.” Shawn took a big breath before he continued to weave his tale. “I wanted to catch him before he got away, but then Buddy saw him and started chasing me and Trevor. If I didn’t dive for Trevor, Buddy would have eaten him.”

Katie rolled her eyes. Buddy was a smart golden retriever, except when it came to frogs. He’d gobble them in one bite, and within ten minutes, they’d come right back up. It wouldn’t matter that Trevor was named after Neville’s frog from Harry Potter. No amount of magic would have saved him from Buddy-mort. She waved her hand, impatient for Shawn to continue.

“I hit the table when I got Trevor, and it fell off. I’m sorry, Mom. I know you liked the dolphins.”

Any anger his mother felt melted when she noticed a tear on Shawn’s tanned cheek. The poor child had dealt with the separation of parents who couldn’t agree on anything with surprising resilience. But it was moments like this when she wondered if his tears weren’t about something deeper than a broken memento.

“It’s okay. Finish packing your Legos and take the box out to Uncle Kevin to put in the moving truck.”

Shawn walked over to his mother and slipped his arms around her waist. “I’m really sorry, Mom.”

Katie ran her fingers through his spiky black hair and held him close. “It’s okay, honey.”

She pulled away from him and gave him a forgiving smile. “Now, hurry up. We have to leave in a few minutes.”

Shawn nodded, then went to finish packing up his toys. Katie sighed and headed for the bedroom to get the rest of the boxes before she dealt with the mess that waited for her in the dining room.

“Mi corazón, do you want the dining room table?” Katie’s ex-husband, Victor, came into the bedroom, and she gritted her teeth at his use of his old nickname for her.

If I really was your heart then we wouldn’t be divorced now, would we?

“No, you can keep it. I have the smaller table from my mother.” She pushed down the hostility she’d felt in his presence since the separation, grabbed the blankets she had folded, and shoved them in a box.

Victor hovered over her, looking like he wanted to have that discussion again, so she stepped around him and placed the box by the door. He was a handsome man—dark skin, hair, and eyes held a small hint of his father’s Hispanic heritage. Taller than Katie’s five-foot eight by almost six inches, his work in the construction business kept his large frame trim and strong. She used to be attracted to his easy smile and dark good looks, but that was before arguments, affairs, and lawyers had come between them.

“Mi—”

Frustrated, Katie held up her hands, stopping him before he started.

“Don’t go there right now. Shawn’s in the other room. We can talk about it on the drive to Carmel.” It was obvious Victor wanted to argue, but instead, he gave her a curt nod. He grabbed a box off the bed that she guessed weighed as much as she did, and he hefted it onto his massive shoulder as if it were empty. With a final glance in her direction, he turned toward the door and strode out, grumbling under his breath.

She was past the point of caring if she irritated him. It would only get worse when they were locked in the confines of the truck together. She glanced around the small bedroom they’d once shared and let out another long sigh. The one thing that remained was the king-sized bed they bought when they were first married. She didn’t want the reminder of what they had done on that mattress or, worse yet, what he recently did with her on it.

His affair had been the final straw in a long line of problems. Their separation, after six years of marriage, was a result of his controlling and manipulative personality. Three years prior, she’d thought taking Shawn to live with one of her brothers would make Victor see she was serious that she couldn’t live with his overbearing rules. Instead, it had set in motion the events that would end their marriage.

Shawn suffered the most during the divorce. He had always been a curious child, which frequently landed him in trouble. After the separation, his antics grew more into attention-getting schemes than good old-fashioned pranks. Several months of therapy for them both had helped him revert back to his old self. However, she always worried any negativity between her and Victor would bring it all back.

Katie made her way back to the dining room and stared at the shattered dolphins. She couldn’t help but compare them to her failed marriage. What once had stood as a symbol of her accomplishments and hard work now lay in ruins at her feet. It had happened in an instant, and there was no way to go back and repair the damage. Since she’d found her husband in bed with another woman, her life had become about picking up the pieces and moving on.

While she cleaned up the mess, she thought about how out of control everything had become. Moving was her way of taking back control. Katie was going to create a new path for her and her son and not let the actions of her ex-husband hold her back.

“Legos are in the truck, Mom,” Shawn called from the doorway. “I caught a lizard in the garden, too. Can I keep him?”

Katie groaned as she reached for the dustpan. “No, Shawn. Please let him go.”

After a minute of silence, she heard his reluctant grumble, followed by Kevin’s comforting tone while her brother assured him there would be plenty of lizards in California.

Sweeping up the bits of glass from the floor, she remembered how desolate her life had looked less than a month ago. The divorce was almost final, and she’d needed to find a job. She volunteered at the Albuquerque Aquarium, but they weren’t hiring, so she went outside of her field to look for anything that would support her and Shawn. Her brother, Kevin, assured her she could stay with him and his wife for as long as she wanted, but Katie needed to find her independence. She couldn’t do that while being supported by her family.

When every job lead had been exhausted, she picked up the phone and called an old professor she’d adored while going to school in California. She was surprised to hear that the Monterey Bay Aquarium was looking for an aquarist who would also have the opportunity to be a part of the research team when a position opened up. The next day, Katie almost fell out of her chair when she received a call from the aquarium to arrange a meeting with her. Apparently, her old professor, who was instrumental in founding the white shark project, had recommended her for the job.

Within a week she had flown to Monterey, had an interview, and was offered a job. Not only would she work in a field she loved, but she also would have the income she desperately needed. The divorce was finalized on the same day she received word of her new position, and she was able to end that period of her life on a positive note.

“Ready, Katie?” Kevin asked when he came through the front door, and Katie smiled. She would miss her serious-minded sibling and his level-headed advice. He brushed wavy brown hair from his eyes and scratched the back of his neck the way he always did when he was anxious about something.

She looked around at the home she hadn’t lived in for a long time and nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“I’ll take Shawn and Buddy in your car while you ride with Victor in the truck. He said he had some things he wanted to discuss with you.” Kevin’s expression revealed that he wasn’t sure he wanted to leave them alone together.

She shrugged. The conversation was inevitable. “It’ll be fine. I’ll switch with Shawn after Victor says whatever he needs to say.” Wrapping her arms around her brother’s waist, Katie gave him a hug. He’d been her savior throughout a tumultuous time in her life, and it would be hard to let go of the security he provided.

“Samantha’s going to miss you at the house,” Kevin said.

Clutching him tighter, Katie chuckled. “No, she just doesn’t want to get stuck making dinner every night.” 

“That’s definitely true,” he said with a small bark of laughter, pulling back and wiggling his eyebrows. “Her cooking isn’t why I married her anyway.”

Katie punched him in the arm, but the affection he had for his wife was obvious. She wanted what they had. Picking up a box, she turned away to hide the longing she knew was written all over her face. 

“You’re just lucky she puts up with you,” she said in a teasing tone before she shoved the box into Kevin’s arms. 

With a grunt, he took it and grinned. “I’ll sure miss your pleasant disposition, sis,” he said, ducking out of the house before she could retaliate. 

She’d miss his teasing the most. Running through the house one last time, Katie double-checked that she had packed everything before she climbed into the cab of the truck.

Victor was silent until they hit the outskirts of Albuquerque. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

“No, I won’t change my mind.”

He gritted his teeth and gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. “So you’re not even going to consider the job Steven offered you to work at the office? You’d rather feed fish for a fraction of what we’d pay you if you stayed?”

“Stop pretending the job offer was Steven’s idea. We both know it was your plan to keep Shawn and me in Arizona.”

“I want my son to stay here, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.”

“Which is exactly why I’m leaving.” Katie folded her arms over her chest and stared out the windshield. “I’d rather be overqualified and underpaid than let you manipulate me or my family.” 

“You couldn’t do this if I didn’t agree to the alimony and child support. There’s no way you could support yourself on your own.”

She turned and glared at him. “Are you saying that you’re going to flake on your responsibility so you can manipulate me into staying in New Mexico?”

Returning his focus to the road, Victor narrowed his eyes and didn’t answer. Katie clenched her jaw to keep from screaming while she waited for his response. 

“You’re taking my son away from me, but I could never leave you two without means of support.” The verbal spin to make him seem like the victim in this situation raised Katie’s hackles. He always knew how to spin an argument to be in his favor.

Any guilt she might have felt for moving Shawn away was replaced with the knowledge that this was just another item on his long list of tactical weapons. “I’m not the one who caused all this.” Although she knew he enjoyed pushing her buttons, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of losing it in front of him. “I’m doing what I have to do. You stepped out of Shawn’s life the moment you brought her into your bed.”

“Her name’s Elena.”

Like it matters what her name is. Katie rolled her eyes and turned to stare out the window.

“You know I could take you to court to keep you close to home.”

“You wouldn’t dare.” This was a new threat she hadn’t heard before, but she wasn’t intimidated. “I would shred you in court. I have enough proof of your infidelity and abusive behavior to take full custody and force you to spend thousands of dollars in legal fees. That’s not including what I could demand for child support. Do you honestly want to pay more? I think I’ve been fair with the support and visitation I requested. I could have made things a lot worse for you, but if you want to play Russian roulette with the courts, then be my guest. It’ll cost you in the end.”

Katie knew Victor wanted to argue with her, but he wouldn’t tangle with her, because her words weren’t idle threats. 

He nodded. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight with you anymore. I want you to be happy. I’m just gonna miss Shawn.”

Rubbing her forehead, Katie grappled with his apology. “I don’t want to fight either, Victor. I’m sorry we’re moving away, but I need to do what’s best for me and Shawn.”

When they next stopped to fill up, Katie and Shawn switched places so he could spend more time with his father while she rode in comfortable silence with her brother. Almost fifteen hours later, they pulled down the gravel driveway that led to her new home. Buddy was excited to be out of the cramped confines of Katie’s small car. He ran all over the yard, sniffing and exploring his new territory. Victor snarled at him whenever he ran too close. Her ex hated Buddy, and Katie couldn’t help but think the feeling was mutual. 

The afternoon was spent unloading boxes while Victor put the bed frames together so they would have somewhere to sleep when night rolled around. Katie was putting away dishes when she heard a loud growl from the yard.

“Stupid frickin’ mutt!” Victor yelled, holding his bleeding hand.

“What happened?” While Katie dug around for a towel to help stop the bleeding, Victor walked over to the sink and stuck his hand under the running water.

“He bit me,” Victor growled. “Why did you ever get that damn dog? I would have never allowed you to have one.”

The hair on the back of Katie’s neck stood up when he uttered those words. “You still don’t get it. That’s why I left you in the first place.”

“What?”

“ ‘I would never have allowed you to have one,’ ” Katie said, throwing his words back at him. “You controlled every aspect of our lives with your ridiculous rules. They were a way to manipulate me into doing what you wanted while you ran around with your whore.”

His voice lowered, and his eyes narrowed as he stared at her over his shoulder. “I told you there was nothing between Elena and me before that afternoon. Why in the hell do you keep throwing that in my face? I loved you, Katie.”

She was tired of holding all her emotions in check, tired of giving in to try to keep the peace, and especially tired of his refusal to see his responsibility for their initial separation.

“Loved me? Then explain why you imprisoned me in that house and kept me in the dark over the finances for years. I stopped associating with my friends because it was easier to let them go than to deal with your jealousy whenever anyone else occupied my time. Tell me, does a loving husband stay out until the early morning hours and then refuse to tell his wife where he was? You never afforded me the same privacy, checking the mileage on my car and demanding to know where I was every single second of the day. Do you think that’s normal behavior for a married couple?” Katie stepped forward, her fists clenched at her side. The rage she’d held back for years could no longer be contained. “I left you because you kept asking the neighbors if they’d seen any men coming out of the house when you weren’t home. Do you even understand how humiliating it was to hear about that through the gossip mill? Then, to top it off, you sleep with some sleaze you picked up in a bar!”

“Shut up!” His fist pounded on the counter so hard that the glasses she washed earlier rattled in the dish drainer. Katie jumped back out of arms reach, afraid she might have finally pushed him over the edge. Although Victor had never gotten physical with her, she’d also never seen him this angry.

His gaze was so cold that it could have given an Eskimo frostbite. The muscles in his jaw clenched, and his ears turned a bright shade of red, a sure sign he was boiling mad. He looked away and took a deep breath instead of yelling like he usually did.

There’s an improvement.

She didn’t know why she’d brought up those things. It didn’t matter anymore, and Victor wasn’t going to offer an explanation that would satisfy her anyway. To date, he had apologized for the affair but not for his controlling ways, which were the main reason for their separation.

“Just stop,” Victor said, looking toward the door. “Kevin doesn’t need to hear all this.”

“You’re amazing,” she said, her voice raising. “All I’ve ever wanted was a damn apology from you, but you still can’t give me one, can you? You can’t bring yourself to admit this whole thing was your fault.” She turned away so he wouldn’t see her angry tears and came face-to-face with her wide-eyed little boy.

“Mom? Dad?” Shawn’s voice quivered when he shot a pleading look toward his mother. “Please don’t fight.”

Katie dropped to her knees in front of him, then wrapped him in her arms. “It’s okay, baby. We’re fine.” 

“Yeah, squirt. Things are cool.” Turning back to the faucet, Victor ran his injured hand under the tap again.

Kevin came up behind Shawn and laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Katie, why don’t you take Buddy for a walk on the beach?” 

The anger she had for her idiot ex still bubbled under the surface, and she didn’t want to upset Shawn anymore, so she agreed. She grabbed the leash and whistled for Buddy as she climbed into the car. 

“Did you get a bite out of him? That’s my good puppy.” She smirked and scratched him behind the ears.

Katie drove through downtown Carmel and marveled at its quaint, village-like feel. At the end of Ocean Avenue, there was a small parking area where the beach began. Before she let Buddy out, she glanced in the mirror and almost didn’t recognize the woman who stared back at her. Her green eyes were tinged with red. She hadn’t realized she looked so tired. Although the dark circles, which were a constant reminder of the stress she’d endured, weren’t as harsh against her pale complexion as they had been months before, there was still a hint of shadow lurking under the skin.

She sighed and pulled a rubber band out of the console, then swept her thick hair away from her face to keep the wind from making it crazy. There were benefits to having lots of hair, but strong breezes and mist always made it turn into a frizzy mess. Satisfied she wouldn’t be eating her hair during her walk, she let Buddy out and he tore down the beach at a breakneck pace.

The sun dipped below the horizon, turning the sky a brilliant shade of orange and pink. She meandered in the direction Buddy had disappeared and caught sight of him running around a man far off in the distance. Katie whistled to her dog, and his ears perked up before he ran back toward her. Once he reached halfway, he turned around and ran back to the man.

“What is that stupid dog doing?” she grumbled under her breath.

She whistled again, only to have him ignore her. It’s obedience school for you again, mister. The man picked up a small piece of driftwood and threw it in her direction, trying to get her dog to run back to her.

“Come here, Buddy.”

Katie stood in one spot and slapped her hands on her thighs. Buddy ran up to her, but before she could grab him, he bolted back to his new friend.

When she drew nearer to the stranger, she couldn’t help but notice how handsome he was. A wild mess of dark hair with hints of red highlights caught the sun’s fading light. His strong jaw, covered in day-old stubble, gave him a rugged, working man’s look, even though his clothing and expensive watch showed he was white collar. He leaned down and scratched Buddy behind the ears before he looked in her direction.

“I’m sorry if he’s being a pest,” she said when she hooked Buddy’s leash onto his collar. 

The man continued to lavish attention on her disobedient pup. “No, no. He’s fine. A bit friendly, but fine.” His voice was like velvet, a soft baritone sound that rumbled through the breeze. 

Katie felt her cheeks flush when he looked up at her with a smile and then patted Buddy’s head one last time. She was struck again by his strong, masculine features. Teeth so white he could have been cast in a toothpaste commercial, sharp cheekbones, and a small cleft in his chin made him even more handsome up close. His eyes drew her in. They were the lightest crystal blue, with a darker ring around his irises. The only flaw was the redness in his eyes, which made him look more tired than she did. She looked down at her dog in the hope that the man hadn’t caught her ogling him.

“So, Buddy, did you make a new friend?” she asked, patting his head.

“Buddy? That’s original,” he said with a chuckle.

“My son loves Air Bud.”

“My kids like that movie, too.”

At the mention of children, Katie’s eyes flashed down to his left hand, and there on his ring finger was a gold band.

Figures.

Getting back into the dating game in her thirties wouldn’t be easy. Most men her age were either married, divorced with their own issues, or perpetual bachelors.

“Well, I should get going. It’s going to be dark soon.” She tugged on Buddy’s leash and turned back toward her car.

“Have a nice evening,” he called.

Katie turned and gave a small wave, forcing a smile. “You, too.”


Chapter 3

The drive to the airport the next morning was solemn while Victor and Shawn tried to squeeze four months of bonding into a few minutes. Katie felt a familiar pang of guilt when Victor said goodbye to his son. She understood the loss he felt by the distress in his eyes. She wasn’t sure how she would cope when she had to send Shawn away to his father for the summer.

After she kissed her brother goodbye and Victor embraced his son, he surprised Katie by pulling her into his arms and kissing her forehead. Kevin took Shawn aside to give them a moment alone. 

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” Victor whispered into her ear. When she stiffened in his embrace, he gave a long sigh. “I’m sorry about everything. You’re right. I screwed up, and it was my fault things ended the way they did.”

Katie kept her guard up, unsure what to say. She wanted to believe his apology was sincere, but she feared it was just another ploy to manipulate her.

As if reading her mind, Victor released her and stepped back. “I’m not going to complain about you moving. I understand you’re doing what you think you need to do, but I want you to know that if you ever want to come home, I’ll be here in a heartbeat.”

She nodded and bit her tongue to keep from answering that she never would. When Victor gave her arm an awkward squeeze, she couldn’t help but feel sorrow at this chapter in her life ending, even though she had made the right decision. It was hard to let go of the only love she had known, even if that love had tromped all over her heart and caused her move away from her family.

“I love you, Katie. I always will,” Victor said, rubbing his thumb over her arm.

Katie kept her face neutral while she tried not to unleash the raging storm of emotions that threatened to surface. She kept telling herself Victor wasn’t the man she’d fallen in love with years ago. He was a controlling bastard who had broken their marriage vows. No matter how charming he sounded making his apology, she knew he was the same liar he’d been for the past several years.

“Just don’t forget to call Shawn like you did when we lived in town. He still needs you to be his father, even if you don’t live near each other.”

There was a flash of anger in his eyes, but Victor released her arm and gave her a curt nod before he turned to Shawn and ruffled his hair. He grabbed his duffel bag and, with a small wave, disappeared through the airport doors with Kevin. While she watched his retreat, she gave in to the relief that it was really over. 

When Katie turned to look at Shawn, she berated herself for being so caught up in her own feelings that she failed to comfort her son. She pulled him against her side and kissed his forehead.

“It’ll be okay. You get to spend six weeks with him in the summer.”

Shawn nodded against her chest and sniffed back tears. Although Katie’s guilt returned full force, she knew there was nothing she could do to ease his pain.

~*~

Monday morning came a little too early for Katie. Her muscles ached from all the unpacking she and Shawn had accomplished over the weekend. She stretched her arms above her head with a loud yawn. Trying to gain enough energy to drag herself out of bed, she put her hands up in time to catch her energetic boy when he propelled himself onto her bed.

“Get up, Mom! I get to start a new school today!”

Shawn was so much more outgoing than Katie had ever been at his age. She dreaded those first few days of school, while he seemed to be thrilled by the idea. He bounced on his knees beside her, pulling at her arm and chanting, “Up, up, up!”

Sitting up to get him to stop jostling her around, Katie swatted him on the tush when he climbed off the bed. “Go get breakfast, and don’t forget to feed Buddy.”

Shawn gave her a happy grin before he bounded off the bed and darted out of the room. With a heavy sigh, she made her way into the small bathroom she shared with her son.

Katie had been fortunate to find the small cottage located halfway between Carmel and Carmel Valley. Rent in the area was ridiculous, but her old professor had given her the name of the couple who lived in the bigger house on the property, telling her that they were interested in a tenant. After several phone calls, the owners agreed to rent to her at a rate she was more than comfortable paying. She took it sight unseen.

The house was old, built in 1913, and needed upgrading. The single level, barn-style home was painted a brick red, except for the white trim that decorated the windows and doors. Blooming purple bougainvillea climbed up the side of the house, where French doors opened to the patio from the living room. Katie loved the old-fashioned feel of the home and the wavy texture to the hundred-year-old glass in the windows, and winters in Carmel didn’t get cold enough to worry about insulation. They lived in a beautiful area, surrounded by trees and with room for Buddy and Shawn to run. The house was outside the Carmel city limits, which made it far enough inland to avoid the fog that rolled off the ocean, yet close enough to go to the beach whenever they wanted.

She brushed her teeth and ran her hands through her dark hair. Pulling it back into a ponytail, she wondered if she should go with more highlights. It had been a couple of years since she had them done. Victor had always insisted she get them done when they were together. She hadn’t cared one way or the other at the time, but now it almost felt like bending to his will if she got highlights again.

Glancing at herself in the mirror, she realized how much she had changed since the separation. The strain of the first year had killed her appetite, and she’d lost a lot of weight. While she didn’t mind losing the last few pounds of baby fat she could never get rid of, she didn’t like how it happened. Since she decided to move on with her life, she’d managed to gain back enough weight to put her where she was in college. 

Making her way back to her room, Katie threw on a pair of jeans and a sweater. She thought of the handsome man she’d met on the beach and wondered if maybe she should wear something a little nicer, just in case she ran into an attractive single father at the school.

It had been forever since she’d considered trying to draw the attention of the opposite sex. The notion that she could catch a man’s eye made her laugh. Even though she wasn’t anxious to date, she wasn’t opposed to the idea if the opportunity arose. Now that she’d had a couple of years to get used to her marriage being over, it was easier to consider.

Katie hurried Shawn out of the house, and they made the short drive to the public elementary school located behind the Carmel Mission. When they pulled up to the school, Shawn’s eyes grew wider, and he began to bite his nails.

“What if they don’t like me?” he whispered.

Katie resisted laughing at his question. Shawn never had problems making friends. If anything, he attracted children to him like the Pied Piper.

“Just be yourself, honey. I have no doubt you’ll have more friends than you know what to do with by the time the day is over.”

Shawn nodded and put on a brave face while they made their way to the office to take care of the paperwork. Once everything was settled, the office assistant pointed them in the direction of his new classroom.

Katie glanced down at her son when they reached the room. He still gnawed at his fingers, so she pushed his hand away and pulled his chin upward until he looked at her.

“You’re going to have a great day. Just remember to be nice to everyone and don’t tease the girls.”

Shawn’s eyes brightened, and an impish grin appeared. “I like teasing girls.”

Katie rolled her eyes and gave his chin a shake before releasing it. “Behave.”

Shawn opened the door, and they both stepped inside. The children were sitting at their desks, reading to themselves. Mrs. Morris, Shawn’s new teacher, came over to greet them. She directed Shawn to a table with three other children, and Katie stood back and watched him hesitate before sitting in an empty chair. Mrs. Morris introduced him to the group with whom he would sit and then knelt down beside him while she filled him in on the schedule.

A little boy with dark strawberry blond hair stuck his hand out for a formal handshake, and Katie giggled at the bemused look on her son’s face. He reached out and took the small boy’s hand, giving him a wide smile once his initial confusion wore off.

“That’s Anthony O’Donnell.”

Katie turned to face the woman who stood next to her. “Excuse me?”

“The little boy who shook your son’s hand is Anthony O’Donnell. His father’s a sexy surgeon up at the hospital. What I wouldn’t give to . . .” She trailed off, and her eyes rolled back into her head while she embraced her fantasy.

Katie took inventory of the woman beside her: tight Capri pants and a bright pink halter top that showed more cleavage than was appropriate in a third grade classroom, red hair nearly the color of a scarlet macaw, pouty lips that looked collagen enhanced, and acrylic fingernails so long they reminded Katie of bird claws. Katie doubted she was a teacher. She must have been the parent of a child in the class.

The shiny rock on the woman’s finger made Katie cringe. Why would she divulge, to a perfect stranger, her fantasy about a man who wasn’t her husband?

“It’ll be good to have your son be friends with him.”

She smiled at Katie as if she had done her a huge favor. Katie had a hard time not telling her off since she had little tolerance for women like that. Having had enough, Katie walked over to her son and kissed him on the cheek. He grimaced and wiped at the spot.

“Yuck, Mom.”

Anthony had an almost wistful look on his face while he watched their exchange. She gave him a conspiratorial wink, and he smiled before winking back.

“Have fun today, Shawn.” Katie tried to go in for another kiss, but he was faster, holding up his hands in defense.

“Okay, Mom, you can go now.”

Straightening up with a smirk, she headed for the door, chuckling to herself.

The day went by at a snail’s pace while she continued to unpack box after box. When she went back to the school to pick up Shawn, he ran to her and hugged her around the waist.

Smiling down at him, Katie felt grateful he’d forgotten for a moment that displays of affection weren’t cool. “How was your first day of school?”

“It was so great! I have a new best friend, and he plays baseball, and I want to play, too, and he has a sister, but she’s not very nice to him, but he’s really nice, and he shared a peanut butter cookie with me, and I liked it. Why don’t we ever have peanut butter cookies?” He spoke so fast that all his sentences ran together.

“We didn’t have peanut butter cookies because your father’s allergic to them,” she answered the last question. “So who’s this new friend?”

“His name’s Tony.”

Katie nodded. It looked like the cute little surgeon’s son had made an impression on Shawn. She hoped he wasn’t a mischief-maker, too—that could be a disaster waiting to happen. Shawn didn’t need any encouragement.

“So, Mom? Tony told me all about baseball, and I want to play. He said tryouts are this Saturday, and I really want to go. Please, please, please?” When Shawn looked up at his mother with puppy dog eyes, she couldn’t have refused even if she wanted to.

Her only worry was how she would get him to practices and games if she had to work. Being a single parent without friends in the area would prove to be more difficult if her son decided he wanted to engage in extracurricular activities. However, she couldn’t deny him when he looked so happy.

“Sure. If that’s what you want, we’ll make it work.”

Shawn talked nonstop on the way home. He recited baseball rules and filled her in on strategy. She was a bit shocked at the depth of his knowledge since they’d never been much into sports in their home.

“Where did you learn all that?” she asked after he told her, in detail, how to throw a curve ball.

He shrugged. “Tony. He’s a pitcher, and I want to pitch, too.”

She didn’t have the heart to tell him that he needed someone to practice with to be a pitcher, and Katie was ashamed to admit she was not an athletic person. Times like these made her wish she hadn’t moved away from Victor. Even though he didn’t necessarily enjoy baseball, he had more experience than she did.

~*~

Gina showed up bright and early, even though Chase had told her he could handle getting his kids ready for school. He’d had to shove her out the door to spend time with Daniel the night before, accusing her of having so little faith in his ability to handle the simple task of caring for his own children.

It was rare that she spent the night away from the kids, which was another source of guilt for Chase. Of course, the one time she wasn’t there would be the day when no one could find Tony’s missing shoe. Chase was in the midst of searching the laundry room when Gina pranced in.

“What are you doing? You should have left five minutes ago.”

Chase tossed the empty laundry basket aside and rummaged through Tony’s dirty clothes. “We can’t find one of Tony’s shoes,” he said.

“Where was the one you found?”

“In the family room.”

“Then that’s where the other one is.”

“I’ve already looked everywhere in there,” he grumbled. She ignored him and made her way into the family room, mumbling to herself. He heard her moving things around while he continued to dig through the pile of laundry, hoping the shoe had been tossed in there when Tony brought down his dirty clothes.

“Aha!” Gina called. “I found it!”

He left the laundry on the floor and walked into the family room, yelling up the stairs for Liz and Tony to get in the car. “Where did you find it?” he asked, puzzled because he’d searched the room three times.

“Under the couch.”

“I looked under the couch.”

“Yes, but you were looking with your man eyes.” She smirked and shoved him out the door.

Chase drove quicker than he should have to the school and pulled up in front of the office. Still angry with him over their argument, Liz got out of the car without saying a word. Tony followed but stopped and gave Chase a cheery wave before he ran off to class.

“Aunt Gina will pick you up after school,” Chase called out the window before they disappeared around the corner of the building. He hoped that Liz would get over her hostility, but he wouldn’t hold his breath for it to happen anytime soon.

As the window slid closed, he caught a glimpse of the woman he had met on the beach a few days earlier. She was speaking with the office assistant. He grinned at the memory of their encounter until a honk from the car behind him pulled him back to the present. Chase waved in apology and pulled out of the drop off point, while he wondered if her dog had given her any more trouble after their meeting.

His stint in the ER went by with nothing more dramatic than a couple of sick children and a few broken bones. Chase rolled into the driveway a little after eight o’clock, just in time to participate in the evening ritual. Tony was already curled up in his bed reading a book when Chase walked in. He smiled at his father and patted the space next to him, inviting his dad to hang out.

“How was your day, slugger?”

“Great! I made a new friend.”

“Really? Tell me about him.”

“He’s so cool. His name’s Shawn. He didn’t know anything about baseball, but I filled him in. He’s excited about tryouts Saturday, so can you try to get him on our team?”

“I can’t promise anything, but I’ll see what I can do.”

“He moved here from New Mexico and has a dog, and it’s just him and his mom. His parents got a divorce. I can tell he misses his dad. I shared my peanut butter cookie with him, and he said he never had a peanut butter cookie before. Can you believe that?”

The doctor side of Chase thought about all the problems that could have arisen from Tony sharing his cookie with his new friend, but since Tony didn’t go into a long explanation of anaphylactic shock, he figured it was fine.

“Well, it sounds like you had fun today.”

Chase often worried about Tony’s lack of assertiveness. He was shy when it came to making friends, and Liz said she always saw him wandering around the playground alone. He didn’t seem to mind his self-imposed isolation, but Chase had hoped he’d find a friend who would help pull him out of his shell.

“I did. He’s really nice and funny. He’s got frogs and snakes, too. Can I take two peanut butter cookies in my lunch tomorrow?”

Chase chuckled at the randomness of his son’s thoughts while he held Tony’s covers back.

“Sure thing, slugger.” Chase kissed his forehead, and Tony wrapped his hands around his dad’s neck, pulling him in for a hug.

“Thanks, Dad.”

Chase made his way to Liz’s room and stopped short when he heard crying on the other side of her door. She had been like this for a few days, and he reminded himself that this happened every year around the anniversary of Terri’s death. Knocking, he opened the door to find Liz sitting on her bed with her face in her hands, sobs racking her small body.

“Aunt Gina is leaving us, too.”

Chase sat down on her bed and pulled her into his arms, rocking her until she calmed down.

“She’s not leaving us. She’s just going to live with Daniel. You’ll still see her almost as much as you do now.” Liz’s crying turned into hiccups, and she clutched at the front of his shirt. “You still have six months to have her all to yourself, but then we need to let her be happy with Daniel. She mentioned letting you help her plan the wedding—would you like that?” 

Liz smiled and nodded before wiping at her nose. Chase smoothed down her damp hair, then stood to pull back the covers. He laid her between the sheets, drawing them up to her chin.

“I’m sorry about the other night,” she whispered.

Chase ran his fingers through her hair and kissed her forehead.

“I know, baby. But don’t ever think that I don’t miss your mother.”

She nodded, and a sound between a sob and hiccup came from her lips. Chase enfolded her in his arms again and held her until her tears stopped. After Terri’s death, he hadn’t known what to do when Liz broke down. He later learned that she just needed him to be there for her, to let her cry and not try to fix everything.

“I love you, pumpkin.”

“I love you, too, Dad.”

Chase tucked her back into bed and made his way downstairs, shutting off lights as he went. Grabbing a beer, he decided to finish the paperwork he’d been putting off for days. When he reached his office, he plunked down in his chair and flipped on the radio, taking a long drink from his bottle. The husky voice of Tony Bennett made him pause, then set down his beer. The song reminded Chase of a day thirteen years before in a small reception hall filled with family and friends. 

“Chase? What are you doing?” Terri laughed when he pulled her to the middle of the dance floor.

He signaled to his best man, and Carlos strolled to the piano and played the opening notes to “The Way You Look Tonight.” Chase took Terri’s hands in his and smiled at her bemused expression. 

“I’m going to serenade my beautiful bride.”

Needing air, Chase shot out of his chair, almost knocking it over in his haste. He moved to the French doors and wrenched them open, walking onto the deck that overlooked the Pacific Ocean. His hands gripped the wooden railing while he sucked in the misty sea air, trying to calm the panic that threatened to overwhelm him. It had been months since he had one of his panic attacks, so he forced his mind to stay calm and took long, steady breaths until it receded.

Night fell over the landscape, casting shadows across the beach. The moon set a glowing road across the water, lighting a path as far as he could see. A cool breeze coming off the ocean sent a small shiver through him, but he ignored it. Chase sank down onto the lounge chair and raked his fingers through his hair.

Would it always be like this? Would he have to live with this grief for the rest of his life?


Chapter 4

I really don’t want to get out.

Katie shut off the warm stream of water. The small moment of peace and quiet she’d experienced while indulging in a hot shower would end the minute she stepped out of the steam-filled room and Shawn reminded her, yet again, what the day would bring. The cooler air caused goose bumps to form when she moved the shower curtain and left her sanctuary. She grabbed the oversized towel and shivered while she wrapped it around herself.

She heard Shawn outside the bathroom door. 

“Sandy! Where are you?”

What on earth could he be up to? Who the heck is Sandy?

“Sandy?” he called again. “I have to find you before Buddy does, you big stupid head.”

Katie snorted at Shawn’s obvious frustration. Since they lived in a rural area, there were all sorts of critters Katie hoped would stay hidden. No such luck when she had a child who was obsessed with anything that crept, crawled, or slithered.

She dried off, then hung her towel back on the rack. Grabbing her underwear, she slipped them on before latching her bra. When she turned to grab her shirt, she was greeted with her worst nightmare in the large opening between the floor and the bathroom door, and she froze. Slithering under the door, like it knew where it would cause the most havoc, was a small, brown snake. With a curse, Katie jumped on top of the toilet lid and ranted at herself for renting an old house with two-inch gaps under all the interior doors.

“Shawn!” Katie screamed, feeling her anxiety spike.

The snake made its way farther into the bathroom. She tried to shoo it out by squeaking and flapping her arms, but it crept closer to her safe haven while she danced on the toilet.

“Shaaawwwnnn!”

“I’m looking for Sandy, Mom.”

“Sandy’s in here!” she said, hoping her nine-year-old moved his little fanny fast.

Her pajama-clad son burst through the door as Sandy reached the base of the toilet. Shawn’s stunned expression would have been comical under any other circumstances. However, Katie couldn’t find anything funny about the current situation. All she could do was point at the offending reptile.

“Get it out of here!” Katie shrieked. Her frantic plea had the desired effect, and Shawn snapped out of his shocked stupor. He scooped up his temporarily adopted pet and disappeared out the bathroom door.

Katie sank down onto the toilet lid and took a shuddering breath.

Once the adrenaline began to ebb, she finished dressing with lightning speed, then poked her head out the door to be sure there weren’t any more surprises waiting for her. Although she could handle anything that lived beneath the sea, if it slithered across the land, she turned into an overwrought bundle of nerves.

Katie scanned the floor while she darted to the kitchen. When she moved to the window above the sink, she saw Shawn holding the menace only a few inches from his face. He carried on a conversation with it as if it were his best friend, making Katie shudder once more. Tapping on the window to get Shawn’s attention, she motioned for him to leave the snake outside and come in the house.

Shawn approached the French doors, and Katie crossed her arms over her chest and tried to look as threatening as possible. When he saw her stance, he lowered his eyes and moved closer.

“Why on earth would you bring a snake in the house?”

He flinched at her tone and looked up at her with wide, innocent eyes, obviously trying to charm his way out of trouble. “It was just a garter snake, Mom. Dad said they aren’t poisonous.”

“I don’t care if they’re poisonous or not.” She thought about that comment for a split second before she backtracked. “Well . . . yes I do, but that’s beside the point. Why did you bring it in the house?”

He shrugged and looked down at his feet. “I dunno. It was just really interesting.”

Katie sighed as the innocence of his words sank in. She didn’t want him to think he couldn’t be interested in wildlife. Then again, she didn’t want a repeat of the snake incident, so she pulled his chin up until he looked into her eyes.

“No more snakes in the house. I’m good with the frogs and the lizards, but I draw the line at snakes.” Shawn nodded. “Good. Now get dressed for tryouts.”

He scurried back into his room, and she started breakfast. When she called out to let him know his food was on the table, he ran in with a grin on his face and slid into his seat.

“Yum, pancakes and bacon.” Shawn smiled up at her as he dug in.

Katie sat down next to him while he shoveled his breakfast into his mouth like a human garbage disposal. At the rate he was going, she was going to have to take a second job by the time he was a teenager just to feed him.

“So are you excited about tryouts?” she asked.

His face lit up, and he nodded. “Yep! I can’t wait to be on a team. Tony said his dad is going to try to get us on the same team. His dad’s a coach, and Tony says they won All-Stars last year.” Shawn’s spoon stopped midway to his mouth, and he looked as though he’d remembered something important.

“What?”

“I need a baseball glove,” he said with a quiver in his voice.

She didn’t know why she hadn’t thought about buying him a glove before that moment. Although she didn’t know a lot about the sport, she did know a glove was an important component in baseball. Glancing at the clock on the microwave, she realized they didn’t have time before tryouts to stop at the sporting goods store.

“We’ll have to get it after tryouts. Maybe you could borrow Tony’s?”

A relieved sigh escaped Shawn’s small body, and he nodded. “Yeah, Tony will share. We’re going to need some balls and a Thunderstick, too.”

“What’s a Thunderstick?”

Shawn shrugged. “I dunno. Tony said it helps you bat.”

“Let’s just get a glove and some balls until we talk to your coach, okay?”

He nodded and grinned. Katie loved to see him excited about something. Since the divorce, the only things Shawn had been interested in were creepy crawlies and trouble. Maybe redirecting his energy would be a good thing. Now she needed to figure out how she would make her schedule work around baseball.

~*~

Chase woke to the sound of his bedroom door creaking open. He kept his eyes closed, hoping the intruder would let him have a few more minutes of sleep. Doctors’ hours could be hard on a single parent.

He knew it was Tony by the way his feet slapped against the floor. Chase tightened his stomach muscles in anticipation of the attack that always came on Saturday mornings. He’d been caught unaware one too many times in the past. Tony bounded on the bed and plopped down on Chase’s stomach. When he didn’t get a reaction, he took Chase’s shoulders in both hands and shook.

“Dad. It’s time to get up.”

Chase pretended to sleep, hoping Tony would give up and let him pass out for a few more hours. He wasn’t so lucky.

“Da-ad, it’s Saturday.” Chase heard the disappointment in his whine, so he cracked one eye open and was startled to see his son’s face inches from his own.

“I knew you were awake,” Tony exclaimed as his small fingers pried open Chase’s other eye. 

Chase grabbed his son’s wrists in one hand and tickled his ribs with the other. “Do you know what happens when little boys wake up their grumpy dads?”

Tony laughed harder when the tickling sped up. “S-stop, Da-dd-dy.” His giggles turned into full-out snorts.

“You’re too funny, Tony,” Chase said with a smile and shook his head at the sounds coming out of his boy. He’d accepted a long time ago that Tony gave him the strength to keep going on the days when he wanted to give up. Tony loved without ever wanting anything in return and provided the example Chase needed to cope with Liz and her outbursts.

His son climbed under the covers and reached for the remote control on the nightstand, handing it to him. “It’s your turn to pick,” Tony said before he fluffed the pillows under his head.

Saturday morning was their father-son bonding time over cartoons. They’d started the ritual when Terri died. For a while, Liz had joined them, but recently she’d decided she was too old for cartoons. Chase flipped on the television and scanned through the options until he came across Tony’s favorite—SpongeBob.

Tony sang along when the intro came onto the screen. Chase rolled his eyes. What had happened to the classics like Tom and Jerry, Scooby-Doo, and The Road Runner?

His bedroom door opened, and Liz’s head poked in. She gave him an awkward smile when he motioned for her to join them. Tiptoeing in as if she didn’t want to interrupt, she stopped halfway to the bed. Chase hated to see her hesitation.

“Come here, sweetheart.” He held his arms out for her, and she scurried over. With a quick hop, she squeezed into the small space at her father’s side and laid her head on his shoulder.

They spent most of the morning in bed watching cartoons and enjoying each other’s company. Afterward, Tony, Liz, and Chase packed up the baseball gear and drove to the field.

It was the third year Chase had coached for the Carmel Youth Baseball League, so he felt confident in his abilities. It helped that he had Daniel, who was not only a restaurant entrepreneur but also a retired third baseman for San Francisco, as his assistant coach. When he wasn’t building his restaurant empire, Daniel spent most of his time surfing or volunteering with the youth programs around town. Chase always asked him why he wasn’t the coach since he was more qualified than anyone else, but his reply was always the same: “I’m great with teenage kids, but the pygmies would eat me alive!” 

Daniel wasn’t joking. After the novelty of being coached by a pro baseball player wore off, the kids soon realized he was a big pushover. At least when he and Gina finally had kids they’d have a mother who was a seasoned drill sergeant. 

All in all, Chase and Daniel made a good team. They got along like brothers and had the same philosophy when it came to kids’ sports. Sometimes Daniel’s competitive nature came out and Chase had to reel him back in, but they worked together to instill dedication and team unity in the boys.

Gina pulled into the parking lot at the field as Chase got out of the car and began to unload the gear. He’d arrived early in hopes that he could get the most desirable assignment, which was to evaluate the boys who wanted to pitch.

All the coaches participated in assessing the skills of the children trying out. They were to give an overall score in each category—batting, catching, throwing, and experience. This ensured that all the coaches would know where each boy’s skills stood, even if they hadn’t seen the child’s performance. The system was far from perfect, and some coaches tried to cheat. They’d give lower scores to children they had their eye on to throw the other coaches off the trail. It was all a part of the process, and they had to be good at picking talent without relying on the skewed numbers. That was why Chase always wanted to be in the pitching area.

This season, his biggest concern was that guaranteeing Shawn a place on their team would mean sacrificing one of the better players. The good news was the most coveted pitcher in the league was already on Chase’s team, because that pitcher was his son.

Chase walked up to the assignment desk where one of the coaches checked off names and signed in latecomers.

“Hey there, O’Donnell. When are you going to stop coaching and let us have a crack at Tony?” The coach laughed at his own jibe.

“Not going to happen, Coach.” Chase smirked and waved Tony over so they could give him a number to safety-pin to his shirt. “I’d like to be over at the pitching area.”

“That’ll be fine. Where do you want Daniel?” he asked, marking the assignment on a clipboard.

“He’d love to be in the batting area,” Chase said over his shoulder when he and Tony turned away to jog over to Gina.

“Can you keep an eye on the kids?” he asked her. “Tryouts won’t officially start for another half an hour.”

“Sure, whatever you need,” Gina said.

Chase gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before making his way over to the baseball diamond where the pitching would take place. Taking his time, he set up the pitchers net and then threw a few fastballs while he waited for tryouts to begin. He loved the game and relished his memories of college, where he’d spent a good portion of his time on the baseball field. There was still the painful reminder of a shoulder surgery that couldn’t fix his torn labrum, which had prevented him from continuing to play ball in college. One thing he was determined to do was to teach the boys he coached not to overburden their arms, and that included his baseball-crazed son.

~*~

Katie and Shawn arrived at the field, which was packed with children in baseball uniforms and parents talking animatedly in small groups. Shawn took off toward Tony, who stood next to a woman with long, dark hair. Her olive skin was flawless and her smile dazzling.

“Hi, I’m Shawn’s mom, Katie.”

“It’s so nice to meet you, Katie. I’m Gina.” She took Katie’s hand in a firm grip. “Tony hasn’t stopped talking about Shawn since Monday.”

Katie laughed. “The same goes for Shawn. It’s a tie between Tony and baseball. It seems your son has brainwashed my child.”

Gina laughed again and shook her head. “Tony’s my nephew. Chase, his dad, is helping evaluate the boys, so I’m hanging out with the kids to make sure they don’t get into trouble.”

Katie apologized for her assumption before looking around at the chaos. “I’m not sure what we need to do,” she said. “This is Shawn’s first time playing baseball.”

Gina pointed to a small table. “That’s where you register. Come on, I’ll walk you through it. We’ve done this for a few years.”

Katie called Shawn over, and Tony followed them to the registration table. Once Shawn was set up with his number, the boys ran to the first station.

A blond-haired girl ran up. “How long is this going to take, Aunt Gina?” she asked with a frown.

“It’ll be at least an hour.” Looking back at Katie, Gina said, “This is Elizabeth, Tony’s sister. Liz, this is Katie.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Elizabeth.”

Liz smiled, and Katie noticed that she looked more like her brother when she wasn’t scowling.

“It’s nice to meet you, too.” Liz turned to her aunt with pleading eyes. “Can I go hang out with Shannon and Marissa? They just got here.” 

Gina looked around until she located the girls. “Yes, that’s fine. Just stay out of the boys’ way, okay?”

Liz nodded and took off toward the bleachers.

“So, Katie, Tony said you moved to Carmel recently.”

Katie nodded. “We’re from Albuquerque, but I went to school at CSUMB, so I’ve lived here before.”

“At least you’re somewhat familiar with the area. My brother and I were raised in the Bay area, so we’ve lived on the central coast our whole lives.”

“There’s my bonnie wee lass!” A smooth, deep voice came from behind Katie, and she spun around to face an extremely handsome man.

“I’m quarter Irish, half Italian, and a quarter mutt, Daniel—not Scottish,” Gina said with a laugh.

Daniel shrugged, then smiled at Katie. “And who is this lovely lady?”

He had a huge grin and bright blue eyes. His light-brown hair had severe blond highlights from prolonged sun exposure, or maybe even a little highlighting. 

“Katie,” she stuttered, stunned by his striking features. 

Gina punched Daniel in the arm. “You’re as bad a flirt as my father,” she said before she turned to Katie with a twinkle in her eye. “This is my fiancé, Daniel Johnson.”

Two-for-two on the unavailable men front.

Daniel opened his arms wide. “Gina, you know you’re the only girl for me. Let me prove it.”

“Don’t even think about it, Daniel.” He made a grab for her, but she ducked under his arms and darted around Katie.

“Come on, Gina. I’ve seen that fiery, Irish lass behind all that Italian bravado. I just want a little kiss.”

She peeked over Katie’s shoulder while he continued to stalk her. Katie laughed at his playfulness before she jumped out of his way. His arms wrapped around Gina, pinning her arms with his muscular limbs. Daniel pressed his lips to Gina’s with a loud mwah.

Katie could tell that Gina loved every moment, but she pushed at his chest until he let go of her. Rolling her eyes, Gina turned her back to him. “Don’t you have a baseball to chase or something?” 

He gave her a swat on the behind, making her jaw to drop, and she spun around to retaliate. Daniel had already turned and jogged away. His boisterous laugh reverberated back to them. “See you girls later,” he called.

Gina turned to Katie with an exasperated sigh, and even though she flaunted her irritation, Katie could tell that underneath the embarrassment Gina loved the attention.

“So what is it that you do?” Katie asked to alleviate the awkwardness of Daniel’s departure.

“I’m the events coordinator at the Monterey Bay Aquarium. I have the fun job of planning corporate events and weddings.”

Katie smiled at the coincidence. “I start working at the aquarium this week.”

Gina lit up. “Seriously? What were you hired to do?”

“I’m a research biologist, but I’m starting out as an aquarist until a position opens up with the white shark project.”

“This is so exciting. I can’t believe we’ll be working together. Well . . . not really working together, but you know what I mean,” Gina said with a large grin.

“It’ll be nice to know someone before I start. I haven’t worked except for volunteering since I was in college, so I’m a little nervous about the whole thing.”

Gina nodded before filling in Katie about the different departments. By the time she finished, Katie felt better about the prospect of going back to work.

“So are you familiar with the events in the area?” Gina asked.

“No, not really.”

Gina led Katie over to the bleachers, and they watched while Daniel threw soft pitches to the children at bat.

“Well, there’s the Feast of Lanterns in Pacific Grove in the summer, and they also have this thing called The Good Old Days next month. Then there’s the Jazz festival in September, and we have a fantastic night life on the Row and in downtown Monterey.”

“It sounds like there’s a lot to do around here, but I’m afraid between work and Shawn, I won’t have a lot of time. I’m still worried about how I’m going to get him to baseball practices during the week.”

“I wouldn’t mind picking him up,” she said. “He could come home with Tony and Liz after school, and Chase or I could take him to practice on those days.”

Katie hated to impose, but she didn’t feel like she had many options. “That would be a huge help. Thank you.”

“Now we just need to make sure Shawn is on Chase’s team. I’ll talk to him tonight.”

“I know that would make Shawn happy. I think he and Tony are permanently attached at the hip.” Katie nodded toward the two boys, who were talking with two larger boys by a concession stand.

Gina laughed. “Don’t worry—it’ll all work out.”

~*~

The tryouts crawled to an end, but Chase had been impressed with several of the newcomers and made a note to ask Daniel how they had done with batting.

“Hey, Dad.”

He looked up from his clipboard. His son was walking toward him with a dark-haired boy. He was lean, but not too lanky, with dark, spiky hair and a swagger that only came from a child who had confidence in who he was. He was dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, a sure sign of a newbie since most of the other boys wore their old baseball uniforms.

“Hey, slugger. Is this your new friend Shawn?” Chase asked when they approached.

Tony nodded.

“Nice to meet you, Shawn. I’m Coach O’Donnell. Have you played baseball before?” Shawn shook his head. “That’s okay. Do you have a glove?”

“No, sir.” Eyes downcast, he toed the dirt with his shoe. The confidence Chase had noticed while he walked with Tony vanished and was replaced with uncertainty.

“Not a problem, sport.” Chase turned to his son. “Why don’t you let him borrow your glove, and we’ll test you when Shawn’s done?”

Tony smiled and handed his prized possession over to his friend. Shawn slipped it on, and Chase could see a hint of apprehension in his stance.

“It’s okay, Shawn. We’re just going to throw a few baseballs. It’s not like a test at school. I just want to see what you need to work on.”

“Okay, Coach. I’m ready.”

He seemed to gain more confidence after the first few throws. “All right, let me see you throw it as hard and straight as you can.”

Shawn nodded. He focused on Chase’s mitt without breaking his concentration, and Chase noted the determination in his eyes. Taking a deep breath, Shawn pulled back and let it fly.

His form was a mess and the pitch was a little high and outside, but he packed a sting. Chase recognized the potential. A kid with drive and no experience was worth ten kids with talent and no determination.

“Great throw, kid!”

Chase threw the ball back to him, and Shawn caught it without difficulty, giving Chase hope that there was some natural talent under his inexperience.

“Let’s see you do it again.”

Shawn nodded, and Chase saw the same resolve when he wound up and threw the ball. Chase was impressed when Shawn hit the target in the same spot as his previous throw. They could work on accuracy, but consistency was a valued asset.

“That was fantastic, Shawn. Are you sure you haven’t played before?”

Shawn beamed at Chase’s praise. “Nope. I’ve been listening to everything Tony’s been telling me. I really want to be a pitcher.”

Chase ruffled Shawn’s hair and pointed him over to Tony. “I think we can make that happen. Go give Tony his glove, and we’ll get him tested.”

He remembered Tony mentioning that Shawn’s mother was a single parent and new to the area, so he wondered if she had someone who could practice with Shawn. He made a note on his clipboard to talk to her and see if she was okay with Shawn getting in a little extra coaching time.

~*~

The more Katie got to know Gina, the more she liked her. She was spunky, albeit a little pushy, and had a no-nonsense attitude when it came to Tony and Liz. If Gina hadn’t corrected Katie, she would have thought Gina was their mother, considering how well she handled them. Katie was confident her child would be well taken care of when he was in Gina’s care.

“Damn, what is that woman doing?” Gina glared over Katie’s shoulder.

Katie looked behind her to find a woman with bright red hair, dragging Shawn behind her. Her jaw clenched when she recognized the woman from his class. She wore a lemon yellow shirt, which was unbuttoned to reveal the top of the red lace on her bra, with Daisy Dukes that barely covered her rear. Her bright-colored clothing only enhanced the birdlike effect that Katie remembered from their first encounter. When she noticed the woman’s long talons digging into Shawn’s arm, Katie went into mama-bear mode and flew down the bleachers, ready to confront the woman who was manhandling her son.

As soon as the woman saw Katie, she released Shawn’s arm. “Your son is a menace,” the bird-woman said in an irritated snarl.

“Who are you, and why the hell are you yanking my son around?” Katie said between clenched teeth, ignoring her question.

Shawn’s eyes widened. The only time she swore in front of him was when Victor pushed her past the point of rational thought.

The woman’s hair flew wildly around her face, and her cheeks were flushed with anger. She glared at Katie then pointed her long, hot-pink fingernail at Shawn.

“I’m the parent of the child your little heathen pushed in the mud.” She waved her hand at the other field, where the large, blond-haired kid Shawn had talked to earlier stood. The kid smirked in their direction and bumped fists with his friend. Of course, he was covered from head to toe in mud, but he seemed more interested in getting Shawn in trouble than he was about being filthy.

Katie bit her tongue and looked down at Shawn. There was a defiant glint in his eye. “He was mean to Tony, and I couldn’t let him say those things about his mom.” Shawn crossed his arms over his chest and stood his ground.

She noticed Tony standing next to Gina, whispering in her ear. Gina rubbed his back and soothed him before she shot a nasty glare at the woman standing before Katie.

The bird-woman said, “Cody would never say anything bad about anyone’s mother. I taught my son respect, unlike you.” 

Katie had never wanted to punch someone more than she did at that moment. Even Victor, in all his stupid moments, hadn’t pushed her to this point. Then again, Victor never would have called Shawn a heathen. She knew she needed to get Shawn away from the situation before he witnessed his mother coming to blows with the vile woman. Katie always hated parents who couldn’t see when their precious angels might be at fault. Shawn was a troublemaker, but he also had a strong sense of fairness, honesty, and right and wrong.

“Shawn, why don’t you go get an ice cream?” Katie pulled out a twenty and thrust it toward her son, her eyes never leaving the evil bird-woman. The woman let out an exasperated huff and waved her hand in Shawn’s direction as if she’d proven her point.

Shawn hesitantly took the money. “Can Tony get one, too?”

Katie gave him a curt nod, and he and Tony raced over to the concession stand. Once they were out of hearing range, Katie turned back to the woman, but Gina was faster.

“Tammy, I think you need to teach your son about compassion,” she snapped with a fierceness that was frightening.

Compassion? How about teaching the mom some good old-fashioned manners? No wonder her kid was a bully.

“Tony confirmed Shawn’s story,” Gina said. “What Cody said was hurtful and appalling.”

“Of course he would lie for his friend.”

In an instant, Gina was in front of her, glaring down at the unpleasant woman. Her features turned hard, and although Tammy flinched, she didn’t move from her position.

“Tony wouldn’t lie about this. I don’t think you want everyone in the league to be aware of the arrangement you and Mitch have, so I suggest you take off before you give me a reason to broadcast his indiscretions.”

Katie was surprised at the ferocity behind Gina’s words, along with being a little disappointed that she hadn’t gotten her chance to chew Tammy out. Tammy looked at Katie and back at Gina, before she turned on her heel and stomped off.

“Wow, remind me never to get on your bad side.” Katie chuckled. “What was that about?”

Gina glared at Tammy’s retreating form, then turned to Katie with a sly smile. “I’ve wanted to do that for so long. Her son wasn’t on our team last season, but she would always find her way to our field when her son played on the other side of the complex. She’s a shameless flirt and has propositioned Chase and my fiancé one too many times. Not only that, but also Tammy’s husband has made it clear to a couple of the moms in the league, including me, that he and his wife have an open relationship. I would almost feel sorry for her if she weren’t such a bitch.”

Katie shouldn’t have been surprised, but the idea of a person willingly living with infidelity was something she couldn’t understand.

Shawn put his arm around Tony’s shoulder while they walked back, ice cream cones in hand. Their heads were together, and they were talking in conspiratorial whispers. Katie started to worry about whatever plans Shawn had in mind for revenge.

“Shawn.”

He looked up, and his smile vanished when he sulked over to his mother.

“We’ve had this talk before about not getting physical.”

He nodded and looked at the ground. “I know, Mom. He just said some really mean stuff that hurt Tony’s feelings, and I told him to stop, but he wouldn’t listen.” Shawn looked up at Katie with a sparkle in his eye. “He didn’t say nothing else when he had to spit mud out of his big, fat mouth.”

Katie stifled a laugh. She didn’t want to encourage his bad behavior, although she couldn’t be mad at him. Moments earlier, she had felt the same desire to knock Tammy around.

“Well . . . don’t do it again.” She gave him a long glare to get her point across.

Shawn grinned, ignoring her mommy-stare because he knew he was forgiven. “Don’t worry. I promise not to push him in the mud again.”

She was aware she’d left a loophole wide open, but she also knew there was no use in pushing further, so she nodded, closing the subject.

“Are you guys all done?” Gina asked the boys.

“Yep, and Shawn did awesome at pitching, batting, and catching.”

Katie considered Tony’s genuine smile and his positive attitude, and she could only hope some of that politeness would rub off on Shawn.

“Oh my gosh, Mom! Tony can throw the ball so hard. I couldn’t even see it. I want to throw it that fast, too.”

“It takes lots of practice,” Katie said.

His shoulders hunched forward a little, and he sighed. “I wish Dad was here. He could help me like Coach O’Donnell helps Tony.”

Katie’s heart lurched at the longing in Shawn’s voice. She pulled him close. For a moment, she thought he would let her comfort him, but he pushed her away and glared.

“Please, Mom. Not in front of my friend,” he whispered.

She laughed at his mortification before she turned back to Gina. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Gina.”

“Yeah, you, too. I should get your number since the boys want to hang out after school.”

Katie smiled and exchanged phone numbers with Gina, giving her a little wave before she walked back to the car with Shawn. She let out a relieved sigh at the huge load lifted from her shoulders by her new friend.

Things were finally beginning to fall into place.


Chapter 5

“Who’d we get? Did we get Shawn? Did we get anyone from last year?” Tony fired questions in quick succession when he walked in the door after draft picks. Chase held up his hand for Tony to stop and handed him the envelope that held a list of all the players on their team. He tore open the envelope and scanned through the names on the list.

“You picked Shawn first?” he asked in awe. Chase nodded and chuckled at the big smile that came across his son’s face.

“Thanks, Dad!” Tony threw his arms around Chase’s waist and gave him a huge hug.

“No problem, slugger. Because I picked Shawn first, we lost Jeff Dirk this season. We don’t have another strong pitcher, so you’re going to have to help me teach Shawn to pitch.”

Tony started to bounce up and down in excitement. “Oh my gosh, this is so cool! Shawn’s going to be so excited.” He looked back at the list and read off a few names from their team from the previous season before his brow wrinkled and an angry look came into his eyes.

“What’s up?” Chase nudged his shoulder. Tony scowled at the paper and then looked up.

“You picked Cody Arnold.” Throwing the roster on the counter, he stormed out of the kitchen. Chase grabbed the paper and followed when Tony headed toward the living room and plopped down on the couch to look out the window.

“Anthony, what’s wrong?” Chase sat down and wrapped his arm around his son.

Tony blew out a long breath. “Cody said bad things about Mom at tryouts.”

Gina had told Chase what happened on the field when he got home that evening, but he hadn’t realized it was Cody Shawn had pushed in the mud. Chase ran his fingers through his hair and tugged while he tried to figure out a way to fix this.

“I can’t change the draft.” He gave his son an apologetic look. “We’re going to have to learn to work together.”

Tony nodded but continued to stare out the window. After a moment, he turned and looked at his father with determination in his eyes.

“It’s fine, but if he says anything bad about Mom again, I’m gonna hurt him.”

Chase was taken aback. Tony was always so reserved, and Chase worried the death of his mother affected him more than he’d let on.

“Fighting isn’t the answer.”

Tony shrugged and looked back out the window. “He said she died because she was a bad mother and hated being my mom.”

Chase gritted his teeth and pushed down the anger he felt toward the boy who couldn’t realize how hurtful his words were. Pulling Tony onto his lap, he tried to comfort him.

“You know your mother loved you, right?”

Tony nodded against his chest, and Chase heard a sniffle muffled by his shirt.

“Don’t let anyone make you doubt that.” He stroked Tony’s hair until his tears began to settle and he relaxed. “You all right?”

“Yep. Can we call Shawn now and let him know about the team?” The morose mood from a few moments before was gone, and Tony beamed up at his father. It always amazed Chase how Tony bounced back from difficult situations. Even after his mother had died, he only let Liz’s mourning pull him down.

Chase smiled and lifted Tony high above his head, which set off a round of giggles. Then he leaned forward and dropped Tony behind his back onto the cushions.

He made his way to his office with Tony hot on his heels. Tony scrambled onto the chair while Chase grabbed his phone and dialed Shawn’s number.

“Hello. Is this Ms. Rodriguez?” he asked when a woman’s voice answered.

“Yes, this is she.”

“Hi, this is Coach O’Donnell—Tony’s dad.”

“Hi, Coach. Please call me Katie.”

“I’m calling to let you know that Shawn’s on our team. I don’t think I could’ve faced my son if he weren’t.” Chase laughed and gave Tony a wink.

“Shawn will be excited to hear this.”

“Practices are on Tuesdays and Thursdays from four to six, starting this Thursday at the same field where tryouts were held. My sister said she didn’t mind bringing Shawn home from school on those days. You can pick him up at the park when you get off work. Is that okay?”

“That would be great. I can bring him this Thursday since I don’t start my new job until Monday.”

He could hear the hint of relief in her voice, and he couldn’t help but think she sounded familiar.

“I also wanted to talk to you about Shawn’s talent,” he said. “He has some natural ability.”

“Um . . . are we talking about the same kid?” She laughed. “Little dark-haired boy who’s best friends with your son?”

“Why do you act so surprised?”

“Because he’s never played sports before. I should warn you that he’s a daredevil. He doesn’t always think before he acts, which has landed him in a cast on several occasions.”

“Well then, it’s a good thing I’m a doctor.”

She laughed and agreed, and Chase relaxed. He could understand why Shawn seemed like such a good kid. “So as I was saying, he’s got one heck of an arm. I think if he’s focused and we can redirect some of that power into accuracy, he’ll be a great pitcher.”

“Wow. I don’t know what to say. What would he have to do to pitch?”

“He’d have to practice a few more times a week. Do you know someone who could help him?”

She snorted and then apologized for her response, which made him chuckle again.

“I don’t have anyone who can help. Honestly, it takes all I have just to play catch with him, and I’m not very good at that, either.”

“All right. Well, I’m already working with Tony, so one more kid won’t hurt. I take Tony out on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays to work out his arm. How about if Shawn comes home with Tony after school until the season’s over?”

She breathed a small sigh of relief. “That sounds great. I looked into several afterschool programs, but I haven’t found one that was . . . within my budget. Are you sure this is okay? You don’t mind?”

Chase could hear the uneasiness, and he understood her hesitation. It wasn’t as if he was hurting when it came to money, but if it weren’t for the emotional and physical support of his family, he wasn’t sure how he could have made it through the last three years as a single parent.

“No, not at all. When he’s in the major leagues, I want some credit, though,” he said, trying to lighten the mood. “Besides, Tony hasn’t stopped bugging me about Shawn coming over, and having him around will get Tony out of his sister’s hair.”

“Or make more trouble.”

“He’ll be fine. Hey, do you think you’d mind being the team mom?” He wanted to smack himself when he jumped the gun and asked before he thought it all the way through. Katie most likely had a lot on going on with moving and a new job.

“What does it entail?” she asked, surprising him.

“Well, uh, it’s not very time consuming.” He thought about ways he could have Gina help. “We need practice, game, and snack schedules typed up and a team roster, too. The team mom is in charge of the end-of-season party and ordering the trophies. But my sister has done the party for the last two seasons, so it’s up to you on how you want to handle it. There are some other little tasks, but for the most part, that’s it.”

“Sure. Sounds like fun.”

“Great. I’ll get the information to you when I see you. Thanks again, Katie.”

“No problem, Coach.”

“Please, call me Chase.”

“Chase, then. I’ll see you Thursday.”

Tony bounced in his seat while Chase ended his call.

“So is he excited?” Tony asked.

“I’m sure he’s going to be thrilled, from what his mom said.” Chase pulled Tony out of the chair and set him down on the floor. “It’s time for bed. Go get ready, and I’ll be up in a minute.” He ruffled Tony’s hair before his son tore out of the office.

“Hey, big brother,” Gina called when she passed his office. “Why’s Tony so excited?”

“He just found out Shawn’s on our team.” Chase was cleaning up the mess on his desk when Gina walked in.

“I hope you don’t mind that I told his mom I’d take him after school on practice days,” Gina said.

“Of course I don’t mind. I hope you don’t mind that I volunteered you to pick him up every day since I’m going to work with him at pitching.”

A big smile lit up Gina’s face, and she shook her head. “Not at all. Shawn’s a good kid.”

Chase agreed. He’d already seen a subtle change in his once-quiet son, and he credited Shawn. “What do you know about his mom?”

Gina sat down in the chair by his desk. “She starts work at the aquarium next week. Why?”

“Really? Huh. Her voice reminds me of someone. I just can’t place it.”

“She moved here last week from New Mexico, and she’s single.” She gave him a sly smile, but he ignored it.

Chase shook his head. If she’d recently moved to the peninsula, then he probably hadn’t met her before.

“Did I mention she’s pretty?” Gina watched his reaction, which annoyed Chase.

“Gina, please.”

“What? She is,” Gina said. “I’ve never seen such lush hair, and she has very expressive green eyes.” Her smile grew wider. Chase rolled his eyes and stood, looking to escape the discussion.

“Good night, Gina.”

~*~

Shawn drove Katie crazy the whole week with his constant baseball chatter. Every time he brought it up, she’d smile and act interested, while secretly she thanked Coach O’Donnell for taking on the role of baseball mentor. Shawn had even tried to call his father to tell him, but Victor still hadn’t returned his calls.

They were running a little late for the first practice when she pulled into the parking lot at the baseball field. As soon as the car was in park, Shawn was out the door and flying across the grass. When she walked to the crowd of parents, Katie caught the tail end of Daniel’s instructions on the team rules. She slid between two parents and hoped to blend in, but it didn’t work. Daniel gave her a small smile, acknowledging her arrival, before he introduced Coach O’Donnell.

“Now, there are only two of us coaching, so we’d appreciate any help we can get from the parents during practices.”

Katie’s head turned to the dark-haired man speaking, and her mouth dropped open.

“Our team mom is Katie Rodriguez, and she’ll handle the schedules and end-of-season party.”

Chase looked up from his clipboard, and Shawn pointed at his mother. When their eyes met, Chase’s features turned from curiosity to recognition and then surprise.

His head snapped back to Shawn. “Is that your mom?” he asked, pointing in Katie’s direction. Shawn nodded. Chase turned back to her, a small smirk upon his lips. “Sooo, this is Ms. Rodriguez,” he told everyone, but it sounded more like he was confirming it for himself. Katie gave a small wave when some of the parents acknowledged her.

Chase turned the discussion back over to Daniel for any questions. Katie found herself staring at Chase the whole time Daniel spoke, not believing her luck, and he shook his head at her and smiled.

Chase was even better looking than she remembered from the day on the beach. His hair was darker than she’d first thought, but without the ocean breeze, he didn’t look as disheveled. He also looked more relaxed. The wary demeanor he had when she’d met him was gone, to be replaced by an easy smile and comfortable stance. His clothing could have been why he looked more relaxed as well. Instead of the dress slacks and button-down shirt typical of a doctor, he wore a pair of khaki-colored cargo shorts that hung low on his hips. If the rest of him resembled the muscles on his legs, then the Giants T-shirt clung to what she imagined were hard-as-steel abs. By the time her eyes traveled the full gamut, she realized he was watching her. Katie snapped out of her daze and looked away, wondering how long he’d observed her making a fool out of herself.

He’s married. He’s married. He’s married.

Katie pulled herself together and went to the bleachers as the coaches and a couple of the dads took the boys out on the field. Despite her internal acknowledgment of his marital status, her eyes always strayed back to Chase. She reasoned with herself that there was nothing wrong with admiring the physique of an attractive man, as long as she didn’t turn into that horrid woman from tryouts.

The longer she watched him, the more she realized he was excellent with the boys. He gave them encouragement and was patient while he showed them the proper way to catch the ball. Shawn took in everything Chase taught him with hero worship in his eyes.

“Hey, Ms. Rodriguez?”

Katie pulled her attention from Chase and looked at the blond-haired man who had been throwing ground balls to the boys. His fingers were threaded through the fence of the backstop, and he had a cocky smile on his face. He was attractive, but his leering smile and perusal of her body made her wary.

“It’s Katie,” she responded, and his smile grew larger.

“Not married?” he asked.

As a rule, the men who had flirted with Katie in the past weren’t quite as obvious about their intentions. “Um, divorced.” She looked away. If she ignored him, maybe he would turn his attention back to the boys where it belonged.

“Katie.” A singsong voice came from behind her, and she turned, grateful for the interruption. Gina waved Liz off to go hang out with her friends before she climbed up on the bleachers beside Katie. She glared at the ogling pest who was trying to get her attention, dismissing him with a flip of her hair before turning her full attention back to Katie. “How have you been?”

“I’m doing great. Everything’s unpacked, so I have a few days to relax before I start work.”

A small huff come from the man who’d tried to get their attention, and Katie watched out of the corner of her eye when he turned and walked back to the boys. As soon as he was out of earshot, she let out a long, relieved sigh.

“Who was that?” she asked Gina.

“That is the infamous Mitch Arnold of Arnold Construction.” Gina wrinkled up her nose and continued. “He tends to be somewhat of a bully, and you’ve already met his lovely wife.” 

“Tammy?” 

Gina nodded with a roll of her eyes.

Great! The Wicked Witch of the West will be a thorn in my side for the rest of the season.

“She already showed you her finer qualities.” Gina shook her head in disgust. “I feel sorry for Chase. He’s going to be dodging her advances for the next three months. Talk about taking one for the team.”

Katie eyes sought out Chase on the field and caught him looking in their direction. Heat rose in her cheeks, and she wondered how a glance could make her feel burned from the inside out. His wife was one lucky woman.

He’s married. He’s married. He’s married.

“Did you meet Chase?” Gina asked when she followed Katie’s gaze onto the field.

“Informally. We met on the beach the first night I moved here.”

Gina stared at her with her mouth open, so Katie tried to explain, not wanting her to get the wrong idea. “I took my dog out on the beach, and he wouldn’t leave Chase alone.” She shrugged her shoulders to show it wasn’t a big deal, but by the look of shock in Gina’s eyes, she didn’t feel the same way.

“When was this?”

“A week ago last Saturday.”

Gina sucked in a large breath and stared at Katie, wide-eyed. “The seventh?”

“Yeah, why?”

Gina shook her head. “It’s a huge coincidence.”

“What’s a coincidence?”

“Nothing . . . everything.” Gina gave her a wry smile. “When you think about it, there must be some divine intervention working to bring us all together. You and I will be working together, Shawn and Tony have become best friends, and you met Chase on that particular day.”

“What do you mean by ‘that particular day’?”

“Nothing, it was just a hard day. How’s Shawn doing with his first practice?”

Katie wondered about the sudden change of subject, but once she realized what Gina had asked, she felt guilty. If she hadn’t been ogling Gina’s married brother, then she would have been able to answer her question truthfully.

“Um . . . he seems to be doing fine.”

Katie looked across the field and found Shawn in a low squat, the bat gripped tight in both his hands. He pulled the bat back and rested it on his shoulder, but Daniel lifted the bat off and showed him how to hold it the correct way. In the short amount of time Katie had known Daniel, she could tell he loved the game and wanted to share his enthusiasm with the boys.

“Daniel’s excellent with the kids,” Katie said.

Gina smiled and nodded. “Yeah, Tony is spoiled between Chase and Daniel and their passion for the game. They’ve turned him into a walking statistics machine.”

Katie laughed at her assessment. “Apparently, it has rubbed off on my son. Shawn, who to my knowledge has never watched baseball, spouted off Buster Posey’s batting averages this week.”

“Yeah, just don’t get them started on Giants trivia or Daniel won’t shut up for days.”

They watched the different children on the field while they talked about everything from Gina’s wedding to the best place to take Buddy for a trim. Gina introduced Katie to a few of the parents on the team and told her about Daniel’s career in pro baseball, which explained his dedication to the kids. It had been a long time since Katie had a girlfriend to chat with, and she found she’d missed it.

Gina pointed at the two bullies who had been at the tryouts when one of them rammed his shoulder into Tony. Tony brushed it off and ignored him, running over to Shawn.

“Those two boys have been cruel to Tony since he was in kindergarten. I think with Shawn around, things might get better,” Gina said with a small nod of her head.

“About Shawn . . . I need to apologize in advance for anything he may do in the future. He doesn’t always think before he acts.”

“Don’t worry about it. Tony needs a little adventure in his life. He’s too reserved.”

Gina stood and made her way down the bleachers, brushing off her backside as she went. She looked around for a moment before she spotted Liz, then let out an ear-piercing whistle between her teeth.

“Do you have plans for tonight?” Gina asked Katie over her shoulder.

“No, I’m headed home to make dinner.”

“How about we go out to dinner, just us adults? There’s a great restaurant on Fisherman’s Wharf that we go to all the time.”

“I don’t know. I—”

Gina cut her off mid-sentence. “Shawn can come over and stay at our house, and I’ll get a babysitter.”

Gina made it hard to put up an argument. “All right, but I can’t stay out late. Shawn still has school in the morning.” 

Katie thought Gina’s smile would split her face in half. “Fantastic! Chase loves the Grotto, so he’ll—”

“Who’s going to be there?” Katie asked when she realized Chase was invited. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to meet the lucky Mrs. O’Donnell.

“Chase, Daniel, and me.”

Katie nodded. “What about Chase’s wife?”

A pained expression crossed Gina’s face, and Katie considered apologizing for prying before Gina answered. 

“Chase’s wife died three years ago.”

Katie’s heart dropped to her toes at the pain she heard in Gina’s voice. She mumbled an apology, and her thoughts drifted to Tony and Liz and the grief they must have gone through after the loss of their mother at such young ages. At that moment, Katie was grateful Shawn still had Victor, even if he lived in another state.

~*~

Chase spent the majority of his time on the field lost in his own thoughts. What were the odds that the woman he’d met on the beach would be the mother of his son’s best friend? Gina had been correct when she said Katie was pretty. Attraction to a woman was something Chase hadn’t thought about in a long time, and it made him uneasy. He ended the practice and asked Shawn and Tony to put away the equipment.

When he approached, Gina’s smile increased. He couldn’t help but be afraid at what ideas she might have concocted. She had tried to set him up with her friends in the past, but he always called a halt before she could make any concrete plans. The look on her face told him she wouldn’t stop this time. Gina met his eyes as he came up behind Katie, and he gave his head a quick shake, warning her to behave.

“Katie, this is my brother, Chase.” 

Katie’s smile was warm. There didn’t appear to be any of the not-so-subtle flirting he’d experienced from the nurses at work. She took his hand in a firm shake. “It’s nice to put a name with the face,” she said.

Her voice was deeper than his sister’s—sultrier—but not in the way some women tried to mimic when they wanted to let you know they were interested in getting you into bed. It was sexy. Chase shook off the thoughts and smiled.

“Likewise. I simply thought of you as Buddy’s owner.”

Gina rubbed a fingernail under her nose, trying to hide the too-happy-to-be-innocent smile. It would be nearly impossible to keep her from playing matchmaker.

“I invited Katie to dinner with us. I hope you don’t mind,” Gina said with wide, innocent eyes.

Chase didn’t buy the innocent act. He forced a smile and nodded, wondering how he would deter his sister from the course she was set on.

“Great! I’ll meet you at our house after I pick up the babysitter,” Gina said. Before he had time to argue, she was halfway across the field.

“She’s a little pushy, isn’t she?”

He laughed at Katie’s evaluation. “If only you knew.”

Katie smiled up at him. “So Gina helps out with your kids?” she asked while they made their way to the parking lot.

“Uh . . . yeah.” Chase wondered how much Gina had told Katie about their family situation. His hand went to his ring, and he twirled it between his fingers. “I work wonky hours, so she’s been a life saver.”

Shawn and Tony ran around Chase’s car in a ball of energy while Liz leaned up against the door. His reserved son laughed and screamed at the top of his lungs. It was rare for Chase to see Tony’s playful side, and he wondered if this was who his son was under his quiet exterior.

Tony decided he wanted to ride with Shawn, so Katie and the boys pulled out behind Chase, staying close while he weaved through the narrow streets of Carmel.

“Why are Shawn and his mom coming over to our house?” Liz demanded in a tone that made Chase cautious.

He could hear the hint of jealousy, and he wasn’t sure how to handle it so she wouldn’t explode like she had in the past. “Well, Aunt Gina invited her. I’m also going to teach Shawn to pitch, so I’m sure she wants to know who her son is spending time with.”

“Do you like her?”

“She seems nice enough,” he answered, hoping his vague response would deter her from her interrogation.

“No, Dad, that’s not what I meant. Do you like her like her?”

“Elizabeth, I just met the woman, for Pete’s sake. Calm down. We’ll spend time together because of baseball. Can’t your dad have a female friend?”

Liz folded her arms over her chest and looked out the window. After a long silence, she relented. “Yes. You need more friends, Daddy. You don’t ever do anything anymore, unless it’s with us.”

Chase reached over and patted her knee. “Thank you, sweetheart, but I like to spend time with you and your brother, so I’m not sacrificing anything.”

They pulled into the driveway, and Liz unbuckled her seatbelt, leaned over the console, and kissed her father’s cheek. “I love you, Daddy.” 

For a moment, he saw his little girl again, the one who loved to cuddle and make daisy chains, the little girl she had been before she’d grown up too fast because of the tragedy in their lives. He kissed the top of her head and climbed out of the car. When Liz came around, he took her arm and hoisted her onto his back while he waited for Katie and the boys to come up the driveway.

“Wow, you have a beautiful home,” Katie said when she met him at the stairs.

“Thanks.” Chase nodded and motioned for her to go ahead of him. Liz’s grip tightened around his neck, reminding him that she was still there. Once he reached the landing, he let her slide off his back, and she disappeared up the stairs after the boys.

“Gina should be back with the babysitter in a minute, and then we can go. Would you like something to drink?”

“Yeah, that would be nice.”

He asked her to follow him into the kitchen, and he chuckled at the look on her face when she entered. The room was spacious and modern, with large windows that overlooked the Pacific and crisp white cabinets set against bright, yellow walls.

“This kitchen is amazing,” she told him when he handed her a glass of Chardonnay. Her hand ran across the granite countertops while she took in every detail.

“Terri—” He paused as the pain of speaking her name aloud settled in his chest. “My wife liked to cook.”

Katie nodded, then took a sip from her glass. A silence fell between them, and he cursed himself for making things uncomfortable. He didn’t know how to have a normal conversation with a woman, and it became more obvious with every moment that passed. Chase tried to relax and ask the first thing that popped into his mind.

“Do you like to cook?”

“I do. I considered becoming a chef before I found my love of the ocean. I’d die to have a kitchen like this in my home.”

“It hasn’t been used much over the last few years.” He waved toward the appliances, the purpose of which he had no idea. “When Gina gets a new recipe from Daniel, she uses the kitchen to try it out, but I’m not much of a cook.”

“My ex-husband wasn’t much of a cook, either.”

Chase smiled, and some of his anxiety melted away when she didn’t shy away from uncomfortable topics.

Liz came into the kitchen and stared at the two of them before she asked for a cookie. Chase pulled himself away from Katie and brought out a box from the cabinet. When he turned around, Liz was standing in front of Katie with her arms crossed over her chest.

He held out the box to her, but she ignored it. Instead, she focused all her attention on Katie. “Are you married?”

Chase wasn’t sure where Liz was headed with her question, and he didn’t think he wanted to find out. Setting the cookies on the counter, he wrapped an arm around his daughter as a silent warning not to be rude.

“Divorced,” Katie said. Chase didn’t like to see the guarded shift in her posture.

“Why?” Liz asked. 

“I’m sorry. Please don’t feel obligated to answer that question. It was rude.” Chase gave his daughter a gentle squeeze to let her know she should end her inquiry. “Why don’t you go share these with the boys?” He handed Liz the box of cookies. “I’ll have the babysitter order some pizza when she gets here.”

Looking for any reason to flee the embarrassment of being reprimanded in front of a stranger, Liz grabbed the cookies and bolted for the stairs. Chase didn’t know what to make of her interrogation. He wasn’t sure if she was curious or if there was something more ominous going on.

~*~

“Again, I apologize for her rude line of questioning.”

Katie waved her hand and dismissed his apology. “Please. If I had a quarter for every time Shawn said something he shouldn’t, I’d be a very rich woman.”

They laughed together at the awkwardness of the situation but then settled into easy conversation. Katie’s eyes flitted from her drink to his hands, and she noticed he was twirling his wedding ring again. Chase caught her gaze and quickly stuffed his hand in his pocket. Grabbing his glass of wine, he took a long drink before setting it back on the counter.

The front door opened, and Gina popped into the kitchen, with a small blond girl following close behind her.

“Katie, this is Tiffany. She’s our usual babysitter when she’s home from Berkeley, and she’s great with the kids.”

Once Katie nodded her greeting, Tiffany’s full attention turned to Chase. Gina ran out to get ready, leaving the three of them standing in the kitchen.

“Hello, Dr. O’Donnell,” Tiffany whispered in a shy but inviting voice. 

Katie brought her glass up to her lips to hide her smile while she watched the girl turn up the charm.

Chase shifted his weight in obvious discomfort. “Good evening, Tiffany. The boys may get rambunctious tonight, but please keep them in line. I’ll give you some extra money to order pizza for everyone.”

Tiffany lowered her lashes, looking up at him with pure admiration. Katie turned her back to them to hide her amusement and walked to the sink, setting her empty glass on the counter.

“I love your children, Dr. O’Donnell.” Tiffany’s voice sounded like it came from the mouth of an experienced woman rather than a college student.

Trying to hold back a giggle, Katie turned from the sink in time to see Chase’s eyebrows rise. He was very aware of Tiffany’s flirting.

“Uh, well, Liz is waiting for you in her room,” he said, trying to steer Tiffany in a different direction. Her bottom lip jutted out in a pretty pout, but she turned and went up the stairs. 

Chase’s eyes met Katie’s, and he gave her an embarrassed shrug. There was a slight pink tint to his cheeks when he moved to the sink to wash out the glasses—she found it endearing. It was obvious to her that he wanted to ignore what had happened. Being the instigator she was, Katie couldn’t let the incident go without saying something.

“So, Dr. O’Donnell,” she said in a seductive voice, walking closer to him. He turned from the sink, and the surprise in his eyes was ten times greater than it had been a moment ago. “What was that?”

He looked at her with a bemused expression. “You’re honestly going to tease me about Tiffany?” A sly grin appeared on his handsome face.

“Yep.”

“Well, Ms. Rodriguez . . .” He leaned closer to her and closed the gap between them. Katie’s breath caught in her throat at his sudden movement, and she took a step back, colliding with the counter. “Don’t be surprised when I tease back.” Chase flicked a strand of her hair over her shoulder before he chuckled and stepped away. She had to shake her head to clear the haze that fogged her brain from his unexpected playful banter.

“Are we ready to go?” Gina asked when she came into the room, her brow raised and directed toward her brother. 

Katie glanced at Chase, but he was looking at his feet like a boy who’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Gina looked from him to Katie and then back again before a wide smile spread across her face. It took Katie a moment to realize Chase was nervous about being caught flirting with her.

Gina ignored her tongue-tied brother and grinned at Katie. “Daniel and I are going on the motorcycle, so why don’t you guys ride together? We’ll meet you at the restaurant.”

Chase nodded, and Katie caught a wink from Gina before she turned and darted out the door. Katie had a strange feeling Gina was playing Cupid, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. For now, she would enjoy the time with her new friends and not think about spending the evening with an extremely sexy and single man.


Chapter 6

Chase and Katie drove to the wharf in comfortable silence. His flirtation with her at the house had been out of character, and he wondered what had possessed him. He had forgotten how entertaining it was to tease an intelligent woman. There was no way he would have dared to cross that line with one of the nurses, and especially not with Tiffany.

The flirtatious babysitter had been obvious about her crush on him, but even though she was harmless, he was still embarrassed Katie had witnessed their exchange. He didn’t want her to think he had any interest in a girl half his age. Chase had always ignored Tiffany’s batting eyelashes and leading comments, but now he felt like he should have stopped her unwanted advances sooner.

He caught Katie watching him before she turned and looked out the window. Glancing at her profile, he was struck by her natural beauty. She wasn’t like some of the artificial women who flounced around Carmel. Katie was genuine and had that girl-next-door appeal. Innocent—yet not. He was sure she’d seen her fair share of heartache. With her divorce and raising a son by herself, it was inevitable.

Chase had been around Shawn enough to know he was a great kid. He had a kind heart and a sense of justice that could turn him into a little vigilante. Chase was going to have to watch him around the Arnold kid, but he couldn’t be angry with him for protecting Tony. Shawn had been doing what any friend would do, and Chase wondered if it was the first time someone had defended his son.

“Why are you smiling?” Katie asked.

Chase glanced over at her, and his smile widened. “The boys. I think Shawn will be good for Tony.”

“Your sister said the same thing. Shawn tends to get in a lot of trouble, but he always means well. Besides, he has a pretty bad case of hero worship, so I’m sure he’d do anything you or Daniel asked him to do.”

Chase smiled. If only his own kids were so eager. “So what brought you to Monterey?”

“I called an old professor, and she told me there was a position at the aquarium.” Katie’s eyes lit up as she spoke. “I’ll start as an aquarist because I haven’t worked since college, but hopefully I’ll be able to put my degree to use in the future. It’s an exciting time at the aquarium with the white shark. It’s pretty amazing that they’ve had her for so long.”

Chase nodded along while she filled him in on the progress of the shark. She’d been following its development since its rescue several months earlier, and her enthusiasm for her new job was refreshing. Chase could remember a time when he had been that excited about his own occupation. Somewhere along the way, he’d lost the zeal for his work, and that troubled him.

“So I know you’re a doctor. What’s your specialty?”

“I’m one of the attending surgeons at Community Hospital. I’ve been there for a few years. The fast pace is great, but sometimes it makes raising a family difficult.”

They talked for a while about her previous stay in Monterey, Shawn’s penchant for animals of every description, and Chase’s time at Stanford. He marveled at the ease with which their conversation flowed. Katie was an interesting person. The more she talked, the more he wanted to know. They were so engrossed in their conversation that the twenty-minute drive flew by, and before he knew it, they were pulling into the parking lot at the wharf.

Chase climbed out of the car and moved to her door before she could open it. When he offered his hand, she took it with a small smile. The warmth of her skin felt nice against his. Chase pulled her upright and then reluctantly released her once she was steady. He rubbed the palm of his hand with his thumb, but when it brushed against his wedding band, a stab of guilt shot through his heart.

They continued with their conversation while they walked toward the wharf, Chase giving Katie no sign of the internal war he was waging. When they were passing the first shop, she glanced in the display window and gave a quick intake of breath. He peered over her shoulder, and she pointed to a large glass sculpture with dolphins jumping out of a wave.

“My parents gave me that same sculpture for my graduation from CSUMB. I loved them until their unfortunate demise.”

“Unfortunate demise?”

“Another critter incident.” Katie shrugged, but he could tell it bothered her. “When we were packing to move, Shawn’s frog got loose. In the process of trying to capture it, he knocked them over.”

She turned and gave him a smile before they continued down the wharf. Chase listened while she talked about the last time she’d been on the wharf and how she’d tried all the samples of clam chowder each restaurant handed out to entice folks to eat in their establishments. Chase stopped her in front of a building painted bright yellow and held open the door for her.

“If you’re looking for clam chowder, then the Grotto has the best, or so says the guy out front handing out samples.”

Katie laughed. “Isn’t that what they all say?”

He motioned her into the bar, where he noticed Daniel and Gina were waiting.

“Hey, guys,” Chase said.

Daniel turned on his barstool and spotted Katie. “Katie!” he bellowed. “What made you agree to go out on a date with this schmuck?” 

Chase stiffened, not sure if he should correct him. In the end, he didn’t want to embarrass Katie, so he kept his mouth shut.

“Actually, I have a date with your fiancée. She invited me,” Katie said, threading her arm into Gina’s. 

“Yep,” Gina said. “She’s much better company than the two of you.”

“Johnson, table for four?” a petite blonde called into the bar.

Maybe Chase wouldn’t have to strangle Daniel after all. Even so, Chase gave Daniel a long, hard glare.

The conversation flowed, and by the time the waiter brought out their drinks, Katie still hadn’t picked up her menu.

“Do you need help picking something out?” Chase asked, trying to be helpful. “We come here at least once a month, so I can give suggestions if you like.”

“No, thank you. I think I’ve got it covered. I noticed they serve the chowder in sourdough bread bowls, so that’s what I’m going to have. After all, you claim it’s the best.”

Daniel’s mouth opened as if he wanted to say something inappropriate, but Chase shook his head, giving him a warning to behave.

“So, Katie,” Daniel said, leaning across the table, “Gina said you just moved here. What brought you to the Peninsula?”

She was animated while she spoke about her new job at the aquarium, and Chase was thankful Daniel had decided not to embarrass her. 

During the meal, the girls were having a deep discussion about the upcoming Good Old Days, when Daniel leaned toward Chase and beckoned him closer.

“She’s hot, bro. You need to get you some of that.”

Chase chose to ignore his comment and sat back in his seat, shaking his head. Daniel chuckled but then motioned to him again. 

“Seriously, she’s a nice girl.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Ask her out.”

Chase shrugged, hoping to end the subject.

“What do you think, Chase?” Gina asked.

His head snapped up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch what you were talking about.”

“The Good Old Days. We’re planning to go together. Do you know if there’s a game that day?”

“Yeah, we have games every Saturday, but I think it’s in the morning. Even though we’d miss the parade, there’s still the motorcycle competition and the street fair.”

Gina turned back to Katie, and Chase couldn’t help but notice how well the two women got along. His pushy sister wasn’t the easiest person to be around. She claimed it was because of working with bridezillas all the time, but he knew she’d inherited the trait from their mother. 

Katie laughed, and Chase found himself smiling with her, even though he wasn’t paying attention to the conversation. He liked her. She was different from Terri, but he could also see the similarities. Katie had a passion for the things she cared about, and she seemed charming and genuine. It didn’t hurt that she was nice to look at, too.

When dinner was over, the waiter handed the bills to Daniel and Chase. Katie tried to look over his shoulder, but he dodged her and slipped his credit card in the holder before handing it back to the waiter.

“My treat,” he said to her when she pulled out some cash and set it in front of him. He slid it back in front of her and watched as her jaw clenched. 

The longer the money sat on the table between them, the more he wondered whether she would give in and let him win. Gina droned on about her favorite dessert and how it was always too much for her to finish, oblivious to the power struggle going on across from her. Chase looked over at Katie and saw she had a small smile on her face.

When they all stood to leave, Katie picked up the cash off the table. Chase felt a small sense of victory and turned to head for the exit. His sister and Daniel were already out the door when he felt Katie’s hand on his arm. Her warm hand touched his hip, and he froze. Something stirred within him that he hadn’t felt in a long time.

Her hand moved from his hip to slip into the pocket of his shorts. The lump that formed in his throat when she pushed her fingers deeper made it hard to swallow. He was stunned when she winked at him before pulling her hand out of his pocket.

“This isn’t a date, so I’m paying for my dinner. If you want to pay, you’ll need to ask me out first.”

Katie passed him and walked out the door, giving him a small smirk over her shoulder. Dumbfounded, Chase shook his head and tried to clear the buzz that had sounded in his ears from the moment she touched him. He reached into his pocket, verifying that she had given him fourteen dollars for her dinner.

Score one for Katie.

“We’re going to go see the sea lions,” Gina said when Katie and Chase emerged from the restaurant. Katie looked over at him with a smug smile, but neither one of them said anything about the money or the implied possibility of a real date.

Chase wanted to take her out again, but part of him worried he wasn’t ready, so he told himself that he would sit back and see how the rest of the evening went.

“Katie, come see!” Gina called from the end of the pier.

Katie and Chase looked over the rail to the docks below. There were about twenty enormous sea lions piled on top of each other. The combined weight of the obese animals threatened to sink the dock. While they watched, there was a splash to the left of the boats in the harbor. Katie sucked in a breath, and Chase looked toward the sound. A few seconds later, a graceful bottle-nosed dolphin leapt into the moonlight.

“They don’t normally come in this close. It’s dangerous for them to be in the harbor,” Katie whispered to herself, but Chase caught every word.

“Will they be okay?”

She nodded. “They’re extremely smart. Some researchers think their intelligence rivals ours. Did you know dolphins have been reported to have saved humans from shark attacks?”

Chase nodded, remembering the story of a local surfer who was friends with one of the X-ray technicians at the hospital. “Yeah, there was a guy attacked off Marina Beach a few years back, and he swears a pod of dolphins kept the shark away until he could get to land.”

“Dolphins are amazing animals. I was fascinated with them as a child, and they were the main reason I wanted to study the sea.”

A small smile played at the corner of her lips when she looked out over the harbor, and he wondered what she was thinking about that gave her such contentment. They stood close to each other, and a wisp of her hair fluttered in the breeze and landed on his shoulder. Chase reached up and pulled it away at the same time she pushed her hair from her face, so it slipped between his fingers. The familiarity of the moment unsettled him, and he found himself stifling feelings he’d thought had been buried three years prior. 

The group stayed and watched the dolphins play in the moonlight until they moved on to deeper waters. Katie and Chase were deep in conversation over dolphin-safe tuna and how the aquarium helped in the effort to educate consumers when Daniel interrupted.

“I hate to rain on your environmentalist parade, but I need to get Gina home. She’s got an early appointment with a wedding party,” Daniel said, slapping Chase’s back.

Chase offered to take Gina home, but Daniel insisted that he wanted to do it. Whatever their motives, he didn’t want an audience anyway. Daniel’s encouragement from dinner started ringing in his mind while he helped Katie into the car. His hands began to sweat as he gripped the steering wheel.

“I had a lot of fun tonight.” Katie broke the silence, and Chase nodded, afraid that if he spoke he would give away his anxiety. “I think that was the best apple pie I’ve ever eaten.”

“I’d have to agree with you on that,” he said. The silence set in again, and he knew that if he didn’t ask her now, he would chicken out.

“What do you think about doing this again?” he asked. “I mean . . . with just me?”

“You mean a date?” Katie asked with a smile. 

He nodded, feeling like a moron for his tongue-tied query.

She paused for a short time—probably not even a minute—but it felt like a lifetime to Chase. He considered letting her off the hook and retracting his invitation, when she finally spoke.

“That would be nice.”

When they arrived back at his house, Chase carried a sleeping Shawn out to her car, making sure to slip the fourteen dollars Katie had insisted on giving him into her son’s pocket. He smiled, thinking about her reaction when she figured out where it came from.

Chase watched from the front porch while Katie pulled out of the driveway and Gina pulled in on the back of Daniel’s bike. Gina gave Daniel a quick kiss before she bounded up the stairs. She slapped Chase in the stomach, then turned to wave at her fiancé before he drove down the street.

“So, big brother, you seemed a little cozy with Katie at dinner.”

“Gina, please, don’t start.”

She stuck out her bottom lip. “Come on, Chase. It’s been three years. It’s time to move on. Do you think Terri would want you to be alone forever?” Gina asked. “I loved her, too. She was my best friend, and I know she’d want you to find someone who can make you happy. I’m not saying Katie’s the one to do that, but you need to get out there, date . . . hell, go get laid. I don’t care—just do something.”

Chase chuckled at her speech. This was the first time she’d told him to go out and get some. “I’ve already asked Katie out.”

Gina’s eyes went wide, and she bit her lip while she tried to control her excitement. It didn’t work.

“Did she say yes? When are you going out? Where are you going to take her?” she spit out.

“Yes, I don’t know, and I don’t know.” He knew the simplicity of his answers would drive her crazy.

Folding her arms over her chest, she huffed. “What do you mean you don’t know? You said you asked her out. Didn’t you set a date?”

“Damn . . . no. I don’t know what I’m doing here. Cut me some slack.”

Gina glared at him and shook her head. “If you plan on getting her in the sack, then you better have a more solid plan than ‘I don’t know’ up your sleeve.”

“Gina,” he warned over his bark of laughter. “I can’t believe we came from the same set of parents. Didn’t Mom teach you how to be a lady?” 

She smirked at him. “Leave it to me. I’ll make everything perfect. You’ll have her in—”

“Don’t get your meddling self into the middle of this,” he said, cutting her off before she could plan some elaborate outing. “If it happens, it happens. I don’t need any help from you.” He knew if he didn’t restrain her, he’d find himself neck deep in wedding plans.

She was about to object when the phone rang, giving Chase a reprieve. Gina made her way into the kitchen while he started for his room.

“Chase, the phone is for you,” she sang from the kitchen, and he paused on the stairs. 

He walked back, and Gina held the phone out to him. Her smile was even bigger than before, and he concluded it could only be one person on the phone.

“Hello?”

“Chase, hi, it’s Katie.” She sounded nervous. 

Chase shooed Gina away so she wouldn’t hang on to every word he said. With a pout, she left him alone and went into the living room. He wasn’t stupid—he knew she’d still eavesdrop on his conversation.

“Hi, what can I do to you?” He heard a small gasp from the living room and immediately recognized his Freudian slip.

“Excuse me?” Katie asked, a laugh in her voice.

“I mean for you. What can I do for you?”

Chase buried his face in his hands, mortified. Gina’s tinkling laugh floated in from the other room, and he knew she was never going to let him live that one down.

“I was wondering about pitching practice for Shawn tomorrow. You mentioned Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.”

“I have to work late tomorrow, so we’ll start on Monday.” He tried not to let the embarrassment sound in his voice.

“That’d be great. I start work Monday, so I’ll swing by the field around five-thirty?”

“Sure, see ya then.” He was about to hang up when he remembered Gina’s comments about setting a date. “Oh! Katie,” he said, hoping she hadn’t hung up.

“Yes?” 

“Uh . . . about our date.”

“Listen, it’s okay. We don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.”

“Huh?” Chase asked confused by her comments. “Wait . . . no, that’s not . . . I mean—” He let out a long exasperated sigh when he realized she thought he wanted to cancel. “I wanted to see if you were available next Friday. I have to work night shifts this weekend, so I thought maybe we could go out the Friday before opening day of the league’s season.”

“Oh.” Katie sounded surprised, and he wondered if he was throwing off mixed signals. “Yeah, that would be nice.”

Even though she couldn’t see him, Chase grinned and nodded. “Okay, well . . . I guess I’ll see you Monday.”

He hung up the phone after their goodbyes and turned to find Gina leaning against the doorframe.

“You’ve got it bad.” She laughed.

“Shut it,” he said with a growl, raking his fingers through his hair.

Stupid, annoying sister.


Chapter 7

“Shawn! Feed your dog!” Katie hollered for the third time from the bathroom, trying to keep from poking her eye out with the mascara wand.

“I will, I will. Gosh, Mom, you don’t have to yell.” Shawn stomped out of his room and toward the backyard.

Katie grumbled under her breath. “Why is it, on the first day I have to be at work, he has to be difficult?”

She threw the mascara back into her makeup bag and scrunched her hair to try to get the curl to come out. Opening the cabinet under the sink, she reached for the hair spritzer bottle when a green object hurled itself out from behind the toilet paper roll. A blood-curdling scream ripped from her lips when a huge frog landed on her socked foot. She squealed again, kicked off the offending critter, and jumped out of the bathroom, slamming the door.

She didn’t have a problem with frogs, not like she did with snakes. However, that didn’t mean she liked to have them jump out at her. 

Count to ten, Katie. He’s a curious boy who loves creatures. He doesn’t mean to scare the hell out of you.

Katie was walking into the kitchen when Shawn came back into the house. “What happened? I heard you scream.” His innocent brown eyes looked up at his mother, and any anger she’d harbored melted away.

“There is an extremely large frog in the bathroom.” She gave him a stern look.

 Shawn’s eyes lit up with excitement until he realized finding his new friend wasn’t a good thing. “I’m sorry, Mom. I don’t know how he got out.”

Katie sighed. “We need to go. Are you ready? Did you brush your teeth?”

He shook his head. Running into the bathroom, he scooped up his pet then deposited it in the makeshift cage he’d made out of several shoeboxes in his room.

Note to self: pick up an aquarium at the pet store.

Shawn headed back into the bathroom and brushed his teeth while she finished getting ready. Ten minutes later, they were in the car and on their way to his school. Katie pulled into the drop-off lane and scanned the area, hoping to catch a glimpse of Chase. She gave up after she saw Liz down the hall, her blond hair moving animatedly while she chatted with her friends.

“Don’t forget, you’re going home with Tony today. I’ll pick you up at the field when I get off work. Do you have the fourteen dollars you found in your pocket the other day?”

Shawn pulled out the wad of cash he had shown her the day before. It had taken him two days before he brought the money to her. His conscience had eaten at him until he realized he couldn’t keep his newfound windfall.

At first she hadn’t known where the money came from. It wasn’t until he mentioned which pants he found it in that she’d figured out the mystery.

“Remember what we talked about. You need to put the money somewhere Coach will find it. It’ll ruin the surprise if he finds it while you’re there, so make sure you hide it well but not too well.”

Shawn grinned. When she told him she wanted him to help her carry out her plan, he’d been more than happy to oblige.

“I will. I’ll ask Tony where’d be a good hiding spot. Bye, Mom.” Shawn waved as he closed the door. Katie pulled out onto the street and smiled when she thought about her plan to pay for her dinner. She didn’t feel bad at all that she’d enlisted her sneaky son. Two could play at this game, and she had every intention of winning.

Katie arrived at the aquarium with a few minutes to spare. She hurried in through the back entrance and looked around, not sure which way she should go.

“Hi, are you Katie Rodriguez?” asked a blonde with a short spiky haircut that seemed to fit with her petite frame.

“I am, but please call me Katie.” She held out her hand, and the blonde shook it.

“Great! I’m Amelia Warner, and I’m the associate curator of husbandry. We’ll work together to make sure the exhibits are taken care of.”

Katie nodded while Amelia escorted her down a long hallway that led to the Open Sea tank. She rattled off all the tasks for which Katie would be responsible and reassured her that she would be attached to her hip until Katie felt comfortable on her own.

They climbed a long stairway, which took them to an observation deck for the massive tank. Katie watched for a glimpse of the fascinating creature she had read so much about.

“The white shark is on a daily feeding schedule. We have to time everything with precision, or she won’t eat. She’s a bit picky over where, when, and how she’s fed.” Amelia went on to explain that they had trained the shark to know when to feed by dropping a bright-yellow star into the water.

Katie was so excited at the idea of watching the shark feed that she could barely contain her enthusiasm. She was struck again by a feeling of gratitude for this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. A white shark had never lasted long in captivity, since aquariums were forced to let them go when they refused to eat. Not so with this amazing fish. It had taken the shark a few days to acclimate herself to her surroundings, but then, by a miracle, she’d fed.

Katie spotted the white shark and sucked in an awe-filled breath when she swam just below the surface. Katie stared in wonder at the sheer force and gracefulness of the powerful predator before her. She was around seven feet long, and there were clear wounds across her first dorsal fin from a fishing net.

“Amazing, isn’t she?” Amelia whispered. 

Still stunned by the creature, Katie nodded, unable to form words.

They spent the remainder of the morning filling out paperwork, after which Amelia showed Katie the recording equipment and feeding sheets for each exhibit. They also spent time checking the water levels and chemical values of the tanks before they fed the penguins. Katie was so preoccupied with making a good impression and learning everything she could that she was surprised when five o’clock arrived. The day had slipped away.

She was exhausted but enthusiastic when she pulled into the parking lot to pick up Shawn from baseball practice. Her excitement changed to nervousness when she climbed out of the car and scanned the field. She spotted Chase speaking to Mitch, and her stomach knotted. When she came closer, she overheard part of the conversation, and neither of them sounded happy.

Katie changed direction and climbed the bleachers. Her curiosity was piqued by the argument going on a few feet from her.

“I’ll bench him if I see that kind of display again. It’s just bad sportsmanship,” Chase said with a low growl.

She wondered what had happened to make him so angry. Chase didn’t strike her as someone who lost his temper without provocation. It was pointless to pretend she wasn’t paying attention while the two men squared off in front of one another. Mitch looked like he wanted to rip Chase apart. After a brief staring match, he gave a curt nod and turned to walk back onto the field.

Chase watched him go and then noticed her. A lopsided grin crossed his face, and she smiled back in greeting.

“Hi.” He pulled off his baseball cap and ran his fingers through his hair, making it stick up at an odd angle before he slid his hat back in place.

“Hey. Tough day?” She glanced toward Mitch, who was sulking at the other end of the field.

Chase followed her gaze and frowned. “Yeah, you could say that. I need to talk to you about something that happened earlier with Shawn.” His uneasiness worried her, and a million scenarios ran through her mind.

“I’m sure it’s not any worse than what I’ve dealt with before.”

Chase looked confused for a moment. “You think Shawn did something wrong?”

“Didn’t he?”

Chase laughed, which relieved some of her fears. “Amazingly, no. I’ve seen kids freak out over smaller offenses. No, he handled himself with dignity.” He gave her a small smile before he continued. “From what I gathered from Tony and a couple of other boys, there was an argument between Cody and Shawn at the beginning of practice. I put the boys up to bat and had Cody pitching to give him more practice. From what I understand, Cody bragged earlier that he could make Shawn hit the dirt.”

Katie gave him a quizzical look. She didn’t know what that term meant but figured it wasn’t good.

“That means he would throw a wild pitch. He aimed to scare Shawn, at least. At worst, his plan was to hit him.”

Katie gasped and glanced at Shawn, who was picking up balls off the field. Even though these kids were young, they still threw hard. When she didn’t see any outward damage, she turned back to Chase.

“I would have pulled Cody if I’d known. Anyway, he hit Shawn with a fastball.”

Katie felt the anger grow deep inside her chest. She watched Mitch and Cody walk off the field. Their departure was a good thing, because in her current state, she couldn’t guarantee she would be civil.

“Where’d he get hit?” She tried, unsuccessfully, to keep the anger and worry out of her voice.

“He’s going to have a nasty bruise on his ribs for a few days. I don’t think anything’s broken, but if he complains about having trouble breathing, bring him to the hospital as soon as possible.”

Katie nodded and took a deep breath to control the rage that coursed through her.

“Shawn was a champ. That hit would have brought a grown man to his knees, but he sucked it up and didn’t shed one tear.”

That didn’t make her feel better.

“After I checked to make sure he was okay, I pulled Cody aside and had a talk with him. He felt bad for what he did, so I don’t think we’ll see that kind of conduct from him again.”

Katie wished she could feel as confident in the other boy’s remorse.

“Even after Shawn found out it was intentional, he didn’t say a word. Most boys wouldn’t have handled it like he did.”

She knew how her child operated, and there was no way he would let this go unpunished. Cody may have started a war, and she debated whether to say anything to Chase. Instead, she decided to have her own talk with Shawn when they got home.

“Katie?”

“I’m sorry. I was digesting what you said.”

“Are you okay?” A worried frown creased Chase’s brow.

She let out a long breath before she answered. “Yeah, but I can’t guarantee I won’t give the Arnolds a piece of my mind.”

He laughed. “Good. Now, this Saturday is opening day ceremonies, and we’re in charge of the hot dogs for the carnival. Gina is going to pick up all the supplies, and Daniel and I will barbecue. I wondered if you could help Gina set up and man the booth.”

Katie smiled, and a little bit of her anger slipped away. “Sure. I’ll call her and see what she needs help with.”

“Great. Um . . . I also wanted to tell you to wear something warm Friday night.” Chase looked at the ground, the bill of his baseball cap casting a shadow across his face. When he looked up, she noticed his cheeks were pink.

Could he be any more adorable?

“Why?” she asked, curious about what he had planned.

“We’re going to dinner, but that’s all I’m telling you. Just wear something warm.” All she could do was nod. Every thought left her the minute his blinding smile was directed at her.

Katie watched him jog onto the field, and she couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy. Even though Chase had been a widower for three years, she worried he might not be ready for their date. She noticed he still wore his wedding ring, but no matter how many times she considered canceling, her desire to get to know him wouldn’t allow it. He did respond to her flirting, and his little slip up on the phone had her hoping he thought about her in a way that was more than platonic.

While Shawn and Katie drove home, she decided she’d better have a talk with him about what happened at practice and make sure he was okay with her upcoming date.

“Shawn?”

“Yeah, Mom?”

“I know Coach talked to you about what happened, but I need you to understand that I won’t tolerate you getting back at Cody.”

Shawn’s eyes dropped to his lap, a sure sign he had already made plans.

“I mean it. What Cody did was wrong, but I expect you not to stoop to his level, okay?”

He shifted in his seat and contemplated what she said. Katie rolled it over in her mind, making sure she hadn’t left any loopholes.

She prodded again when he didn’t answer. “Shawn? Okay?” 

“Fine,” he muttered.

Katie hoped that was the last she would hear of the incident, but knowing him, he’d find another way to accomplish his goal.

“I also wanted to talk to you about Coach.”

“What about him?”

She gnawed on the inside of her lip for a moment, contemplating the best way to broach the subject, until she realized being straightforward was the best approach.

“How would you feel if I went out on a date with Coach?”

Katie glanced in the rearview mirror and caught Shawn’s contemplative look before he shrugged. “I’m okay with it as long as I get to stay at Tony’s, and Gina is there and not that kidsitter.”

Katie chuckled. He hated being babysat. “Do you have a problem with Tiffany?”

“Yeah, she’s dumb. All she wanted to do was talk on the phone and do Liz’s hair. When Tony and I tried to get her to play with George—”

Katie interrupted. “Who’s George?”

Shawn sighed. “He was Tony’s new caterpillar, but Liz and Tiffany were grossed out and made us put him back in the garden. How can anyone be grossed out by a caterpillar? They’re furry and cute. Gina liked his brother when we brought him in to show her today.”

Katie laughed and shook her head. The poor O’Donnells had no idea that their house would soon become a safe haven for critters if Shawn had anything to say about it. 

~*~

The rest of the week flew by without any more problems at practice, and as the workweek came to a close, Katie’s anticipation built. She went straight home and jumped in the shower, thinking about the items in her closet while she washed her hair and scrubbed down, trying to erase the smell of squid from her body.

After spending too much time rummaging in her closet, she decided on a thick pair of black slacks and tight fitted turtleneck with a loose-weaved gray sweater over the top. She slipped on her favorite pair of black suede boots with a sexy spiked heel and then glanced in the mirror. Katie wondered for a moment if she should wear something a little more feminine but then remembered Chase had said to dress warmly. She assumed they’d be outside for part of their date, and that piqued her curiosity even more.

Katie had finished blow-drying her hair when she heard a knock at the front door. When she answered it, her jaw almost hit the ground. In a pair of dark wash jeans with a black shirt and sports coat, Chase was more irresistible than ever.

“Hey,” he said. “You look great.”

“Thanks. So do you,” she answered, grabbing her purse and following him out to the car.

He opened the car door for her, and she slid in. 

“So are you going to fill me in on the plans for the evening?”

He bit his bottom lip before he shook his head and closed her door. When he climbed into the car, he smiled. “I think I’ll keep it a surprise. I hope you like Italian food, though.”

“I do, very much.”

“I have to warn you that Giovanni is a big flirt and will probably try to get you to accompany him to the back room.”

“Well, I hope you’ll defend my honor.” Katie smirked, and Chase smiled back at her with a sparkle in his eye.

He did most of the talking while they made their way into Pacific Grove, telling her about pitching practice and how excited the boys were to have a sleepover. She hoped Gina could keep them under control, and when she expressed her concerns, Chase gave her an odd look and laughed.

“I think it’s the boys who’ll need to keep Gina under control. She had the whole night planned out.”

Large banners hung from the lampposts when they drove down Lighthouse Avenue, reminding tourists and locals alike about the Good Old Days. They arrived at a quaint little restaurant in the heart of Pacific Grove. Chase parked, and Katie waited for him to come around and open her door. An eccentric woman in a bright-purple hat, who had to be in her nineties, was pushing a cart down the sidewalk. An orange tabby cat perched on top of her grocery items. The woman stopped Chase before he made it to Katie’s door, pointing to a spot on her hip and waving her hands around with dramatic emphasis. Chase gave Katie an apologetic smile before he gave the woman his full attention while she continued to speak. Katie held back her giggle and opened the door before Chase addressed the woman in a very patient tone.

“No, Mrs. Candlestine, I doubt, by what you’ve just told me, it’s your appendix. But if you’re concerned, you should call your primary physician.”

“Thank you, Dr. O’Doodle,” she said, patting his cheek as if he were a child. “I’ll make sure to do that in the morning.”

Katie almost choked at Mrs. Candlestine’s comment. Chase sighed heavily after she walked away, giving Katie an embarrassed smile.

“Well, Dr. O’Doodle, it was very kind of you to give medical advice on your day off.”

He chuckled as he took her arm and led her toward the restaurant. “She’s a regular at the hospital. She swears she should have died years ago, so she finds little ailments to confirm her theory.”

“How old is she?”

“She’ll be ninety-two next week,” he said with an affectionate smile.

Chase opened the door to the restaurant, which boasted a red awning and bay window seats on either side of the door. The décor had a romantic Mediterranean feel, and candles flickered on the tables, setting off a warm glow. The walls were honey-colored, with grapevines painted along the crown molding. Wrought iron sconces and paintings of the Italian countryside made the restaurant feel like it belonged to another time and place. There were only ten tables, with an oyster bar in the back toward the kitchen. Katie and Chase stood in the doorway until a gentleman in his mid-thirties with dark hair and a goatee held up his hand to let them know he’d be with them in a minute.

Chase’s hand rested on her shoulder, and he leaned in to talk softly next to her ear. She shivered when his warm breath hit her neck.

“That’s Angelo, the owner’s son. He’s also a distant step-cousin of mine, three times removed or something like that, according to my mother.”

“Chase.” Angelo took his hand and then turned toward Katie. “And who is this lovely lady?” His smooth voice carried a hint of an Italian accent.

“Angelo, I’d like you to meet Katie,” Chase said while he followed Angelo to their table.

“It’s nice to meet you, Katie.” Angelo gave her a wink, then turned his attention back to Chase. “I’ll let the old man know you’re here.”

A few minutes later, a stout, middle-age man with a white apron came out from the kitchen. “Chase!” he cried from across the room, raising his hands in the air. Chase smiled and stood to embrace the man. A loud mwah echoed through the restaurant when Giovanni planted a kiss on Chase’s cheek and slapped the other side in greeting.

“How are the kids and that sweet little sister of yours? Is she married yet? I keep telling her that Angelo is available.” He pointed at his son, who was serving other guests their dinner. Katie giggled when she caught Angelo rolling his eyes at his father’s comment.

“The kids are great, and Gina is finally getting married.”

Giovanni frowned and then hollered something at Angelo in Italian, which earned him a glare from his son. He pulled out the chair next to Katie and sat down, ignoring Chase and focusing all his attention on her.

“Giovanni, this is Katie,” Chase said with a chuckle. 

The older man murmured something in Italian and took her hand in his. Katie smiled when he kept her hand in his and turned to talk to Chase.

“È bellissima, Chase. Era ora che trovassi una bella ragazza. È meglio che tu stia attento, prima che io te la porti via!” Giovanni said.

Chase chuckled at this. “Mi preoccuperò quando saprai reggere il confronto con me, vecchio sporcaccione.” His velvety, smooth voice sent a shiver down Katie’s spine when the beautiful language slipped off his tongue.

“Excuse us, bellezza,” Giovanni said, turning his attention back to her. “I tell Chase that it’s about time he find a nice girl, but he shouldn’t have brought such a donna straordinariamente bella here. I’m sure you’re ready to give up this boy and let a full-blooded Italian show you the meaning of amore.” Giovanni wiggled his bushy eyebrows at her, and she smiled.

Chase cleared his throat. “Do I need to go get Marietta and tell her you’re out here flirting while she’s slaving in the kitchen?”

Giovanni sobered and released Katie’s hand, grumbling under his breath. He stood and kissed her cheek. “It was a pleasure meeting you, beautiful Katie. Don’t forget—my offer still stands.” He gave her another wink and turned back toward Chase with a smile. “Make sure you say goodbye before you leave.”

Chase nodded, and Katie watched as Giovanni made his way back into the kitchen.

“He’s sweet,” she commented when Angelo brought a bottle of wine and two glasses.

“Sweet like a toothache,” Angelo mumbled under his breath, earning a chuckle from both Chase and Katie before he moved on to another table.

“I’m impressed you know Italian. Do you speak any other languages?”

Chase shrugged. “Spanish and a little bit of French. My mother is full-blooded Italian, and we spent part of our summers in Italy when I was young.”

“I’m assuming from your last name that your father is Irish.”

“Yeah, he’s fourth-generation American. We didn’t grow up with much Irish heritage since it had been watered down over the generations. My mother was barely off the boat when she met my father, so we were raised with more Italian culture than anything else.”

“So Giovanni told me what he said, but what did you say back to him?” Katie asked.

“Uh . . . I told him I wasn’t worried about the competition and then called him a dirty old man.”

Katie laughed.

The food was spectacular, but the company was even better. There was no awkwardness between them like there had been at their first dinner together, and he seemed a little less guarded. After Chase had taken care of the bill, Angelo brought out a chilled bottle of wine and a bag with two food containers inside. When Katie asked Chase what they were, he said, “For later.”

Giovanni shuffled out of the kitchen as they were leaving and said his goodbyes, telling Katie to come back when she lost the stiff. She grinned and let him pull her into a hug and kiss her cheek one last time. Chase hooked his arm around her waist and pulled her against his side.

“The Italian act only goes so far before it’s considered creepy,” Chase said with mock annoyance.

Katie felt a small thrill when he took her hand and led her back to the car. He released it when she was settled in, but when he slid into his seat, he picked it back up and rested their entwined fingers on the console between them. The gesture made her heart thump in her chest while a smile played at her lips.

They were back in Carmel in fifteen minutes, and Chase weaved through the side streets until Katie was lost in a blur of cottages and cypress trees. He parked beside a fence made of grape stakes in a densely wooded residential area before helping her out of the car. From his trunk, he pulled a picnic basket, slipping the bottle of wine and food containers into it. He grabbed two blankets and threw them over his arm before he closed the trunk. Chase winked at Katie when he took her hand again and led her down a large driveway that turned into a small parking lot.

“Where are we?”

“You’ll see,” he said.

A small ticket booth came into view when they crossed the lot, but they continued past it until they came to a gate with a sign that read FOREST THEATER.

“We’re seeing a movie?”

Chase shook his head and chuckled, but he wouldn’t give away anything. She let him pull her along. He handed a pair of tickets to a man standing inside the entrance. When they stepped to the other side of the fence, Katie looked in wonder at the scene before her.

They were standing in an outdoor theater situated under the stars and surrounded by trees. Chase led her down the dirt path while she tried to take in every detail around her. The stage was set with a medieval castle, and on each side were two wood-burning fire pits. Rows of carved benches that sloped on a hill were provided for seating.

They found an unoccupied bench in the middle, and Chase set down the picnic basket.

“So what do you think?” he asked.

Katie shook her head, still amazed that a place like this even existed. “I think . . . I’m not in New Mexico anymore.”

He barked out a laugh and wrapped a blanket around her, pointing for her to take a seat on the bench. Chase then uncorked the bottle of wine and poured them each a glass before he set the bottle back in the basket. The containers Angelo had given him came out next, and he handed one to Katie.

She knew it was a dessert because there was cocoa powder sprinkled on the top, but she wasn’t sure what it was called. 

“It’s tiramisu. Have you never had it before?” Chase asked.

Katie shook her head. “No. What’s in it?”

“You’re asking the man who doesn’t cook?” he said with a laugh. “I’m not exactly sure. I know it has espresso and some kind of pastry. I think the creamy stuff is mascarpone cheese and whipped cream.”

He held a dessert-filled fork to her mouth. It seemed so natural yet very intimate. Katie hesitated before she opened her mouth, and he slipped the fork between her teeth. Chase’s eyes locked on her lips when he pulled the fork out, and heat rose to her cheeks. The dessert melted against her tongue, and she swallowed, humming in approval. Chase’s eyes moved from her lips to her eyes before looking away as if avoiding her gaze.

“It’s good,” she whispered.

He nodded and fiddled with the blanket in his lap before he picked up his wine and drained the glass in one swallow. They sat in silence, both continuing to eat their dessert while they waited for the show to start. Katie was wondering if she’d done something to make him clam up when he turned back to her and smiled. “You haven’t asked what we’ll see tonight.”

“What are we seeing?” she asked.

“Camelot—where true chivalry was invented.”

Katie rolled her eyes. “It figures you would find this interesting,” she said. “All the door opening is getting to be a bit much. Would you take off your coat and let me walk over the mud with it, too?”

He clutched at his heart as if in pain. “You wound me with your words. I can’t believe you’re even asking. Of course I would.”

Chase gave her a small wink, and Katie felt a flutter in her stomach. She bumped his shoulder to let him know she enjoyed their banter.

The play started, and she was sucked in from the beginning. The actors moved across the stage and interacted with the audience, making the whole experience magical. The tale of King Arthur and the star-crossed lovers, Guinevere and Lancelot, was heartbreaking but with enough comic relief to make the production balanced.

Throughout the play, Katie would feel Chase’s gaze on her, but when she turned toward him, he’d look away. By the time they were ready to leave, she was convinced he was as attracted to her as much as she was to him.

Chase gathered their things, and they walked back to the car side by side. “So what did you think?” he asked in a quiet voice after they settled in his car, their fingers knotted together on the console again.

“I loved it. It was moving to see Guinevere so torn between her two loves. She loved her king and didn’t want to betray him, but how could she deny her feelings for Lancelot?”

Chase gave her a rueful smile and looked back at the road. “I suppose loving two people would be a struggle, but I think your assessment is half-right. She didn’t love Arthur. Lancelot was the one she truly loved. So it was loyalty versus love. In the end, she wouldn’t choose and lost everything.”

“Isn’t loyalty just another form of love?”

Chase shrugged. “I suppose you’d have to love to feel loyalty, but I think the point being made is to not let your loyalty blind you to what matters most.”

“Which is?”

He chuckled and played with her fingers before looking over at her. “Love, of course.”

“I didn’t take you for a romantic, Dr. O’Donnell.”

“Really? The fancy dinner and outdoor theater didn’t tip you off?”

She smiled and placed her hand over his. “Maybe a little.”

Comfortable silence stretched until they pulled into her driveway. That’s when Katie started to feel nervous.

Chase walked her to the door, and after she unlocked it, she turned to look back at him. His blue eyes seemed brighter when they stood under the porch light.

“Would you like to come in for a little while?”

She couldn’t believe she’d asked without a squeak in her voice. Chase looked deep into her eyes, and she watched different emotions flit across his face. His head gave a subtle shake before he let out a long sigh.

“It’s getting late, and I have to be at the field early, so I should probably get home.”

Katie felt the urge to run inside and hide for the rest of her life. The familiar sting of rejection crept up.

“Sure. No . . . that’s fine. Um . . . well then, I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

He smiled and nodded. When she began to turn away, his hand wrapped around her upper arm, and he pulled her toward him. Katie stood as still as she could when he ducked his head toward hers. Closing her eyes, she waited for the moment their lips would touch, only to feel his warm mouth on her cheek for a brief moment. Chase pulled away, and her eyes snapped open to find him already backing down the stairs.

“Good night, Katie,” he said before he turned and walked back to his car.

“Good night,” she answered in the darkness when he pulled out of the driveway.

Katie went inside and plopped down on the couch, going over in her mind why he hadn’t kissed her, but she couldn’t come up with a good explanation. The evening had been perfect—until her faux pas and his hasty retreat.

After she’d analyzed their date for almost an hour, she pushed down her insecurities and concluded she was more than ready to move on. She wanted the kind of love she’d seen with Daniel and Gina. Chase seemed to be everything she wanted, but he was dealing with something deeper than she could comprehend. Katie wondered if this had been the first date he’d been on since his wife passed away, and her heart broke a little for him at the thought. She might be ready, but she wasn’t sure if he was.


Chapter 8

Chase berated himself for the hundredth time. What in the hell is wrong with me? He reflected on the evening’s events while he drove through the thick fog that had settled in downtown Carmel, casting an eerie silence over the empty streets.

He’d wanted to kiss her the moment he picked her up for their date, yet when the opportunity presented itself, he had run. He swept his fingers through his hair, tugging on the ends in irritation.

When Angelo winked at Katie at the restaurant, Chase had felt a twinge of irrational jealousy. He knew Angelo’s flirting was harmless, yet that hadn’t stopped Chase from wanting to pull her closer.

At the theater, he’d been captivated by her delight. He’d watched her more than he had the play. That was when he had his second urge to kiss her that night, but Chase had frozen as visions of Terri in the same theater assaulted him. He knew his guilt was unfounded, but that didn’t stop him from feeling it. Chase had tried to reason with himself while he watched Katie’s eyes shine with excitement as the play went on.

By the time he drove her home, he’d been beyond thinking with a clear head. He had panicked and left her standing on her doorstep after a brief kiss on the cheek.

After he parked in the garage, Chase went straight to the liquor cabinet in the dining room and pulled out the bottle of twenty-three-year-old scotch. He dusted it off and poured a glass. Without hesitation, he downed the shot in one gulp and then poured another to the brim before tightening the lid back on the bottle. The living room was dark, and he maneuvered around the furniture until he could look out the huge bay window toward the ocean. For several moments, he contemplated if he wanted to brave the cold, foggy air and head out to the solace of his sanctuary.

The light flicked on, making him jump, and Chase turned to find a grinning Gina. She walked in and dropped herself on the leather sofa, pulling her legs under her. The look in her eye told him she wanted the details of his date, but he wasn’t sure if he was ready to give them. With a heavy sigh, he sat next to her and let her take his glass from his hand.

“So you brought out the Macallan?” she asked after taking a sip. “That means you’re either celebrating your date or trying to forget it. Which is it?”

Chase shrugged his shoulders, took the glass from her, and tipped it back, taking another long drink. He relented after she stared him down. “Probably a little of both.”

“What happened? Did she like the theater? What about the restaurant?”

“Francesco’s was great, as usual. Well . . . except for Giovanni’s shameless flirting.”

Gina giggled, knowing all too well what he meant. “What about the theater?”

“It was fine. We had Marietta’s tiramisu, and the fog didn’t come in until after we left.” He swirled the contents of his glass and thought about the end of their date. A scowl marred his brow.

“And?”

“And what?” He hoped she would drop it.

Unfortunately, Gina was like a pit bull. She grabbed on and didn’t let go until she got what she wanted. Her piercing blue eyes bore into him until he couldn’t stand the uncomfortable stare any longer. It was the same look their mother had given them as kids to make them comply.

Chase looked into his glass and swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” he whispered.

Gina scooted closer and wrapped her arms around him. He wanted to have someone tell him he was being stupid, so he opened his mouth and explained his fears, his guilt, and his desire for the pretty brunette who had turned his world upside down. With patience, Gina waited while he poured out his heart. She held him close, trying to give him some comfort until, embarrassed, he pulled himself off the couch and walked to the window.

“So you wanted to kiss her, but you didn’t?” Gina asked. 

He gave a curt nod and continued to stare out the window. The leather couch squeaked, and he watched her reflection in the glass while she came up behind him.

“I know you’re feeling guilty, but you have to know it’s okay to move on. Right?” 

Chase turned and looked at her when he spoke. “Of course, I know that. Terri told me—” His voice broke, and he coughed to cover his pain. Pushing down his emotions, he waited a moment until he knew he could speak without his voice cracking. “She told me she wanted me to be happy,” he whispered, looking down at his shoes, “but I can’t just forget what she meant to me.”

“Chase, just because you move on doesn’t mean you stop loving her. It’s okay to find love again. Terri will always hold a piece of your heart—she’s the mother of your children—but that doesn’t mean you have to be lonely for the rest of your life.”

Gina pulled him into a hug. Stepping back again, she gave him a brilliant smile.

“You know, I think Terri would have loved Katie,” she said with a tear in her eye. She kissed his cheek before she started back toward her room. “Chase?” Gina turned around and caught his eye. “Liz wasn’t very happy about your date this evening. She was pretty mean to Shawn, but I think that might be because he and Tony were caught reading her diary.”

Chase cringed, knowing they had to have gotten her full wrath. “I’ll talk to them tomorrow.”

He grabbed his jacket and went out the back door, following the stairs down to the beach. The crisp air had a sting to it, and the breeze whipped at his hair. Chase bundled his coat closer and walked down to the water’s edge. The fog was low and danced across the waves, and there was a magical current in the air. He stood there for a long time, feeling the effects of the cold on his nose and ears.

Chase couldn’t bring himself to talk to Terri as he had in the past. This time was different. He’d made up his mind, and it was too hard to think about her while he did the one thing he hadn’t in over thirteen years. With little ceremony, he took off his wedding ring and held it in the palm of his hand.

“I love you,” he whispered before turning back to the house.

~*~

The morning was pure chaos. Tony and Shawn terrorized Liz until she screamed and threw books at them to get them out of her room. Chase intervened and put both boys to work helping Gina get all the supplies together for the opening day carnival, then he slipped inside Liz’s room and found her going through one of the scrapbooks her grandmother had made for her.

“Honey, are you okay?” He sat on the edge of her bed and pushed the hair off her shoulder. She looked up at him, and there were tears in her eyes.

“I miss Mom,” she whispered.

“I know, sweetheart. I do, too.”

A strong look of defiance flashed across her delicate features. “Then why did you go out with Shawn’s mom last night?”

Chase could hear the anger in her voice, but underneath was a hint of hurt and betrayal. He didn’t know what to say to her.

Not being the most patient child, she didn’t wait for his answer anyway. “You should have told me. Instead, I heard it from that bratty little boy.” Liz slammed the scrapbook closed and tossed it on the floor. “He read my diary!”

“I’m sorry. I’ll talk with the boys about respecting your privacy. I should have said something about the date, but—” Chase began before she cut him off with her own insight into the situation.

“No, you shouldn’t have gone at all. Don’t you love Mom?”

Her question ripped at his heart, and for a stunned moment, he was silent. Then the anger he often managed to hold in erupted.

“I told you not to ever question my love for your mother,” Chase said, seething. “I’ve struggled for the last three years to deal with her death, and all I’ve ever done is love her. It wasn’t my fault she died. I did everything I could to save her life!” His voice rose with each sentence. “There wasn’t anything I could’ve done to prevent it. You need to come to terms with the truth.”

Chase felt a hand on his arm, and he jerked away, turning to find Gina, her eyes wide. He realized he’d screwed up when he turned back to Liz and saw the tears streaming down her face.

“I’m so sorry, Liz.” He reached for her, but she pulled away. Gina nodded toward the door, telling him without words to let her handle the situation. He stood up and left, leaving his baby because he didn’t know what else to do—again.

Chase made his way to the living room and sank down on the couch, burying his head in his hands. Even though Liz needed to understand what he’d told her, he should never have raised his voice and dismissed her fears. She had lost her mother, and in her mind, she was soon going to lose Gina to Daniel. It was natural for her to worry that her dad might be the next to leave since his attention was distracted by Katie.

He wondered if he should end what was going on with Katie before it could get any more serious, but that thought didn’t sit well with him either. She was the first person he’d felt even the slightest bit attracted to since Terri.

The boys came crashing through the kitchen, and he knew he needed to get them under control before they destroyed the house. “Come in here for a minute, guys. I have something to talk to you both about.”

Shawn and Tony plopped down on the couch beside him. “What’s up, Dad?” Tony asked, shoving the last apple slice in his mouth.

“Gina told me you guys were reading Liz’s diary last night and she got pretty mad.”

Shawn and Tony lowered their eyes and began to fidget when they realized they were in trouble. After a moment, Tony looked up. “We told her we were sorry.”

“After Gina made you apologize?” Chase asked.

“Well, yeah, but we didn’t think she’d get so mad.”

“Really?” Chase asked with an incredulous tone. “How many times has she asked you to stay out of her room?”

Tony shrugged and lowered his eyes again. “She doesn’t ever ask. She screams.”

Chase let his head drop back to the headrest and stared at the ceiling for a moment. Tony was right, but that didn’t give them the right to invade her privacy. “I need you two to stay out of Liz’s room and respect her privacy. It would be like her coming in your room and rearranging all your baseball cards,” Chase said, looking directly at Tony. “You wouldn’t like that, would you?” 

Shawn looked up. “I wouldn’t want her to let out all my pets in my room, Coach. That would make me pretty mad.”

Chase nodded, glad that they seemed to understand. “Good. So let’s have a good day and try to stay out of Liz’s hair. Okay?” Both boys nodded in acknowledgment as Gina came down the stairs.

She had a somber look, letting Chase know by her expression that they needed to talk later. Liz followed her and stood in the doorway, scowling at Shawn. She gave Chase a sheepish look before bowing her head in compliance.

Gina asked, “Can we take your car? I’m going to drive home with Daniel after the carnival.” 

Chase agreed, and they all piled into his crammed car, arriving at the ballpark in a flurry of action. Daniel was already backing up the huge industrial-sized barbecue he’d brought from one of his restaurant’s catering services. Shawn and Tony took off in one direction, while Liz ran over to one of the coaches’ daughters she knew from school.

“How bad is it?” Chase asked Gina when they went to help Daniel with the barbecue.

“She doesn’t like the idea of you dating. I think she’ll come around, but you need to keep it together. Your little outburst didn’t help.”

“I know. Thanks, Gina.”

He pulled her into a hug, and she wrapped her arms around him, giggling into his shirt.

“Look who’s here,” Gina sang. She pulled away, and they turned to watch Katie walk toward them. “Yay! You’re here. We have so much to do.” She grabbed Katie’s hand and dragged her over to the table Daniel had set up. Katie looked over her shoulder and mouthed a small “hi” to Chase before Gina forced her into servitude.

“Chase!” Daniel’s booming voice brought him out of his daze. “Stop ogling the hot chick and get over here. I need help securing this before we get it lit.” 

Chase ignored his comment about Katie and helped pull the barbecue to where the girls were setting up the rest of their booth. He secured the brake before he took another quick glance at Katie. She was laughing at something Gina said, and Chase found himself smiling along with her.

“How did your date go last night?” Daniel asked.

“It was nice.”

“Did you stay at her place?”

It shouldn’t have surprised him that Daniel would jump to that assumption, but he wouldn’t justify his question with an answer.

“I’ll take that as a no,” Daniel grumbled.

Chase ignored his friend and looked over at Katie as she bit her lip, trying to figure out how to set up the canopy. Gina had drifted to the next booth to talk with one of the coaches’ wives, so he went over to offer Katie a hand.

“Here, let me help with that.” He took one end and showed her how to pull the canopy apart until it was erect. They stood so close that their hands brushed against each other. Chase didn’t think before he took hold of her fingers and brought them to his lips, kissing the back of her hand.

“I had a really nice time last night,” he said.

Katie leaned into him when their eyes met, and the urge to kiss her returned. His eyes drifted to her lips, and he felt himself moving forward.

Chase recognized the longing in her eyes, and something inside him screamed for him to stop. He cleared his throat and pulled away, dropping her hand and leaving a space between them. Katie let out a shaky breath and gave him a tentative smile.

“Chase!”

He jumped back and turned to see disappointment in his sister’s eyes. She had seen the whole exchange, and he felt like a fool for letting things with Katie happen out in the open.

“Yes, Gina?”

“Can you and Katie go get the rest of the paper plates and cups out of the car?” The tone of her voice left no room for argument yet was a little too sweet.

He gave her a questioning look, and she winked at him. “Sure thing, sis.”

Katie walked beside him, her hands shoved in her back pockets while they weaved around the booths and bounce houses. When she stopped, it surprised him, but not as much as when she stepped so close that he could smell the fresh scent of her hair.

“Do you want to kiss me?”

“Uh . . . w-what?” Chase stuttered for a moment. His eyes darted around, looking for an escape route.

“I could have sworn last night that you were going to kiss me good night, but the next thing I knew you were in your car, pulling out of my driveway. Then, just a minute ago, I thought you were going to do it again.”

She looked flustered. The slow rise of her chest and the determination Chase saw in her eyes brought on the desire to kiss her again. This time, he wouldn’t let the moment pass.

“Listen, I don’t mind waiting if you’re not ready for that, but you’re sending me mixed messages. I just don’t—”

Without thinking too much about what he was about to do, Chase gripped her hips and pulled her closer, cutting her off mid-sentence. With wide eyes, her hands came up and clutched at the front of his shirt.

“I’ve thought of nothing else since last night,” he whispered.

His gaze traveled to her lips, and then he looked back into her eyes, where he saw the challenge to finish what he’d started. Before he lost his nerve, he leaned closer, tasting her sweet breath on his lips. Her fingers slid up his chest and wrapped into the hair at the base of his neck, tugging him closer. Chase kept his eyes locked with hers until their lips connected in the softest of touches.

He gave in to the warmth and sensual feel of her mouth on his. Katie pressed her body against him, and he forgot where they were while his arms wrapped around her small waist, pulling her closer. Her head tilted to the side, and he followed her lead, taking her bottom lip between his and marveling at the pure need that bubbled up within him. 

Uncertainty hit him when he opened his mouth. It had been a long time since he’d kissed a woman like this, and he worried he might be moving too fast. That was until he felt her warm tongue run a delicate pattern across his bottom lip.

There was no awkwardness in the kiss. It was as if they knew what the other wanted. What initially had begun as soft and hesitant quickly turned into fire and need while they tasted and explored one another.

Chase heard a faint whistle and clapping before Katie broke free and buried her face in his chest. Dazed, he looked down at her and wondered why she was embarrassed. He glanced up in time to see Daniel giving them a round of applause.

“Woo hoo! Chase made it to first base!” Daniel chuckled and gave him a thumbs-up.

Chase was in too much of a Katie-induced haze to be embarrassed or irritated by the interruption. Instead, he gave his friend a stupid smile, which evaporated the instant he saw a little blond head poke out from around Daniel. Liz turned and darted past the bounce house, prompting Chase to let out a frustrated groan.

Katie looked up at him when he released her. “What? Don’t go.” She grabbed on to his arm, afraid he was going to bolt again.

“Liz,” he said, tilting his head in his daughter’s direction. Katie gave him an understanding nod, then released him. He handed her the keys before he took off after his daughter.

Chase watched Liz’s long hair fly behind her when she ducked behind a carnival game. He passed a few of the coaches, who tried to flag him down, but he brushed them off and slowed when he rounded the game. Liz sat on the ground, her knees pulled up under her chin, while tears slid down her cheeks. He sat down next to her, and she surprised him by climbing into his lap and wiping her wet cheeks on his shirt.

Rubbing her back with a soothing touch, he tried to think of something to say. When nothing came to him, Chase continued to hold her and let her cry. Liz sniffed and then looked up at him. He didn’t see any of the anger he expected—only hurt.

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

After a moment of hesitation, she nodded. “You really like her, don’t you?” There was no malice in her words, only sadness. 

Chase sighed and knew it was better to get everything out in the open. “Yeah, I do.”

She sank back down into his chest, her little fingers gripping his sides. He’d planned to sit there as long as she needed him, but Tony and Shawn came around the corner, his son’s face full of concern.

“What happened to Liz?” he asked, patting the back of her hair.

“She’s okay. Aren’t you, pumpkin?” Chase pulled her back until he could see the moisture on her lashes. She nodded, sniffed, and then climbed off his lap.

“Did Cody pull your hair again?” Tony asked.

Chase watched both him and Shawn clench their fists at the same time. Liz shook her head.

“No, I just saw Dad kissing your mom.” She pointed an accusing finger at Shawn.

Neither one of the boys acknowledged the sharpness in her voice. Their heads snapped in Chase’s direction. He ran his fingers through his hair, not wanting to deal with three irate kids. What he didn’t expect was Tony and Shawn’s shocked stares to turn into wide grins. They looked at each other and bumped fists in triumph. 

Liz rolled her eyes and turned to leave, but Chase caught her arm before she could escape.

“Are you okay?” he asked once more.

He hoped if she were still upset, she’d get it out now instead of leaving him to wonder when another eruption would occur. She looked down at the ground and then up at him.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I’m okay.”

He let her go, watching her run off toward her friends. Both boys huddled together, and Chase didn’t want to endure any more uncomfortable conversations, so he slipped away while they were preoccupied.

~*~

“So how was your date last night?” Gina asked after she grabbed a chair and sat down behind the table. 

Katie felt a smile twist at her mouth. “It was great.” Sensing Gina wanted to hear more, she went for the safest answer. “Francesco’s was amazing, and the Forest Theater is so beautiful.” 

“What about Chase?” Gina asked.

“What about him?”

She rolled her eyes before giving Katie a pointed look. “You know what I mean. How did it go?”

“Well . . .” Katie said, trying to stall. “He was great. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone with such impeccable manners. He was very attentive and sweet.”

“So are you guys going out again?”

Before she could answer, Daniel came back from his errand. “They’d better after the lip-lock I just witnessed.”

“What did you see?” Gina demanded.

“I saw your reclusive brother in a pretty heated make-out session with our new friend,” he said, pointing to Katie.

Gina turned back to her and grinned. “Well then, I guess that means you’ll be joining us for the Good Old Days next weekend. 

Embarrassed, Katie nodded. “That sounds great.”

She spotted Chase coming toward them, and the lightness of her mood shifted to worry over how Liz had taken the kiss. Katie excused herself and made her way over to him. Chase looked a little apprehensive when she reached him, and she decided to let him make the next move.

“How’s Liz?”

“She’s okay. I think we just surprised her,” he said with a sheepish smile. “Uh . . . she told Shawn and Tony what happened.”

“And how did they react?” she asked with a smile, already knowing the answer.

“Like they had just won the lottery.” Chase rubbed the back of his neck, and they both laughed.

He took a tentative step toward her, and she smiled up at him, letting him give her a brief kiss.

Katie’s insides turned to jelly at his touch. The ease with which he kissed her gave her hope that he had plans to keep doing it. Chase took her hand, laced his fingers with hers, and walked her back to the barbecue.

“Get your hands off your girlfriend and get your ass over here,” Daniel said. “I can only keep so many wieners rotating before I burn some of them.”

Chase brought her hand up to his lips and kissed her knuckles before releasing her and snatching the tongs out of Daniel’s hand. Katie watched him for a moment, a little stunned by Chase’s acceptance of the label Daniel had given her.

After the lunch rush died down, Chase and Daniel left to have team pictures taken. Katie loved to cook, but when it came to barbecuing, she always had issues. She either overcooked steaks or undercooked hamburgers when she grilled, so she had taken the tongs from Chase with a skeptical frown.

“Just keep them rotating until they’re done,” he’d told her before giving her a small hug from behind.

She had given him fair warning. “If you keep doing that, I’ll burn every one of them.”

He’d chuckled and squeezed her hips before taking off to round up the team. Katie drifted off into her own little fantasy world while she moved the hot dogs around the grill. She was pulled away from her daydreams when Liz made her way over and plopped into the chair next to her.

“Hello, Liz. Are you having fun?”

“Not really,” Liz answered with a gloomy voice.

Katie stopped rotating the hot dogs and looked at her, contemplating how to cheer her up.

“Hmmm, did you go check out the games?”

“No.”

Katie brushed off the unease she felt at the curt reply. “What about the bounce houses, or maybe the slide? They look like fun.”

“No, I don’t feel like doing that.”

“Are you feeling okay? Would you like to lie down for a while and rest? I could set up a blanket back behind the booth.”

“Why do you care?”

“I’m sorry?” Katie thought maybe she’d misunderstood the hostility.

“I said why do you care? You’re not my mother.”

“I know that.” Katie was taken aback by the blatant hatred in her voice. “I just wanted to help.”

“Then go away,” Liz said before she stomped off in the other direction, leaving Katie stunned and speechless.

“I’m so sorry,” Gina said, having returned in time to overhear the end of the conversation.

Katie shook her head and collapsed in disbelief into the chair next to her, the hot dogs forgotten.

“She’s usually only that way toward Chase and Tony.”

Katie looked up into Gina’s pleading eyes. “Is she like this all the time?”

“No, just when she’s scared.” 

“Scared? I don’t think I did anything to scare her.”

“No, scared that she’s going to lose someone else in her life. She’s feeling a bit threatened by the idea of you and Chase dating. Give her time—she’ll come around.”

Realization dawned on Katie. Shawn always hinted that he liked Chase and hadn’t been bothered when she told him they had a date. She never thought Chase’s kids would feel differently.

“What about Tony?” Katie had to know where she stood with him, too.

“Tony adores you. He’s a good boy. He’s selfless and wants what will make his dad happy.” Gina knelt down until she was at eye level with Katie. “Don’t worry. Liz’s bark is worse than her bite. She pushes the boundaries but then always realizes when she’s wrong. She’ll apologize once she thinks about what she’s done.”

Katie nodded, wondering how this would affect whatever was going on between her and Chase. “Has she had any counseling since her mother’s death? I know it helped Shawn and me get through the divorce.”

Gina shook her head. “I’ve mentioned it, but . . .” Her voice trailed off, then she gasped when she noticed the hot dogs.

Katie jumped up and pushed them around until she realized that she had burned the batch to a crisp. Sighing, she pulled them onto a platter and threw fresh ones onto the grill, determined not to burn them. Her thoughts had returned to the drama with Liz when she felt Chase press up against her back. 

“Miss me?” he whispered, sending her heart into a flutter. She smiled despite her unease and leaned back against him.

“Yep.”

He slid the tongs out of her hand, then went back to work at cooking the hot dogs.

“What did you do? You killed the dogs!” Daniel whined. He picked up one of them and shoved it into his mouth. “They’re still good. Serve ‘em up!” Daniel pointed first to Gina and then to the hot dogs. She wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

“They may be edible to you, but would you serve those in one of your restaurants?”

“No, but I don’t serve hot dogs in my restaurants. They don’t really go with filet mignon or veal.”

Gina rolled her eyes and shoved him out of the way so she could put a few more hot dogs on the barbecue.

“What happened? Was my grilling lesson not adequate?” Chase asked.

Katie shrugged, unwilling to be the one to tell him what had happened. She figured Gina would let him know later, and she didn’t want to make things worse with Liz by being the wicked girlfriend who tattled on her.

They spent the next couple of hours working the booth with the occasional interruption to give the boys more tickets for the games and bounce houses. Liz didn’t come back, and Katie worried about how she could get her to warm up to her. Gina seemed convinced Liz would come around, but Katie couldn’t help but feel it would be a long, hard road.

“Dr. O’Donnell!” A coach from another one of the teams ran up in a panic. Chase looked up from grilling, and Katie could see his demeanor change from lighthearted to all business in a matter of seconds.

“Yeah, Tom, what happened?” he asked, putting down the tongs and motioning for Daniel to take over.

“The Arnold kid fell off the bleachers—it was a pretty bad spill. He was unconscious, so they told me to come find you.” Both Gina and Katie gasped. Even though Katie didn’t care for the little boy, she didn’t want to see him hurt. Chase nodded and threw his car keys to her.

“Please get my medical bag out of the trunk,” he said over his shoulder before he jogged away. She ran toward the car, got his bag, and by the time she arrived on the scene, Cody was awake but still flat on his back in the dirt. Chase pulled out a light and checked his eyes before his hands felt around the back of his head. Cody winced in pain when Chase found a tender spot.

He asked Cody a few questions, and Katie took a moment to look around. She spotted Tony and Shawn standing in the back, watching with wide eyes. Her son had a familiar look of guilt on his face. Chase eased Cody into a sitting position, then asked him a few more questions about how he felt. Katie glanced back toward the boys and found them huddled together. Shawn’s hand gestures were wild as he whispered to his best friend.

What the hell happened?

Chase stood and offered a hand to Cody, helping him to his feet. When the boy tried to take a step, he fell into Chase’s arms. Katie’s first thought was that he was dizzy from the fall, but then she looked down and noticed his shoelaces were tied together.

Shawn!

Cody knelt down to untie his shoes, and Chase’s lips formed a thin line. He turned to Tammy and gave her the diagnosis.

“He hit his head pretty hard. He probably has a mild concussion. I would have him take it easy for the next few days, and don’t let him go to sleep until this evening.” She nodded and then gave her son a worried frown. “Odds are he’ll have a headache. It’s okay to give him Tylenol, but if he starts throwing up or complains of dizziness, take him to the hospital immediately.”

“Thank you, Dr. O’Donnell,” she said, batting her eyelashes at him.

He gave her a curt nod, picked up his bag, and then turned toward Katie. “Where are the boys?”

She gestured to the other side of the bleachers, and he turned to scan the crowd until his gaze landed on them. Without a word, he strode over to them.

“Follow me.” His voice was filled with authority, and Tony ducked his head in shame, confirming her earlier suspicions.

Katie figured Chase had the same thought she’d had, so she took up the rear, making sure Shawn didn’t decide to bolt. They walked back behind the barbecue, out of the general public’s eye. Chase turned around and crossed his arms in front of his chest.

“Which one of you tied Cody’s shoelaces together?” The cool tone of his voice was more intimidating than Victor’s loud outbursts. Katie glanced at Shawn, and his expression confirmed he was terrified. Both boys looked at each other and then at the ground, not willing to admit what they had done, but not denying it either.

“I’m waiting for an answer.” There was no mistaking that Chase was angry, but Katie was impressed with the way he kept his calm.

A determined look crossed Shawn’s face before he opened his mouth. “It was me, Coach.”

“No, Shawn! Don’t take the blame for me.” Tony turned to his dad with a tear in his eye. “It was me, Dad. Shawn didn’t have anything to do with it.”

Katie watched while Shawn’s eyes got as big as saucers, and he shook his head. “Tony, don’t. It was my idea, and Tony’s just covering for me because Mom would be really mad since she told me not to get back at Cody.”

Chase’s gaze went back and forth between the boys before he ran his hand through his hair and let out a frustrated sigh. They all stood there and waited for him to figure out how he wanted to handle their misbehavior. He looked at Katie for permission, and she nodded her head, letting him know she would stand by whatever he said.

“What you boys did could have had dangerous consequences. Cody is really hurt, and even though he’ll be all right, it was still wrong.” Both boys lowered their heads in shame. “I expect you both to apologize and not be the cause of any more pranks with Cody.” They both nodded in unison. “After you apologize to Cody, you will apologize to his parents. Do you understand?” Tony and Shawn looked at one another and then nodded again.

“Anthony, there will be a punishment when we get home.” Tony looked up at Chase with tears in his eyes, and Katie couldn’t help but feel sorry for him, especially since she was sure the instigator was her son.

“Yes, Dad,” Tony whispered.

“That goes for you, too, Shawn,” she said. Shawn didn’t bother to look at her but nodded to let her know he had heard her.

“Since you can’t be left to your own devices, I want you to help Gina clean up.” Shawn looked a little too happy at the idea of helping Gina when he and Tony went to ask her what they needed to do.

“I’m sorry,” Chase said, closing the gap between them. “I hope I didn’t step on your toes by taking care of that.”

Katie waved her hand, dismissing his concern. “It needed to be done. Don’t worry. If at any time Shawn needs correcting and I’m not around, I hope you’ll deal with it.”

“I know, but you were around. I was worried you might be angry that I reprimanded him.”

Katie wrapped her arms around his waist. “Does it look like I’m mad?”

He chuckled, and his hands rubbed up and down her arms, sending small shockwaves over her body.

“Let’s go, love birds! I ain’t got all day!” Daniel huffed and started cleaning off the grill.

Chase sighed and released her. “I have to go in to work for a little bit tonight, but I’d like to see you tomorrow. Are you free for breakfast?”

“Yeah, I’m free.”

“Great. How about you bring Shawn over around nine?”

Katie smiled. “Sure. Are you cooking?”

He looked at her as if she had grown two heads, and she couldn’t help but laugh at his expression. “Not unless you want to end up in the hospital.”

After everything had been cleaned up, they called to the kids, and Chase walked her to her car. He leaned on the doorframe while he looked down at her. “Until tomorrow.” He gave her a peck on the cheek before closing the door.

When she pulled out of the parking lot, Shawn decided to voice his opinion. “So are you going to make me and Tony brothers now?”

She smiled at his childlike determination. “That’s a little fast there, kiddo.”

“I know, but I want a brother. I guess I’ll put up with a sister if I can have a brother.”

Katie couldn’t contain the laughter that bubbled up inside her.

If only it were that easy.


Chapter 9

Chase’s phone blared near his ear, waking him from a sound sleep. He groaned and reached toward the bedside table, groping for the offending object. He pried open one eye and growled when he saw that the clock read 6:32.

He snagged the phone and answered. “This is Dr. O’Donnell.”

Gina’s perky voice was broadcast through the phone. “I need to talk to you before Katie comes over.” 

“And you couldn’t wait until a decent hour to do that? Come on, Gina.” He rolled onto his back with a huff. “I didn’t get home from work until almost three.”

“I’m sorry. I should’ve waited longer before calling. It’s just—”

“No, Gina. I’m sorry, I’m just tired. What did you need to talk about?” Chase interrupted before she could berate herself further.

“Liz.”

“What about her?” He pulled himself up to keep from going back to sleep.

“Did Katie mention what happened yesterday with her?”

His concern increased. “No, what happened?”

“She must not have wanted to cause any more problems with Liz—”

“Gina, what happened?” He cut her off again, annoyance building from the way she stalled.

“Don’t be mad at Katie for not telling you. Liz wasn’t very nice to her, and Katie most likely didn’t want you to get mad at her.”

“Gina.”

“She snapped at Katie yesterday.”

“Go on.” 

“Katie asked her how she was enjoying the carnival, and Liz said she wasn’t, so Katie made suggestions to cheer her up. Liz accused her of trying to replace Terri.” 

Chase groaned and ran his hand over his face to calm the dread that fell over him. “How did Katie take it?”

“She was stunned, but she handled it fine. The hot dogs didn’t make it, though.”

“Well that explains the dogs. Thanks for letting me know.” He was still somewhat dazed by this turn of events. “Did you say anything to Liz?”

“No, she kind of dropped her nasty bomb and took off. Honestly, I was more worried about how Katie would handle her outburst than I was about Liz. If you’re going to see Katie, Liz is going to have to come to terms with it on her own, so you need to be very delicate in the way you handle this. If you confront her, she’s going to take a defensive stance and won’t hear a word you say, but you can’t ignore it either.”

“I don’t know,” he said with a long sigh. “If I talk to Liz about what she did, she’ll want to know what’s going on with Katie, and I just don’t know what to say to her yet. I like Katie, but this is all new.” Chase ran his fingers through his hair and let his head knock back against the headboard. “An eleven-year-old can’t comprehend the complications of beginning a new relationship, and I want to keep the kids out of this until I know what’s going on myself.”

“So you’re not going to say anything to Liz?”

“No . . . yes. Damn.” He loathed the dilemma he faced. “What do I do? Just let her say whatever hateful thing pops into her head? I won’t let her treat anyone like that, especially not Katie. Then again, if I say something, it will bring up all kinds of questions I’m not ready to answer.”

“If you confront Liz with how she treated Katie, it could make her angrier and she might not ever warm up to Katie. I think she’ll come around, but it’s going to take some time. It might get worse before it gets better.”

The last thing he wanted was for Liz to resent Katie. He groaned aloud, wanting to bury his head under the pillow and pretend their phone call hadn’t happened.

“Are you okay? What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know yet. Thanks for giving me a head’s up, but I have to go. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

“I’m sorry, Chase.”

He punched his finger on the phone to hang up and then sank further into the pillows. Thinking back to his time with Katie and the kiss at the carnival, he ran through the feelings she’d evoked in him. Chase realized he didn’t want to give her up. He wanted to see where things led, but he felt selfish for thinking of his own needs before his daughter’s. Liz’s animosity toward Katie was irrational. Maybe he just needed to find a way to make her see Katie was a good person and there was room for her and Shawn in their lives.

He lay there for an hour, going over every scenario in his mind. The best course of action was to not push Liz to submit to his demands. Chase had seen firsthand her stubborn side, and in every instance, if he forced her to do something she didn’t want to do, she fought back. He couldn’t make her like Katie, but he could give her opportunities to get to know her better. Once she did, maybe she’d see what he saw.

His phone rang again, and he answered without paying attention to the caller ID. “This is Dr. O’Donnell.”

“It always sounds weird when you say that because I’ve been Dr. O’Donnell for thirty-two years.”

Chase chuckled. “Hey, Dad. How’s Italy?”

“I’m ready to come home. I can only handle your mother’s family for short periods of time.”

“Yeah, I don’t envy you.”

“I’m thinking about buying a vineyard in Napa. After touring the countryside in Tuscany and Umbria, I think it would be fun to own a little chateau where I can make my own wine.” 

“What do you know about wine?”

“What did I know about rheumatic heart disease until I was the lead surgeon performing a valve reconstruction on that Haitian girl? You learn what you need to learn, and you make it happen.”

“Did you call to talk about buying a vineyard?”

“Heavens no. Your mother has been ranting for the last week that you haven’t called her back. I figured I’d save you her wrath and call you myself. So give me something good I can tell her to make her happy until we come home.”

“I’ve started dating.”

“Oh, good God, boy. You’re lucky I called and not your mother. She’ll be thrilled to hear this, but if she had called, you wouldn’t have been let off the phone for hours.” Connor O’Donnell chuckled. “So anyone in particular?”

“Yeah, the mom of one of the kids I coach. I’ve taken her out a couple times.”

“Is she pretty?”

“Dad,” Chase said with a warning in his tone. “You’re as bad as Gina.”

“All right, all right. I’ll leave it at that, but your mother is going to want to meet her as soon as we set foot on American soil.”

“We’ll see. I don’t want to scare her off too soon.”

Chase was so deep in conversation with his father that he didn’t hear Tony come into his room until he’d climbed up on the bed.

“Hey, slugger, want to talk to grandpa?”

Tony grabbed the phone from his dad and launched into a report about the baseball season and his new friend. Liz came in and, once she realized who was on the phone, bounced with excitement to talk to him, too. After they hung up, Chase pulled back the covers for them to climb into bed with him. Tony rubbed the sleep from his eyes and curled up next to Chase, while Liz excused herself to the bathroom. 

“It’s ‘toon time,” Tony said, pointing to the remote control on the nightstand. 

Chase chuckled before he reached for it. “We only have an hour before Katie and Shawn come over.”

Tony looked up at his dad. “What’re we doing?”

“Well, I thought we’d get some breakfast and then go down to the beach.”

“Are you going to teach me how to surf now? I bet Shawn will want to learn. Do you think his mom’ll wanna learn, too?”

Chase chuckled at his enthusiasm. “No, we aren’t going to surf today, and Shawn’s mom doesn’t strike me as the surfing type.”

Tony frowned once Chase squashed his plans to get back in the waves. With Chase’s work schedule, they hadn’t gone out once since Tony had gotten his board for Christmas, and to be honest, Chase missed it.

“Don’t worry. We’ll go soon.”

That seemed to placate Tony for the moment, and he turned his attention to the television.

“Are you okay with me taking Shawn’s mom out on dates?”

“Uh . . . yes!” A large smile spread across Tony’s face. “I like her a lot. She’s really nice, and if you marry her, then Shawn could share my room.”

Chase wondered if Tony would be as eager to marry his dad off if Katie hadn’t had a son who was his best friend. A few minutes later, Liz shuffled in and climbed in on the other side of Chase.

She leaned over and placed a kiss on his cheek. “I miss Nona and Papa.” 

“I know, sweetheart. They’ll be here this summer for Gina’s wedding.” Liz snuggled into the pillows and turned to watch the silliness Tony had selected.

“We need to get ready to go to breakfast.” Chase tickled Tony, earning a loud laugh before his son jumped out of bed and ran from the room in a flash.

“Where are we going?” Liz asked while she helped Chase make the bed.

He knew the best way to let her know they were going to have breakfast with Katie and Shawn was to do it quick, kind of like ripping off a Band-Aid.

“Katie and Shawn will be here pretty soon, and I thought we could all go to Katarina’s Place for breakfast.” Chase was on guard while he looked for the signs of rage that always bubbled under the surface.

Liz stopped and looked at him with sad eyes before she went back to fluffing the pillow. He was ready for her argument, but it never came. Instead, she acted as if he hadn’t said a word.

“Liz? Are you okay with going out to breakfast with Katie and Shawn?”

She looked down at the floor for a moment before she spoke. “Yeah, Daddy. I’m okay with it.”

He could tell there was something going on in her brain, but she wouldn’t let him in on the secret. As long as she could be civil, that was all that mattered. Chase walked around the bed and sat on the edge, taking her in his arms.

“Katie’s a good friend, sweetheart.” He smoothed her hair down her back and felt her nod against his chest. Not wanting to push her any further, he left it at that.

He sent Liz to get dressed and hopped in the shower. The warm water relaxed him while he let his thoughts drift to the beautiful brunette who occupied his mind. He could recall, with absolute clarity, how her soft body felt when it pressed into his. Even though their first kiss had not been a private moment, thanks to Daniel, it was still memorable in that she had been his for those few seconds. She had given herself over to him with no reservations, and that little bit of knowledge made him smile. It felt strange to think of anyone other than his wife as “his,” but he knew he wanted that again. Shutting the water off, Chase wrapped a towel around his waist and made his way back into his room.

“They’re here! They’re here!” Tony ran in, doing a complete circle around the open space and bolting back out the door. 

Chase chuckled at his enthusiasm and felt a pang of it himself while he finished getting dressed. He slid his hand into the pocket of his jeans when he descended the stairs and felt a small wad of what he assumed was money. He pulled it out and tried to remember when he would have left cash in his pocket rather than in his wallet. Chase counted it out—fourteen dollars. Tony and Shawn raced past him, and that was when it dawned on him.

“Shawn?”

“Yeah, Coach?” he asked, stopping at the top of the landing.

“You wouldn’t happen to know how money magically appeared in the pocket of my jeans, would you?”

Shawn had one of those honest faces, the kind that revealed when he wasn’t truthful. If the deer-in-the-headlights look didn’t confirm it, his denial did.

“Um . . . I don’t know nothing about fourteen dollars.”

Chase laughed. “Who said it was fourteen dollars?” 

“Oh . . . well . . . I just guessed.”

“Did your mom tell you to hide the money in my pants?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He was good. Denial was always the best defense when pushed into a corner. 

“Come on, Shawn. I have a really cool one that Daniel got me for my birthday,” Tony called.

“We’re leaving in ten minutes,” Chase yelled up to Tony.

“Don’t worry, Dad! I’m just showing Shawn my baseball cards.”

Chase could hear Liz in her room while he descended the stairs, her stereo playing some popular teen singer while she sang along. Sweat broke out on his palms when his nerves made an appearance. He knew Katie was alone downstairs, and in a moment, they would be alone—together.

He took a deep breath and made it down the rest of the stairs, pausing to look in the kitchen. When he saw she wasn’t there, he moved to the living room. She was standing in front of the fireplace, holding a picture she had picked up off the mantel.

Chase propped himself against the door and watched her replace it. She reached for another one and skimmed her fingers across the photo before setting it back where she found it.

“Good morning.”

Katie jumped at the sound of his voice and whipped around. “I’m so sorry, I just—” She waved at the pictures on the mantel.

Chase pushed himself off the doorframe and walked over to see which pictures had captured her attention. The last picture she had picked up was of him and the kids.

He smiled and reached for it. “This one was taken about a year ago. Gina was determined to get recent pictures taken to put in a scrapbook for my parents for Christmas. Tony was being a pill that day and didn’t want to have his picture taken, which ended with Gina throwing the biggest tantrum I’ve ever seen.” He set the frame back on the mantel and looked down at Katie’s smiling face.

“I can’t imagine.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised what Gina will do to get her way.”

“No, I didn’t mean Gina. I can see her doing whatever was necessary to make sure she got that picture. I meant Tony—being a pill.”

“He’s no angel. He’s got a little bit of his mother in him.”

“Is this her?” Katie picked up the other picture she had been examining when he came in.

Chase looked at the photo with a sad smile. “Yeah, that’s Terri. We had that picture taken for our fifth anniversary.” He felt a little awkward about the topic of their conversation and wasn’t sure if he should change the subject.

“She’s very pretty,” Katie whispered. “Liz looks a lot like her.”

“Yes. It’s hard to look at Liz and not remember her mother.”

His anxiety increased, and he wondered how she would take his admission. She smiled up at him, and Chase had the urge to kiss her. He didn’t know what to do.

How can I go from talking about Terri to wanting to take this woman into my arms? 

“What happened?” Katie asked.

Chase watched her set the picture down, and he tried to form the words. Seeing his hesitation, Katie laid her hand on his arm.

“It’s okay. If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.”

“No, it’s okay.” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat before he spoke again. “It was a car accident. A drunk driver hit the passenger side of our car.”

Katie covered her mouth to catch her gasp. “I’m so sorry.”

Chase gave her a faint smile and took her hand. He looked into her eyes and saw nothing but compassion.

“It must have been so hard on you and your children to have her taken so suddenly. The death of someone you love is never easy, but that . . .” She trailed off and offered him a weak smile.

He cupped her face with his hand and rubbed his thumb over her cheek. Katie stared up at him with her beautiful green eyes, and he didn’t feel the hurt that always followed a conversation about Terri. All he felt was a pull to be closer to Katie.

Chase dipped his head down, never breaking eye contact while his lips brushed against hers. The hand on her cheek moved into her hair, and he pulled her closer. He watched the delicate way her lashes fluttered before he let his eyes slide closed and pressed his lips to hers again. Kissing her with more force, he found he loved the way she surrendered to him. The hand that held hers slid around her arm until it wrapped around the small of her back and pressed her tight against him.

In the back of Chase’s mind, he recognized the pitter-patter of small feet on the hardwood floor, but he didn’t acknowledge their presence until he heard a giggle. He pulled away and opened his eyes. Katie leaned into him, wanting more and oblivious to the little eyes that watched them.

Her eyes popped open at the sound of Tony clearing his throat, a beautiful blush rising to her cheeks. They both looked over to the doorway, where Tony and Shawn stood with their hands covering their mouths. Chase smiled wider at their reaction and pointed up the stairs.

“Go get your sister—we need to go. I’m starving.”

“I could tell by the way you were eating off my mom’s face,” Shawn said with a disgusted look before he flew up the stairs after Tony.

“That was awkward,” Katie mumbled once they were out of sight.

Chase turned and smiled down at her, placing a quick kiss on her lips. “Yeah, a little, but they need to get used to it because I don’t think I can keep my hands off you.”

“You better try.” A sly glint sparkled in her eye. “I’m not ready to have the ‘birds and the bees talk’ with my son yet.” 

Chase laughed and reached into his pocket for the fourteen dollars. “No, I’m not ready for that talk either, but you might want to have a talk with him about the importance of paying for a lady’s dinner so he doesn’t blow it when he starts dating.”

Katie’s eyebrow rose, and she gave him a quizzical look until he held the fourteen dollars out to her. She shook her head, refusing to take it from him. “Autonomy is important to me. I know it’s only fourteen dollars, but it’s my share of dinner that night. I lived in a relationship where I didn’t have a say over the finances, and money was used as another way to keep control of me.”

“But I would never—”

She held up her hand. “I know. It just feels good to know I can do what I want and not worry about accounting for every penny. I want to be self-sufficient and not depend on anyone to pay my way. It helps me feel in control instead of someone else controlling me.”

“But you let me pay for dinner and the theater.”

“Of course I did. That was a date. You wouldn’t have gotten a second date if you would’ve asked me to go Dutch,” she said before she walked to the entryway to wait for the kids.

Chase scratched his head, trying to understand her logic while he grappled with wanting to break both of her ex’s legs.

The drive to the restaurant was loud and boisterous. Tony replayed every inning of the last game of the World Series, and even Liz chimed in on three home runs Sandoval had hit in the first game.

Chase leaned over and whispered to Katie when he opened her door. “I think I need to get Tony into another hobby before his mind bursts with baseball stats.” She laughed when he took her hand and helped her out of the car.

When Katie was out, he opened Liz’s door and held his hand out to her. She smiled up at him and took his hand. Chase had a moment of hope that things were going to be all right.

“There’s my princess,” he whispered in her ear once she was out of the car.

He took her by the hand, and they all walked up the narrow walkway and into the quaint little restaurant. With all its country décor and charm, it was like they had entered someone’s home. Since the fog hadn’t rolled in that morning, they were shown to a table outside on the patio.

“Katie?” Liz squeaked, looking up with innocent eyes. Chase couldn’t help but tense up and wonder what she’d say next.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” she said before her eyes went to her lap.

“It’s okay,” Katie said with a kind smile.

Chase reached under the table and squeezed Katie’s hand before he decided to play dumb. “What happened yesterday?” 

“Just a misunderstanding,” Katie replied with an offhand wave, which saved Liz from having to answer. He squeezed her hand again while Liz glanced over at Katie and smiled.

“So what’s good on the menu?” Katie asked.

“The berry waffles are me and Tony’s favorite,” Liz said.

Katie nodded and continued to peruse the menu.

“There are sixteen different types of eggs Benedict, or there are blintzes that are pretty amazing.” Chase offered when he set his menu down.

Katie chuckled.

“What?” he asked.

“Is there anywhere on the Peninsula you haven’t eaten?”

“Probably not. I’m not a very good cook.”

“He’s not joking. He once set the—”

“All right, that’s enough, little man.” Chase stopped Tony before he could launch into the details of the many disasters Chase had created in the kitchen.

“I guess I’ll have to come over and give you cooking lessons.” Katie and Liz laughed together.

“Or . . . you could just come over and cook every night.” Chase made the suggestion before he thought about the way that would sound. She smiled wider at him over the rim of her orange juice and nodded.

“Or there’s always that.”

Once breakfast was over, they all piled back into Chase’s car and headed toward his home.

“What’s the plan now?” Katie asked.

“Well, I thought we could go down to the beach, maybe let the kids play in the ocean.”

“Please, Mom! Can we go?” Chase glanced at Shawn in the rearview mirror and saw his big puppy dog eyes trained on his mother.

“Yeah, but we should run home and get your wetsuit—that water’s freezing. Maybe you should take us back to your house, and I can grab my car.”

“Shawn can use one of Tony’s,” Chase said with a frown, not wanting to be away from her.

“I thought I’d grab Buddy, too. He loves the beach, and he needs to get out and run,” she answered. “He could sit on my lap if you want to just run to my house.”

Chase liked that idea much better. He made his way to Katie’s house to pick up the dog, but it wasn’t until he pulled in the driveway and saw Buddy’s big head peek over the fence that he worried he might not fit.

“He’ll be fine,” Katie said reassuringly, as if reading Chase’s mind. She jumped out before he could turn off the engine and ran into the house.

Buddy barreled out and jumped in the car through Katie’s open door, sitting in her seat like he owned it. Chase laughed and rubbed the dog’s ears before he climbed out and walked around the car to coax the dog to let Katie climb in. She emerged with Shawn’s wetsuit just as Buddy reluctantly got out of the car.

It was comical to see Katie maneuver Buddy until they both fit in the front seat. She had to roll down the window and let his head hang out so she had a little bit of breathing room. Chase smiled the whole way back to his house.

~*~

They walked along the beach while the kids splashed in the ocean. “I wanted to say thank you,” Katie whispered. 

Chase took her hand and gave her a sideways glance. 

“For what?”

“Well, I figured Gina told you about what happened yesterday with Liz.”

“She did.”

“But you let me be the good guy and not snitch her out. I didn’t say anything to you yesterday because I didn’t want you to talk to her about it and make things worse between us.” Katie bit her lip and peeked at him. “I want her to like me, but I know it’s going to be hard. She must miss her mother terribly.”

“Please let me know if it happens again. Then we can decide the best way to handle it.” Chase squeezed her hand. “She may be hurt over her mother, but that doesn’t give her the right to treat anyone the way she treated you.”

They watched the kids play in the surf and come out shivering, only to run back in a few minutes later. When the cold water became too much for them to handle, they retreated to the beach to build forts and sandcastles.

Katie and Chase sat farther up the beach on the dry sand and talked. Their conversation was light, and Chase found that the more he discovered about Katie, the more he wanted to know. They watched the sun descend in a streak of brilliant colors until Katie turned toward him and smiled.

“What?” he asked, mirroring her smile.

“It was this time of day when I met you the first time.” She looked over her shoulder and pointed down the beach. “Right over there. What were you thinking when we met? You looked so sad.”

Chase shook his head and then looked at her. “What were you thinking?” he countered, watching a slight blush come over her face.

“I needed to get away from my ex-husband. We argued because Buddy bit him, so my brother sent me to take the dog for a run until I cooled down.”

“So I’ll have to give Buddy a big bone?”

She caught his eye and smiled before she looked away. With just a glance, she had stirred something inside him that he couldn’t ignore. Leaning forward, he pulled her chin toward him and kissed her. Katie pulled away after a moment and looked down at the sand.

“I also was bummed that you were married.” She looked at his hand and then into his eyes. “You took off your wedding ring.”

He nodded. “I did.”

“Why?”

“It was time,” he answered, looking down at his bare finger. They sat in easy silence while they took in the last of the sinking sun.

“What were you doing out on the beach that evening?”

Chase picked up a handful of sand and let it slide through his fingertips. He wasn’t sure he wanted to open up that wound. When he glanced over at Katie, her encouraging smile changed his mind.

“It was our wedding anniversary . . . and the anniversary of her death.”

He hoped it was enough explanation for his dismal appearance that evening without having to go into too many details.

Katie took in a long breath and let it out in a rush. “That must have been a hard day.”

“Yeah, it was pretty bad. Liz laid into me about working that day, and Tony wanted to watch the video from our wedding. I just had to get out of the house for a little while.”

After a few moments, Chase felt her warm body press up against his side. Her arm slid around his waist, and her head came to rest on his shoulder. They didn’t say anything else, remaining silent while they watched the children play and the sun set on the horizon.


Chapter 10

Katie was a frazzled mess by the time she made it to the first game of the season. Trying to balance work, baseball, and a new man in her life would be a challenge.

Chase had spent hours teaching Shawn to pitch, but the day before the big game, he had let her know Shawn wasn’t ready. Katie had been relieved, since she knew she’d stress out watching the pressure he would be put through. Shawn, on the other hand, was quite disappointed.

Katie found a parking place and rushed from the car to the bleachers as the first pitch was thrown by the opposing team. She spotted Gina and Liz on the far side closest to the dugout and went to join them.

“How was work?” Gina asked when she handed Katie a diet soda out of a small cooler.

“It was work. I love my job, but I hate smelling like fish all the time.”

Gina leaned closer to Katie and wrinkled her nose while she sniffed. “You’re fine,” she said to reassure her. 

They watched one of the boys on their team hit a fly ball into left field. The outfielder caught the ball with ease, and the umpire called an out. Katie smiled over at Liz, who gave her a small wave.

“How was school, Liz?”

Liz rolled her eyes and then launched into a tale of a three-way friend fight that had left none of them speaking at lunch, although everything was fine by the end of the day. While Katie listened, she determined that she was grateful she had a son. If boys had a problem that a sock in the nose wouldn’t solve, it was rare. The drama and hatefulness some girls could stir up was ridiculous.

“Tony’s up next.”

Gina clapped, and they all cheered him on. He got in such a low squat that Katie couldn’t understand how he could whip the bat around as fast as he did. She leaned over to Gina, knowing she had a little more baseball knowledge.

“Why is he squatting like that? Some of the other boys barely bend their knees.”

“It makes the strike zone smaller. The pitcher has to concentrate harder on getting the ball in between his knees and shoulders.”

Katie nodded. It was obvious Tony took the game seriously. It was surprising to her that there was so much strategy behind the whole thing. She’d just thought it involved going up, hitting the ball, and running around the bases. Apparently she had a lot to learn.

There was a loud crack when Tony connected the bat to the ball and sent it flying over the heads of the outfielders. His little legs tore around first base, then second. When he came toward third, Chase shouted for him to get down. He went into a slide, his left leg curled under him while his right extended until his foot hit the base just before the baseman caught the ball.

“Safe!” the umpire yelled, making a clearing motion with both hands.

Chase grinned while Tony stood and brushed the dirt from his pants before giving his father a high five. The crowd around Katie erupted into rowdy cheers.

“That’s a triple,” Gina shouted over the noise. “When the hitter makes it to first, it’s a single, and second would be a double.”

Katie nodded as Gina rattled off the terminology. She looked back at Chase, his gaze trained on her, and she couldn’t help but smile at the intensity. His grin widened, and he gave her a small wave before he turned his attention back to Tony. Katie heard a giggle beside her.

“You guys are too cute,” Gina said.

Katie rolled her eyes, but secretly smiled to herself. Next up to bat was Cody. He stood at home plate and gave a few practice swings before he went into the same squat Tony had. The pitcher threw the ball, and Cody swung, missing it by a mile.

“What’s wrong with you? It was over your head! Watch the damn ball, Cody!” a deep voice snarled behind them.

Katie couldn’t believe an adult could be so rude. She turned around to see who had spoken and was surprised to realize it was his own father berating him. Before Katie could say anything to him, Gina stood, leveled a stare at Mitch that would have made a linebacker cower, and then turned her attention to Cody. The rest of the parents picked up her cue and chanted Cody’s name, drowning out his father’s ranting when he missed again.

With the little bit of encouragement, Cody hit the next pitch straight to the short stop. The player scooped up the ball and looked back and forth from Cody to Tony, not knowing which way to throw it.

The next player struck out, which left two outs with Tony on third and Cody on first. Shawn was up to bat, and Katie held her breath. It seemed like so much pressure to put on a little boy.

“Come on, Shawn! Bring me home!” Tony yelled from third base.

Shawn took a deep breath and let it out before getting into position. Katie couldn’t believe it was her child who was standing with the bat in his hand. His stance mirrored Tony’s, and he looked confident. She had missed all the practices because of work and hadn’t realized how much he had learned over the past few weeks. The pitch was thrown, and he swung, tipping the ball as it flew behind the umpire.

“Foul ball!” the ump yelled.

“It’s okay, Shawn! You got a piece of it!” Daniel bellowed from the first base line. Then the boys in the dugout started to cheer. Shawn squared his shoulders and dropped back into his stance. Katie heard Chase’s last-minute instructions just as the next pitch was thrown. Shawn connected with the ball, sending it soaring into the outfield. She stood in excitement and cheered while he passed first base and slid into second, sending not only Tony but also Cody home.

The rest of the game wasn’t half as exciting to watch after Shawn’s victory in the first inning. He beamed the rest of the game, not even letting the fact that he wasn’t pitching affect his mood.

She found her eyes traveling to Chase often and couldn’t help but admire the way he interacted with the boys. His positivity and confidence in their abilities brought out the best in each of them. He encouraged them with warranted praise, and when they needed correction, he did so with firm and precise instructions. Above all, he was fair. Chase didn’t just use the best players—he gave each boy a chance at whichever position he wanted and then coached him to excel at it before moving him to another spot. The boys loved him.

They won the game by a landslide, and Chase and Daniel pulled the boys together to have their after-game rally. Katie came up as close as she could to listen without intruding.

“There was a lot of good baseball played out there today,” Chase said, and the boys all nodded in agreement. “Cody and Tony did a great job pitching.”

Daniel cut in. “Now, every game we give out a game ball to the most valuable player.” He held up a baseball. “I think it’s appropriate that the first ball of the season goes to a new player. Never played baseball before stepping foot on this field.” Daniel looked around to each boy before he continued. “We played on the momentum he built with his double in the first inning, which brought in two runs.”

Katie smiled to herself when she looked over at Shawn, who had just figured out he was the MVP. His eyes went wide, and his mouth dropped open.

“Shawn! Good job.” Daniel said, tossing the ball to her son. Shawn’s face lit up with a huge grin.

They broke up the huddle, and Shawn ran over to his mom, holding his new prized possession. “Look, Mom! I got the game ball!”

Katie felt Chase’s warm breath on her neck when he snaked his arms around her waist and propped his chin on her shoulder.

“He earned it,” Chase said with a hint of pride in his voice.

He placed a kiss on her cheek and squeezed her hips. “I’ve got to work tomorrow afternoon, so we’re going to skip pitching practice, but Gina said she’d still keep the kids until you get off work.”

Katie smiled and took his hand, swinging it with hers. “Are you busy tonight?”

“Unfortunately, yes. I work tonight, and with the exception of tomorrow, I work night shifts for the rest of the week.” Regret was in his eyes.

“That’s okay.” She tried to hold in her own disappointment.

“I’ll call you later?”

Katie pulled on his jersey until his face was inches from hers. “Yes, please.” 

Chase grinned at her and bent down to give a slow kiss. He pulled away and smiled down at her before placing another light kiss on her lips and turning back toward the field to finish cleaning up. 

Katie watched him until he was on the field, and then she motioned for her son. “Shawn, let’s go.”

When they were on their way home, she asked Shawn how his day went.

“Coach made Tony and me apologize to Cody and his parents for the other day,” he said with a small pout.

“And how did that go?” She was thankful Chase had taken care of the situation, since she didn’t know if she could have kept her temper in check.

“Cody’s mom was pretty mad, saying stuff about me being a little criminal. She wasn’t half as mean to Tony, which is okay with me, but still . . .”

I’m sure she wasn’t. You can’t catch the eye of the coach if you’re a bitch to his son.

~*~

Over the next week, Katie’s determination to win Amelia’s approval at work paid off. She had taken on tasks that showed her competence beyond feeding fish and spent extra hours helping the research team come up with a plan to try to prevent the white shark from taking a bite out of another tank mate. 

She was deep in thought when Amelia came into the small office they shared.

“We have a huge problem.” Amelia’s hands were on her hips in an authoritative stance, but a smile played at her lips. “The head researcher on the white shark project told me I should start thinking about hiring another aquarist soon.” 

“I’m sorry?” 

Amelia’s grin got wider when she sat on the corner of Katie’s desk. “It seems your help with the research team this week has them discussing that they need you onboard as soon as they can get more funding. They just need to keep the shark on exhibit until they can win over some more donors.”

“Wow. That’s great news,” Katie said, leaning back in her chair. It was happening quicker than she had hoped it would. There was only one problem. The shark was acting on her predatory instincts, so some of the research team wanted to let her go to prevent injury to the other exhibits. Katie agreed with their decision, even if it hampered her career goals. “What happens if they release her back into the wild?”

Amelia frowned. “That may delay your involvement with the project, but she won’t be the last. Since we’ve been successful at keeping her on exhibit, there will be other sharks. The answers we’ve gained from having her here have been too valuable. Plus, she has also become an ambassador for her species. I think the research team is hoping she’ll change public opinion toward white sharks.”

Katie nodded. She’d had the opportunity to lead a discussion in the aquarium’s theater about white sharks. It had been remarkable to feel the admiration and wonder coming from the people in the audience when she remembered only fear and speculation from her college days. 

“Have you fed the white shark yet?”

Katie glanced at the clock and shot out of her chair. “Crap. No. I’ll get to it.” She went for the door, but Amelia’s laughter halted her in her tracks.

“Don’t forget your walkie-talkie,” she said with another laugh, tossing Katie the device and shaking her head. 

Katie groaned and clipped the radio to her belt before she slipped into the hallway, throwing one more apology over her shoulder as she left.

“It’s only been five minutes,” Amelia said with a laugh.

When Katie reached the kitchen they used to prepare the meals for the exhibits, she sliced the salmon and mackerel into large chunks, then set the knife on the edge of the table. She was excited about her future and the opportunities that were opening up. If she could get into the research project, she’d be on her way to financial independence from her ex-husband. She laughed aloud at the look she envisioned on Victor’s face when she told him he didn’t have any control over her anymore because she didn’t need his spousal support checks. 

Distracted, she turned to put the contents into a bucket when she lost her footing on the slippery floor. Grabbing at the table to stabilize herself, she felt the knife slice deep into the palm of her hand. On instinct, she released the table and pulled her hand close to her body instead of catching her fall. She hit the concrete hard and lay there for a moment before she felt the wetness run down her hand. Katie knew from the way her hand was bleeding that the cut was bad. Cautious of her injury, she sat up and checked the rest of her body for damage. She’d be sore the next day, but her hand was the more pressing matter at that moment.

Katie yanked off her sweatshirt, thankful she’d thought to wear a T-shirt underneath, and wrapped it around her hand. She pulled her walkie-talkie off her belt and took a deep breath to steady her nerves before she pushed the talk button.

“Amelia, I need you in the kitchen immediately.”

“Katie? Are you okay?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll be there in two minutes.”

Katie took several deep breaths and leaned against the stainless steel cabinets. Shock registered across her boss’s face when she walked into the kitchen and found Katie on the concrete floor.

“What happened?” Amelia asked, kneeling next to Katie.

“I cut my hand.”

Amelia unwound the sweatshirt from Katie’s hand and gasped when she saw the damage. She wrapped it back up and pulled out her cell phone.

“Gina, get your car and meet me out front. You need to run Katie to the ER. She cut her hand, and it’s pretty serious.”

Katie’s stomach rolled, and she felt every heartbeat in her hand. Taking long, steady breaths, she breathed through the pain. 

“Are you okay?” Amelia asked. “You’re really pale. Do you think you can walk?”

“Yeah, let’s go. I don’t know how long I’ll last before I pass out.”

Amelia pulled Katie up and wrapped her arm around her waist just in case she went down. She held her tight to her side while they made their way back down the long concrete corridor to the employee parking lot. Gina waited in a red convertible.

“What happened?” Gina asked, flinging open the passenger door. 

Amelia situated Katie in the car before she turned to Gina and filled her in on the accident. 

“I’ve already called Chase,” Gina said. “He’ll wait for us at the Emergency entrance.”

She looked over at Katie with concern before she pulled onto Oceanview Boulevard. Katie laid her head back on the seat and tried not to focus on the blood-soaked sweatshirt.

Gina zipped in and out of traffic, driving right up to the emergency room doors, where Katie caught a glimpse of Chase pacing out front. Before Gina had the car in park, he flung open the door, scooped Katie out, and swept her toward the entrance to the hospital. She was in too much pain to protest, instead laying her head against his chest while he carried her past the registration desk and toward his office.

“Aren’t you going to take her into the ER?” Gina asked, trying to keep up with him.

“I’m already breaking a thousand rules. I don’t want an audience.”

Katie shook her head against his chest and looked up at him. “I can’t let you get in trouble over this. I can—”

“Do you have insurance?”

She blanched, then shook her head. “No, not until next month. Shawn’s on Victor’s insurance, but mine ended when the divorce was final.”

“That’s what I figured.” Chase kissed the top of her head before he shoved open the door to his office. “I won’t feel better until I’ve taken a look at your hand, and trust me, if you need stitches, I’m your man.”

“But—”

“Katie,” Chase said, cutting her off. “Let me do this, please?”

She pressed her cheek into his shoulder and nodded. 

“Thank you,” he said.

He situated her on the edge of his desk and unwound the sweatshirt while she closed her eyes. Going into doctor mode, he asked her quick questions to ascertain the mobility in her hand. Gina hovered in the corner. Katie looked over at her and smiled, trying to let her know she was okay. Once Chase had cleaned up the blood, he probed the area and sighed.

“When was your last tetanus shot?”

“I don’t know—maybe nine or ten years ago.”

“You’re going to need stitches and another shot. I don’t think you have any nerve damage,” he said, taking a closer look at her hand. “But it looks like Shawn will need to do the dishes for a week or so.”

“Yeah, that’ll happen.” She rolled her eyes, which made him chuckle.

“I’m going to go pick up the kids. Can you bring her to the house?” Gina asked while she gathered up her things and opened the door.

“Yeah. We’ve been slow, so I can slip out early.”

Gina nodded, gave Katie an apologetic smile, and then was gone. Chase rubbed Katie’s leg and turned to a tray that held a huge needle. Looking away from what he was doing, Katie focused on his medical degree hanging on the wall and waited for the pain to come. She was surprised when all she felt was a tiny pinch before the palm of her hand went numb. Chase worked with an expert hand while he cleaned and stitched her up.

“You know”—a crooked smile spread across his face as he worked, drawing Katie’s attention back to the handsome man she had grown so fond of—“if you wanted to see me today, all you had to do was call. You didn’t need to resort to such drastic measures.” Chase looked up at her with a twinkle in his eye, and she laughed.

“So does that mean you’re free tonight?” she asked in a flirty voice. 

Chase searched her eyes with an intense stare, and she had a moment of panic, thinking maybe she was being too forward. Then he smiled.

“I’m not letting your accident-prone self out of my sight this evening.”

Her heart sped up a little at the suggestion in his words. Chase grew quiet while he focused his attention back on her hand, making her wonder if he was rethinking his remark.

“Ten stitches later, and you’re as good as new,” he said, holding up her hand so she could inspect it. 

Katie looked at the dark thread that protruded from her skin and felt the room spin. Fighting the urge to pass out, she thrust it back at him.

“Aren’t you going to bandage it up?”

“Yes. I just thought you’d like to see my fine needlework.” He laughed then took her hand in his and wrapped it with care.

“Exactly how did you get the cut?”

Chase turned around and grabbed the tetanus shot off the tray. Katie gulped at the size of the needle before looking away.

“I was cutting up the white shark’s meal when I slipped,” she said.

“I’m curious—how and what do you feed the white shark?”

“She’s eaten salmon, mackerel, and sardines, all of which are restaurant-grade fish. She’s a bit picky, so we have to supplement her diet with vitamins.” Katie blocked out what he was about to do while she focused on her work. “What’s been really interesting is that, with the other sharks, we can put the food on a pole, kind of shish kebab style, and they pluck it off. Not with her. She gets about two feet from it, and then lunges at it as though she were attacking prey.” Katie took a breath to continue, and that’s when she felt a gentle pinch on her arm. She looked in Chase’s blue eyes and was struck by the depth of compassion with a hint of worry she saw before he returned his gaze back to her arm.

“That sounds a little dangerous for the person holding the pole,” he commented while he pulled out the needle and replaced it with a Band-Aid.

“We had to create a special pole so it wouldn’t break off and hurt her. Then we added some safety devices to keep the feeder safe.”

“She hasn’t taken a bite out of her roommates?”

“Unfortunately, yes. She’s showing some aggression, but so far the wounds inflicted weren’t fatal. The sea turtles are oblivious to her, but it’s obvious the other fish in the exhibit are very aware of her presence.”

He took her bandaged hand in his, opened her palm, and brought it up to his mouth. He kissed over the spot he’d wrapped with a tenderness that made her heart flutter in her chest.

“Please, be careful,” he whispered, stepping between her parted legs. 

Katie’s breathing quickened. The desire in his eyes made her tingle all over.

Chase’s hand came up and cupped her cheek. Rubbing his thumb over her bottom lip, he tilted her head back and brushed his lips against hers.

“Ahem.”

He pulled away and turned toward the nurse in the doorway.

“Well, it seems like someone has finally caught the interest of those pretty blues,” the stout, older nurse with graying hair said.

Chase’s cheeks flushed pink as though he had just been caught making out in the back of his parents’ car. When it appeared that he wouldn’t say anything, the nurse turned to Katie and gave her a kind smile.

“Hello, dear, I’m Sadie.” She cocked her head toward Chase. “I’m the head nurse in pediatrics, but my title also includes fly swatter when it comes to Dr. Blue-Eyes here,” she said, pointing a small, chubby finger toward Chase.

“Katie.” She introduced herself with a small wave of her bandaged hand. “Fly swatter? What does that job entail?”

“I swat all the flirtatious nurses and the occasional patient away from our sexy attending surgeon,” she said with a chuckle and a nod toward Chase. “Who needs prime-time television when you have that to look at all day long?” 

Katie looked over at Chase. He turned away, busying himself with the instruments on the tray, but not before she saw him roll his eyes.

“What did you need, Sadie?” Chase mumbled, and Katie grinned at his obvious discomfort.

“I need you to sign a chart.”

“And it couldn’t wait until later?”

“Nope. I was also curious why you tore out of pediatrics like your pants were on fire.” She winked at Katie before giving Chase an innocent smile. “Now I understand.”

Katie liked this spunky woman. 

Chase took the chart from Sadie and scanned over the paperwork before he signed it and thrust it back at her.

“Nice to meet you, Katie.” Sadie smirked at Chase once more before she walked out. 

Chase raked his hands through his hair and turned back to Katie. She grinned wider as she thought of the many ways she could razz him.

“Dr. Blue-Eyes, huh?”

He shook his head and held out his hand to help her off his desk, ignoring her teasing. “Let’s go. I’ll get Dr. Lee to write you a prescription for some pain meds, and I’ll drive you to my house.”

“But my car—” Katie started to argue, but he shook his head.

“The cut is going to be tender for the next couple of days. Grabbing on to the steering wheel is not going to feel pleasant.”

End of argument.

After they picked up the prescription, he handed her two pills and a bottle of water and directed her toward his car.

Once they’d arrived at his house, she waited while he walked around the car to open her door. Taking his offered hand, she stepped out onto the driveway. Katie wobbled from the sudden motion, and he grabbed her around the waist to keep her upright.

“You’re a lightweight,” Chase said with a chuckle before scooping her up into his arms. The sudden movement sent Katie’s head spinning. “Maybe you should have only taken one of those pills.”

His laugh rang in her ears when she felt the universe spin in a blur of lights. Pressing her face into the crook of his neck, she hoped she would be able to keep the contents of her stomach where they belonged.

Chase kissed the top of her head and laid her on the sofa.

She didn’t let go of his neck for several reasons. The first was that she didn’t trust the room to keep from rotating if she didn’t have something to hold on to. She also felt safe with his strong arms around her. Plus, he smelled really good.

He knelt down beside her and ran his fingers through her hair until she released him and let her head fall back onto the plush pillows. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I should have asked if you had adverse reactions to pain meds.”

“Hmm. Do you know you smell amazing?”

“I’m glad you approve.” Chase laughed and kissed her forehead. “Rest here for a minute while I go let Gina know we’re here, and then I’ll see what I can do about dinner.”

~*~

Katie didn’t last two minutes before she passed out. She slept through dinner, a rubber-band war between the boys, and Liz squawking when they declared war on her. Chase considered letting Katie sleep on the sofa, but he didn’t think leather was the most comfortable fabric to be stuck to.

Gina pestered Chase to take Katie to bed, but the only bed available was his. He didn’t want to presume she would feel comfortable sleeping with him, passed out on pain medication or not. It wasn’t until Gina said she’d pick Katie up herself that he relented.

“Chase?” Katie whispered when he carried her up the stairs. Her voice sounded like a frog was stuck in her throat.

“Shhh, go back to sleep.” This was a needless request since she closed her eyes and a soft snore came from her parted lips before he made it to his room. He stifled a laugh at the unladylike sound while he nudged open the door to his room.

Once he’d laid her on his bed, Gina pulled off Katie’s shoes. He got out of the room while Gina continued to strip Katie of her clothing. Once Katie was changed into a pair of pajamas, Gina left, sending him back into his room with a wink and a nudge.

Chase agonized over the decision to climb in bed with her. Sitting on the end of the mattress, he argued with himself over whether she would mind. There were so many factors to consider. What about the kids? What would they think? Would Katie freak out when she woke up next to him? Would she think he’d taken advantage of the situation?

It wasn’t until Gina passed by his room and told him to stop overanalyzing the situation that he made his decision.

Chase trusted Gina more than he did himself in this circumstance, so he took her advice and slid in next to Katie. He turned toward her and brushed the hair away from her face while he watched her sleep. Sliding his arm under her neck, he pulled her against his side, careful not to wake her. Before he drifted off, he felt a comfortable peace wash over him.

This is something I could get used to.


Chapter 11

Chase heard a soft purr in his ear, waking him from a deep sleep. His eyes fluttered open, and he looked down to see thick, chestnut hair splayed across his arm. Katie’s head lay on his shoulder, her small hand wrapped around the fabric of his T-shirt. He pushed the corner of his pillow into the mattress so he could see the clock on the nightstand.

It was still early, and he could hear the familiar sounds of Gina making breakfast for the kids. Chase pondered whether he should get up and help her. Having Katie in his arms, warm and comfortable, didn’t do anything to persuade him to move.

A small moan came from her parted lips, and he wondered if her pain medication had worn off. She had rolled onto her hand during the night, and he worried it might hurt when she finally woke.

Katie whispered something unintelligible, then burrowed closer to Chase, making him chuckle under his breath. He was patient while he waited for her wake up, wanting to catch a glimpse of her striking eyes. Her fingers twitched on his chest before unraveling from his shirt, sliding down his stomach, and stopping above his naval before hitting anything vital. Chase let out the breath he’d been holding and tried to ignore the errant thoughts he had of them both with a little less clothing.

A small smile played at Katie’s lips before she let out a long sigh. She shifted until her chin rested on his chest, and then her lashes fluttered open, giving him the reward he sought.

“Good morning,” he whispered, hoping she wouldn’t freak out over their being in bed together. She smiled up at him and leaned forward until their lips touched for a brief moment. Chase trailed his fingers down her arm, grasped the hand that threatened to embarrass them both, and pulled it up to his lips. He brushed his mouth over her palm and looked into her sleepy eyes.

“Good morning,” she whispered.

Katie shifted her weight until she could pull her bandaged hand out from under her. The move pressed her against his side, one of her legs wedged between his. His worry about upsetting her vanished when her mouth met his again. Chase’s hand slid up her arm and threaded into her hair while he deepened the kiss. With an eagerness that stunned him, Katie opened her mouth and attacked his lips. A spike of desire ran through his body, and he pulled her across his chest, a shudder rippling through hers.

A short thought flickered through his mind, warning him to stop before things went too far, but that thought was forgotten when she pulled away and he saw the longing in her eyes. The hand he’d wrapped in her hair tugged her back down to him until their lips melded together.

Soft kisses turned hungry while Chase trailed his free hand down her side, grazing the side of her breast and stopping at her hip. He rolled her onto her back and hovered over her before reclaiming her lips with his own. Slowly, he eased himself between her legs, giving her enough time to protest if she thought they were moving too fast. He felt like a starving man. It had been a long time since he’d felt anything close to what he did at that moment, and he couldn’t get enough of her. Chase broke their kiss and looked down at her, needing reassurance that she wanted him as much as he wanted her. Her hair was in wild disarray from his hands, her lips were swollen, and her cheeks were flushed, but there was no reluctance in her eyes.

Chase bent down to kiss her again, but Katie let out a small squeak and shoved him away. He rolled onto his back, baffled at her response, and hoped he hadn’t screwed up by misreading her signals. When his head hit the pillow, he looked up in time to see Tony jump right in the middle of the bed. Shawn followed close behind him.

“What the hell?” Chase hollered in surprise when Tony scampered up the bed between them.

“Come on, Dad! Aunt Gina made pancakes.”

Chase smiled to lessen the bite of his words until Tony grabbed the covers and started to pull them down. Chase’s arms clamped down on the comforter before his desire for the woman next to him became obvious to them all.

“Go,” he commanded. “We’ll come down in a minute.”

“But, Dad, they’re getting cold,” Tony said, continuing to tug on the comforter.

“Anthony, now.” Chase regretted his abrupt scolding, but it was the only way to get both boys out of the room. Tony crawled off the bed with his head hung low and walked toward the door with Shawn.

“My dad’s not usually such a grouch when he wakes up in the morning.”

“My mom is,” Shawn said with a shrug.

When the boys closed the door, Chase looked over at Katie. She was flat on her back, staring up at the ceiling. He rolled toward her and wrapped his arm around her waist, tugging on her hip until she faced him.

“Are you okay?” His anxiety over moving too fast was reflected by his voice.

“I’m perfect,” she said with a smile. “But it’s kind of awkward to have your kids sneak up on you when you’re making out.”

Chase chuckled and kissed her nose, relieved she didn’t seem upset about him going too far. “Go have breakfast. I’ll be down after I take a shower.”

After a long, cold shower, Chase greeted his family, giving Katie a quick kiss on the cheek. He felt her eyes on him while he poured a cup of coffee, and he found that he liked it—a lot. Chase took a long sip out of his mug before he met her meaningful stare. When their gazes connected, he knew it wouldn’t be long before they were intimate. The hunger in her eyes mirrored his own feelings, and a part of him was excited at the prospect. The other part was terrified.

“Dad?”

Chase broke eye contact with Katie and turned to his son. “Yeah, slugger?”

Tony looked apprehensive while he pushed the pancakes around on his plate. “I’m sorry for—”

“You didn’t do anything you need to apologize for,” Chase said.

“But you were mad when I tried to get you and Katie out of bed,” he said. Chase heard a snort come from Gina before she left the kitchen.

“Katie slept in your bed?” Liz asked her father. Tony nodded and turned back to his dad.

“In Mom’s bed?” she questioned again.

Chase could see the eruption coming, but he knew there wasn’t anything he could do to prevent it. Katie’s eyes were downcast, directed at her plate as if something more interesting than pancakes were on it. The awkward silence that followed was better than the outburst he expected, but not by much. After a moment, Liz stood and, without a word, she walked out of the kitchen, leaving her half-eaten plate of food on the table. Chase sighed and ran his fingers through his hair.

Tony, oblivious to what had happened with Liz, turned to Katie. “So are you going to have another sleepover soon?”

Katie chuckled. “I don’t think so,” she said, looking over at Chase.

“I have to work evening shifts for the next couple of weeks, so maybe later.” Chase winked at Katie over his coffee. Both boys let out a simultaneous groan, frustrated that it would be a while.

“I figured I can drop the kids off at school, and then you can drive me to work. I’ll bring Katie’s car home tonight,” Gina said when she came back in and fixed a plate of pancakes, handing it to Chase.

“I need to go to work,” Katie said.

Gina shook her head. “No, you don’t.” Her arms folded over her chest. “Doctor’s orders. Besides, I’ve already talked to Amelia, and she said to take today off.”

Katie muttered under her breath when Gina left the room to get the kids ready. Chase smiled. There was no point in arguing with Gina. While he finished off the rest of the pancakes, Katie went upstairs to take a shower and change into something Gina had loaned her, and his sister took the kids to school.

Gina returned a short time later and began to clean up the kitchen. “So what were you two doing when Tony came in your room this morning?”

Chase ignored her, hoping to stop the teasing before it started.

She thought aloud. “Hmm. I’ve never heard you yell at Tony for coming into your room before. You either didn’t want to be interrupted, or you were in a compromising position,” she mused, making Chase’s ears heat up with embarrassment.

“Drop it, Gina.”

The sound of Katie’s footsteps on the stairs ended their conversation for the moment, but Chase wasn’t fooled into thinking it wouldn’t come up again.

“Ready?” Chase asked Katie when she stepped down from the last stair. She nodded, and he took her into his arms. Gina and her teasing were forgotten when he stared at the beautiful woman in front of him. He brushed his lips against hers, and she relaxed in his embrace.

“Get a room,” Gina said, poking her brother in the ribs. “Let’s go. I’m going to be late.”

He felt a huge sense of disappointment when he dropped Katie off at her house. She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and he watched her until her front door closed. With a heavy heart, he backed out of her driveway and onto the busy road.

“I really like her,” Gina said.

“Yeah. I do, too.”

Gina chattered away about her upcoming wedding and the stress of all the details involved in making her day perfect. Chase tuned out most of what she said and inserted an occasional mm-hmm or nod whenever she paused. His mind was fixed on the memory of Katie in his bed and the unease he couldn’t seem to shake.

“Then Daniel put on a purple skirt with some matching heels and did the Macarena.”

“Mm-hmm, that’s nice.”

“Chase!” Gina’s tone made him turn and look at her with a raised brow. “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”

Shamefaced, Chase shook his head. “Sorry, Gina.”

She huffed, folding her arms across her chest. After a few minutes, she gave him her angelic smile, and he knew he was in trouble.

“What are your plans with Katie?”

He couldn’t tell if she had some kind of dastardly plan to put into motion. “We’re going to take the kids to the Good Old Days in a couple weeks.”

“No. I mean, just the two of you?”

“We haven’t talked about it.”

He pulled into the turnabout in front of the aquarium.

“Okay, my stupid brother. I think you’ve forgotten how to date.”

“Give me a break, Gina. It’s been over thirteen years.”

Ignoring his snarky comment, she continued. “You need to think about doing some things without the kids. I don’t have any major events scheduled for the weekend in three weeks, so I’ll take all the kids,” Gina said, climbing out of the car. “You think of something special to do with your sweetheart.”

She gave Chase a small wink, then dashed across the street and disappeared into the aquarium. He pulled back onto Cannery Row and thought about her proposal.

Images of Katie lying in his bed with her cheek on his pillow flickered through his mind: her hair fanned out behind her, the taste of her on his lips, her hands traveling across his body.

Then Liz’s words struck him like a slap back into reality—“In Mom’s bed?” Her disappointment, anger, and tears during the last three years crashed around him like tumultuous waves, extinguishing the flames he felt for Katie. His chest tightened while Liz’s words echoed in his mind.

What have I done?

He felt like he’d betrayed every memory he ever shared with his wife. A pain gripped his chest, cutting off his breath while he recounted the times he and Terri had made love in that bed. Other memories flashed through his mind: lying in bed talking about their children’s futures, Terri nursing Tony at three in the morning, reading a book to Liz. His breath came in quick gasps, and he pulled over to the side of the road. Chase recognized his symptoms for what they were—another panic attack.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he was being ridiculous, but his emotions screamed that he had been unfaithful. Chase managed to get a grip when another fresh wave of guilt assaulted him over his struggle to let go of his wife. Katie deserved more than his halfhearted attempt at a relationship, but he was too selfish to give her up. He could already see, in the short time they’d been together, that she could pull him from murky depths of his grief. Needing to reassure himself he was making the right decision, he reached for his phone and dialed her number.

“Miss me so soon?” she asked when she answered.

He took a deep breath and let the sound of her voice relax him.

“Yeah, I needed to hear your sweet voice again,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t hear the tremor in his voice.

“Chase, are you okay?” 

He ran his hand over his face. The last thing he wanted was to explain. He tried to focus and clear away the remaining feelings that had overwhelmed him before he spoke again.

“Chase?”

“I’m fine,” he whispered, resting his head on the steering wheel.

“Are you sure? You don’t sound like yourself.”

“I’m much better now,” he said, wanting to reassure her as the last of the attack subsided. “I wanted to find out if you have plans Saturday evening three weekends from now.”

“No. Just baseball. Why?”

“Gina offered to take the kids so we could do something, just the two of us.”

“Like what?”

An idea started to form, and he smiled into the phone. “It’ll be a surprise. You’re going to love it.”

Chase sat in his car after he hung up, thinking about the onslaught of panic and anguish he had experienced. There was only one way to solve his problem and ensure this didn’t happen again.

I need to buy a new bed.

~*~

Chase called Katie every day he worked the night shift, and on several occasions, he found time to take a break from work while she brought him dinner. Shawn loved the koi ponds at the hospital and spent all his time watching the fish while Chase and Katie talked at a nearby table.

Whenever they spoke on the phone or had dinner, their conversations were always filled with new information. She’d learned that he’d played baseball in college until he blew out his shoulder by overworking his arm, which was why he was so adamant the boys follow the rules of the league. Chase had been inspired to practice medicine while watching his father’s example over the years. He’d spent many summers as a child “vacationing” in other countries while his father worked with local physicians, teaching them the newest breakthroughs in everything from immunizations to heart surgery. At one time, he’d considered teaching like his father, but he’d found that he enjoyed working in the fast pace of the hospital more than he did spending hours grading homework. Katie also learned he had gone to Stanford because his father taught at UCSF and he didn’t want the kind of pressure that came from being a professor’s kid. This decision hadn’t gone over well with his father, but it became a running debate in their family over which school was superior.

Every time he mentioned his mother, it was with a reverence that made her a little homesick for her own parents. Mia O’Donnell’s passion was the Ronald McDonald House. Since her children had left the nest, she spent every spare moment she had volunteering and raising money for her favorite charity. Katie felt a little intimidated by how perfect his parents seemed, but when she mentioned it to him, he laughed and told her they were far from saints.

In turn, she shared with him the joys of growing up with two brothers and living in an average, middle-American home with parents who struggled to pay the bills. There were no trips to Europe, the Middle East, or South America like he had experienced. However, she shared everything about her road trips across the country in a hot car with two stinky boys to see historic sites and national treasures like the Grand Canyon, Washington, D.C., and Disneyland.

It was harder to talk about the reasons she’d left New Mexico, but Chase made her feel comfortable, and little by little, she opened up. At first, her comments only revolved around Victor’s decisions and how they affected Shawn, but they soon morphed into her fears about raising Shawn on her own and whether she was giving him everything he needed. She could hear the bitterness in her own voice when she criticized Victor because neither she nor Shawn had heard from him since he boarded a plane and left them in Monterey, though she hadn’t expected anything different. 

Practices for baseball were still held, and Chase had to miss two games due to a scheduling conflict at the hospital. On the evenings Chase worked, Daniel was in charge. He loved the boys, and it showed in his coaching. His good-natured enthusiasm was contagious, and each boy strived to do their best. Katie even learned from Daniel that, when it came to baseball, a pickle wasn’t just something you bought at the snack bar.

Saturday morning arrived quicker than Katie had anticipated, and she flitted around the house with anxious excitement while she got ready for the day. Shawn came bounding into the kitchen after feeding Buddy and his creatures. Since she’d gotten him the reptile tank, the number of his pets had doubled.

“Mom, do you know what today is?”

Yep, it’s the day I get to see Chase for more than an hour.

“Today’s the Good Old Days,” he said with a huge smile before she could answer.

Chase and Tony showed up a few minutes later to pick them up for the game. Katie was surprised to find that Liz wasn’t with them. When she questioned Chase about it, he told her Liz would be at the game with Gina.

“So are you ready for some fun today?” he asked.

Shawn and Tony climbed in the car, and Buddy squeezed into the backseat between the boys.

“Heck yeah! Tony told me all about the motorcycle cop competition and the cotton candy and corn dogs.” 

Katie rolled her eyes at the reverent way in which Shawn’s voice lowered when he talked about the food.

When they reached the ballpark, the boys pulled Buddy out of the car and took off toward the field. Katie climbed out and met Chase at the trunk to help him with the gear. He pulled her into his arms and buried his face in her neck.

“Finally alone,” he murmured, then placed a kiss under her ear.

Katie looked around the packed parking lot and laughed. “We’re not alone.”

“Doesn’t matter. None of them are our kids.” Chase continued to kiss her neck, his strong hands pulling her closer.

Katie laughed and shoved at his chest. “I missed you, too, but I don’t think the team wants to see their coach macking on his girlfriend.”

Chase let out a frustrated growl and let her push him away. He gave her a sideways smile, kissing her hard and fast before he pulled the gear out of the back of his car and took her hand.

When they reached the dugout, he gave her a quick kiss and a wink before she turned toward the bleachers. She found Gina perched on the bottom row, her long legs stretched out as she held Buddy’s leash, with Liz scratching his ears. Katie plopped down beside her while Liz peeked around Gina. Katie wasn’t sure what to say to her. The last time she had seen her was when she stormed to her room after she found out Katie had stayed the night with her father.

“Good morning, Liz.” Katie tried to make her voice sound warm and welcoming rather than reflecting the nervous anxiety she felt. 

Liz looked at her from behind Gina’s shoulder, and Katie saw a flicker of defiance before she returned her greeting. “Hello, Ms. Rodriguez.”

Katie was a bit taken aback by the formal address. “Please, call me Katie.” She hoped to break down some of the barriers since their last encounter. 

When Liz turned to watch the drills on the field without acknowledging her invitation, Katie sighed and turned away, accepting her lack of acknowledgment for what it was—the cold shoulder.

“Aunt Gina, can I go hang out with Shannon?” Liz asked, pointing to the adjoining field. Gina looked over at the other field and nodded her head. In a flash, Liz was gone.

Gina didn’t comment on Liz’s behavior, so Katie dismissed the worries that clouded her mind, chiding herself for overreacting. Katie and Gina watched the game while it progressed at a snail’s pace. Shawn pitched a perfect inning before Chase pulled him out and had him catch for Tony. After Tony pitched three innings, he switched Shawn to first base so he didn’t have to catch while Cody pitched. Katie had to give Chase credit—he was skilled at arranging the boys’ positions so there was less contention and more team unity.

Cody had a bad pitching run, and Katie found herself feeling sorry for him when he walked player after player around the bases. Chase gave Cody every chance to pull himself out of his pitching funk before he called a time out and walked out to talk with him. He got down on his level, and the boy nodded his head while Chase talked to him. They walked off the field together. The crowd gave him a round of applause for his effort, but when Katie looked over at Cody’s mother, she was busy talking on her cell phone, oblivious to the drama out on the field.

Katie thought Chase would have Tony pitch but he waved Shawn over and her stomach turned. “Why isn’t he playing Tony?” she asked Gina, almost in a panic.

“League rules say that a boy can only pitch six innings a week. Tony already pitched three on Tuesday.”

Katie groaned. She was always a ball of nerves when Shawn was up to pitch. Gina giggled at her distress. “Don’t worry—he’ll do fine.”

Shawn took the time allotted to him to warm up, and Katie could almost feel his nervousness from where she sat.

What if things go bad like they did for Cody?

The Giants were still up by one run, but it was cutting it close since Cody had walked so many runners during his pitching stint. Now it was Shawn’s responsibility to carry the rest of the game. Katie looked over at Chase, and his easy smile was gone. A look of pure determination was etched across his face, making Katie’s panic rise to new heights.

She bit her lip, and every muscle in her body tensed when Shawn walked the first runner. Tony ran out from his catching position to talk to Shawn on the mound, and after a few seconds, he patted Shawn on the back and ran back to home plate, flipping his mask over his face. Shawn’s next pitch was hit by the batter, sending the ball flying over the heads of the infielders. The right fielder snagged it out of the air and threw it to first base, getting not only the batter out but also the runner on first. The spectators stood up and cheered the awesome play.

Shawn looked like he was either going to faint or throw up from all the pressure. Katie stood in front of the backstop, pressing her fingers against the chain link fence while he kicked at the dirt and focused on Tony.

“Come on, Shawn! You can do it!” Tony yelled.

Katie was standing on pins and needles when he threw the next pitch. It was too far outside, and she glanced over at Chase, who shook his head but didn’t say anything. Shawn’s next pitch was identical to the first.

“Make a decision, Shawn! Don’t throw it until you’ve pictured it.” Katie bristled at Chase’s tone and glanced at Shawn. He nodded his head in concentration, and she forgave Chase for his curt comment. Shawn seemed to internalize what he’d said, and he wound up and threw a perfect strike.

“That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Chase clapped as his smile widened. Katie’s little boy stood a little taller; his confidence increased when he threw another perfect strike. Daniel whooped in the background, and she vaguely heard the other parents encouraging him before she put all her focus back on her son.

Come on, baby, one more.

Shawn wound up and pitched, but this one didn’t end with a soft thud landing in Tony’s mitt. This one was followed by a loud crack as the batter connected with the ball. Katie gasped while she watched Shawn fall to the dirt on his back, a cloud of dust whipping up around him while a loud cheer erupted from the crowd.

What the hell is their problem? My son could be hurt.

Shawn lay on the ground motionless, and Katie started to panic while she ran for the gate that led to the field. When she rounded the corner, Shawn sat up with a huge grin on his face and raised his glove high above his head. She halted and watched Tony run full sprint, jumping on top of him, followed by the rest of the team.

Chase jogged toward her. “Shawn caught the ball. It was a hard drive right at him, almost impossible to catch, but his reflexes are quick,” he said with a proud smile when he stopped before her.

Katie stared, dumbfounded, at the mass of boys congratulating Shawn. Chase leaned in close to her ear, and she felt his warm breath along her neck. “Calm down, Mama Bear. Your cub’s fine.”

Katie swatted at him while he ducked with a chuckle, then jogged over to congratulate the boys. She still wasn’t sure how Shawn had managed to come through the ordeal unscathed, but she shrugged it off and walked over to Gina, who gave her a knowing smirk.

“I’m going to give you a piece of advice,” Gina said as they gathered up their things and Katie took Buddy’s leash from her. “Don’t run out onto the field if Shawn gets hurt. The embarrassment would be worse than the injury.”

Katie smiled and nodded, thankful that this time he hadn’t been hurt. She was glad for the little piece of advice, even if she wasn’t sure she could abide by it.

Chase walked over, his large duffle bag thrown over his shoulder. He took her hand, confirmed plans to meet up with Gina and Daniel, and then pulled her toward the parking lot. The boys’ excitement over going to the Good Old Days, which was evident in their unbounded enthusiasm, overrode their exhilaration over winning.

“What about Liz?” Katie asked when they got to the car.

“She’s going to meet us down there with Gina and Daniel.”

When they were on their way, Chase reached over and took her hand out of her lap, brought it to his lips, and settled it on his leg. She couldn’t help but sigh with contentment at the beautiful scenery while they drove into Pacific Grove. The excited voices of the boys reliving Shawn’s play floated all around them while her thumb idly stroked the back of Chase’s hand. She was crazy about him, and nothing was going to ruin their day together.


Chapter 12

Katie had driven through the upper part of Pacific Grove many times since it was the fastest way to get to the aquarium, but she had only visited downtown and the oceanfront a handful of times. When they came down the hill of Skyline Forest, drawing closer to downtown, there was a spectacular view of the Monterey Bay. Victorian homes in a variety of pastel colors lined the streets while they neared the ocean. Most of the streets were blocked off around downtown where the Good Old Days fair was going on, so parking was limited. Chase had to take several back roads that wound them down to Oceanview Boulevard before he found a parking spot.

Katie sucked in a breath at the beauty that lay before her. It was a clear afternoon, and the bay was a brilliant shade of navy blue and glassy smooth. The beach at Lovers Point was dotted with sunbathers enjoying the warmth of the perfect spring day.

“We’ll have to walk a couple of blocks up, but I thought it would be nice.” Chase smiled at Katie and squeezed her hand when he helped her out of the car.

Katie closed her eyes and inhaled the crisp smell of the ocean. When she opened her eyes, she took in the bright-pink flowers blooming on the ice plant that blanketed the landscape along the cliff’s edge and bike trail.

They strolled along the bike trail before cutting up the hill toward the activities, Shawn and Tony taking turns holding Buddy’s leash. They made a quick stop for hot dogs to feed the ravenous boys and then continued on their way up another two blocks to where the motorcycle competition would be held.

The street was blocked off, and orange cones were positioned in strategic places up and down three blocks of the four-lane residential road. The crowds were thick, people jockeying for the best place to watch the competition. Chase gripped her hand tighter and weaved in and out of the throng until he found a spot on a stone wall in front of the elementary school. As soon as they were situated, Chase’s phone rang.

While Chase spoke to his sister to let her know where they were, Katie’s eyes wandered over to Shawn and Tony to make sure they were still on the grassy hill. She laughed when she saw that they were using Buddy as a pillow while they pointed out the different birds that chirped in the tree under which they were lying.

“Katie!” Daniel called as he, Gina, and Liz walked up and leaned against the wall. “Shawn did amazing today.”

She smiled and nodded. “Thank you. He was pretty excited about that last play.”

“As he should be,” Gina said, hopping up on the wall next to Katie. “This is so much fun. I love all the motorcycles.” 

Motorcycle police from all over California lined the street. The competition kicked off with several drill teams that rode in a thrilling choreographed dance. It was exhilarating to watch while the bikes zipped around each other, coming closer to colliding with every dangerous turn. An announcer spoke of the history of the event but was drowned out by the roar of thirty police motorcycles rumbling in harmony.

After the drill teams performed, the synchronized competition began. Katie was enthralled with the way the two motorcycle officers weaved around the orange cones in unison. The sound of their scraping foot pegs when they dipped their bikes low to make it around the cones echoed through the streets.

She was so wrapped up in the show that she didn’t notice Buddy until he put his front paws on her knees, his leash trailing behind him. Her head snapped over to the grass to see why the boys weren’t holding on to him.

They weren’t there.

Katie grabbed Buddy’s leash before he could run away and turned to Chase. “Where are the boys?”

A lump formed in her throat the moment the words left her mouth. Chase looked over his shoulder and scanned the crowd on the sidewalk. His hand raked through his hair, and Katie could see the alarm in his eyes.

“Gina, the boys?” Katie asked, her panic starting to rise.

Gina looked around, and Chase and Katie hopped down from the wall. A loud roar of approval erupted from the audience, and Katie wanted to scream at everyone to stop cheering and find her kids. She stood on her tiptoes and looked around while Chase jumped onto the stone wall and scanned the crowd from above everyone’s heads.

“Chase?” Katie asked when the tears started to prickle behind her lids. “Do you see them?”

Chase shook his head and jumped down from the wall. Bile rose in her throat.

“Daniel. Gina. You take the other side of the street. Katie, take Liz and see if they wandered into the crowd by the announcers booth. If not, check the school. I’m going to the police station.” He turned to Katie and grasped her arms. “It’ll be okay.”

She nodded before she shoved him away. “Go,” she said, then turned to Liz. “Come on, Liz. We need to find the boys.”

Liz had a worried frown on her face when Katie took her hand and walked down the street with Buddy. When they didn’t find them on the sidewalk, Katie turned back to the school and checked the playground. It wouldn’t have surprised her if the boys got distracted and were on the jungle gym. Once she was close enough to see the children who were playing there, she realized that none of them were hers.

Liz wrenched her hand from Katie’s grasp and gave her an angry scowl.

“Liz. What’s—”

“You lost my brother!” A few of the children on the playground stopped and stared. “And you want to be my mom? You can’t even keep track of two little boys. You will never be my mom. My dad won’t ever love you like he loved my mom.”

Liz stomped her foot and her face turned a bright shade of red. Stunned at the venom in her voice, Katie snapped out of her disbelief when she realized Liz’s temper tantrum wasn’t helping the situation. She’d figure out how to deal with Liz’s rage after they found the boys.

“Liz, please. Let’s find Tony and Shawn, and then we can talk about this.” Katie reached for her hand, but Liz jerked away and narrowed her eyes.

“Don’t touch me.”

Liz turned away from her, and that’s when Katie’s patience reached its limit.

“Damn it, get back here.” Katie walked in front of her to block her escape. “Look, I know you’re mad and you don’t like me right now, but this isn’t the time for your hateful attitude.” Liz looked surprised that Katie had snapped at her, but it was imperative they work together to find the boys. “We need to find your brother and Shawn before something happens to them. So you can either help look, or we can go find your father. The choice is yours, but I’m not going to stand around and let you slow things down.”

Liz looked somewhat remorseful after Katie’s scolding, but she gave Katie a curt nod and followed her with a quick step through the school and up the crowded sidewalks. Katie spotted Daniel and Gina walking toward the police station, so she grabbed Liz’s hand despite her protest and pulled her quickly across the street toward the police station.

“Did you find the boys?” Katie asked, dropping Liz’s hand and trying to keep the panic to a minimum. Daniel shook his head. Gina looked as distraught as Katie felt when she pushed by them and ran up the stairs into the police station.

“Liz and I will stay out here in case they’re wandering around,” Daniel said.

Katie nodded and turned to follow Gina. As soon as the doors swung open, she saw Tony and Shawn sitting along the wall in plastic chairs. She let out a relieved breath and sank to the floor in front of Shawn before she let go of Buddy’s leash. She pulled her son into her arms, burying her face in his hair. Gina and Chase spoke in hushed whispers by the front desk while Katie tried to hold in her sobs of relief.

“Where were you? We looked everywhere.” Tears began to flow down Katie’s cheeks. “I was so worried about you.” His arm curled up into her hair, and he petted her like he would the dog.

“I’m sorry, Mom. Buddy ran off, and we went to look for him,” Shawn explained.

Katie continued to cry until she felt Chase kneel behind her and wrap his strong arms around them both.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Chase whispered in her ear. “They’re okay.”

Katie pulled back from Shawn and let her head fall to Chase’s chest while she looked down her nose at her son. Shawn looked up at her through his thick black lashes, and she shuddered when visions of what could have happened ran through her mind. She wiped her tears on her sleeve and helped him stand up before allowing Chase to drag her to her feet.

As soon as her heart had slowed to a normal pace and she realized the boys were unhurt, her anger started to boil at the carelessness of their actions. Chase must have felt the change in her mood, because he took her hand and rubbed soothing circles across her knuckles.

Count to ten, Katie.

“Please, tell me exactly what happened,” she said, proud that her words didn’t come out at a louder volume.

“Well, see, Buddy ran off through the school, so Tony and me went to find him.” Shawn looked down at his feet. With the way he avoided eye contact, it was obvious that he knew she was angry. “He disappeared when we made it around the building, so we kept calling him, but he never came. We came back to the wall, but you were all gone.” He whispered the last sentence, and when he looked back up at Katie, there were tears glistening in his eyes. “I was so scared, Mom.” Katie’s heart softened at his admission, and she wanted to pull him back into her arms.

Tony laid a hand on his friend’s arm and looked at Katie with remorse. “Dad always told me that if I get lost to find someone in uniform and tell them. There were lots of police around, so we went up to one of them, and he brought us here.”

Katie grabbed on to Tony’s hand and pulled him to her, giving him a fierce hug. “Well, I suppose if you were going to get lost, then this would be the best place.”

Chase and Gina chuckled beside her while Katie took another steadying breath and released Tony. Chase held out his hand for her to take. “Let’s go try to enjoy the rest of the afternoon.”

When they exited, Daniel’s head perked up and a wide grin stole across his face as soon as he saw Tony and Shawn. Liz also looked relieved and launched herself into Chase’s arms. He let go of Katie’s hand and hugged her to him.

“It’s okay, Liz. Tony’s fine.” He pulled away from her and brought her face up so she could look in his eyes. “What have I told you to do if you get lost?”

“Find someone in uniform. If it’s a store, then find someone who works there. If it’s a place like this, then find a policeman or fireman,” Liz recited before he pulled her back into another hug.

“Good. I just wanted to make sure. That’s what Tony and Shawn did, and they’re fine.”

She nodded and looked over at Katie then gave her a small smile. Katie wasn’t sure if it was Liz’s way of apologizing or if she was smiling because she had accomplished breaking Chase’s physical contact with her. She didn’t want to think of Liz doing something so vindictive, but she had witnessed a side of Liz she never wanted to see again. Chase tucked Liz under his arm and took Katie’s hand, leading them back into the crowd to watch the show.

Tony and Shawn had a great time watching all the near misses while the drill team performed for a final time. At the end, the boys jumped up and down in pure delight when one of the officers stood on the seat of his bike and rode the full length of the block without using his hands.

Liz kept her distance when the competition ended, and they moved through the vendor fair. She wasn’t rude, but Katie knew their relationship had changed. She debated whether she should say something to Chase and remembered the last time she hadn’t. He had told her he wanted her to be open with him when it came to Liz, but she was afraid that if she was, it would drive more of a wedge between her and his daughter.

Katie kept her concerns to herself while they drove to Chase’s house. If she was going to say something, she needed to wait until they were alone to bring it up. The boys fed Buddy on the patio before they ran up to Tony’s room to play with the new rubber band guns they bought at the street fair. Liz made a hasty retreat to her room. With her continued silence and avoidance tactics, Katie realized she had no choice but to bring their argument to Chase’s attention. She waited until they were preparing dinner to tell him.

“Chase?”

“Hmmm?” He turned to cut vegetables for a salad.

“Liz and I had a confrontation.”

Chase stopped slicing the cucumber and looked up with a frown. “What kind of confrontation?”

“When we were looking for the boys, she was pretty upset about Tony disappearing, so I’m sure that’s all it was,” Katie explained.

“What did she say?”

Katie could tell by the tone of his voice that he was worried. “Well, she accused me of losing Tony.”

“That wasn’t your fault. I should have been watching them, too.” He laid the knife down and slid his fingers through the belt loops of her jeans.

She nodded. “I know. I think she was just upset, and I was an easy target.”

“I can tell she said something else. What was it?”

“Um . . . she’s―” Katie paused and looked him in the eyes. She didn’t want him to get upset, but she knew she couldn’t prevent it. “She told me she didn’t want me to be her mom.”

Anger flashed in his eyes, but in a heartbeat, it was gone. He leaned into Katie and rested his forehead on her shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

Katie shook her head and pulled his face up to hers. “You don’t have anything to be sorry about. She’s having a hard time with the thought of her daddy spending time with someone besides her mom. It’s okay. It’s to be expected.”

Chase pulled her against him, and his warm breath at her ear sent goose bumps down her arm.

“I know. I’ll talk to her.”

Determined not to let him distract her, she continued. “Losing a parent is hard on a child. Even though Victor didn’t die, the separation from his father made it hard for Shawn to adjust. He didn’t lash out like Liz, but my extremely confident child cried himself to sleep every night and acted out constantly to get attention. Now that I look back on it, Victor was probably focused on his relationship with his girlfriend, because he wasn’t around much. Shawn was in trouble at school on a daily basis, and the therapist thought it was because he was trying to get his father to communicate with him.”

“Mm-hmm, I’ll straighten things out with Liz tomorrow.” Chase’s lips ran over her ear, pulling it between his lips and sucking.

“Chase, please don’t be angry with her. I already laid into her because I was frantic with worry over the boys. If anything, I should apologize to her.”

“No apologies. It wasn’t your fault. We’ll take care of it later,” he said against her ear, accomplishing his goal of distracting her.

She ran her fingers through his hair and pulled him closer while his lips made lazy patterns across her neck and along her jaw until he reached her chin. Katie tugged his hair until their lips met. She had wanted this all day. The soft kisses and stolen moments were not enough to quench the thirst that had built for him throughout the day.

Chase’s hand came up and rested on her cheek, while his thumb pushed down on her chin, silently asking her to open to him. She responded, and his tongue slipped between her parted lips. Any thoughts she had about kid drama flew away with her restraint when he pushed her up against the counter. Katie’s heart rate increased, and her hands traveled down his back and into the pockets of his jeans.

“What’s for din—” Tony’s voice wafted through the kitchen, and Chase broke the kiss and lowered his head to Katie’s shoulder with a groan. She giggled at his reaction and turned to the boys, who were looking a little stunned yet happy.

“Tortellini with white sauce, salad, and bread sticks.”

Shawn expressed his approval as he let Buddy in, and they darted back out of the kitchen. Chase trailed kisses back up her neck once they were gone.

“Stay with me tonight,” he whispered. There was no mistaking his intent. Katie wanted to, but she didn’t want to make things worse with Liz, so she shook her head with regret.

“I shouldn’t. You need to talk to Liz first.”

Chase nodded against her neck. “You’re right,” he said, but that didn’t stop him from laying openmouthed kisses across her neck. 

Katie laughed, then pushed him away. “If you keep that up, I might change my mind.” Grabbing the spoon off the counter, she turned back to the stove. His arms wrapped around her waist, and he rested his chin on her shoulder.

“Soon,” he whispered, kissing her cheek before going back to chopping the vegetables.

They didn’t have any more incidents with Liz for the rest of the evening. She came down for dinner and even participated in conversation with the boys about the upcoming May Festival at their school. 

It was early when Chase and his kids drove them home. He walked her to the door and took her in his arms after Shawn and Buddy disappeared into the house.

“Saturday, you’re mine,” he said.

“Please tell me what we’re doing next weekend.” His mouth pressed under her ear, and she pushed him away so she could think. “Gina told me to pack a bag, so I’m assuming our date is overnight?” Katie was a bit apprehensive about spending the night with him, but her underlying desire pushed those feelings from her mind. 

Chase smiled down at her and nodded. “It’s a surprise,” he said. Katie growled low in her chest, and he chuckled before giving her a chaste kiss. “Trust me—you don’t want to ruin this surprise.”

Chase gave her a lopsided smile before he released her and jogged back to his car.

~*~

“Elizabeth?” Chase asked, knocking on her bedroom door. Once they’d arrived home from dropping off Shawn and Katie, she had bolted for her room. He heard a shuffle behind the door and waited a moment before he pushed it open. Liz was already in bed, her pink flowered quilt pulled up to her chin, eyes closed. Chase let out a long sigh when he sat down on the edge of her bed and she feigned sleep.

“Sweetheart, I know what happened today. You have to understand that Katie doesn’t want to replace your mother.” He brushed her hair away from her forehead. “She only wants to be your friend.” Liz sniffled but didn’t open her eyes. “Your mother would always give someone a chance when she first met them. She would never prejudge and would always look at who that person was on the inside.” Liz’s forehead wrinkled, and she squeezed her eyes shut while she fought back tears.

Chase slipped his hands under her arms and pulled her into his lap. Her small fingers wound around his neck as he held her close, and she cried. Her quiet sobs tore at his heart with every tremor of her small body. He didn’t know what else to say. He couldn’t stay mad at her for not wanting Katie around. Liz was loyal, and it was going to be almost impossible to get her to understand that she wasn’t betraying her mother by letting Katie into her life.

At eleven years old, she was too young to have to deal with the issues she faced. Chase held her close, the scent of her mother’s shampoo assaulting his senses, reminding him of his own struggle to move on. Her sobs soon turned to hiccups, and then her even breathing let him know she had fallen asleep.

Chase kissed her forehead and tucked her back into bed. Her cheeks were stained with tears, and his heart broke a little more at the pain she was going through. Lashing out was her only defense.

He walked into the kitchen without turning on the lights to grab a cold beer out of the refrigerator. Chase jumped when the light flicked on. Gina stood in the doorway with a smug smile. He let out his breath and turned back toward the refrigerator.

“How was your evening with Katie?”

Chase couldn’t help the grin that appeared on his lips while he told her about dinner. However, it quickly faded when he got to the part about her squabble with Liz.

“Don’t worry about Liz. She’ll come around,” Gina said.

“Did Liz say something to you at the fair?”

“Yeah, she said Katie yelled at her, but after some prodding, I got the full story out of her. I let her know that if she had talked to me like that, I would have smacked her.”

Chase grinned, knowing Gina’s bark was worse than her bite. She would never raise a hand to them, but if her threat got the point across, then he was fine with her method.

“She’s got a lot of pride,” Gina continued. “It’ll be a while before she’ll admit she was wrong, but she knows she shouldn’t have said the things she said.”

Chase was tired of having this discussion. He just hoped Gina was right.

“Are you going to be home Monday?” Chase asked when he remembered the delivery that would arrive sometime in the afternoon.

“In the morning. Why?”

“I’m having a new mattress delivered.”

“Why are you buying a new bed? Isn’t your current one pretty new?” Gina asked with a confused look on her face.

“Lumpy.”

“How long have you had it?”

He should have known she wouldn’t let it drop. “Um . . . five or six years.”

“Don’t they have a ten-year warranty?” Her grin grew larger. Chase shrugged and guzzled the rest of his beer down in one gulp, excusing himself to his room before she could draw any more conclusions.

Nosey, obnoxious brat.


Chapter 13

Chase and Katie settled into a comfortable routine as the weeks wore on. He worked back-to-back shifts so he could take off the weekend of their date, which didn’t leave them much time to spend together. Every evening, Katie came to his house and made dinner. Most nights, Chase had to eat and run, but she stayed to watch his children when Gina was out late each night with Daniel. Katie had become a more permanent fixture in their lives, and even Liz accepted having her around more often.

Chase didn’t ask Katie to stay the night again. He knew their time would come soon enough, which made him both nervous and excited. Their upcoming date was the source of most of his anxiety. He’d forgotten how much effort went into planning a romantic evening. With Gina’s help, he had arranged for dinner and made sure that all the small details were taken care of during his spare hours.

Katie had planned to come over early so they could ride to the game together on the day of their big date. That morning, Chase was woken by warm fingers tracing along his chin. His lips curled up at the thought of Katie in his room—on his bed, her body pressed against his side when she leaned down and touched her soft lips to his. His hands went to her hair, holding her closer as he opened his mouth to her with a small moan of approval. He shifted her until she lay along the length of him, her legs on either side of his. She pulled away, and he opened his eyes to see her beautiful face smiling down at him.

“I think this is my new favorite way to wake up in the morning,” Chase whispered.

“Afternoon.”

His eyes darted to the clock beside the bed, and he groaned, realizing he needed to get up if he wanted to make it to the game on time.

“Late night?”

“Yeah, I was in surgery until almost two this morning.” He yawned and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “I don’t want to get up.”

Chase pulled Katie back down and buried his face into her shoulder like a petulant child. She giggled and kissed his neck, leaving a wet trail from his ear to his collarbone. He knew if he didn’t end what she’d begun, they would never make it to the game.

Pushing her shoulders with a gentle nudge until she straddled his hips, he said, “As much as I want to continue this, I need to get dressed so we can go. It doesn’t look good if the coach is late.”

“I’ll get the kids ready while you get up.” She leaned down and pecked his lips once more before she hopped off the bed.

Once Katie was out of the room, Chase pushed off the covers and stared down at the result of his desire. There was no denying he wanted her. He just worried he was going to ruin everything by taking the next step. His doubts had been a constant nagging presence while he’d planned the details of their evening. Would she be ready to become lovers? Was he? Those thoughts entered his mind again as he dressed, but he pushed his uncertainties away and tried to concentrate on what felt right.

When Katie was in his arms, he forgot everything else. Chase wanted to make love to her, to share the connection that could only be accomplished when one person gave him- or herself over to someone else. His fears only seemed to surface when he was alone with his memories. On those occasions, his feelings could become overwhelming, and he would question everything he felt for Katie. Despite his guilt, he was determined not to allow his fears to ruin their weekend.

The baseball game was long and grueling. By the last inning, the Giants were ahead by one run. Tony and Shawn pitched their innings, and both had done a fantastic job at minimizing the runs. Chase put Cody on the mound for the final inning, and he struggled with landing the ball in the strike zone. Some field work by the outfielders resulted in two outs, and all they needed was one more to end the game with a victory.

Mitch berated his son every time he threw a less-than-perfect pitch, causing the boy to make even more mistakes. Chase clenched his fists and resisted the urge to lay into the baboon who dared to call himself a father. He’d love nothing more than to explain to Mitch that children didn’t perform better with that kind of encouragement. Chase’s only hope was to pull Cody out of his anxiety by talking him down from his nervousness. He called a timeout and jogged out to the mound. Tony started to run out to the huddle, but Chase waved him back, wanting a moment alone with Cody.

He squatted down in front of the boy and asked him if he was all right. Tears welled up in Cody’s eyes, and he swiped them away with his sleeve, leaving a streak of dirt across his nose. He nodded but wouldn’t look Chase in the eye when Mitch started a whole new line of insulting comments.

“Stop being a cry baby and pitch the damn ball!” Mitch yelled.

Chase shook his head. “Don’t listen to him. I want you to focus on me. Drown out every voice. The only one that matters right now is mine. Tony will give you a signal for which pitch to throw. If you don’t like it, tell him, and he’ll switch it up.” Chase put his hand on Cody’s shoulder. “You can do this, kid. Don’t believe anyone who tells you otherwise.”

Cody’s confidence level grew, and he stood a little taller with the encouragement, giving Chase a firm, determined nod. When Chase walked back to the dugout, the umpire called the game back into play.

While Chase was on the sidelines, he felt a looming presence behind him. Focusing all his attention on Cody, he ignored Mitch when he tried to get his attention. He watched while Cody threw his next pitch, which landed a perfect strike into Tony’s mitt. Chase yelled his approval, then turned to face the boy’s father.

“What did you tell him?” Mitch sneered.

“That’s between us, Mr. Arnold.”

He turned back to the field as Cody threw an outside pitch, losing some of his momentum. Chase clenched his teeth, angry with himself for allowing Mitch to distract him from giving Cody the support he needed. Mitch stepped out from behind the fence, and Chase moved farther to the side, hoping Cody would fix his gaze on him and not his father.

“It’s all right, Cody! Next one will be in!”

Mitch grumbled behind him but kept his mouth shut. Cody threw the next pitch. It was a strike, but the umpire called it a ball. It happened all the time. Umpires weren’t perfect, and the rules were set so the ump had the final word—it was pointless to argue.

“That’s okay! It was a bad call, Cody!”

Chase wasn’t about to contradict the ump, but his reassurance to Cody was his way of letting the umpire know he wasn’t happy.

Out of the corner of his eye, Chase watched Mitch stride toward the umpire, fists clenched. He stopped inches from him while Tony scrambled to get out of his way. Chase motioned for Tony to stand by Shawn at first base, and then he stood back and watched while Mitch dug his own grave.

Daniel, who had been in the dugout, was next to Chase in an instant, a huge grin on his face.

“Blue isn’t going to take that for long.” Daniel chuckled while Mitch screamed at the umpire, his face turning a deeper shade of red with every angry word.

Chase smirked while the scene played out. There wasn’t anything they could do, and honestly, they both wanted to see the umpire put Mitch in his place. The only way either one of them would interfere was if punches were thrown—otherwise, Chase would watch with a small bit of satisfaction when the ump threw Mitch out of the game.

The umpire pulled off his facemask, his silver hair matted to his head from the heat of the day. His lips pursed when Mitch continued to throw every insult and dirty word he had in his vocabulary. Chase cringed at the thought of the children having to listen to his foul mouth but smiled with approval when the ump stepped back and, with a quick jerk of his thumb over his shoulder, gave him the sign they’d waited for.

“You’re outta here!” the umpire yelled, bracing himself for a fight. Daniel and Chase took a few steps forward in case they needed to pull Mitch off him, but by the looks of things, the umpire could handle himself.

Daniel’s grin was huge when he leaned over Chase. “Twenty bucks says the old man takes Mitch down.”

Chase shook his head. “I’m not stupid enough to take that bet.”

Mitch ran out of obscenities to yell, so he started kicking dirt on the umpire’s shoes.

“That ain’t cool,” Daniel said through gritted teeth. 

They both jogged over to Mitch and pulled him away by his shoulders. Kicking dirt on an umpire’s shoe was just as offensive as spitting in his face.

“Be a man and get out of here.” 

Mitch started to push past them again, and Daniel growled.

Not wanting to tangle with him, Mitch sneered at them both and stomped off to his car. When everyone realized he was leaving, a huge cheer came from all the parents in the stands. Daniel chuckled under his breath and gave Chase a discreet fist bump before walking back to the dugout. Chase made his way back to his position by the fence, and the ump jogged over to him.

“I’m sorry, Coach O’Donnell, but that asshole pissed me off with the way he heckled your player. He’s lucky I didn’t bust his chops.”

Chase couldn’t help but pat him on the shoulder. “It’s okay. I was about to let him have it myself. Can I have a minute to talk to my pitcher?”

The umpire nodded and ran over to home plate, waving Tony back to his position. Chase jogged out to Cody, who looked embarrassed while he moved the dirt around with his toe.

“Don’t worry about that.”

Cody looked up, and Chase could see the humiliation in the boy’s eyes. The desire to grab Cody’s father and knock some sense into him for putting his kid through hell crossed Chase’s mind.

“Listen, you only have to throw two more strikes, and this game’s over. Do you think you can do it?”

Cody shrugged.

Chase waved Tony over to the mound when he realized he was losing Cody to his doubt.

Tony ran up and seemed to know what his teammate needed to hear. “You’ve got this. Remember when you threw that awesome fastball during practice?”

Cody nodded and raised his eyes to meet Tony’s.

“The batter’s slow on the swing. He won’t be able to touch your fastball.” Tony grinned, then gripped Cody’s shoulder with a camaraderie that came easily to him. “You can do it.”

There was an instant change in the boy. He straightened a little more and puffed out his chest with a confidence Chase hoped would carry him through his last pitches. He patted Cody on the shoulder and turned to go back to his position, while his son raced to home plate. Tony pushed his facemask over his eyes, squatted in front of the plate, and punched his mitt before he held it out to give Cody a target. 

Tony’s voice filled the field with affirmations when Cody slid a fastball into his glove with a practice pitch. His enthusiasm spurred on the rest of the team to root for Cody when the batter stepped back up to the plate.

Chase cheered as if he were watching the major leagues when Cody wound up and threw a perfect pitch. The umpire called a strike, and the crowd came to their feet, rooting for him. Tony and Shawn ran over and jumped up and down in a circle around Cody, and the whole team swarmed him and patted him on the back. He reached out and fist-bumped Shawn before Tony grabbed him in a hug. Their laughter floated over the cheers of the crowd.

They had a team meeting in the dugout right after the game. When Chase asked the boys who should get the game ball, every boy yelled a loud, unanimous “Cody!” He strutted forward and accepted the ball from Daniel, and when he returned to his seat, he high-fived Tony and Shawn. This game was the first outward display of team unity Chase had seen from the boy, and he hoped the positive experience would carry over into the remaining games. 

After the team meeting, Shawn and Tony went to work gathering up all the equipment, and Chase walked over to his girls on the bench. Liz ran and jumped up to plant a big sloppy kiss on his cheek.

Katie leaned in and kissed Chase’s cheek, whispering her congratulations in his ear. He took her hand and pulled her into his side, loving the feel of her pressed up against him.

“We have Daniel’s SUV, so we can take the kids home and you two can get out of here,” Gina said with a big smile.

Chase had never wanted to hug his sister more than he did at that moment, but that would require him to release Katie, so instead he nodded his thanks.

“Have fun.” Gina waved at them before she trotted over to Shawn and Tony, then grabbed the bag of gear and hefted it over her shoulder. It was almost as heavy as she was, so when she went to take a step, she started to topple over. Daniel groaned and ran over to wrestle it out of her hands before she hurt herself. Katie and Chase chuckled.

When they turned toward each other with eager anticipation, Chase asked, “Are you ready?” 

Katie gave him a shy smile and nodded. She didn’t ask him where their destination was while they drove north on Highway 1 toward Monterey. They exited the freeway and made their way down to the commercial wharf. When they parked, Katie’s forehead wrinkled as if she were trying to solve a puzzle. “Are we having an early dinner on the wharf again?”

Chase shook his head and gave her a lopsided smile. “You’ll see.”

He grabbed both bags out of the trunk and took her hand when she climbed out of the car. Once they reached the gate that led down to the boat docks, Chase pulled out his key and slid it into the lock.

“What—Chase, where are we going?”

He didn’t answer, refusing to ruin the surprise while he led her down the docks. They stopped in front the pristine sailboat that was his pride and joy. Chase looked over at her, and she started to understand.

“This is your boat?”

He grinned at her and nodded. “Welcome to the Mia.”

Chase climbed aboard and turned back to offer his hand, helping her up the ladder. She appeared a little apprehensive when she glanced around, her footing unsure. He guided her across the rigging while she stared in stunned silence.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered, running her hand over the mast.

He corrected her. “She.”

Katie turned toward him with a flirtatious smile. “Does that mean I should be jealous?”

He wrapped his arms around her waist. “Hardly.”

Looking out across the sky, he saw the sun making its descent. If he wanted to make it to their destination before dark, they needed to get going. Chase kissed Katie’s neck and took her hand, leading her to the deck below.

“Let me show you around, and then we’ll shove off. Have you ever been on a sailboat before?” Chase helped her down the stairs.

She shook her head. “No, I’ve been on a large research vessel, but that was back in college.”

“Then we should get you some Dramamine—smaller boats tend to rock more.”

Chase was glad he’d checked to make sure he had everything when he prepared the boat earlier in the week. He went to the galley and popped open the safety latch on the cabinet, grabbing the box of medication and handing her a tablet before he put the box back.

“You don’t get seasick?” she asked, and Chase laughed.

“Uh . . . yeah, the first time I was on a boat, I spent the whole time with my head hanging over the railing.”

She grimaced, and Chase smiled, trying to ease her mind. “It doesn’t bother me anymore. Some people never have a problem.”

Katie nodded and walked further into the cabin. “It’s—she’s beautiful. What kind of wood is this?” She ran her hand across the paneling along the wall.

“Older sailboats have teak decks and paneling, but with newer boats like this one, you usually need to request it. Teak weathers better in the salty air than other woods.” Chase took her hand and turned her around. “So this is the living area and the galley.” He pulled her to the bow of the boat. “There are two berths up front.” Pushing the curtains aside on both sides, he revealed a bunk bed on one side and a twin bed on the other. She nodded and bent to poke her head into the small sleeping area.

“So a berth’s a bedroom,” she mused. “It’s tiny.” Katie leaned back and gave him a quizzical look. “I can’t imagine you sleeping in that small space.”

Chase chuckled and shook his head. “That’s where the kids sleep.” He pulled her toward the aft. “This is the head.” He stepped into the small bathroom, and she peered in.

“The toilet and the shower are in the same spot?” A cute wrinkle formed on her brow.

“Yep. There’s not a lot of room in a thirty-six-foot sailboat.” He nudged her back into the hallway and pushed open the door to the master berth.

“This is where we’ll sleep tonight.”

Chase pulled her inside the small space, and she looked around with wonder. In the master berth, there was a queen-sized bed with a small cabinet for a closet. A built-in trunk sat along the starboard wall to the side of the bed. A windowed hatch, along with several portholes, let in a generous amount of sunshine from the corner of the ceiling. Chase looked back at Katie. She pulled his hand behind her back and stepped closer to him, tipping her head up to meet his eyes.

“It’s perfect.”

Those two little words eased the doubt he’d harbored since he began to prepare for their trip. Giving her a quick peck, he stepped back before he lost all control, picked her up, and tossed her on the bed. Her bottom lip jutted out in disappointment, and Chase brought his thumb up to trace it, turning her pout into a small smile.

“We need to shove off, or we won’t make our destination before sunset,” he whispered.

“You haven’t told me where we’re going.”

He gave her a big grin but didn’t say anything. Katie released a disappointed sigh when she realized he wouldn’t answer, then followed him back above deck. “So what do you need me to do?”

Chase shook his head and brought her to the helm. “It’s all electronic.” He flipped a switch, and the engine purred with a quiet hum.

“I always thought it took a whole crew to sail a boat.”

“It would be difficult to sail this by myself without the help of technology.” He backed the boat out of the slip. “I can override everything manually, but with Tony and Liz being children, I wanted a boat that would allow me to do it alone if I needed to.” They motored through the harbor until they hit the open bay. Chase flipped another switch, and the jib unfurled.

“The jib’s that small sail in the front. It stabilizes the boat and helps steer. It’s up whenever we’re moving in open water.” Katie nodded in understanding, then looked back at the buttons and switches on the controls. He pressed another button, which hoisted the mainsail. When the wind caught it, Chase killed the engine.

“Okay, there’s one more thing I want you to be aware of.” Chase pointed toward the mainsail. “You see the boom?”

“What’s a boom?” She looked where he pointed. 

Chase chuckled, reminding himself there was a whole different language when on a boat. “It’s the part attached to the mast that’s parallel to the deck. It’s that thick, wooden beam level with your head. If the wind shifts, I’ll need to adjust the direction of the sail. If you’re not paying attention and it comes around fast, it could knock you off the boat.” He laughed at her horrified expression. “Don’t worry—I’ll shout ‘coming about’ if you’re near the boom.”

A look of relief appeared on her face. Chase held out his hand and had her step in front of him. The slight breeze blew her hair over his shoulder, and he swept it to the side before he placed a kiss under her ear. Her hands came up to rest on his while he steered the boat.

“It looks like we’re heading toward Santa Cruz.”

He could hear the smiling approval in her voice. Chase nuzzled the crook of Katie’s neck and passed his lips over her ear. “Because that’s where we’re going.”

Chase felt a shiver run through her body, and he smiled. He set the autopilot before he pulled her to the front of the boat where a padded, double lounge chair sat. Katie curled up against his side while he played with her hair. They didn’t say anything, just enjoying the sun against their faces and the quiet of the boat as it glided across the ocean waves.

After a while, Katie’s deep breathing reminded him that she had a low tolerance for medication, and he should have expected the Dramamine to knock her out cold. The unexpected nap worked in Chase’s favor because he could set up dinner without her trying to help, but he couldn’t pry himself away. He watched her sleep until they were about halfway across the bay. Then he slid out from under her, grabbed a throw blanket from below, and laid it across her legs.

Gina had dropped off dinner earlier that day. She’d convinced Giovanni to put together his famous cannelloni, so all Chase had to do was pop it in the oven for the recommended time. When it came to Chase and cooking, simplicity was best. Once the pasta was in the oven, he fixed a salad and gathered everything he would need to set the table before heading above deck.

Katie hadn’t moved. He set up the fold-out table in the cockpit then laid out the fresh-baked rolls Gina had picked up from the bakery. She always remembered the small things. He noticed other personal touches she’d added throughout the cabin. A dozen red roses sat in a cubby by a porthole, tied down so they wouldn’t tip if they hit any large swells. She also had brought the nice dishes and wine glasses from the house. Chase chuckled when he remembered the plastic Barbie and Transformers plates that resided in the cupboard of the boat.

Not very romantic.

Looking around, he realized they had arrived at their destination. He made his way to the helm, flipped off the autopilot, and then lowered the mainsail and jib. Cold hands slid around his waist, dipping under his shirt and causing him to jump. Katie pressed her body against his back and sighed while she tried to warm her hands.

“Did you have a nice nap?”

She nodded against his back. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.”

“It’s because you’re a lightweight,” Chase said with a laugh while he motored closer to the Santa Cruz harbor.

Katie slid under his arm until she was pressed against his chest. Icy fingers found their way against his back, making him shudder.

“My hands are freezing.”

Chase tried to contain his reaction and let her press her hands against his warm flesh. She rose to her tiptoes and kissed him, a small reward for his lack of complaint. He gave her another quick peck before motoring to a good spot to drop anchor. It was far enough from shore to have privacy, but close enough to see the lights from the Boardwalk. He cut the engine and released the anchor.

“Is that the Santa Cruz Lighthouse?” Katie asked when she turned in his arms and rested her head against his shoulder.

“Yeah. We’ve toured all thirteen lighthouses along the California coast that are open to the public. That was what we did on our family outings with the kids before—” His common sense told him to shut up, so he clamped his lips together. He didn’t think his girlfriend wanted to hear his memories of his late wife. The guilt gripped his heart and twisted—hard.

Katie looked at him from over her shoulder, and all he saw was kindness and understanding. “What kept you going after she died?”

He was cautious, afraid he was about to commit a faux pas. “Honestly? Elizabeth and Anthony.”

“Tell me more about Terri.” 

A wave of longing washed over him, but this time rather than being for his long gone wife it was directed toward the compassionate woman in his arms. 

“She was gorgeous. I’ve seen the pictures on the mantel.”

“Don’t be fooled by the angelic appearance. She wasn’t perfect. Her temper could scare a grizzly bear, and we had more than one fight when she made big decisions without consulting me.” He smiled when he remembered coming home to find that she had traded in his Hummer for the BMW, claiming it was better for the environment. Her logic hadn’t extended to the muscle car she’d owned since high school, of course. “Despite her exasperating moments, her finest attribute was that she was a loving mother. Tony and Liz were always her first priority. She told me her most valued times were the moments she could glimpse into our children’s souls.”

“Did you want more children?” Katie asked.

Chase closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. When Terri died, his dreams of a large family had died with her. He nodded but didn’t say anything more.

Katie, clueless to the turmoil she had caused, laid her head against his chest. “I’d love to have more children . . .” She looked up at him with wide eyes and shook her head as if just realizing what she’d said. “But that doesn’t mean I want them right now. I mean, it’s not something I think about, just when I was married . . .” She groaned and buried her face in his chest. “I’m shutting up now.”

Chase brushed aside his anguish and chuckled. “I know.” He put his finger under her chin and lifted her eyes to meet his. “I want to hear your dreams, especially the ones of the future.”

“I don’t want you to think that I’m trying to replace your wife. I know you loved her. I just hope you can make space for me in your heart.”

They stared at each other for several moments. The thumping of Chase’s heart was so loud in his chest that he wondered if she could hear it. The words he should say to let her know that her desire wasn’t one-sided wouldn’t come to his lips.

He kissed her forehead and broke the silence. “Are you hungry?”

She nodded, but not before he saw the flash of disappointment in her eyes. Chase mentally slapped himself for his stupidity and knew any attempt on his part to fix his slip-up would only come across as awkward and insincere. He led Katie to the cockpit, trying to divert the uncomfortable moment to something normal. The wind had died down to a gentle breeze, creating a pleasant temperature while the boat rolled gently back and forth. Chase brought up dinner while the sun slid into the horizon, staining the sky with brilliant pink and orange hues.

“Let me guess.” Katie swallowed a bite of the cannelloni. “Francesco’s?”

Chase nodded, watching her to see if there were any signs of the pain he’d seen minutes before—there weren’t. “I wasn’t about to ruin our evening with my cooking.”

After that, their easy banter returned. Katie talked about her brothers and their wild pranks, and he filled her in on his disastrous attempt to sail the boat from San Diego after it had been purchased.

“Gina had even less experience than Daniel at sailing, but she managed to get us into Santa Barbara while we were passed out from motion sickness. If I hadn’t known Liz and Tony would’ve been disappointed when I got home, I would have sold the boat right then.”

He chuckled and poured her a glass of wine, enjoying the sound of her relaxed laugh. Chase took a long drink from his glass, and when he pulled it away, Katie’s eyes were fixed on his mouth. Desire flickered between them, and he knew the moment had arrived. Leaning across the table, she met him halfway, their mouths melding together in a slow kiss.

Needing her closer, Chase pulled her out of her seat and into his lap, intensifying their connection. She sighed against his lips while he ran his hand up her leg and over her hip. His fingers ghosted along the hem of her shirt, touching the soft skin along the waistband of her jeans while their kisses grew more fevered. Leaning forward, he stood, bringing her with him until she was cradled in his arms.

He navigated around the rigging and made his way to the cabin. Her warm mouth moved to his neck, and Chase growled low in his chest when she nipped at his ear. He managed to make it down the stairs without dropping her, squeezing them both through the narrow doorway to the master berth.

Setting Katie on her feet, his mouth sought hers with a searing urgency. Chase felt the waves of desire he’d held back over the past months wash over him. Her fingers danced across his chest, but he didn’t realize she had all the buttons of his shirt unfastened until she pushed it off his shoulders.

“Make love to me,” she whispered.

Chase’s heart hammered harder in his chest. A mixture of nerves and desire coursed through his veins. He kicked off his shoes and brought her down onto the bed, sliding her up until she was nestled against the pillows. Their lips met again, but there was a shift in his purpose. Her request rang in his ears, and he wanted to take his time—to feel every moment and cherish the gift she was giving him.

With skill and patience he hadn’t realized he possessed, he peeled off each article of her clothing while she fumbled with the buttons to his jeans and pushed them down. The creamy flesh of her stomach was smooth to the touch. He broke free from her kiss and reached for the last scrap of fabric that separated them, sliding it down her legs with slow precision. Reaching for him, she pulled him back to her while he positioned himself between her thighs and paused.

“Katie?” he whispered against her lips, his insecurity palpable. Chase brushed away a stray lock of hair that fell across her forehead and met her unwavering gaze. Her fingers slipped down from his waist until they pressed into his backside, pushing him slowly into her.

She smiled up at him when their hips met. Her reassurance was all he needed to help him over the last hurdle of his uncertainty. Chase rested his forehead on her shoulder, kissed her collarbone, and reveled in the feel of her. Her arms wrapped around him, and she held him tight, following each of his movements while their mouths eagerly sought one another.

When had he begun to burn for her touch? She set off a round of fireworks inside him with the mere look in her eyes, and now his need for her skyrocketed into a shower of sparks that fueled his desire. He whispered his devotion while he pushed her higher, reaching for that last ember to fall, until they clung to one another through their release.

Once they’d caught their breath, he shifted until his weight was pressed against her side and opened his eyes to see her watching him. Katie reached up to stroke his jaw, and he could see in her eyes the tender regard she felt for him. Chase took her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing her palm to show he would always treasure her. “You have a piece of my heart,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before.”

She smiled up at him, and he hoped that the memory of his previous blunder would be replaced by this moment. Gently, he pressed his lips to hers before grasping the covers and pulling them over them both. Katie curled into his side while he held her tight, his hand rubbing softly up and down her back, and the gentle rocking of the boat quietly lulled them into a peaceful sleep.


Chapter 14

When Katie woke up, she knew there were still things they needed to discuss. Chase’s hesitation the night before had sent warning bells off in her mind, and even though he’d opened up after they made love, she knew she needed to be careful. His indecision was apparent until the moment he slipped inside her, but she’d wanted him too much to analyze the reasons behind his reluctance. 

The physical experience was everything she had hoped for, but a nagging voice in her head told her that they should have waited. Katie wanted to have some kind of conversation with Chase to reassure herself they hadn’t made a mistake, but he kissed her and jumped out of bed to get breakfast ready before she could summon the nerve to say anything. After spending several minutes rehearsing the dialogue she wanted to have with Chase, she pulled on his robe and went in search of him.

When she stepped out of the hatch, the crisp morning air made her shiver, even though the sun shone overhead. Not a single cloud was in the sky. Looking out over the bay, she marveled at the glassy, smooth surface of the water. She took a deep breath of the salty air and hummed in appreciation.

Katie heard a soft huff of exasperation and turned to find Chase fumbling over a small vase of flowers in the middle of the table. He glanced up, and his furrowed brow softened when he saw her.

“You’re beautiful in the morning,” he said, motioning for her to come to him.

She touched her crazy hair and knew she must look frightening, but she was too captivated by the look of adoration in his eye to argue. Instead, she smiled and made her way to him. Chase took her into his arms, and she laid her face on his chest, memorizing the smell and feel of him. Everything about the moment was already overwhelming, and Katie considered overlooking the topic that might burst her happiness bubble.

He kissed the top of her head and nudged her toward the chair. “I slaved over breakfast, so let’s eat.”

Katie glanced at the table and was surprised to find French crêpes, bowls of fruit, whipped cream, orange juice, and champagne. She had her doubts that breakfast had been prepared on the boat. With this menu, all he had to do was open a few containers and empty them into pretty crystal bowls.

She looked up at him with a smirk. “Uh-huh, slaved.” Sarcasm dripped from her voice. “How much did Gina do?”

The twinkle in his eye revealed the boyish charm she had grown to adore in recent weeks. “Nothing slips by you, does it?”

She laughed before she slid into a seat in the cockpit. Chase placed a plate in front of her and then sat down next to her. Katie’s mouth watered while she watched him make her a crêpe with strawberries and whipped cream.

“So what are the plans when we get home?” Katie asked before she took a bite of the delectable crêpe.

“What do you mean?” Chase poured them both a mimosa and handed one to her.

“I mean with us.” She took a long, slow sip of her drink, trying to hide her nervousness.

Chase looked out over the calm sea as if pondering his answer, then turned his soulful eyes back to her. “That depends on what you want.”

Katie looked down at her plate, self-conscious at the way he attempted to circumvent her question. “I don’t want to pressure you into what I want.”

“Well, do you want to continue to―” He paused, unsure of what to say.

Her emotions were running high. She had spent an amazing night with a man with whom she was falling in love, but she could see his reluctance to define their relationship. That scared her. Chase had been so attentive and charming, as if this trip was the start of something more for them, but then he’d clammed up as if he didn’t know what he wanted. Katie could feel tears starting to form, but she swallowed them down.

“Do you regret what happened last night?” Katie whispered.

“No, not at all.”

He took her hand in his. His gentle touch reminded her of the evening before, and a tear slipped from the corner of her eye. Chase’s eyes searched hers when he wiped it away with his fingertips. Katie turned away, not wanting him to witness her vulnerability, but he wouldn’t let her. He cupped her cheek and pulled her face back toward his.

“Katie.” She could hear the anguish in his voice. “I would love to continue this, whatever it is, when we get home. I have no intention of letting you go.”

He pulled her face closer, and she let him. Katie wanted nothing more than to believe what he said, but the insecurity of a failed marriage made her waver. His lips were tender when they brushed against hers before he pulled back to look into her eyes.

“I have to be honest with you,” Chase said, taking his hand away from her face to clasp hers.

He looked away for a moment and then turned back to her. The turmoil she saw in his eyes confused her even more.

“I-I don’t know what I’m doing.” He made the admission with a small smile. “Sometimes I think about you and what you’ve brought into my life. I want this. I want more. But then other times I feel so damn guilty for wanting you―for wanting more.” Chase pulled her hand up to his face and rubbed it lightly across the stubble on his cheek before he kissed the inside of her wrist. “I feel guilty for moving on, and then I feel guilty for feeling guilty for moving on,” he said with a dark chuckle. “You deserve my whole self, and I don’t know how long it will be before I can give that to you.” His eyes pleaded for her understanding. Now that all his cards were on the table and he was exposed, Katie felt a small ache in her chest over his dilemma.

“I don’t expect you to forget about your past.”

“I know that. You’ve been very understanding.” Chase squeezed her hands and pulled them to his chest. “I loved my wife very much. I never thought I’d want another relationship,” he whispered. “And here I sit with you. You make my heart race when I hear your voice. When you’re away, I feel empty, and when you’re near, I want you closer. I’m falling hard for you, and it scares me. It makes me think I didn’t love Terri enough if I can feel so many things for you.”

The torment in his voice melted away her pain and uncertainty. This was harder on him than it would ever be on her. She had divorced a man who didn’t want her enough to be faithful. She’d fallen out of love with that man because of the decisions he had made. Chase wasn’t fortunate enough to have had that choice. The woman he’d loved had been ripped from him and his children. Of course he would feel this way. Even if it hurt her to see his deep loyalty to his wife, she couldn’t deny that she respected him more for it.

“You don’t have to compare what you feel for me with what you felt for Terri. I told you before. You need to keep a piece of your heart for the mother of your children. I get that, and I’m okay with it. I’ll take whatever you’re able to give me.”

Would she be okay with this arrangement? It didn’t feel like she held second place in his life now, but would she feel the same later?

“I can’t help but think it’s not fair to you.” Chase recognized the same thing she had, and because he’d recognized it, her mind was eased.

“Chase, I’ll worry about me. If weekends like this are all you can give me, I’ll take them for now.” 

He tugged on her hand until she plopped onto his lap. “I can do more than weekends. I told you I want more. I want you around all the time. I want you with my family. I want your friendship. I want you in my bed. I want your heart.” He whispered the last sentence, and she wasn’t sure she heard him correctly before he kissed her lips with a gentle touch.

Katie felt better now that she knew why he’d hesitated to express his desire for their future, but she still kept herself from expressing her true emotions. It was too late for her—she was already in love with him—but she realized a declaration that profound would only complicate things. Until he was ready to give her all that was left of his heart, she wouldn’t push him.

~*~

When Chase motored into the Monterey harbor, flashes of the weekend’s activities ran across his mind. Aside from her beautiful body beneath his, the strong feelings he had for Katie stood out from all other thoughts. He couldn’t even remember what it felt like in the beginning stages of love with Terri.

Love? Is that what this is?

He cared about Katie and wanted to spend every waking moment with her, but was this love? Wasn’t it too soon to consider the possibility?

Chase was so wrapped up in his own thoughts that he didn’t see his sister or the kids waiting on the pier until he pulled into the slip. Gina’s arms were folded over her chest and her foot tapped on the dock while he motored in. Shutting down the engine, he threw her a rope to tie them off.

“How was the Love Boat?” Gina said when he helped her onto the deck.

“Thanks for bringing the kids,” he said, avoiding her question. There was no way he would get into the details of his trip with her.

“If the boat’s a-rockin’, don’t come a-knockin’?” She pushed past him.

Chase stopped and gave her a disgusted glare. “Ugh, Gina! What are you doing? Taking lessons from Dad?”

“No, if I were Dad, I would have asked you if you struck out, bunted, or hit a grand slam.” She laughed and headed to the galley, leaving him to marvel at her crassness.

“Where’s Katie, Dad?” Tony asked when he scurried up the ladder.

“She’s down below, getting lunch ready.”

Shawn climbed onto the deck and joined Tony in the bow of the boat. His eyes filled with wonder when Tony showed him around. Chase held out his hand for Liz, and she accepted it.

“Why do Katie and Shawn have to come with us on the boat?” Liz whined once she was on deck.

“Because I invited them.”

“But I don’t want to spend the day with them. You said the boat was our special place after Mom died.”

“Elizabeth,” Chase stated in a firm, low voice, “Katie and Shawn came because I want them here. If you can’t be nice about this, I will send you home with Aunt Gina.” He knew she wouldn’t want to miss an outing on the boat, so he hoped the threat would straighten her out. He could almost see the steam come out of her ears while she considered what he’d said. After a moment, she gave him a curt nod and plunked down in the cockpit.

“Elizabeth, will you behave?”

She turned back to look at him, and he was shocked at the venom that spewed from her lips. “I’ll be good, but I hate it! I don’t want them here. I don’t want them on our boat.”

Katie emerged from below deck as Liz’s tantrum came to a peak. She had a smile on her lips, but he could see the distress in her eyes.

“Do you like peanut butter and honey sandwiches?” Katie asked Liz with a smile, ignoring what she had heard.

Chase cut in before Liz could say something snotty. “They’re her favorite.” He gave Liz a look that said not to contradict him before he turned back to Katie. “Thank you. I’ll be down in a minute to help you.” Katie waved her hand and said she could handle it before she went back below.

Turning back to Liz, he saw a smug smile on her face, and his anger resurfaced. “Elizabeth Marie,” he said in a stern reprimand, wanting to make sure she understood the consequences if she continued with her callous behavior. She looked at him, and the smile slid off her lips to be replaced with a look of shame. “I will not have you ruining this day. Katie and Shawn have shown nothing but kindness to you, even in your most insufferable moments. You need to stop acting like a spoiled brat and become the nice young lady I know you can be.”

Liz looked down at her feet and nodded. It was the best he would get out of her, so he walked over and pulled her into a hug.

“I love you, sweetheart. Please don’t make this so hard.”

“I love you, too, Daddy.” It wasn’t lost on him that she didn’t acknowledge his request.

“Well, I’m outta here,” Gina said when she climbed out of the hatch and gave Liz a disappointed look. “Is everything okay? Do I need to cancel my day with Daniel and take Liz home?” Gina could lay a guilt trip down like no one Chase had ever met—besides their mother.

“I think we’re good,” Chase said, looking at Liz for confirmation. She nodded.

“All right, but I don’t ever want to hear anything like I just heard come out of your mouth again, little girl.”

Liz had the good sense not to back talk her aunt, instead nodding again before burying her face in Chase’s shirt.

“I think Katie needs some help with lunch.” Gina gave him a pointed stare before she climbed down the ladder.

Chase gave the boys the task of winding up the lines before he headed belowdecks to see Katie. She turned when she heard him descend the stairs and gave him an understanding smile. Chase knew Liz’s words had upset her, but he was at a loss as to what to do about it. He came up behind Katie and wrapped his arms around her waist.

“I’m sorry you heard that.”

She sighed and turned to face him. “Shawn and I don’t have to go today.” Chase started to shake his head, but she put her finger over his lips to keep him from speaking. “It’s okay. Take your kids out for the day. We can do it another time.”

Chase gripped her waist tighter. “No, I want you and Shawn here. Liz will behave. I don’t want Shawn to be disappointed because Liz is irritated.”

Katie pulled back and searched his eyes. “All right, if you think this won’t make things worse.” 

Chase wasn’t sure if his decision would complicate things, but he knew he couldn’t give in to Liz’s tantrums.

Tony and Shawn rambled on about how much fun they would have sailing while they stuffed their faces with two sandwiches each. Liz ate in silence, only answering when addressed. Katie tried to engage her in conversation several times, but she gave up after Liz refused to give her more than one-word answers. Katie cleared the table, and the boys went back to watching the boats while Liz curled up on a deck chair with a book.

Once the children had their life vests on, Chase motored the boat out of the harbor with Shawn at his side. The boy wanted to know the function of every button on the control panel. As soon as Chase answered one question, he had another.

“Tony!” Chase said in a panicked voice when his son leaned over the railing at the bow of the boat. He looked back at his dad, and Chase shook his head. “Don’t lean so far over the railing!” he shouted over the wind when they passed the speed buoys.

“I thought I saw dolphins,” Tony said, coming back to the helm.

Shawn got so excited at the prospect of seeing dolphins that he tripped over the rigging, catching himself just before his face connected with the deck. Tony helped him up, and they both went to the bow and peered over. Katie came above deck after putting the lunch away and moved to watch with the boys. After they were well on their way, Chase unfurled the sails, set the autopilot and went to join them. Tony let out a squeal of delight when a dolphin shot out over the water in the boat’s wake.

“Liz!” Tony yelled in his excitement, making her look up from her book. “Come look! Dolphins.” He bounced with enthusiasm. She looked past Tony to the dolphins but then shrugged her shoulders, stood, and headed toward the hatch.

“I’m going to take a nap,” she called over her shoulder and disappeared below.

Chase felt annoyance flare up at her stubbornness.

“Stop scowling. You’re going to scare away the dolphins,” Katie whispered to him.

His agitation melted away when she looked up at him like that with a small smile on her lips. Chase kissed her forehead and rubbed her arms when another dolphin jumped out of the water.

“What are they doing?” Shawn asked, looking from his mother and back to the dolphins. “They’re gonna get runned over by the boat.”

Katie let out a soft chuckle before shaking her head. “No, they’re playing.” She glanced over the edge. “They’re riding the bow wave. The boat is pushing them along. They’ve been clocked before at thirty knots per hour. When they jump out of the water, it’s called porpoising.” As if on cue, two dolphins sailed out of the water. “They’ll also ride the wakes of whales and will chase other species away so they can have the ride all to themselves.”

Tony and Shawn looked on with wonder. Since Katie had their attention, she didn’t miss the opportunity to show them a little of why she loved her job.

“Did you know that the people who made Finding Nemo came to the aquarium to find out more about jellyfish?” Both boys were excited at that tidbit of information, and Chase chuckled at how Katie kept their interest by relating facts about different species in the Disney movie. Tony wrapped an arm around Katie’s waist, captivated by her every word. He’d always been an affectionate child, but he usually reserved his attention for family. 

Katie walked back to Chase while the boys continued to watch the dolphins. “Thank you for a wonderful afternoon,” she said, slipping between Chase and the wheel and tugging on his shirt.

“Thank you for coming.”

He took her hand, guided her to the double deckchair, and pulled her down with him. She rested her head on his shoulder while he ran his fingers through her hair. Chase relaxed into the chair, savoring the sounds of the boys talking, the waves slapping against the boat, and the gentle rocking motion.

When he heard even breathing coming from the woman in his arms, he grinned. Chase settled in, wrapped his arms tight around her, and closed his eyes. There was no way he would fall asleep with two mischievous boys running around above deck, but he relaxed as much as he could and enjoyed the afternoon sun.

“Dad! Dad!” Tony yelled. “Whales!”

Chase lifted his head, and sure enough, there was a large humpback whale and her baby a few hundred yards away from the boat. Katie stirred, and her eyes cracked open.

“I’m sorry,” she said with a yawn and stretched like a cat, exposing a sliver of skin where her shirt rode up. Chase rubbed his fingers over her bare flesh, making her shudder before curling back into him. “I guess I didn’t get enough sleep last night.”

The teasing in her voice made him chuckle. “No, I suppose you didn’t.”

“Da-ad,” Tony whined and pulled at his father’s arm, trying to get him to show more interest in the whales.

“Sorry, slugger,” Chase apologized and sat up. He released Katie and let his son pull him to his feet.

“Look!” Tony pointed out the whales, which were still nearby.

“I see, I see. Why don’t you go get your sister? She might want to see them, too, and she’s been napping long enough.” Tony nodded and ran below deck while Shawn stayed and watched the whales rise out of the water. After a few minutes, Tony surfaced without Liz, looking forlorn and dejected.

“Where’s Liz?” Chase asked. Tony grimaced at his father’s question, but didn’t answer. “Anthony?”

“She said she didn’t want to be up here with Katie and Shawn,” Tony said, trying to muffle his answer, but Chase knew Katie had caught every word when he heard her intake of breath.

Damn.

Chase stalked toward the hatch, tired of Liz’s insolence, but Katie darted in front of him and held him back. He looked down into her distressed face, and his anger at his daughter doubled.

“Chase, don’t. Please leave it alone. If you go down there and force our relationship on her, then she’ll only despise it more.”

A part of Chase recognized what she said was true, but how could he let Liz treat Katie and Shawn like this? He tried to calm himself enough to see what the result of an outburst would accomplish, and he knew it wouldn’t end well. He raked his hands through his hair in defeat, and Katie relaxed once he had calmed down.

“Damn it, Katie,” Chase said, pulling her into his arms. “It’s not fair that you have to always deal with my issues.”

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay. You don’t deserve this treatment, and I feel like I’m powerless to do anything about it. I don’t want to push her because she may never accept you, but then again, what she’s doing is wrong.” Chase sighed and lowered his forehead to hers, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

To the dismay of the boys, Chase and Katie decided to head back to shore. To hold off a revolt, Chase let them captain the boat while he stood close by and reminded them what needed to be done. He took over once the boat sailed past the speed buoys in the harbor.

Liz didn’t come back up to the deck until Chase cut the engine and tied the boat to the slip. She emerged from below and sat in the cockpit away from everyone else, waiting for Chase to lower the ladder. After Katie and the boys were on the dock, Chase reached for Liz to help her down.

“I’m disappointed in your choices today,” he said.

She looked up at him, and he saw the sadness reflected in her eyes. He swallowed the guilt he felt at calling her out on her bad behavior and helped her down to the dock.

The drive back to Katie’s was quiet since both boys fell asleep in the backseat and Liz continued with the silent treatment. Katie looked thoughtful while she stared out the window. Chase took her hand and rubbed soothing circles over her knuckles. She smiled at him, but it didn’t reach her eyes. He didn’t know what to do about it.

When they reached her house, Chase picked up Shawn and carried him to his room. Once he was settled into his bed, Katie slipped off his shoes and covered him up. She tugged Chase into the hallway and kissed him with an urgency that confused him. He pulled away and when their eyes met, he saw the doubt and sorrow in her face.

“Katie,” he whispered, reaching for her again, but not before a tear slid down her face. He wiped it away with his thumb and held her close. “It’ll all work out.”

Chase wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince her or himself. She nodded and pulled away, swiping at the stream of tears.

“You should go,” she whispered. “The kids are waiting for you.” He kissed her one last time before leaving her standing in the hallway.

~*~

Katie lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling for what seemed like hours. Rolling over, she glanced at the clock: 2:42. Great! It had been hours. She slammed her head back down on the pillow, threw her arm over her eyes, and tried to drown the barrage of thoughts invading her mind.

From the moment Chase kissed her goodbye, she had felt an uneasy sense of dread. Things weren’t better with Liz. Katie had two very different reactions to Liz’s stubborn refusal to come above deck. The first was panic that Shawn would be hurt by her attitude, but to her relief, he hadn’t heard Tony’s explanation. Besides that concern, she was sad about Liz and the challenges Chase was facing.

There was no denying that they were confronted with a major obstacle in their relationship. Chase and Gina seemed to think Liz would warm up to Katie when she was ready. But the more she was around her, the more Katie worried that would never happen.

Katie speculated that Liz’s avoidance on the boat was a learned behavior and that Chase had contributed to her actions by not correcting it when he had the opportunity in the past. From what Chase had said previously, he thought it was easier not to think about things too much. Didn’t he realize that children needed to talk about their losses? Unlike adults, they couldn’t put all their emotions into neat little boxes to open up later when they felt like dealing with them.

Katie groaned and rolled onto her stomach, punching the pillow and trying to let out her silent frustration. She could see that Chase was at a loss as to what to do about Liz. Heaven knew everyone made mistakes, but she hoped his wouldn’t come back to haunt them in the future.

Katie buried her nose further into the pillow while she thought of fun things she and Liz could do together and wondered if she liked the aquarium. Or maybe museums? She growled and rolled over, angry with herself for thinking of things she liked to do instead of what Liz might enjoy. Katie reached to turn on the lamp next to the bed, and a soft glow lit up the room. Grabbing the book she’d started, she propped a couple of pillows behind her head and settled in for a sleepless night. Reading always calmed her down. In fact, it had been her escape when Victor had turned her life upside down. If she couldn’t sleep, at least she’d be entertained.

Slapping her hand against her head, Katie experienced an “aha!” moment. Liz liked to read. Katie had seen her with countless books over the last couple of months. Maybe she could appeal to her inner bookworm. They might be able to find common ground in something they both enjoyed. Katie felt a small sense of hope while she tried to rack her brain for a book that might interest Liz. She wasn’t familiar with young girls’ reading preferences, so she decided to look into it in the morning.

Feeling like she had a plan, Katie felt her eyelids droop. She shut off the light and sank down into a deep oblivion.

~*~

“Hurry up, Shawn. You’re going to be late for your game.”

Katie had finished packing the cooler full of snacks and juice boxes when the phone rang. She considered letting the answering machine get it so they wouldn’t be late, but Shawn was too quick.

“Hello?” His face fell into a frown. “Oh hey, Dad.”

Finally. Stupid ex-husband.

“I want to talk to him when you’re done,” Katie said before she walked out of the kitchen, pretending to allow him privacy to avoid his seeing the scowl etched across her face.

Katie went into the living room, trying to calm herself before she had to speak to her ex-husband. She listened to Shawn’s side of the conversation while he reluctantly told Victor about school, baseball, and Tony and Chase. Katie ground her teeth together when Victor began to drill him about how much time they’d spent with his coach. She was about to end their chat before Shawn told him more than she wanted Victor to know, when Shawn’s angry tone made her stop. 

“Why didn’t you call before? I left a couple messages telling you about this stuff.”

Katie frowned and walked into the kitchen, letting Shawn know she was there if he needed her to step in. Shawn’s head dropped while he listened to his father give him the same excuses he’d given before. When he nodded and she noticed the moisture on his cheek, she had heard enough.

“Shawn, it’s time to get off the phone. We need to get to the game.”

He said his goodbye before he handed the phone to her. She told him to finish getting his gear together and waited until he had gone to his room before she went onto the back porch. This conversation wouldn’t be pretty.

“Victor,” she said with every amount of control she could dredge up. “It’s about time you called.”

“Listen, Katie, I’ve been busy with a contract we picked up—”

“Give me a break, Victor. It takes ten minutes to call your son. What happened to the fatherly concern about us moving so far away? You aren’t hurting me, but Shawn realizes you’re not making an effort, so what am I supposed to tell him?”

“Wait a minute.” She could almost see the defensive stance he’d take whenever he was backed into a corner. “I know I’m at fault here. I should’ve called sooner, but you’re the one bringing some guy around Shawn.” Katie took a deep breath and tried to squash her temper while Victor’s voice rose. “You’re such a hypocrite. You wouldn’t let Elena anywhere near Shawn, and now you’re shacking up with some guy?”

“I wouldn’t let Elena around Shawn because you had an affair. I don’t have any say in whether or not she’s around now, no matter how much I hate having that home-wrecking tramp around my son.” Katie stopped for a moment to take another deep breath and tried to calm down. She couldn’t believe the audacity of this man, putting Chase in the same category as Elena. It boggled her mind. “Shawn understands we’re no longer together, so there is no reason for me to hide Chase from him. And I’m not living with him. We’ve been on a few dates, but that’s none of your business. You, on the other hand, needed to keep Elena a secret because of your infidelity. You didn’t want my brothers to find out the real reason why I left, did you?” She played the one card that would shut him up. The last thing he wanted was for Kevin and Steven to find out the real reason for their divorce. It would put a huge strain on their working relationship—not to mention that her brothers would take him behind the woodshed and beat the pulp out of him.

“Ouch, Katie. That’s a low blow.” The argument was over, at least for now.

“When are you planning on taking Shawn for the summer?”

“That’s why I’m calling. Southwest has cheap flights right now, and I wanted to know when the school year ends.”

“June fifth.”

“All right, I’ll see what I can do and get back to you. I thought I could fly out and maybe stay the night at your house. Then Shawn and I can fly back, if that’s okay with you.”

Katie held back a groan at the thought of being under the same roof with him, but she knew it was a sacrifice she’d have to make. She didn’t want to send Shawn on an airplane for the first time by himself. One of them would have to fly with him, and since Victor was paying for the tickets, the least she could do was help out with a place to stay.

“If that’s all, we have a baseball game to get to.”

“So he’s playing ball?”

“Yes. It’s the last game before the playoffs, and I don’t have time to fill you in on a season’s worth of plays,” she said, snapping at him.

“Wow, I really screwed up. I can’t believe I missed this.” Victor paused. He sounded remorseful, but she wasn’t sure if he meant it or if it was another tactic to make himself the victim. 

Katie let some of her anger dissolve before she spoke. “Listen, Victor—call back later next week. I’m sure Shawn can talk your ear off about baseball for hours.”

“Thanks, Katie,” he said. 

She wouldn’t feel sorry for him. He’d brought it on himself. Katie hoped he realized the damage he’d done by not calling and hoped he wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

Hanging the phone on the charger, she turned to find Shawn standing in the kitchen with his baseball bag at his feet. “Did he tell you he had a big job and that’s why he didn’t call?”

Katie nodded.

“He always has a job.” Shawn picked up his bag and headed toward the door.

“Are you okay, honey?”

He stopped and turned around to look over his shoulder. “Yeah. He does this all the time. I didn’t think it would change when we moved here.”

“I’m sorry we moved so far away.”

Shawn shrugged. “I didn’t want to move, but I go where you go because I want to be with you—not him. Even if we lived in Albuquerque, Dad probably wouldn’t call that much anyway. He didn’t when we lived at Uncle Kevin’s. Besides, if we stayed, then I wouldn’t have met Tony or have baseball. I’m glad we’re in California.”

Relief swept through Katie, and she gave him a sad smile. It was good he seemed to have a firm grasp of Victor’s pattern of behavior, but it was unfortunate he had to figure it out through repeated negative experiences. Therapy had taught her not to make excuses for Victor, and during the first year of separation, she’d spent most of her time comforting Shawn when his father didn’t show up to school functions or cancelled fishing trips at the last moment. She was always worried about how the move had affected Shawn, but maybe it was a good thing they had relocated. With the distance, Shawn wouldn’t have to listen to broken promises every weekend.

“I love you,” Katie told her son, taking him in her arms and giving him a tight squeeze.

“I love you, too, Mommy.”


Chapter 15

Katie spent the week arranging the details for the end-of-season party with Gina, never making it to the bookstore like she had planned. Chase worked double shifts, so with Katie’s strained relationship with Liz, they both decided it would be best not to push her company on Liz.

Katie missed Chase, but she knew the separation was for the best. The few encounters she had with Liz when she picked up Shawn were brief and distant, which didn’t make Katie optimistic about a resolution.

The baseball season ended with a victory, and all the boys were excited for the playoffs. Katie sent Shawn home with Chase so she could get her errand done. She spent more than an hour in the bookstore, scanning through books and talking with employees about the best choices for an eleven-year-old girl. One hundred twenty dollars later, she walked out with books for all the kids and one special book that had been recommended for children trying to understand the death of a parent. Katie was excited, and a little apprehensive, when she arrived at Chase’s home.

“Hello, beautiful,” he whispered into her ear when she stepped out of the car. She wrapped her arms around his waist. The familiar spicy scent of his cologne made her sigh.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Perfect now.”

He squeezed her hips, then turned back to the car and reached into the backseat for the bag of books.

“What’s this?”

“A few books I picked up for the kids.”

Determination crossed his features. It was the look he always got before he pulled out his wallet. “How much did you spend?”

Katie shook her head and snatched the bag out of his hand. “None of your business.” After giving this retort, she stomped up the stairs to his bedroom before he could argue with her.

“Come on, Katie. Let me at least pay for half.”

She pushed the door open to his room and set the books on the dresser. “No. If you pay for half, then they won’t be from me, and I want to give Tony and Liz something.”

“We don’t have to tell them they’re from me. I just don’t want you spending money on my kids that I know you don’t have.”

Katie turned around with a level look that indicated he was one step from crossing a line. He held up his hands in defense.

“I know things are tight, and I thought—”

“Well, stop thinking before you choke on your foot. Not that it matters, but I’m doing fine since I haven’t had to pay for after-school care, so the books are the least I could do.”

Chase sighed and shook his head. “All right, I’m sorry.” He reached for her, and she didn’t put up much of a fight. Although Katie was still annoyed at his assumption and had considered making him grovel a bit, she couldn’t deny that she missed their intimacy as much as he did. The smell of his cologne hit her senses again, and it brought an instant switch in her mood. She went from irritated to considering whether she could lock the door and do naughty things to him. It had been weeks since they’d had a moment alone.

Burying her nose in his neck, she inhaled. Chase’s hand slid into the neck of her shirt and pulled it down her shoulder while his lips followed the fabric when it slipped lower.

“Where are the kids?” she whispered.

“Gina is entertaining them.”

His quick reply interrupted his attention for a moment, but he soon continued to lavish her skin with wet kisses. Katie hugged him closer, enjoying the moment of privacy. She rested her forehead on his shoulder while his hands slid up her sides.

“We should go downstairs and help Gina with dinner,” Katie whispered.

Chase groaned into her neck and shook his head. “Two more minutes.”

She laughed before she placed a kiss on his Adam’s apple. “Later. We’ll get some time after dinner. I rented a couple of movies for the kids.” Katie went up on her toes and kissed him once more before taking his hand and pulling him toward the door.

Gina tried out a new recipe for chicken parmesan while the boys chatted with Chase about the upcoming playoff games. Liz was pleasant, but it didn’t pass Katie’s notice that she avoided any conversation or topic that would require her to speak directly to Katie.

“Liz,” Katie said, hoping to break the ice. “Today at the bookstore, I picked up some books I thought you might enjoy.” When she didn’t respond, Katie went on. “There are a few books I enjoyed when I was your age.”

“Thanks.” Liz’s one word answer reverberated across the quiet dining room. She didn’t even look up from her plate in acknowledgment. Katie glanced at Chase, whose jaw was clenched, but he didn’t say anything. Both boys stopped talking to listen to the conversation, staring at Liz for her rudeness.

“May I be excused?” Liz asked, never once looking at Katie.

Chase gave her a curt nod, and she grabbed her plate and took it to the kitchen. Katie felt Chase’s hand glide up her thigh and squeeze. She smiled at him, but she could tell he knew Liz’s lack of interest had bothered her. Katie shrugged it off. She didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.

After dinner, the boys went out to the patio while Chase and Katie cleared the dishes. They thanked Gina, shooing her away when she started to clean up.

“I don’t understand how Gina can dirty every plate, bowl, and platter in the kitchen every time she cooks.” Chase made the same comment night after night, but Katie knew he enjoyed the evening ritual as much as she did. The first night he had pointed out the dishwasher, but Katie liked spending time talking with him while he dried and put away the dishes that she washed.

“Stop whining and keep drying.”

“I’m not whin—”

A loud, high-pitched scream came from upstairs.

“Get it out!” Liz’s annoyed voice floated downstairs. 

Chase rolled his eyes and put down the dishtowel. They next heard a loud cry that sounded like Shawn. Chase bolted from the room and flew up the stairs with Katie right on his heels. When they reached the second floor, they found Shawn doubled over in front of Liz’s room, a look of pure rage on his face. Chase went to Shawn and knelt down in front of him. He whispered to him before Shawn nodded, and Chase turned his piercing stare on his daughter.

“Did you hit Shawn?” he asked, authority filling his voice.

Katie stood there in shock, stunned that Liz would resort to physical violence against him. Liz’s chin jutted out, but she didn’t deny the accusation.

“Did you hit Shawn?” Chase asked again, emphasizing each word. Liz’s lip quivered, but she still didn’t answer.

“Are you okay?” Katie asked, not wanting to interrupt but needing to know that her son wasn’t badly hurt. Shawn nodded, then turned a wrathful stare at Liz.

“She hit me because Tony and I brought Sammy to see her.”

“Sammy?” Chase looked from Shawn to Liz.

“Sammy’s the lizard Tony and I found in the backyard.”

“He let a lizard go in my room.” Liz huffed, stomping her foot to emphasize her anger.

“We didn’t let it go. You hit me, and he got away,” Shawn said, throwing his arms in the air.

“Wait.” Chase held up his hands for them to stop. “There’s a lizard running around in my house?”

Shawn nodded and pointed toward Liz’s room. “Tony tried to catch him. He’s in her room somewhere.”

Liz let out another half-huff, half-scream and stormed closer to Shawn. “I hate you!” she said with a wail, causing Chase to pull Shawn back out of her reach. “You brought that disgusting thing into my room. I wish you never became friends with Tony. I wish you and your mom would go away and never come back!”

When she doubled up her fist and looked like she would take a swing at Shawn again, Chase reached for Liz, grasping her by the arms. He turned her toward him and gave her a firm shake.

“Liz.” His voice rose in volume, but he didn’t yell. “That was a horrible thing to say. You need to apologize.”

By this time, tears were streaming down her face. She stuck her chin further out and shook her head in blatant defiance of Chase’s command. He couldn’t have looked more stunned if she’d slapped him.

A moment later, Tony came out of Liz’s room with the lizard trapped between his fingers. He looked over at Shawn and gave him an apologetic smile. Shawn nodded before turning his furious gaze back to Liz, who ignored him. Chase stared at his daughter, waiting for an apology she wasn’t about to give.

“Go in your room and get ready for bed.”

“Dad, she needs to apologize,” Tony said from beside Shawn. Chase ran his hands through his hair and gave Liz a pointed look.

“Shut up, Anthony! I won’t say I’m sorry!” she screamed. Chase growled at her tenacity, and she turned her anger toward Katie. “I don’t want your books. I don’t want anything from you. Ever. Why did you have to come and ruin everything?” 

Liz turned and slammed her door, leaving everyone taken aback. Katie felt horrible dread bubble up from the deepest pit of her stomach.

Chase let out a long sigh and then turned to the boys. “Please take Sammy outside and let him go.” Shawn and Tony nodded and ran downstairs, leaving Chase and Katie alone in the hallway.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, leading her down the hall to his room. 

Katie glanced at the bag of books lying on the dresser. Dread once again washed over her, and she let out a strangled sob. Chase took her into his arms and tucked her head under his chin. His hand stroked her hair while she cried.

It would take a lot more to change Liz’s heart than a few books. Katie felt her heart tighten, and her breathing hitched at the implications of this latest episode. Her visions of happy ever after had crashed around her in one tantrum-fueled outburst. She felt herself starting to sob, and she tried to push her feelings aside to pull away from him. “I need to go.”

Liz comes first. Chase needs to focus on her. She’s never going to accept me.

Chase held her tighter and shook his head. “No, don’t go.” His voice was a whisper, but there was a hint of panic in his words.

“I’m sorry.” Katie pushed away from him and started to turn for the door when he grabbed her hand.

“Don’t run away.” Chase brought her palm to his chest. “Please.”

His eyes begged her to stay, and she almost did. He must have felt some hope, because he pulled her closer to him and kissed her. 

Katie pulled away and shook her head. “No. I’m sorry, Chase, but I won’t stand by and have Shawn hurt again.”

Katie was grasping at straws. Shawn had pretty thick skin, and she had her doubts that Liz’s tantrum had hurt his feelings. If anything, it had probably ticked him off. Using Shawn as an excuse had been the first thing to pop into her mind. She knew Chase would let her go because he knew, just like she did, that their children came first. He looked surprised for a moment before he recovered and nodded.

“If you think that’s what’s best for Shawn.”

Katie fought down her tears at his easy acceptance. She made her way to the bag of books, took out Shawn’s, and then turned toward Chase, waving a hand at bag.

“I’ll just leave those for Liz and Tony.”

She walked to the door, but Chase stopped her before she could reach for the knob. His arms wrapped around her waist, and he pulled her against his chest.

“Will I see you later?”

Katie could hear the uncertainty in his voice. The tightening in her chest increased, making her feel like every ounce of happiness was being squeezed out of her. Turning in his arms, she wound her hands in his hair and kissed him. She pulled away sooner than he wanted, but she darted out the door before he could catch her again, wiping her tears with her sleeve.

When she reached the kitchen, Shawn and Tony were coming back into the house, looking forlorn. Shawn saw his mother and opened his mouth to question her, but she cut him off before he could.

“Let’s go—we’re going home.”

Grateful he didn’t argue with her, she took his hand and pulled him out the door before Chase had a chance to convince her to stay.

As soon as they got home, Katie sucked up all her emotions and went to work being a parent. It was the most difficult thing she’d done since Victor’s betrayal. All she wanted to do was climb in bed and cry until she had no more tears inside her, but she couldn’t show Shawn how much she had been hurt by Liz’s actions.

After Shawn fell asleep, Katie flopped down on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Every emotion she had suppressed came out in a rush while she went over the day’s events. She came to the realization that if Liz wouldn’t give her a chance, there wasn’t anything she could do to help her. The problems in Chase’s family were deeper than Liz and her tantrums. They were just a symptom of years of pain that hadn’t been properly worked through.

So where did that leave her relationship with Chase? Katie knew if she were in the same situation as Chase, she would choose the needs of her child over her own desires. Hot tears cascaded down her face, and a sob tore from her throat when she rolled over and pushed her face in the pillow. Her heart broke while she tried to think of different solutions that would help Liz. Each time, she arrived at the same conclusion—she needed to step away from her relationship with Chase while he helped his daughter work through her grief.

If Katie didn’t end it, he would come to the same realization sometime in the future and break her heart. If it had been only her heart on the line, she would have taken the chance. But it wasn’t just her. She had Shawn to think about. Katie didn’t want to drag him through the pain of losing another father figure in his life. She felt like she had no other options. At last, she climbed under the covers fully clothed and cried herself to sleep.

~*~

Chase spent the remainder of the evening avoiding his daughter. He was angry about the tantrum she’d thrown and didn’t trust himself not to say something he’d regret later. Every time he saw the bag of books in his room, his blood boiled again. When Liz was like this, there was no talking to her. She would feel remorse once she cooled off and thought about her actions, but not until then.

The next few days were long. He called Katie during every break in his day, but he got her voice mail each time. After leaving several messages, he wondered whether the latest O’Donnell drama was too much for her and she’d realized that it wasn’t worth it. That he wasn’t worth it.

He was relieved when he came home and found a message from her. Chase didn’t understand why she’d called the house phone when she could get in touch with him almost anytime by calling his cell. Katie’s voice on the recording sounded different, and he played her message several times, trying to pick up clues about how she might be feeling. The more he listened, the more anxiety seeped into his thoughts. In the end, he erased the message, avoiding the torturous trap of “what if.”

Chase knew the time had come to address what had happened with Liz. He had avoided his daughter for days with no sign of her making an effort to apologize. Chase knocked on her bedroom door, but when he received no answer, he let himself in. Liz sat at her desk, writing on a piece of paper and ignoring his presence.

“Liz?” Her pencil stopped, and she laid it down on her desk before she turned to face her father. “We need to talk about the other night.”

She looked down at her lap, but not before Chase caught the regret in her eyes. He felt hopeful that she would see the error of her ways and this conflict would end before any more damage was done.

“What you did to Shawn was wrong.”

Liz didn’t look at him but slowly nodded.

“What will you do to fix this?”

Liz met his gaze, and he was startled to see defiance burning even brighter than it had Friday night. Any remorse that had been there a moment ago was gone.

“You care more about him than you do about me.”

Chase shook his head at her accusation. “That’s not true. Shawn and Katie didn’t deserve the way you treated them.” Liz glared at him before she crossed her arms over her chest. “Liz, you need to apologize, and then—”

“I won’t!” Liz stood up from her chair and stomped her foot. “Shawn brought that gross thing into the house and let it go in my room. You didn’t make him say he was sorry to me. I don’t care if he’s your girlfriend’s son. I don’t like him, and I won’t apologize.”

“If that’s the way you want to look at it, then you can stay in your room until you’re ready to be reasonable.”

Chase closed the door behind him then leaned against the wall in the hallway. She screamed out in frustration and stomped to her bed, where her muffled screams into a pillow could be heard through the door. He shook his head and walked away.

When he entered his room, the large, white bookstore bag caught his attention. Chase pulled a few books out and stopped at a bright-colored cover. He thumbed through it and felt the sting of tears in his eyes when he realized what Katie had hoped to do. The books were a peace offering to Liz. Katie reached out in the hope that she would tear down some of her walls. He closed his eyes and groaned, remembering how Liz had ignored Katie’s prodding at dinner. Chase pulled his cell phone from his pocket and dialed her number. After two rings, it went to her voice mail.

“Katie, it’s Chase.” He paused for a moment while he considered what he wanted to say. “I haven’t talked to you since the weekend, so I hope everything’s okay.” His mind swirled with a million things he could tell her, but nothing seemed right. “Listen, I’m—” I’m what? Sorry my daughter hates you? He let out a long sigh. “I miss you. Please, call me.”

He disconnected the call and wondered if she was avoiding him. Groaning, he raked his hands through his hair. Chase looked back down at the bag and made a split-second decision. Grabbing it, he went to Liz’s room and flung open the door. She spun around at her desk when he deposited the books on top of her papers.

“You should know that Katie picked these out for you. She did it because she knows you like to read, and she wants to get to know you. If you had given her half a chance, you would have known that.” Chase turned and walked out the door, slamming it shut behind him. He was tired—tired of tiptoeing around his daughter and tired of not knowing what the hell he was doing.

Going to his office, he plunked down in the leather chair and stared at the phone. With a reluctant sigh, he picked it up and dialed the one person he had avoided for the last three years.

“Hello, this is Dr. O’Donnell. May I speak to Dr. Romano, please?” The receptionist put him on hold, and he fought the urge to hang up. He had put off this phone call for too long, thinking he could deal with Liz’s problems on his own. Now he realized Liz needed more help than he was qualified to give her.

A deep voice echoed through the phone. “Chase!” 

He smiled at the enthusiastic greeting. “Hello, Carlos. How have you been?”

“I’m doing fantastic! Emma and I had number three last month—a boy.”

“Congratulations.”

“What can I do for you?” Carlos went into his professional mode, which gave Chase a sense of familiarity but also made him nervous.

“Well, it’s been three years since Terri’s death, and I don’t know what to do with Liz anymore.”

“I see.” Carlos was silent for a moment before he sighed. “Chase, I can recommend several counselors, but this has to be a group effort.”

Chase had known they would have to do some sort of family therapy. “Yeah, I figured we could start with someone in child psychology and grief counseling, then maybe some joint sessions.” He hoped this was what Carlos meant by a group effort.

“You’re going too, Chase.”

“I’m fine. I just need to help Liz.”

“If you want Liz to be seen by anyone in my practice, then you’re going to attend as well.” His voice held a firm note of determination. “We’ve discussed this in the past.”

Chase let out a defeated breath. He knew Carlos would slip in that stipulation, which was why he’d held off calling for as long as he had. “If that’s what you think is needed, I’ll do whatever you suggest.” He tried to hide the reluctance and shame he felt over waiting so long.

“Fantastic!”

Chase could almost see him slapping his desk in triumph. Carlos had nagged him since the day Chase laid Terri in the ground to come in for grief counseling. He had adamantly opposed the suggestion. It was too painful to uncover the old wounds, and Chase had found his own way of dealing with her death.

His friendship with Carlos had run deep before Terri’s death, and Chase regretted that they had fallen out of touch. It had been nearly impossible to carry on the same friendships he’d had when Terri was alive. Every time he saw Emma, he remembered her and Terri chatting while they exchanged the dirt about the hospital.

Carlos had also been at the hospital when Chase had collapsed with a panic attack the night of the accident. He had seen Chase at his worst, and if he was being honest, it was too painful of a memory to relive every time he saw his old friend.

Liz poked her head into Chase’s office when he hung up the phone. “Daddy?” He waved her in, and she came around the side of the desk. The brightly-colored book Katie had bought was in her hand.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Chase could hear the tears in her voice.

“It’s not me who needs to hear your apology.”

She nodded, and Chase watched a tear slip down her cheek. “Can we not talk about Katie or Shawn right now?”

Chase nodded. “What do you have there?”

Liz shrugged and handed her father the book. “Can you read it to me? Like you did before—”

Before Terri died.

He pulled her onto his lap, and they spent the next half hour reading about a little boy who’d lost his mom. Liz’s body shook with sobs when he reached the final page. Chase pulled her closer and dropped the book on his desk.

“I miss Mom,” she whispered between her hiccups. Those three little words were so simple but held such power. “Do you think she really lives in heaven?”

Chase realized at that moment that he’d never talked to his children about where their mother had gone after she died.

Do I even know for sure?

He was dedicated to science and facts. Could he talk to his daughter about a heaven he wasn’t sure existed? That required a kind of faith he didn’t think resided in him anymore. Maybe before Terri’s death he could have entertained the idea of a God, but now? How could God allow awful things to happen, like his children growing up without their mother? However, the idea that Terri no longer existed didn’t sit well with him either. Perhaps this was why he caught himself reciting the prayers he had learned as a child in his most desperate moments or talking to Terri in the hope she would hear him.

“I’d like to think there’s a beautiful place, like in the book, where your mother still does all the things she enjoyed here.” Liz sniffed and plucked a tissue out of the box on his desk to wipe her nose. “Did you know your mother loved to garden?” Liz looked up at him and shook her head. “You know where the hot tub is now?” She nodded. “Well, before we put the hot tub in, there was a small patch where your mother grew the most beautiful roses.”

Liz and her father spent an hour talking about Terri—everything from her likes and dislikes to her favorite color and dessert. Liz soaked up everything he told her. The miserable glint that had been in her eye when she came in was now replaced with a cheerful sparkle.

Why haven’t we sat down like this before?

They never talked about Katie and Shawn or if she would apologize. Chase knew they’d have to face it soon, but for now, she was his little girl and he was her dad. Making up for lost opportunities seemed more important.


Chapter 16

Chase’s fears that Katie was avoiding him were laid to rest when they set up a date for the following weekend. Gina told him he worried too much and assured him that when she’d seen Katie at work, nothing seemed unusual about her behavior. Even with Gina’s encouragement, Chase hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that something wasn’t right.

By the time Friday evening rolled around, he was desperate to see Katie so he could ease his doubts and suspicions. She answered the door, and Chase smiled at how beautiful she looked. A little black dress hugged her curves, and half her hair was piled on top of her head, while the other half spilled in waves over her bare shoulders. With a shy smile, she invited him in. His earlier anxiety evaporated when she took his hand and led him to the couch. Eyeing the gift in his hand, she pulled him down to sit with her.

“We need to t—” 

He handed her the package and smiled. “Open it.”

Katie stared at the gift, and her reluctance to unwrap it concerned him almost as much as her detachment over the last week had done. Her hand shook when she pulled off the bow. His smile faltered, and he noticed the dark circles under her eyes that she’d tried to camouflage with makeup. Before she peeled back the paper, she looked up at him. He wanted to ask if anything was wrong, but she spoke first.

“You don’t have to buy me presents.”

“I know. I wanted to get you this. Please, just open it.”

She smiled and turned back to her gift. Bubble wrap and tissue paper still protected the treasure when she opened the lid. With a reverence that made his breath hitch, Katie picked up the object hidden within. A corner of her lip curled up when she pushed away the last of the tissue to reveal the glass dolphins she’d shown him in the window on the wharf.

“I could see how upset you were when you talked about Shawn breaking the one you had before, but that’s not the only reason I bought them.” Tears rolled down Katie’s cheeks while Chase tried to explain the significance of the gift. “That evening we saw a pair of dolphins in the harbor, and it was our first unofficial date. Then when we were on the boat with the kids, they were there.” Chase shrugged his shoulders and looked away, feeling self-conscious. “I thought you’d like them.”

Katie touched his arm, and he dragged his gaze to her deep green eyes. They reflected such intense emotion that he found himself holding his breath while he waited for her to speak.

“Chase, I—” Her voice broke, and he couldn’t resist the urge to touch her. Bringing his hand up to her face, he cupped her cheek and searched her eyes for something to reassure him.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Chase smiled, satisfied that she liked the present he had put so much thought into. He pulled her onto his lap and brushed his lips across hers. One of her tears landed against his cheek, and a warning bell sounded inside his head.

Were the tears over the gift, or was something more going on?

He sat back and wiped at the wetness on her cheek with his thumb. “What is it? Talk to me, please.”

She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Can we stay in tonight?” More tears welled up in her eyes. “I just want to be with you. No distractions. Please?” 

Chase’s resolve to talk about the rift he had felt over the last week crumbled with her desperate plea. That conversation could wait. Right now, she wanted him, and that was all that mattered.

He picked up Katie and walked to her room while she buried her face in his chest and inhaled his warm scent, trying to memorize everything about him. Chase loosened his grip on her, and she slid down the front of him until her feet met the floor. They stood, staring at one another. She knew she needed to tell him, but the urge to be with him overrode her conscience. His hand gently wrapped around her neck, and his thumb glided over her cheekbone. 

“Katie,” he whispered, and her heart shattered a little more at the longing in his voice. “Please tell me what you need.”

She brought her hand up to his and closed her eyes before turning her face into his palm and kissing it. “Just you.” 

When Katie turned her face back to his, there was more emotion in his eyes than just lust and desire, although those were clearly present. For just one night, she wanted to feel like Chase loved her as much as she did him, so she let reality go and latched on to the desire of her heart. “Make love to me, Chase.”

His lips hovered over hers for a moment before he gently took her top lip in between his and kissed it softly. Katie wrapped her arms around his waist and melted into him while his arms slid around her back. Chase continued to lick and nip at her lips while his hands deftly lowered the zipper of her dress. When he had it undone, his hands ghosted around her waist and over her breasts until his fingers found the straps. He pushed them off her shoulders, allowing the dress to pool at her feet.

His kisses trailed across her jaw, burying his face in her neck and taking a long breath. Her fingers worked on the buttons of his shirt while his hands ran up and down her naked back and his lips roamed over her neck. Katie pushed his shirt off his shoulders and went for his pants, but he grabbed her hands.

“This is about you, honey,” Chase said against her ear while he brought her hands up to his neck. 

She wound the soft hair at the nape around her finger and tugged him closer.

“Let me be what you need,” he whispered against her mouth. 

His words struck the last defense she had left. Everything Katie needed was right there, loving her, and it would all go away as soon as she let reality back in.

The tears welled in her eyes as his kiss turned passionate and hungry. She pushed down the sorrow and tried to treasure every moment of his warm skin under her fingers while she helped him shed his clothes. When Chase laid her on the bed, her memory took a snapshot of him kissing each hipbone before he pulled her panties down her legs. She filed away the memory of the look in his eyes when he slid into her with tenderness and care. Katie cherished every endearment he whispered in her ear while he slowly brought her body to pleasure.

Only after they were spent and Chase had fallen asleep did she let her fantasy slip back into reality. Silently, she wept in his arms until she drifted off into a restless sleep.

~*~

Chase felt a sudden jerk against his chest, waking him from a dreamless sleep. He squinted while he tried to adjust to the blinding light that filtered through the curtains in Katie’s room. His focus landed on the top of her brown curls, and he smiled. Her hand clutched at the comforter when she jerked against him.

“Katie, honey.”

He trailed his fingers down her arm, trying to rouse her from her dream. She turned her head until he could see her beautiful face. Her eyes opened halfway, and then she snapped them shut again.

“What time is it?”

Chase glanced at the clock on her dresser and groaned. “It’s seven-fifteen. I need to pick up the boys and head to the field by eight-thirty.”

A grief-stricken look crossed her face before she composed herself.

“What’s wrong? I know something’s going on, and it’s killing me to see you so upset.”

He continued to run his fingers up her arm, hoping she would open up to him. Shaking her head, Katie gave him a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“We don’t have time. We’ll talk later, after the party. I promise.” Giving him a quick kiss, she sat up, and his mind went blank when the sheet fell to her waist. “Are you going to take a shower here or wait until you get home?”

Hoping to tease her out of her mood, Chase bolted upright and snagged her around the waist, making her squeal at his sudden movement. She smiled down at him and let him pull her on top of his bare chest. “I’ll take one here, and you’re joining me.”

Katie shook her head but continued to smile. “You’re going to be late for the most anticipated game of the season if you don’t let me go.”

He nipped at the flesh below her ear. “We’ll finish this later,” he said before kissing her neck. Her dark mood seemed to return as she rolled off. She gave him a hesitant smile before she turned for the bathroom. Perplexed by the sudden change, Chase pulled himself out of bed when he heard the shower turn on.

As he reached the door to the bathroom, the phone rang. “Could you get that? I’m already soaked,” Katie asked.

He grumbled under his breath about a wet, beautiful, and naked woman waiting for him before he made his way to the kitchen to grab the annoying interruption.

“Hello?”

“Who’s this?” said the low, yet demanding, voice on the other end of the line. The hostility surprised Chase.

“Why don’t you tell me who this is, and then I’ll reciprocate.”

“This is Victor, Katie’s husband.”

“Ex-husband,” he corrected. Victor grumbled, and Chase smiled smugly to himself.

“Who the hell is this?” Victor barked, which made Chase’s smile widen.

“Chase. The boyfriend.”

“Put Katie on the phone.”

“She’s in the shower.” Chase couldn’t resist sticking the knife in a little further and twisting. If the man hadn’t been such an ass, he would have reconsidered what he said next. “Waiting for me.”

“Where the hell is Shawn while you’re screwing my wife?”

“Wow, such the gentleman. No wonder Katie left you.”

Victor laughed, but it sounded anything but amused. His voice turned cold. “Tell Katie my flight comes in at one on Shawn’s last day of school, and I plan on taking her and Shawn to dinner at her favorite restaurant since she offered her home to me while I’m in town.” His words dripped with innuendo, and Chase clenched his fists. “I thought she deserved to be pampered.”

Chase’s mind raced at Victor’s taunting. Why didn’t she tell me he was coming? Maybe it slipped her mind. Is this what’s bugging her? She offered him a place to stay? Why would she do that?

“Didja get that, Chase?” The way Victor sneered him name made him want to reach through the phone and yank out his tonsils—without anesthesia.

“I’ll tell her,” he said before he slammed the phone on its base. Chase stared out the window, trying to curb the anger that raced through his body. He growled again at the way Victor had implied Katie invited him for something more. Although he didn’t think she wanted her ex-husband, the lingering doubt and strong tug of jealousy were still present.

“Who was on the phone?” Katie asked. He felt her soft lips press against his spine, and he turned in her arms.

“Victor.” He watched her face for any sign of deception.

She looked surprised. “Oh?”

“He said his flight lands at one on the fifth, and he’s taking you and Shawn to dinner.” Chase didn’t like the accusation he heard in his voice, but he could still feel the sting of Victor’s insinuation. That, combined with the way she’d been acting, left him feeling uneasy and more than a little paranoid.

The emptiness that met his gaze struck him to the core. “You need to get ready to go,” she murmured. With her quiet dismissal, Chase couldn’t help but wonder why she hadn’t told him that Victor was coming.

He expected her to deny, or at least explain, the arrangement, but Katie didn’t say a word, leaving him to guess what was going on between her and her ex-husband. Chase gave her an abrupt nod and left her standing in the kitchen.

Letting the water run down his back, he tried to soothe the green-eyed monster that had reared its ugly head. It took him several deep breaths and a shot of cold water before he calmed down enough to think rationally about the situation. Chase knew Katie would never go back to that loser, but he also knew history was hard to erase. After warring with his emotions and convincing himself for the tenth time that he had nothing to worry about, he climbed out of the shower, feeling ridiculous for entertaining the idea that Katie would get back together with her ex.

Once he’d dressed, he found her in the bedroom, pulling the sheets off her bed. He strode over and pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. He pushed my buttons, and I let him get to me. Forgive me, please?”

Katie looked up at him with sad eyes, and he felt like even more of a jerk. With a small nod, she pressed her face to his chest. Chase wasn’t sure if her reaction was about his stupid jealousy or something else.

“Katie, sweetheart.” He tilted her head back until she looked at him. “I don’t like to see you like this. Please, tell me what’s wrong.”

She gave him a sorrowful smile. “We’ll talk after the party.” This was the second time she had said this, and Chase had a nagging feeling this talk would redefine their relationship.

Nodding, he kissed her once more before he grabbed his things and walked out to his car. Katie stood on the porch and waved while he pulled out of her driveway.

~*~

By the end of the game, Katie still didn’t know what she would tell Chase. She drove to his house and tried to conceal her tears from Shawn, who chattered on about the last game and how he wanted to play fall ball.

Chase stood on the stairs leading to the house, waiting for her, when she pulled into the driveway. The camera in her mind took a picture of him in his baseball shirt and jeans, the breeze ruffling his dark hair. He held out his hand when she reached the stairs and gave hers a gentle squeeze.

Due to Gina’s fine attention to detail, everything was set up for the end-of-the-season party by the time the first guest arrived. Chase spent most of his time greeting the boys and discussing the season with the parents while Katie stayed busy in the kitchen.

Time passed more quickly than she’d anticipated, and when the party wound down, her stomach twisted in knots. She helped Gina clean up the mess while she watched Chase say goodbye to his team out of the corner of her eye.

After the kitchen was back in order, Chase walked in and smiled at Katie before turning to his sister. “Do you mind watching the kids while we take a walk?”

Gina waved them out, and Chase took her hand and led her to the beach. It was early evening, and the breeze off the ocean was warm and refreshing. He laced his fingers with hers, bringing them to his mouth and brushing his lips across her knuckles. When they had walked far enough away from the house, they sat in the sand and looked out over the ocean.

Neither of them spoke for a long time. Katie tried to enjoy every moment with him, but the impending pain crept into her every thought.

“So what did you want to talk about?” Chase asked.

The time for procrastination was over. Katie continued to watch the waves lap against the sand, knowing that if she looked at him she wouldn’t be able to stop the tears.

“I think we need a break.”

“What?” She could hear the shock in his voice, and she bit her lip, trying not to look at him. “Is this about Victor?”

“What?” Her eyes snapped to Chase, confused by the hostility she heard in his voice. “No. Why would you think—”

“Because he implied that there was something going on between you two.”

Katie laughed. She couldn’t help it. The idea of taking back her ex was absurd. “If I wanted Victor, I wouldn’t have left Albuquerque. I can’t imagine what he said to you on the phone, but he was only trying to irritate you.”

Chase dropped his chin to his chest and stared at the sand. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I know how you feel about him, and I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions.”

She watched his finger draw small circles in the sand while he slowly slipped further into his own thoughts. Katie didn’t know what else to say, so she looked back at the ocean and waited.

“Is this about Liz?”

“No, not her directly.” Katie sighed. “Your whole family hasn’t dealt with Terri’s death. You need to focus on healing your family, and I can’t see how you can do that and maintain a relationship with me.” They were quiet for several minutes, the pain in her chest increasing with each breath.

“I’m getting her help,” Chase said.

Katie’s head whipped around, and what she saw broke her heart. His legs were pulled up and spread apart, while his arms rested on his knees. His head hung down in what looked like defeat. She wanted to tell him that she loved him and that breaking things off with him was like cutting out her own heart.

“You mean like therapy?” she asked instead.

Chase nodded. “Yeah. I should have done it a long time ago.” His voice cracked, and she felt her heart rip a little more.

Although Liz was getting help, Katie still would be a distraction while Chase worked to heal his daughter and their relationship. “You and Tony need to talk to someone, too.”

Chase shrugged. “I’m going, too, but my main focus is helping Liz. I need some solutions to help me give her what she needs to heal.”

“And dealing with your own loss?”

“I’m fine. I’m a doctor. I see death every day.”

“Chase, it’s different—”

“I don’t want to talk about Terri, Liz, or therapy. I’m going for Liz, and hopefully I’ll understand how to give her what she needs to get past this.” Chase looked at her, and she saw the anguish in his eyes. “Don’t do this. We can work through everything together.” Before she could protest, he pulled her into his arms. “Don’t leave me, Katie.”

Her fortitude was tested by his simple plea. “You need to focus on your family,” she whispered against his chest.

“I’ll do that, but I need you with me, too.”

Tears were in his voice when his arms tightened around her. Katie shook her head and pulled away. Chase tried to hold her closer, but when he saw her determination, he let her go. She sat in the sand in front of him and continued to shake her head.

“My presence is making things worse for her, and you can’t deny that.” Her hope was to shake him up enough that he would look at the circumstances through rational eyes. “Liz needs to get over her fears without the threat of someone taking her father away. Your whole family needs to come to terms with your grief before you can even consider having a healthy relationship with someone.”

Chase’s head drooped further, and she knew he recognized the sense in her words. “What about later?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe in a few months, when Liz is doing better—”

“This isn’t just about Liz, Chase.” His reluctance to recognize the bigger picture disturbed Katie. He might never understand that he needed just as much counseling as his daughter. “Besides, you can’t guarantee this will only take a few months. It’s not fair of you to ask me to stay and put Shawn through more heartache if things don’t change.”

Katie had already experienced a relationship in which she’d waited for things to work out, and it had never happened. She couldn’t leave herself or Shawn open to that situation again. Dreading what she needed to say next, she met his gaze.

“You have obligations, and like you, I have to look out for what’s best for my child,” she said.

Chase stared at her for several moments. He finally shook his head and let out a long sigh. Straightening his legs, he motioned for her to come to him. Katie wanted him to hold her one last time, so she complied with his request. When she crawled onto his lap, he pulled her against his chest and wrapped his arms around her. Her cheek pressed into his neck while he stroked her hair.

“I don’t know if I can stay away,” he said, taking her hand and placing it over his heart. “You say you need to move on, but something in here tells me you don’t want this any more than I do. I’ll give you your space, but when the time is right, I hope you’ll reconsider.”

Katie hugged him tighter at his acceptance of her decision. They stayed that way until the sun dipped low on the horizon. She didn’t want to give up the silent comfort he offered, but she knew she couldn’t delay the inevitable.

They discussed what they would tell the children while they made their way back to his house. Chase insisted that Shawn continue to come home with Gina until the end of the school year so Katie didn’t need to find an after-school program for the remaining weeks of school. She relented, but only after he promised he wouldn’t tolerate any of Liz’s bad behavior toward Shawn.

When they reached the house, he stopped her before they entered the gate. With a gentle hand, Chase brushed the hair away from her shoulder and slid his fingers behind her neck. He pulled Katie toward him, pausing inches away from her lips as if asking permission. Katie brought her hands up to his shoulders and pulled him the rest of the way. His lips were gentle against hers, and tears she had held back began to flow down her face when he pulled away. He wiped them from her cheeks with sorrow and regret in his eyes.

“You’re an amazing woman, Katie Rodriguez.”

She buried her face in his shirt and clung to him before she turned and walked through the gate to get Shawn.

When she pulled out of the driveway, she could see Chase standing on his porch in her rearview mirror. Her mind took another snapshot while her heart screamed to turn around, but she couldn’t. She wouldn’t have been able to live with herself if she drove a wedge between Chase and his daughter.

It’s better this way.

That didn’t stop her heart from breaking when she drove away.


Chapter 17

Chase took in a long breath of ocean air and went back into the house after watching Katie and Shawn drive away. Liz and Tony were engrossed in a movie in the living room, and Gina was straightening up the last of the mess from the party. He felt a small twinge of guilt for leaving her with cleanup and went to see if he could help.

“What do you need me to do?” Chase asked when she put the last bowl into the dishwasher.

“The tables need to be folded up and put back in the garage, but that can wait.” She moved closer to him, and her stare made him feel uncomfortable. “What happened?”

He should have known Gina would pick up on his distress. Chase contemplated avoiding her question, but at that moment, he needed someone to talk with. Letting out a long breath, he leaned against the counter.

“Katie left.”

Gina looked at him sideways and quirked her brow in confusion. “She’ll be back later, right?”

“No, she’s not coming back.” The knife twisted deeper into his chest. “We broke up.”

She gasped. “Why?” 

“She thinks I need to focus on healing my family’s grief before we can have a healthy relationship.”

“But you are. Didn’t you tell her you and Liz have an appointment with a counselor?”

“Yeah.”

“Then why the hell did you let her walk out the door?” Gina threw her hands in the air.

“I had to,” Chase said. “Just let it go, Gina.”

“Chase,” she said, her hands going to her hips like they did when one of his children disobeyed her. “This is ridiculous. You can’t let Liz rule your life. She’ll come around. She wants you to be happy, but she’s conflicted by her loyalty to her mother. Eventually those walls will come down, so you can’t let the best thing that’s happened in the last three years walk away.”

“She’s gone.”

“No, she’s not! You will get your ass in your car, drive over there, and tell her you can’t live without her. I don’t want the despondent brother I’ve had for the last three years!” Chase froze with shock. Her face had turned bright red in her anger, and he became aware of the pain he had inflicted on her over the last few years. “I can’t do it again,” she finally whispered.

Chase’s guilt magnified. He had taken so much from his sister. Gina had always been there for him when he needed her, but he took without any thought to what his tragedy had done to her. He’d always worried she would one day regret her decision to move in and help him with Liz and Tony, and here it was.

“I’m sorry. I know I’ve dumped all my problems at your feet and—”

The fury flashed in her eyes as she stalked up to him and poked her finger into his chest, cutting off his apology.

“Don’t you dare apologize to me! I wouldn’t change any of my decisions. I love you and your kids. I just won’t sit by and watch you turn into the hollow shell of a man you were before. You’ve already lost one love in your lifetime—don’t let Katie be the second.”

Chase felt like she had slapped him in the face with her words. Love? He couldn’t think about it. What good would it do anyway? Katie was gone. He dismissed Gina’s assumption and tried to focus on reassuring her that he wouldn’t turn back into the recluse he had been.

“I realize I haven’t been here for my kids because of my past mistakes. I’m not going to go to that dark hole I was in before. Liz needs me now, and I’m not checking out on her again.” Chase couldn’t let Katie leave for nothing. He would do whatever it took to get through this.

“What about Katie? What about you? How can you give anything to Liz when you’re hurting over Katie?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t have a choice. If I had put Liz into counseling when you and Mom pushed for it, maybe we wouldn’t be in this situation.” He clenched his jaw and closed his eyes. “Why in the hell couldn’t I have seen it earlier? I thought we could get through it together, that Liz didn’t need any outside help, and look how I’ve screwed everything up.”

“It’s okay to ask for help sometimes.” Gina wrapped her arms around his waist. “What are you going to do about Katie?”

“Nothing.” 

She pinched his sides, and Chase yelped before he pushed her away.

“Nothing is not an option. If I have to step in, I will.”

“Leave it alone.”

“I won’t leave it alone, big brother. You and Katie are meant to be together. Fate brought her into your life. You may be able to walk away from fate, but one day it’ll come back around to bite you in the butt.”

Chase didn’t know what to say to her, so he chose to ignore her comment and excused himself to put away the tables. Afterward, he hid in his office, busying himself with work until the kids went to bed. Gina tried to corner him when he came out of Tony’s room, but after he told her to mind her own business, she left him alone. 

When he walked into the kitchen, his cell phone rang. Chase pulled it out of his pocket and groaned when he saw his mother’s face on the screen. He transferred the call to voice mail, shoved the phone back in his pocket, and pulled out a bottle of scotch and a glass from the cabinet before heading to his room. Nothing would ease the tightening in his chest, but he figured drowning it in a little liquid pain relief wouldn’t hurt. Chase would allow himself one evening to drink himself into a slumber, but he’d learned a long time ago that alcohol only made his problems worse.

~*~

He threw himself into his work and spent every spare minute with Liz and Tony. The week dragged on until he and Liz had their first appointment with the counselor. She didn’t protest when he told her about it, but she seemed a little anxious when they walked into the office.

“Dr. O’Donnell?” A tall brunette walked into the lobby of Lighthouse Family Counseling with a file in her hand.

Chase introduced himself before the counselor turned to Liz. Her smile widened, and she looked genuinely interested in his daughter.

“You must be Elizabeth. I’m Allison. I can’t wait to get to know you a little better.”

Liz gave her a shy smile and took Chase’s hand while they were led down the hallway to an office. Allison motioned for them to take a seat on a leather couch while she sat in an adjacent chair. Chase took a moment to look around the room and saw a small toy box sitting in a corner that overflowed with stuffed animals and toys. On the bookshelves were several children’s books along with a physician’s desk references and parenting books. On the bottom two shelves were board games and what looked like flash cards. The room was decorated in soft lavender with a teddy bear border around the edge. There was no doubt the room was geared toward children.

“So why don’t you tell me a little about yourselves?” Allison asked. When both Liz and Chase didn’t start, she smiled and looked at Liz. “Do you like to go by Elizabeth, or is there a nickname you prefer”

“Elizabeth is okay, but I go by Liz, too.”

Liz relaxed a little and became more animated while Allison asked her questions about her likes and dislikes.

“Dr. O’Donnell, tell me about you.” Allison turned her attention to Chase, and her penetrating stare made him nervous.

“Please, call me Chase.” 

Allison asked a few questions about what kind of medicine he specialized in, their family life, and then focused a lot of attention on Gina and her role in their lives.

“And what has brought you here to see me?” 

That was a loaded question, and he wasn’t sure how to answer it with Liz sitting next to him. Chase hesitated too long, and Allison quirked an eyebrow at him in question.

“My wife died three years ago in an automobile accident, so we’re here to see about some help dealing with it,” he said, glancing at Liz. Her back was ramrod straight while she sat next to Chase and looked at her lap, playing with her fingers to avoid eye contact. He looked back at Allison, and she nodded in acknowledgment. He had the feeling she had known exactly why there were there before she’d asked the question.

“All right. Let me explain how we usually do these sessions. If it’s acceptable to you both, then we can proceed.” Liz and Chase nodded. “Liz and I are going to hang out and chat for about an hour every week. Dr. Romano set up an appointment for you with David for today, Chase, and we’ll try to schedule you both at the same time to save you a trip. Once a month, you and I will meet without Liz so we can get to know one another better.”

Chase nodded. The monthly meeting was a time when they would talk about how he could help his daughter.

“Liz, I want you to know that whatever we talk about in here is between the two of us, okay?” Liz glanced up at her and nodded. “Are you okay with your father leaving us to go to his appointment?”

Liz’s blue eyes looked into his, and Chase was reassured that this course of action was for the best. He gave her an encouraging smile, and Liz turned back to Allison and nodded once more.

“Fantastic.” Allison smiled and directed her attention to Chase. “If you don’t have any further questions for me, David is waiting for you in his office down the hall. It’s the second door on the left.” 

Chase stood and kissed Liz’s cheek, whispering that he’d be back in a little while and that he loved her before he was ushered out the door.

David’s door was ajar, so Chase pushed it open and poked his head inside. An average-sized man around Chase’s age with blond hair and an abundance of freckles looked up from a file he’d been studying.

“Dr. O’Donnell?” he asked. Chase nodded and stepped inside the room. “It’s nice to meet you. Carlos has had nothing but good things to say about you.” David stood and shook Chase’s hand, then directed them to a set of chairs.

After a few more pleasantries, David began asking Chase questions about his family, hobbies, and work. Once there was an amicable rapport between them, the counselor switched gears and focused on the root of the problem. “What brings you to therapy?”

“My daughter is having a difficult time adjusting to my wife’s death.”

“How long has it been?”

“A little over three years,” Chase said. He didn’t want to get into the details about Terri’s death, but discussing general information was unavoidable.

“Would you like to tell me about her?”

“What do you want to know?” Chase sighed and looked up. He had enough psych classes in college to know David’s probing was a way to get him to open up. Chase didn’t need to talk to anyone about how he felt.

“Well, let’s start with what kind of mother she was.”

“Um . . . she was a great mom and gave up her career to stay home with the kids.”

“How long were you married?”

Chase felt his impatience grow. “We’d been married for ten years when she died.”

“What was your relationship like?”

Chase rolled his eyes. “We had a good marriage.”

“I know this can be hard to talk about,” David said with compassion in his voice. Chase shrugged. “How did she die?”

“She was in a car accident,” he said.

“Can you elaborate?”

Why does he want the gory details?

“Listen,” Chase said in an even tone, trying to keep his anger from surfacing. “Let me explain a few things to you. I’m here for my daughter, end of subject. I don’t have any desire or need to talk about my wife or what happened to her. It was a long time ago. It’s not like talking about the accident will bring her back or magically heal my daughter. I’m here for one purpose, and that’s to take back the control in my home and help Liz get past her grief so she’s not the angry rebellious preteen she’s turned into.

“I need you to help me figure out ways to help her. Isn’t there some newfangled disciplinarian technique that’s all the rage in your profession now? Therapy methods change so frequently it’s hard to keep up with the newest child-rearing trend. I already know that I let her rule the house for the last three years. I just need you to tell me what I need to do to fix her.” 

David sat back in his chair and tented his fingers, tapping them on his chin. “Let me clarify what you’ve just said. You need help with ways to bring order back into your home, while also helping Liz deal with her mother’s death. Is that what you’re saying?”

“Yes, exactly.” Chase relaxed, glad they were on the same page.

“But you don’t think you need to talk about your wife?”

“No, I understand that we’ll need to talk about Terri for Liz’s sake. I just don’t need you to do your head-shrinking garbage with me. I’ve learned to deal with my own grief and don’t need to talk about it.”

“Can you give me an example of how you’ve dealt with your wife’s death?”

“I don’t know. I just did.” Chase threw his hands up and slapped them back down on the arm of the chair. “I have two kids who need me, so I figured it out.”

David opened his mouth and then snapped it shut. Chase stared back at him, willing him to spit out whatever he was thinking.

“You’ve been very blunt with me, so do you mind if I’m equally as blunt with you, Dr. O’Donnell?” Chase was a bit taken aback by the way in which David formally addressed him but nodded in spite of his surprise. “Your hesitancy to talk about your wife leaves me with some indicators about the way you’ve chosen to cope with your grief. Helping your daughter deal with her grief will be difficult when you may not know how to productively deal with your own. Children need guidance and often learn by example. When they are getting mixed signals from adults in their lives, they’ll construct their own ways of coping. If you are truly dedicated to helping Liz, then you need to be willing to take a look at how your reactions toward the loss of your wife may appear to your children. If you internalize your grief and evade outward signs of despondency, your children will attempt to model the same behavior. They aren’t emotionally equipped to handle that. By beginning to process your own grief, you will open up the same course for Liz and Tony. Until you’re ready to work on getting better, our sessions won’t be useful.” David fixed his gaze firmly on Chase.

The first thought that floated through Chase’s mind was to tell the man sitting across from him to take a flying leap off a tall building. Carlos had told him, however, that he would have one of his colleagues see Liz only if Chase saw someone, too. For that, he would swallow his pride and remain seated.

“I want to help my daughter, so I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

“You need to do this for you, not for Liz. By helping yourself, you will inevitably help her.”

“Fine,” Chase said between clenched teeth.

David stood, holding his hand out to Chase. He ignored David’s outstretched hand and opened the door. “Think about what I’ve said, and we can talk about it next week,” David said.

Chase gave him a curt nod before he walked back to Allison’s office and knocked on the door. Liz greeted him with a big smile, launching herself into his arms. His foul mood melted at seeing her in such high spirits.

“Hi, Dad!”

She pulled him into Allison’s office, where she went to the floor and helped pick up a game they had played.

“How did things go?” he asked, shooting a look at Allison. She smiled and looked to Liz but didn’t say anything.

“We had so much fun. We played a game and talked, and Allison said I can come back next week and we would make a poster of Mom, if that’s okay?” Liz stopped and looked up at her father like she was afraid he would say no.

Why in the world would she worry that I would be anything but supportive?

When he smiled and nodded at her, she continued. “I need some pictures of Mom, and maybe I can cut some pictures out of magazines of things she liked.”

Liz rambled on about all the things she wanted to put on her poster while they made their way out to the car. He listened and filled her in on more missing information, like Terri’s favorite music and animals, while they drove home.

When the evening wound down, Chase went through the routine of tucking the children into bed before he let Gina know he was going for a walk. He put on a light windbreaker and slipped down to the beach. A soft breeze blew off the ocean, and he took a deep breath, enjoying the smell of the fresh, evening air.

A full moon hung low in the sky, casting a moonlit trail across the ocean. Chase walked until he could only see a speck of light from his house. Kicking off his shoes, he sat down and buried his toes under the cool sand.

The sound of waves crashing against nearby rocks gave him peace in its familiarity while he let his mind wander back to the day’s events. David’s comments rang in his ears, especially when he’d said that if Chase didn’t look inside himself, he could never help Liz.

What did he want me to look at? I screwed up. I already know that. I let Liz dictate what happened in our home. Yes, I am quite aware I have allowed that, too. Maybe I focused too much on her actions and not enough about the feelings behind the actions? Again, yes, I see where I messed up there, too. 

The problem was that he didn’t know how to help heal his child’s grieving and take back control. He realized her tantrums increased in frequency because he hadn’t wanted to upset her so he’d sidestepped her bad behavior. In doing so, he had created an even bigger problem because he was also avoiding the root of the problem. If he’d acted like a parent and helped her grieve when this happened, they wouldn’t be in this situation.

Chase sat on the beach for a long time, running through the things he should have done differently. A nagging feeling told him he was only looking at the surface of the matter.

Well then, what is the deeper problem?

His thoughts went to Liz, but then David’s words echoed in his head again. “By fixing yourself, you will inevitably help her.”

What is wrong with me? What am I doing that I need to change?

Chase thought about Terri and realized the only time he allowed her memory to affect him was when he was alone, sitting on the beach. He began to let go of the wall he’d built up. As each little brick came down, he felt the weight of what her death meant to him. His emotions overwhelmed him while he stared out over the ocean and let himself remember things he hadn’t thought about in years.

He felt a deep ache within his chest and tears upon his cheek. Because he’d refused to acknowledge the grief of her death for so long, he now felt physically ill when the memories washed over him. He knew, at that moment, this was what David had meant.

Chase had never allowed himself to feel the pain of losing someone he loved. His memories flooded his mind like watching an old home movie: The beautiful bride who walked down the aisle toward him in the church in San Francisco. Her joy when she showed Chase the painting she purchased from an up-and-coming Carmel artist. Terri laughing with his mother after Liz was born. Her contentment as she held Tony on her chest while he slept. Their anniversary dinner out at Rocky Point the night she died.

Every memory brought a wave of grief and loss, but he let them continue. Chase revisited the past until his heart ached. He had bottled up the life they had shared and hadn’t revealed any of that past to Liz or Tony. Racking his brain, he tried to remember the last time before this week that he had talked about Terri with his children. If they asked something specific, he would always respond, but he never volunteered information. Chase remembered his conversation with Tony on the anniversary of Terri’s death. His son was miserable because the memories of his mother were blotchy and fading.

Tony’s losing the memory of his mother because I never talked about her.

Had he deprived his children of their mother? He remembered the look in Liz’s eyes when she’d mentioned making the collage and how she’d looked apprehensive when she brought up her mother. Chase buried his face in his hands. Liz was wary to bring her up, and when she did, it was always in anger. He remembered all the times Liz had thrown Terri in his face to get him to feel something—anything.

David was right. He needed to fix himself before he could fix Liz. Chase had locked away Terri’s memory in hopes of not feeling the sting of his loss, and by his actions, he’d shown his children they couldn’t talk about her because doing so would only cause more harm.

Liz consumed every morsel of information Chase provided about her mother. She absorbed it like a sponge, storing it away in her memory. He had robbed her of that over the last three years.

The sky lightened with the rising of the sun, so he pulled himself off the beach and trudged toward the house. Even with the heaviness of his tired body, he felt lighter. Sometime during his night of revelations, he’d recognized he had to make changes within himself. He just didn’t know where to start. 

Gina whirled around when Chase walked in, almost dropping the pot of coffee she held.

“My goodness, Chase, you scared me to death.” With her hand held over her heart, she looked him up and down but didn’t utter a word about his unkempt appearance.

“Can you get the kids to school? I need sleep.”

“Of course.” She waved him to his room without any questions, and Chase was grateful for her silence.

Feeling like a zombie, he stripped out of his clothes and climbed into bed. Somewhere between sleep and reality, he saw Terri behind his closed eyelids. Her flaxen hair blew in the breeze while she sat next to him on the beach. Chase brushed her hair away from her face, and she turned to him with a soft smile, her blue eyes sad.

“I’m always with you, Chase.” She reached up and cupped his cheek with her hand.

Her fair hair morphed into waves of chestnut, and her blue eyes turned the color of bright emeralds. Katie’s thumb ghosted over his bottom lip when she whispered her love. She leaned in and kissed him, but when his eyes fluttered open, she was gone. Chase’s heart twisted painfully in his chest when he rolled over and hugged his pillow, falling into a restless sleep.


Chapter 18

Chase saw Katie a few times over the course of the following week, but they’d avoided all uncomfortable topics. She agreed to take Tony while Liz and Chase had their appointment since Gina had an event at work that kept her from picking up the kids—or so she said.

Every time he saw Katie when she picked up Shawn, it was harder to let her go. Chase told himself they needed this time apart while he focused on healing his family. For now, he wouldn’t overstep the carefully constructed line Katie had drawn, but he had no doubt he would cross it one day.

Liz and Chase arrived at the office and were ushered to their respective appointments. David greeted Chase as if they were old friends, which put Chase at ease. Any animosity he felt toward David from their previous appointment was gone. He had opened Chase’s eyes to the damage he’d done over the years, and he couldn’t fault the guy for telling him like it was.

“So, Chase, did you get a chance to think about some of the things we discussed last session?”

“I did, and I think I understand a few things better.”

“Excellent.” David smiled and unbuttoned his sleeves, rolling them up to his elbows. The gesture reminded Chase of someone ready to get their hands dirty.

Without waiting for David’s probing questions, Chase launched into his experience on the beach. He relayed the feelings he had stifled for three years and how when everything came back, it had hurt more than he could have ever imagined. During Chase’s rambling, David only stopped him twice to clarify but otherwise listened in silence.

They discussed ways Chase could take back the control in his home, and David stressed the importance of setting boundaries for Liz. He reassured Chase that it was common for the surviving parent to overcompensate by ignoring bad behavior. While Chase digested his words, he saw many incidents when he had let Liz’s outbursts go without correction, even before Katie came along. Although David gave Chase some good ideas, he also warned that the changes would not be easy. Chase had the fleeting thought that it was better Katie wouldn’t be around for all the tantrums that were bound to happen.

“So have you dated?” David asked.

“Uh, yeah, for a little while.”

He didn’t think he could handle dealing with the feelings of losing Katie on top of everything else. It was one thing for Chase to internalize what had happened, but quite another to say it aloud.

“Tell me about one of your dates.” 

David wasn’t going to let him brush off the question, and Chase didn’t know how he felt about that. Part of him wanted to tell him everything, but another part wanted the session to be over. He looked over at the clock and sighed with relief.

“I think our time is up.”

David glanced at the clock in surprise. “I guess it is. We can continue this discussion next week.”

Chase made his way down the hall to Allison’s office, and Liz came out with a big grin on her face. In her hand was a large poster board collage of Terri. Liz had spent all week pouring over magazines and pictures in photo albums. It had become an evening ritual for Gina and Chase to go over the photos and tell the stories behind each of them. Although Tony would sit with them and listen like he was interested, Chase could see that his heart wasn’t in it, and that unsettled him.

~*~

On the last day of school, Katie picked up the boys when class let out. Tony and Shawn jumped up and down when she told them Tony would spend the day at their house. Tony grasped her hand and smiled up at her. His bright blue eyes, so much like his father’s, shined with love that sent a wave of sorrow through her. The boys’ enthusiasm increased tenfold when she told them they had to pick up Victor at the airport. 

They arrived to find Victor standing on the sidewalk in front of the terminal waiting for them. When he saw Katie’s car, he pushed off the wall and strutted over like a man who knew he was attractive, a small overnight bag in his hand. Victor no longer sported cropped, spiky hair, but instead wore a style that was little longer in the front so that it brushed across his forehead. His band T-shirt clung to the defined muscles of his chest, and he was poured into his tight-fitting jeans. There was no denying he was a good-looking man, and with the haircut, he looked like he’d walked out of a photo shoot.

“Is that your dad?” Tony asked in awe. “He’s huge.”

Katie chuckled at his observation as Victor reached the car. He wasn’t that much taller than Chase, but his shoulders were wider, which made him look more menacing.

“I missed you, too, Katie,” he said with cocky grin when he opened the door. She rolled her eyes, and he turned in the seat so Shawn could give him a high-five.

“Hey there, buddy.”

“Awww, Dad! Buddy’s the dog.”

Tony’s giggle made Victor turn his attention to him. “So who’s this?”

“This is my best friend, Tony.”

Victor looked over at Katie for a brief moment before turning back to Tony.

“So you’re the infamous Tony Shawn always talks about. He says you’re the best baseball player he knows.”

Katie watched Tony in the rearview mirror and saw him beam with pride.

“Your dad is the coach, isn’t he?”

Katie narrowed her eyes at Victor, but he ignored her. Instead, he encouraged Tony to talk about his father. Whenever he linked her with Chase, she cringed, but Victor listened as if his stories were the most interesting thing he’d ever heard.

“Hmmm, well, I can’t wait to meet this fantastic coach.”

If she hadn’t known him better, she would have missed the sarcasm. Thankfully, the boys seemed clueless. Tony and Shawn talked the entire drive home about their plans for the next six weeks while Shawn was away. Katie strained to listen, trying to pick up on what Chase had planned for the summer, but she didn’t catch any significant information.

“Mi corazón?” Katie’s eyes snapped to Victor’s. “You were in la-la land—not good when you’re driving.”

She looked back at the road and shook off her depressing thoughts. “Sorry.”

“So . . . dinner?” he asked when she pulled into her driveway. “I’m taking you and Shawn out—it’s the least I can do since you offered me a place to stay.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to do it. I was thinking we could go to that restaurant out on Lovers Point where we went after your graduation. Do you remember the beach after dinner on my birthday?” Victor asked, his eyebrows wiggling up and down.

Katie wanted to smack him for bringing up the one time she’d given in to his exhibitionistic tendencies. It had turned into a nightmare when a drunken couple stumbled across them in a compromising position. She glared at Victor before opening her car door, and she slammed it with a little more force than necessary after she climbed out. His chuckle followed after her, irritating her even further.

Katie went into the kitchen to clean up the mess from the morning, and the boys ran to Shawn’s room. She stiffened when Victor’s arms snaked around her waist, and his chin came to rest on her shoulder. For a moment, she considered bashing him over the head with the plate in her hand.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered in her ear. She could smell the musky scent of outdoors that used to make her feel like she was home, but now she felt nothing. “I miss teasing you. I didn’t expect you to get so ticked off.”

Katie shrugged out of his arms and started to put the dishes away. “I’m not the naïve girl I was when we were together. You taught me that life is unpredictable and I can’t trust what people say.”

“If I could turn back time, I would make more of an effort to keep our marriage together,” Victor said, his voice barely above a whisper.

“I know. But things are the way they are, and we all have to live with the consequences of your actions.”

“Mi corazón—”

Katie glared at him. “You lost the right to call me your heart, so stop saying it.”

He let out a long sigh, walked closer, and placed both hands on her shoulders. She stood, unmoving, while several emotions passed across his face. For a moment, Victor looked angry, like he wanted to have it out with her, but his expression became sad and dejected. Katie’s old friend was under the surface somewhere, but she didn’t have the energy to wade through her creep of an ex-husband to get to him.

“Katie, there’s no easy way to say this.”

“Just spit it out. I’m in no mood to beat around the bush.”

“Elena moved in, so she’ll be taking care of Shawn when I’m at work.”

A growl formed in her chest, but she tried to swallow the building resentment. She had known this would happen, but the knowledge didn’t make it any easier. Katie hated the idea of her innocent son around that woman.

“It doesn’t have to be like this.” Victor cut in before she could comment. “I’ve missed you and Shawn. I want you to come home. I’ll tell Elena to leave, and I’ll never see her again if I can have my family back.”

“So let me get this straight. You have her living in your house, but you’re willing to kick her out if I agree to come back.” Katie laughed, but the sound was like acid on her tongue. “You can’t even let her go before you ask me to come home. What the hell is the matter with you, Victor? Can’t you stand to be alone for a single moment?” She fumed at his ludicrous proposal. He would never change. “Your priorities are screwed up.”

Turning, she started for the living room, wanting to escape the idiot she had married, when she felt his fingers wrap around her arm. He spun her around so fast her chest slammed into his. Katie didn’t have time to react before his lips crashed down onto hers. She pushed at his shoulders, but he held on tighter, oblivious to her struggles. When she couldn’t detach him, she went limp and would have fallen to the ground if he hadn’t held her so hard. Her mouth clamped shut while she waited for him to realize she was not responding. After a moment, his grip loosened, and the pressure of his lips softened.

“Mom? Dad?”

Katie advantage of Victor’s distraction to shove him back, and they both turned to find Tony and Shawn standing in the doorway. Shawn had an uncertain smile on his face, but when she looked at Tony, Katie’s heart broke. His lip quivered, and he stared at his shoes. When he looked up, his blue eyes were rimmed with tears, but he quickly swiped them away. His unhappiness hit her like a freight train, and she realized he probably hadn’t given up believing that she and Chase would get back together. Seeing Victor’s grubby hands on her must have shattered any hope he had for reconciliation. Katie brushed past Victor and went to the boys, kneeling down in front of them both.

“Why don’t we take Buddy to the beach?”

“Yeah!” Shawn shouted, pumping his fist in the air. “I’ll get his leash.” He darted past Katie, and Tony gave her a weak smile before following him out the door.

“Listen, Katie. I’m—”

She held up her hand, cutting off Victor. “I’m going to spend the next couple of hours with my son before he’s gone for six weeks and try to repair the damage you’ve done. When I come back, I expect you to have sent the jackass you’re being somewhere else. If the reasonable father of my child decides to come back, then he can stay.” Katie turned and grabbed her purse, then met the boys outside.

Shawn and Tony climbed in the backseat, and Buddy sat in the front. All three were excited for an outing. While Katie drove down to the beach, she subdued her desire to scream and rant about Victor’s stupidity.

She had a fleeting thought about calling Elena to tell her what Victor had offered. The vindictive side of her wanted to hurt the home-wrecking tramp as much as she had hurt Katie. Instead, Katie concentrated on calming down. When she looked in the rearview mirror, she caught Tony looking back at her. His devastation made her want to drive back and strangle Victor for putting that look on his face.

“You all right, slugger?” she asked instead.

He gave her a quick nod, but then looked down at his lap. She knew she was going to have to talk to him, but she didn’t know how much Chase had told him about their situation. Given the circumstances, she decided to keep the conversation as vague as possible. Shawn jumped out of the car with Buddy when they arrived at the beach and tore off down the deserted coastline. Tony lagged behind, walking with Katie.

“You want to talk about it?” Katie asked when the silence had gone on long enough.

He shrugged his little shoulders and kept his head down. She sighed but waited for him to set the pace of their conversation.

“I’m forgetting my mom,” he said quietly. “I see her in pictures and in the videos we have at home, but she doesn’t seem like my mom anymore.”

Katie forced herself to talk when all she wanted to do was give him a hug. It wasn’t often Tony spoke about his mother, and she didn’t want to do anything to deter him from opening up. “Have you talked to your dad?”

“Once, but he doesn’t like to talk about her.”

“Just because you have a hard time remembering her doesn’t mean she didn’t love you very much. It’s okay to forget. You were little when she died, so it’s not surprising that your memories are fading.”

“I know. I just want a mom like you,” Tony said. “It would be cool to have Shawn as a brother, but what I really want is for you to be my mom.”

She was so taken aback by his honesty that it took everything she had to keep her legs moving down the beach. Katie loved him almost as much as she did Shawn, and it killed her to hear him wish for something that would never happen. His hand slipped into hers, and she stopped, sinking to her knees in front of him and pulling him into a hug.

“Anthony, I care about you like my own child, and even though I can’t be your mother, I want you to know that I love you and I’m here for you any time you need me.”

She felt the tears prickle behind her eyes and hoped she could keep them at bay. Tony’s arms tightened around her neck, and she heard a soft sob.

“I love you, Katie. I want us all to be a family.” Tears trailed down his cheeks, and his lip quivered while he continued to pour out his heart. “Dad’s not happy. He spends all his time with me and Liz, but he doesn’t smile like he did when you were there. I don’t think I’ve heard him laugh one time since he told us you aren’t his girlfriend anymore. I miss my happy dad.”

The anguish in his voice pulled the tears she fought from her eyes. She had known the breakup was going to be hard on both her and Chase, but she hated hearing that Tony was being affected by their decisions. Katie couldn’t imagine Chase not laughing. The thought left her feeling guilty for the choice she had forced on him—even if it had been the right one.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Katie murmured, not knowing what else she could do to make things better. She sank down onto the beach and pulled Tony into her lap. They sat there until Buddy ran back to them with Shawn following closely behind, flushed and excited from their run. He plopped down and reached over to rub Tony’s back, looking up at Katie with sad eyes. She wondered if he knew why Tony was unhappy. He didn’t voice his concern, instead continuing to soothe his friend until Tony’s tears stopped.

Finally, they all stood up and made their way back to the car. Chase would be at the house soon to pick up Tony, and she needed to run interference with Victor. When they pulled up, she let out a sigh of relief that Chase hadn’t arrived while she was gone. Victor was sitting on the couch flipping through the channels on the television when they entered.

“Why don’t you have cable?” he asked with a grumble, and Katie felt annoyance build up again. Both boys had run into Shawn’s room before she turned to answer Victor’s question.

“Let’s see. How about you tack on another fifty bucks to the child support, and I’ll get cable hooked up.”

“I’m sorry, Katie. I didn’t mean anything by that comment. You take everything I say the wrong way. Can’t we go back and have the fun like we did before we got married?” He smiled his charming smile.

Katie told herself that it would be better if they didn’t fight for the next twelve hours. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so snarky.”

“S’okay.” He patted the seat next to him on the couch, but she shook her head.

“I need to pack Shawn’s suitcase.”

Victor huffed but continued his perusal of the local television channels.

Katie found the boys looking in Shawn’s reptile cage. 

“Mom, if Coach says it’s okay, Tony’s gonna take my animals home.”

She did a silent happy dance that she didn’t have to keep Shawn’s pets alive while he was gone. “That sounds like a great idea.”

While Shawn told Tony everything he needed to do to take care of his assortment of critters, Katie grabbed the suitcase from the top of the closet and started packing. Soon, there was a knock at the front door, which made her drop the clothes she held and dart for the door before Victor could get to it.

When she reached the living room, Victor stood up, and she pointed back to the couch. Shrugging, he resumed his seat. Katie opened the door.

“Chase.” Her voice was breathless and a little nervous, sounding foreign to her ears.

He cocked his brow at her in question. “Are you okay?”

She looked over her shoulder at Victor, and he smirked. Katie knew he wouldn’t make this easy, and she vowed she would make him pay if he was rude to Chase. Glaring at him for a second time, she turned back to Chase with an apologetic smile.

Before she could open her mouth, Victor made his presence known. “Katie, aren’t you going to invite in your friend?”

She looked wide-eyed at Chase, whose face turned hard. Katie remembered the morning Victor had pushed Chase’s buttons on the phone, and she groaned internally.

Opening the door wider, she stepped aside so Chase could enter. Victor had a smug smile on his face when he looked from Chase and back to Katie.

“Chase, this is Victor. Victor, Chase.”

Victor stood and walked to Chase with his hand out. For a moment, Katie thought Chase wasn’t going to take it, but then he reached out and grasped it with a firm grip. Victor’s hand white knuckled while he grasped Chase’s in an obvious death grip. Their macho display of superiority ticked her off.

They released each other, and Victor flexed his fingers before making his way back to the couch. Chase turned to Katie, and his eyes softened. “Is Tony ready to go?”

It was obvious he wanted to get his son and leave. Knowing he didn’t want to be there hurt, but she nodded and called to the boys. Katie didn’t want to leave Chase and Victor alone since the room was heavy with tension. 

Shawn and Tony came tearing out of his room bearing the reptile cage.

“Looks like you’re babysitting while Shawn’s in New Mexico,” she said with a small grimace when she saw the snake—which wasn’t supposed to be in the house.

Chase chuckled, and Katie caught herself smiling at the sound. “You’re the most squeamish marine scientist I’ve ever met.”

Katie gave him a small shove, and he grabbed her waist to steady himself. “I don’t like snakes. Frogs and lizards I can handle, even though I prefer them in the wild and not my house.”

His fingers lingered on her waist before he gave her a small squeeze and released her. Katie felt the instant loss of the warmth of his hands and gave a defeated sigh. It was hard to be around him and not want things to be like they had been. As soon as Shawn was gone, Chase and Tony wouldn’t have a reason to come around.

“Coach? Didja meet my dad?”

Katie had to give Chase credit for swallowing his hostility when he smiled at Shawn and ruffled his hair. “Sure did. You have fun in New Mexico, and we’ll see you when you get back.”

“So, Chase, what do you do for a living?”

Chase bristled when Victor addressed him, but then a self-satisfied smile appeared on his face.

“I’m a surgeon.”

Katie rolled her eyes, wondering if this would turn into a mine’s-bigger-than-yours contest. Victor nodded his head in appreciation, and she hoped maybe they could be civil to one another.

“What is it you do?” Chase asked.

Katie looked at Shawn and Tony, who were listening to the conversation with rapt attention.

“I’m a building contractor.”

Katie wanted to slap the look of superiority off Chase’s face. Even though he didn’t say anything, she could tell he felt like he had one-upped Victor. Chase had never given her any indication he thought he was better than anyone else, so she tried to remember this was nothing more than an ego-driven battle of supremacy.

“So would you like to join us for dinner?” Victor asked. “We’re going to Katie’s favorite restaurant.”

Katie wanted to say no, but she held back. She didn’t think she could handle hours of this tension, and there was no guarantee Victor would behave. After watching Chase’s reaction to her ex-husband, she wasn’t so sure he would behave either.

“You’re going to Francesco’s?”

“No, actually I thought we’d go to the restaurant at Lovers Point.”

“Oh, I thought Katie’s favorite restaurant was Francesco’s.” Chase feigned ignorance, but she knew better. “I suppose that’s a nice place to eat, but it’s where all the tourists go. With so many restaurants on the peninsula, I suppose it would be hard to find the best restaurants if you aren’t from the area.”

Katie glared at Chase while he dug his hole deeper. When he turned his attention back to Katie, one look at her expression must have told him he had screwed up. The pretentious smile slid off his face.

Katie caught her ex-husband’s arrogant smirk, and she growled, throwing her hands in the air. “I’m changing for dinner. When you two are finished with your macho crap, let me know.”

She stormed from the room, leaving them to their own devices.

~*~

After Katie stormed out of the room, Chase looked over at Victor, who was lounging on her couch as if he belonged there. Every muscle in Chase’s body wanted to yank him out of his seat and shove him out the door. He didn’t want to leave her with him for ten seconds, let alone overnight. 

When he told Tony to go get in the car, his son gave Shawn a one-armed hug before he darted out the front door, taking the reptile cage with him. Chase contemplated apologizing to Katie for his rude comments but decided it would be best to let it go. He said his goodbyes to Shawn and headed for the door, wanting to escape before he said something else Victor could use against him.

“Chase?” 

Victor’s voice was smooth and held a hint of confidence, which irritated him. He gritted his teeth and debated whether he wanted to ignore the other man, but he figured he’d been rude enough. Chase turned toward Victor but didn’t meet his eye. 

“I know you probably don’t want to hear this since you clearly don’t like me, but thanks for teaching Shawn how to play baseball.” 

Chase’s eyes snapped up. Victor still wore a smug smile, and his eyes darted between Shawn and Chase. It was obvious he was trying to look like the better man in front of his son. Shawn wrinkled his brow, and Chase suspected he didn’t understand why his father would assume Chase didn’t like him. 

He decided not to play Victor’s game. “Shawn’s a great kid. It wasn’t a chore to teach him how to pitch. He’s a natural.” When he glanced at Shawn, he was rewarded with a brilliant smile.

“Thanks, Coach!” Shawn waved one last goodbye and darted back toward his room.

Without an audience, and obviously disappointed he didn’t get the reaction he’d hoped for, Victor dismissed Chase with a wave. “Well, thanks anyway.”

Chase made his way out to the car. When they got home, Tony ran into the house, leaving him to contemplate the mistake he’d made at Katie’s. He leaned his forehead on the steering wheel and took a deep breath. When he’d acted like a complete ass, Victor had been able to take advantage of his jealousy. Chase felt like a petty schmuck. He growled and banged his forehead on the steering wheel. This was not the kind of attitude that would win Katie back.


Chapter 19

Chase hadn’t seen or spoken to Katie since she’d stormed out of the room and left him to deal with Victor. The days turned into weeks, and all he could think about was her. Every time he picked up the phone to call, he couldn’t go through with it. Shawn was gone, so he didn’t have an excuse anymore.

After one long day in surgery, he walked into the house to hear an argument upstairs between Tony and Liz. He listened for a moment to see if they would work it out before he intervened.

“It’s all your fault!” Tony yelled.

“No, it’s not. Dad said she left on her own.”

“She left because you were mean to her. I want Katie here, and you made her go away.” 

Chase reeled at the venom in Tony’s voice. Tony rarely yelled, but when he did, it was usually for good reason.

“I did not!”

Chase could hear the tears in Liz’s voice when he ran past Gina, who had come from her room to stop the commotion. When he darted up the stairs, he found Tony and Liz standing toe-to-toe in the doorway to her room.

“What’s going on?” Chase asked.

Tony lowered his head and looked at his shoes, and Liz continued to cry. Chase wrapped an arm around her shoulder, and she buried her face into his shirt while sobs wracked her body. Looking at Tony, Chase repeated his question.

“I want Katie to come over, but Liz was so mean to her that she won’t come back.”

Chase shook his head and gave him a disappointed look. “We talked about this. Go to your bedroom, and I’ll be there in a minute.”

Tony turned and went down the hall while Chase took Liz into her room. He sat down on the edge of her bed and pulled her onto his lap.

“Sweetheart, please stop crying. Tony’s just upset that Shawn’s gone. I’m sure he didn’t mean what he said.”

“Yes, he did. I was mean to Katie, and now you’re sad because she isn’t your girlfriend anymore.”

“Liz, look at me.” He tilted up her chin, and her blue eyes were rimmed with tears. “Katie and I needed time apart. It wasn’t because of you or anything you did. Sometimes when you’re a grown-up, you have to make decisions that are hard and do things you don’t want to do.”

She shook her head. “Tony’s right. It’s all my fault. I don’t want you to be sad, Daddy. I promise I’ll be nicer to her.”

Chase felt terrible about losing Katie, but he’d tried to make the best out of an awful situation. He hadn’t realized his kids could see through him so well.

“Shawn’s gone to New Mexico, so we won’t see Katie for a while.”

Liz nodded before she looked up at her father. “I’ll try harder, Dad.”

Those simple words made her seem so grown up, and Chase hoped she was ready to come around. He kissed Liz’s forehead and left her to contemplate her promise.

When he reached Tony’s door, he could hear him sniffling on the other side. Chase opened it, and his heart broke at the sight of Tony curled up on his bed, his back to the door, while his body shook with silent tears. Sitting on the bed, Chase gently rubbed his back to calm him. Although he wanted to reprimand Tony for hurting his sister, Tony was just being honest about his feelings.

“I miss Katie and Shawn,” he whispered between his sobs.

“I know, slugger. I do, too.”

Tony turned over and looked at his father. “Then go get her.”

If only it were that simple. Chase shook his head. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t.”

“But I want her to be my mom,” he whispered, shocking Chase with his admission. “She said she loved me, and I love her. She needs to be here with us. Shawn said she’s sad all the time—like you. You weren’t sad when she was here. Now that Shawn’s gone, who does she have to keep her company?” 

Chase’s heart clenched with the thought of Katie being alone and hurting over Shawn’s departure. “I don’t know.”

“Dad, please. I want Katie.”

Tony was hurting more than Chase had realized. He felt like the worst parent on the planet. Tony should be in therapy with Liz, but Chase had overlooked that his son needed help, too. Katie had seen it, but he had thought Tony was fine because he didn’t show any outward signs or act out. Chase pulled Tony into a hug and rocked him back and forth.

“I know, slugger.”

Chase wanted to tell him he would try to get Katie back, but he couldn’t set up a false sense of hope. Liz still needed help. Although she had made positive strides, he still worried her behavior around Katie would be governed by guilt rather than an actual desire to have her in their lives. 

Chase rocked Tony until he fell asleep and then slid him under his covers. The light to Liz’s bedroom was off, and her heavy breathing indicated she was sound asleep. He made his way downstairs to find Gina sitting at the island in the kitchen with a pint of ice cream and a spoon.

“So what was that all about?” she asked before she stuffed a huge bite of Chunky Monkey in her mouth.

“Tony and Liz were fighting.”

“About?”

“Katie.” Gina’s mouth was full, so she waved her hand for him to continue. “Tony told Liz it was her fault Katie left.”

“No, that would be your stupid mistake,” Gina said, stabbing her spoon back into her ice cream. Chase chose to ignore her jibe. She’d hurled them at him several times a day since the night Katie left. “Pretty soon she’s going to start dating again. Several of the guys at work have contemplated asking her out. What will you do then?”

“Are you sure it was Katie?”

“Hello, Chase! Wake up! She’s a beautiful woman. How long do you think it’ll be before someone asks her?”

Chase stood motionless for several minutes, feeling the ache in his chest at the idea. Although he’d always known it was a possibility, he thought she would wait a while longer before diving into another relationship. Chase shook his head and took a few steadying breaths before turning back to Gina.

“How is the wedding planning going?”

Gina looked at him as if he’d asked her to jump out of a moving vehicle. She threw the spoon into the half-empty container and slammed it down on the counter.

“You have got to be kidding me. I just told you that the woman you love was going to be approached by another man, and you want to talk about my wedding plans? What the hell’s wrong with you?”

“Gina, please—”

“Don’t Gina me! I didn’t tell you that to hurt you. I told you to kick you in the ass and get you to do something—anything!” She glared at him. “Do you really want to pretend it’s not happening? That if you stick your head in the sand, it won’t hurt? It’s exactly what you did when Terri died and look where that got you!”

“Of course it hurts!” he yelled back at her. She’d hit a nerve. “It hurts worse than you can imagine. I want nothing more than to tell her I love her and ask her to come back.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Chase knew he could no longer deny the truth. He had let an amazing woman walk away, and now he wasn’t sure if she’d ever come back. 

“Finally!” She threw her hands in the air. “A reaction. Now go over there and tell her what you told me.”

“I can’t,” he muttered.

“You can’t, or you won’t?”

“Katie won’t even consider coming back unless she knows it won’t hurt Liz. Once Liz is able to accept her, I can try to heal the rift with Katie.”

“If you’re not too late.”

Her comment stung. Chase shook his head and walked out of the kitchen. He couldn’t deal with Gina and her constant pushing. He had a plan, and it would work. 

If he wasn’t too late.

~*~

The next couple of weeks were filled with work and therapy appointments. David hadn’t mentioned Katie again in their sessions, but Chase figured it was only a matter of time before he did. He walked into David’s office and plunked down in the chair opposite him.

“Hello, Chase,” he said. “How was your week?”

“Fine.”

“Did you get a chance to try out some of the suggestions I gave you last time?” David and Chase had discussed different ways he could open up to Liz and talk about her mother. They also had talked over the best way to set boundaries concerning her behavior. Initially, she’d responded well, but the first time she had an outburst and he enforced the new rules, she had thrown a temper tantrum that would have made a two-year-old proud. After that, it happened less often, until she understood he wouldn’t waver.

“I did, and Liz responded much better than we thought she would.”

“Excellent, excellent. Then I want to get into some things that might be a little painful to relive, but I think you need to explore them.” 

Chase nodded for him to continue. 

“I would like you to tell me about the accident.”

He stiffened. “I’d rather not.”

“I understand if you’re reluctant, but we will need to explore it at some point. It’s an important part of the healing process.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

David’s face softened when he recognized that Chase wouldn’t be pushed on this topic. “We don’t have to broach this subject now, but I’m afraid if you continue to put off the inevitable, it will only become more difficult as time goes on.”

“I appreciate your patience, but I’m not ready to talk about the accident.” 

“Very well.” Chase was surprised he let it go so easily. “Then let’s talk about your dating history.”

“Well, um, I dated one woman for a while, but we ended things over a month ago.”

“Tell me about her.”

“She’s beautiful and caring. She has a little boy I adore, and he’s also Tony’s best friend.”

Chase talked about Katie, and once he started, he didn’t want to stop. He told David about her sense of humor, the way her green eyes danced with mischief when she teased, and that she hated spinach if it was cooked but loved it in salads.

“Katie’s amazing. She’s a marine scientist and works at the aquarium as an aquarist. She’s a fabulous mother and is so selfless.” Chase rambled on, but after several minutes, David cut in.

“So why did you break it off? It sounds as if she’s everything you want in a woman.”

Chase explained the problems they had with Liz and how she’d retaliated against Katie and her son. David listened while Chase recounted every detail of the decline in Liz’s behavior toward Katie and Shawn.

“So you ended things with Katie to help Liz?”

“No, Katie left so I could help Liz.”

David asked, “How do you feel about that?”

Chase raked his fingers through his hair. “I hate it. She’s the first woman I’ve felt anything for since Terri. But Liz is my main priority right now.”

“Do you love Katie?”

A lump formed in Chase’s throat. He swallowed, then said, “Yeah, I do. Very much.”

“What do you want to do about it?”

“Nothing.”

“Why?”

“Elizabeth.”

David shook his head. “And why is it that Liz’s holding you back?”

“Because she needs me right now.” Is he dense? Everything Chase was doing was for Liz.

“I’m going to be straight with you, Chase. Lots of relationships have their ups and downs, especially when you’re trying to blend two families together. I think you need to look a little deeper at why you were willing to let her go.”

The assumption that Chase would let Katie slip away for no good reason made him angry, but there was also a small spark of hope. Could he and Katie work on their relationship together while his family was still going through the healing process?

David looked at the clock. “It’s time for your monthly appointment with Allison. One of the interns will take Liz to the playroom and entertain her while you have your session. I hope you’ll think about what I said.”

He led Chase to Allison’s office, and Liz came out with the intern. She gave Chase a big smile and a small wave before disappearing down the hall.

“Chase.” Allison greeted him with a smile. She motioned for him to take a seat when David left to see another client.

“First off, I want to say what a wonderful child Liz is. She’s very strong-minded and loyal, particularly to her mother’s memory. It didn’t take very much prodding from me before she opened up about her mother. I’ve also gathered from our conversations that you don’t talk about Terri very much in your home.”

Chase nodded. This was something he had been working on with David’s help. “It’s not that I wouldn’t talk about her—I just never initiated the conversation. I’ve been working on that.”

“Outstanding. How are you doing with therapy?”

“It was hard at first. David picked up on my avoidance issues in the first few minutes and called me on it.” Chase chuckled and shook his head, remembering their first meeting. “Since then, I’ve been working on being more open with my children and not avoiding problems or feelings when they come up.”

“That’s great.” Allison smiled before she opened Liz’s file. “Liz has an unhealthy fear of abandonment. She lost her mother, and you weren’t around very much after her death. Now her aunt is getting married and moving out of the house, and your girlfriend is not in your lives anymore.”

This last part surprised him. “Liz mentioned Katie left?” 

Allison looked at him for a moment before deciding on what she wanted to share. “She mentioned her, but you’ll have to understand that I won’t discuss what we talk about in our sessions.”

Chase nodded in understanding, but his curiosity was piqued.

“I’ve also gathered that you haven’t been much of a disciplinarian.” 

Chase chuckled but agreed, telling her what he had been working on with David’s help.

“Liz needs clear boundaries, so I recommend you continue with the plan you and David have set up. Remember she needs consistency. If she sees you waver, she will take advantage of it. Children can be very protective of their parents. If Liz knows that talking about Terri will upset you, she won’t bring up her own distress or confusion about death. This leaves her more vulnerable and isolated in her grief. She needs to know it’s okay to talk about her mother.” 

Chase took a deep breath, relieved that Liz was responding well to therapy.

“Now, we need to address how you can help her with her abandonment issues. First, be honest, open, and clear. She needs to know she can come to you without your grief getting in the way. Next, do not avoid the topic when she brings it up, and be prepared to discuss the same details again and again. Sometimes children need to hear the same facts repeated until they process the information. It’s important that you be available, reassuring, and predictable.” Allison looked over her notes and then back at Chase.

“The biggest issue with Liz is her need to control the situation she’s in. She feels like everything is out of her control, and this is why you’re getting the tantrums. Find ways that help her have a measure of control in every situation. If you’re going on a date, get her involved in picking the place. Your sister is already doing these things by letting Liz help with the wedding preparations. Involve her more in the decisions you make. By doing this, you show her that she’s a part of your life and that she has value.” 

Allison paused for a moment before she continued. “Communication is important, and when a child is left out of the loop, they tend to fill in the blanks with their own ideas, which aren’t always what we would expect.”

Chase sat back in his chair and mulled over what she’d said. It wasn’t until Liz caught him kissing Katie on the ball field that she had realized there was more going on. When he looked into the timing of her outbursts, everything started to make more sense. A light bulb went off in his head, and Chase leaned forward with his elbows on his knees.

“So all I need to do is communicate more with Liz, and she’ll accept Katie?” he asked.

“I can’t answer that.” Allison gave him a sympathetic smile. “I can tell it means a great deal to you that they reconcile their differences. If it’s any consolation, in similar cases children rarely hate the significant other as an individual. It’s that they find it hard to reconcile their loyalty to the deceased parent with their desire to let the surviving parent find love again.”

Chase shouldn’t have been surprised at that piece of information. He and Katie had even had a similar conversation about love versus loyalty after they had seen Camelot. When he thought about what Allison said, the points David had made in their session started to ring in his ears. 

The guilt had overwhelmed him at times. Was this why he’d let Katie go without a fight? He had told himself that it was all about Liz, but was it really? Chase filed that away to think about later when he could give it his full focus.

“Do you have any questions?” Allison asked, pulling him out of his thoughts.

“No, you’ve given me a lot to digest.”

“Liz is very mature for her age. I think she’ll resolve the majority of her problems in the next couple of months, as long as you continue to be consistent in your discipline and communication. I’ve already seen huge improvements in the past several weeks.”

Chase smiled his first genuine smile in days. “Thank you so much for your help. I also need to get Tony in here to talk to someone.”

“I think that would be a good idea.”

~*~

The time without Katie was unbearable, even though Liz’s behavior improved each week. The one upside to their separation was that Katie didn’t have to witness the occasional setbacks while his family worked through their grief. 

They spent their free time together catching up on memories of Terri. The more they talked about her mother, the more Chase could see the small, positive changes in Liz’s attitude.

Chase also realized that Tony’s apparent disinterest in Terri stemmed from his loyalty to Katie. It amazed him how Tony’s troubles could be the complete opposite of Liz’s, yet still the same. Counseling had progressed, and they’d started sessions with a family group therapist. Sayid opened up a whole new understanding about how to help Liz and Tony.

Not only did Chase have some realizations, but apparently Liz did as well. She worked with Allison to get to the point where she was open to the idea of Chase dating again. It was obvious she wanted her father to be happy—she just needed to find a way past the anger she harbored over her mother’s death.

In their sessions together, Tony brought up his love for Katie often. At first, Liz defended her position that Katie had tried to replace Terri. After the therapist asked her if she thought Chase should be alone for the remainder of his life, he turned her thinking around and gave Liz some things to ponder. The look on her face was painful to watch. She struggled with wanting to keep her mother’s memory alive and letting her father be happy. After that, she was more open to the idea of someone new in his life, and he could see her walls slowly begin to crumble.

As for Tony, he needed someone to talk to about all the changes in their home. His acceptance of Katie had come from his desire for a mother. Chase didn’t doubt that he loved Katie very much, but it was the idea of having a mother that Tony clung to.

Chase adjusted his work schedule to spend more time with his children. He’d go in the early morning hours to work, and Gina would get the kids up and to Daniel’s house before she went to work. By noon, Chase would pick them up, and they would engage in different family activities that he’d put off before. It was too easy to drown in work and forget about the past. At least now he recognized it for what it was—avoidance.


Chapter 20

Katie was used to having Shawn underfoot, so four weeks was a long time to be alone. Monday mornings were the designated day for him to call her. This particular Monday morning, Katie fumbled through her routine, running into one distraction after another.

Gina called just as Katie climbed out of the shower and asked if she wanted to go out with her and Daniel for lunch. Katie declined, giving her a lame excuse. It was hard enough running into her at work—Katie wasn’t ready to put herself in a situation where Chase could come up in conversation. She could hear the disappointment in Gina’s voice, and Katie felt terrible for brushing her off for the third time in the past few weeks.

She was dressed and in the middle of applying a thin coat of makeup to cover the dark circles under her eyes when her power went out. In other circumstances, it would have been a small annoyance, but she hadn’t started her coffee yet and her hair was still dripping from her shower. With a heavy sigh, she drew back her hair into a ponytail and tried to tell herself that she didn’t need her morning pick-me-up.

She had almost convinced herself the day could only get better when she pulled her CSUMB hoodie out of the closet and noticed the box she’d hidden in the back. It was lying on the closet floor so that she didn’t have to see the dolphins Chase had given her. Tears sprang to her eyes when tiny pinpricks of regret jabbed down her spine. 

Katie shook her head, refusing to let herself surrender to the sorrow she had fought off since their breakup. It was too late. The memory of her deceit the night he had given her the dolphins haunted her. She had needed him—needed one last night to savor his touch—before she shattered their future. Katie had been weak, and because of that weakness, she’d let him believe everything was fine. 

The phone rang, startling her. Katie wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand and grabbed her cell phone off the dresser. She needed to pull herself together. It wouldn’t do Shawn any good to hear her sniffling over something she couldn’t change.

Clearing her throat, she answered her phone with false cheer. “Hello?”

“Mom?” Shawn’s voice came through the receiver, making her smile.

“Hey, baby. How are you?”

“I miss you, Mommy.”

He never called her Mommy anymore. Something was up. “I miss you too, baby. You sound sad—are you okay?”

He sniffed, and she wanted to pull him through the phone and hold him in her arms. “No, I want to come home,” he whispered.

“I’m sorry, Shawn. You’ve got less than two weeks left with your dad.” The urge to take the next flight out of Monterey tugged at her heart. “Have you gone fishing with Uncle Kevin?”

“Yeah, we go on the weekends, but Dad never goes. He’s never home. I thought he’d be here more so we could do stuff.”

“What do you mean he’s never home?”

“He’s at work and stuff. I have to stay with Elena.”

“Do you like her?” In past conversations, he’d avoided bringing her up, so Katie wasn’t sure how he felt about her.

“She’s all right, but she cooks funny and the house has all this pink girly stuff and she wants me to call her Mom.”

Katie’s jaw clenched, and every muscle in her body tensed at the thought of that woman trying to take that title as her own. It took her a few moments to compose herself before she asked the next question.

“Do you call her Mom?”

“No, but she always tells me to,” he answered.

“Have you talked to your dad about it?”

“Nuh-uh. He said we’d play baseball, too, but we still haven’t. Coach always played ball with Tony and me.”

“I know, honey. Can I talk to your dad?” Katie asked. She needed to straighten out a few things with him if this was going to be their permanent arrangement.

“He’s not here. You can talk to Elena, if you want.”

“No, that’s okay,” she said. “Shawn, I know it’s hard to be away from home, but you’re going to have to stay for another two weeks.”

“Why?” 

How do you explain to a child about court-ordered visitation?

“Because your dad doesn’t get to see you very much, so you need to spend this time with him. You won’t see him again until Christmas.”

“I know. I just miss you, Tony, and Coach. I even miss Liz.”

“We miss you, too.”

“I love you, Mom. Elena said it’s time to get off the phone.” 

Katie’s blood boiled again. “I love you too, baby. Can you please put Elena on the phone?”

“Sure. Bye, Mom.” She heard him hand off the phone.

“Hello?” There was apprehension in Elena’s voice.

“I’m only going to say this once, so listen closely,” Katie said with a snarl. “If you don’t get Victor to spend more time with his son, I’ll make sure his court-ordered visitation is limited to one week in the summer.”

“He’s working a lot and—”

“I don’t care if he’s working or not, and neither does Shawn. He owns the damn company, and he can take the time to spend with his son.” When she heard Elena’s exasperated sigh, Katie bit the side of her cheek to keep from shouting. “Unless he doesn’t want to be home for other reasons?” This would be the one and only time Katie would ever speak to this woman, and she wasn’t going to hold back. “Maybe he’s found someone else on the side. You know what they say about a man who strays once . . .”

Katie could hear Elena’s heavy breathing on the other line. 

“Next, the title of mother is earned. You’ve done nothing to earn it, so stop asking for it. Breaking up a family so you can weasel your way into my old life doesn’t make you Shawn’s mother.”

“Is that all?” Katie could almost hear the steam coming out of the woman’s ears.

“No. One more thing. If you ever try to keep my child from me, even if it’s just on the phone, I will make your life a living hell. Are we clear?”

“Crystal.”

Katie slammed her finger on the button to end the call with a satisfied smile, then dialed Victor’s cell. When he didn’t answer, she dialed his office.

“Kelly and Rodriguez Construction, Steven speaking.”

“Steven, it’s Katie.” She breathed a sigh of relief that her oldest brother had been the one to answer the phone.

“Sis! How’s California?”

“It’s fine. I’m sorry, I don’t have much time to talk. I need to leave for work in a minute, but I need to speak to Victor.”

“Hang on—he’s with a client.”

“Steven, if you love me at all, you’ll get him on the phone now.”

The business phone rang in the background.

“Let me put you on hold for a sec,” he said.

“No! It might be Elena, and I need to talk to Victor before she does,” she said before he could put her on hold.

“Don’t worry. If it’s that witch, I’ll tell her he’s busy. Hang on.”

Okay, he’s now my favorite brother.

“Hello?” Victor’s deep voice reverberated down the line.

“Victor, I’m getting on a plane to pick up Shawn,” she said in the no-nonsense tone he knew not to mess with.

“What? Why?”

“How much time have you spent with him in the last four weeks?”

“Well, I have to work, and he and Elena are getting along fine. They do stuff togeth—”

“He doesn’t care about Elena. He wants to see his father, and you’ve left him with a woman he barely knows.”

“Now, Katie,” Victor said, “Elena loves Shawn and would do anything for him.”

“Just shut up,” Katie said, her temper snapping. “Shawn called me crying this morning and wants to come home because he hasn’t seen you. I didn’t send him there to get cozy with your girlfriend. Either you take the time off and spend it with your son, or I am flying there to get him.”

For several minutes, the only sound on the line was Victor’s even breathing. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said.

“I’ll call you when I get off work to make sure you’ve followed through.”

Her hands shook when she hung up. There was nothing worse than hearing your baby almost a thousand miles away, wanting you, and not being able to do anything about it. Katie considered calling Amelia and hopping on a flight right then, but a breach of their visitation agreement might be used against her to get custody changed.

Two more weeks. She could hold on for two more weeks.

~*~

Victor took vacation time and spent the remaining two weeks with his son. The next time Shawn called, he was a different child. He enjoyed the time spent with his father and asked if he could stay longer. To Katie’s relief, Victor had bought a nonrefundable ticket. She didn’t think she could handle being separated any longer.

Katie counted down the hours before she could pick up Shawn at the airport. He had assured her several times that he could fly all by himself. The airlines would tag him as a minor flying alone, and the flight attendants would see to any of his needs. This gave her some comfort, but she wouldn’t be able to relax until she saw his sweet face.

Back when she and Victor had come to an agreement about visitation, she had been naïve enough to think she would enjoy having some time to herself. She’d even thought maybe she would take up a hobby. Little had she known how hard the separation from her son would be.

Katie still had a few hours before Shawn landed, so she plopped down in her office chair and delved into the paperwork that had accumulated on her desk. She had thrown herself into her work as a distraction from the loneliness, and management was more than happy to give her time off to avoid paying her more overtime. A week of relaxation and time with her son was something she was looking forward to. Gina knocked on her door before poking in her head.

“Do you have some time to spare?”

Katie smiled and waved her in. To her surprise, Liz walked in behind her. “Hey there, what are you guys up to today?” 

“Liz came in to do the morning rounds with Amelia,” Gina said.

“That should be fun. Amelia has a fun way of feeding the octopuses that I’m sure you’ll love, Liz.”

“Actually, I need to run up to my office and make sure that everything is set for the wedding next week. Amelia won’t start for another half hour, and Liz was asking about the white shark, so I thought, who better than you to answer her questions?”

“Sure, I’d love to give you the scoop on her,” Katie said, turning back to Liz. 

She looked up with a bashful smile, and Katie was relieved to see that her aloof attitude was just shyness. Gina gave Liz a small hug before leaving the two of them alone.

“So did you have specific questions about the shark?” Katie asked.

“Not really.” Liz looked down at her shoes again. “Maybe you can just tell me whatever you want to.”

Katie chuckled. “That could take a while, because I love to talk about her.”

She turned to lead the way to the Outer Bay tank when Liz again surprised her by cautiously slipping her hand in hers. Katie smiled down at their intertwined fingers and tried not to make a big deal of it while she talked about the white shark’s feeding habits and what kind of environment she preferred. They discussed how hard it was to transition the shark to captivity and some of the problems they had while training her how to feed. They also talked about her impending release.

“She doesn’t seem so scary now.” Liz gave Katie a heartwarming smile, and even though Katie knew she looked like her mother, she saw Chase reflected in her expression. It was genuine, and Katie realized that she wasn’t putting on an act to be nice—Liz wanted to be there. They walked back to Katie’s office in silence, a newfound friendship growing between them.

“Katie?” Liz asked as Katie opened the door for Liz.

“Hmm?”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, looking down at her shoes. Liz appeared so dejected that Katie wanted to wrap her arms around her. “I shouldn’t have been so mean to you. Dad told me you wanted to be my friend, but I wouldn’t listen.” A small tear ran down her cheek before she swiped it away. Her head came up, and she looked at Katie with pleading eyes. “I didn’t mean all those things I said about you and Shawn.”

When Katie smiled, Liz’s arms slid around her waist and squeezed her in a tight hug. Katie held the girl’s small body while she cried. For the first time, Katie felt that her decision to leave Chase had been the right one. No matter how much loneliness she had suffered, seeing the change in Liz almost made it worth it.

“You need to talk to Dad. He misses you,” Liz said with a determined tone when she stepped away from Katie.

“I talk to your father.”

Liz shook her head. “You need to get back together. He tries really hard to make us happy, but I can see how sad he is when you’re not around. Tony and I miss you, too.”

A small cough came from the doorway, and Katie looked up to see Gina. “Amelia’s ready to start the morning rounds. Are you ready?”

Liz nodded, and Katie leaned down to speak in her ear. “Thank you. You were very brave to apologize, and I appreciate it,” she whispered so only Liz could hear. Liz nodded again and turned to kiss Katie’s cheek before she walked over to Gina and took her hand.

The grin on Gina’s face when she walked out of Katie’s office could have lit up the Point Pinos Lighthouse.

~*~

Buddy had been thrilled to see Shawn and ended up sleeping on his bed. The morning came early, and by ten o’clock, they had packed up the ice chest and all the beach gear and headed into Pacific Grove for the Feast of Lanterns. Shawn wasn’t happy about leaving Buddy behind, but Katie didn’t want the hassle of a large dog on a cramped beach.

Katie was surprised that most of the beach was already taken up with blankets so early in the day, but they found a cozy spot and set up their little space in the sand. She loved Lovers Point Beach because it sat in a little nook in the corner of the bay. Due to the pier and a barrier of rocks, the waves gently lapped at the beach, making it safe for swimmers. Shawn played in the water until his toes turned blue, and then ended up back on the sand, sharing his toys with the other children waiting for the show.

Katie spent the afternoon reading the latest bestselling mystery while keeping an eye on her mischievous child. A belly dance group performed, and Katie stifled a giggle when a few of the dads surrounding her on the beach took interest in the half-naked girls dancing provocatively on the pier. The constant switch in entertainment helped with the tedium of waiting for the evening performance.

“Mom, can I pleeeeease have a slushy?” Shawn asked, turning up the charm and giving her his puppy dog eyes. How could she say no? He took her hand, and they maneuvered around the sunbathers until they reached a little food shack overlooking the beach.

“If you get a slushy, then I get a kiss.”

He grimaced but reached up and pulled her down to peck her cheek with lightning speed. She had to get them when she could. Ruffling his hair, she got their hot dogs and slushies, and they turned back to make their way through the throng of people.

“Katie?” She stopped at the sound of her name, goose bumps rising along her arms.

“Shawn!” There was no way to mistake Tony’s excited voice.

They both turned and saw Chase with Liz and Tony. Katie’s eyes raked over Chase. He had on a blue polo shirt and pair of khaki cargo shorts, and his strong legs and arms were tanned to a golden brown. She let out a long sigh at how sexy he looked in casual clothes. Shawn jumped up and down at seeing his friend. The boys lost no time in telling one another about their summer adventures.

“How are you?” Chase asked while one of his hands went to the back of his head and scratched.

“I’m good. Are you guys here to watch the show?” Katie wanted to smack her own forehead with the palm of her hand. Of course they’re there for the show. Who else would be crazy enough to venture into a mass of people just to go to the beach?

He chuckled. “Yeah, the kids love to watch the fireworks afterward.”

“Have you set up a spot yet?” she asked, hoping they hadn’t. “If not, you’re more than welcome to sit with us.”

“We’re on the boat!” Tony said. 

Katie looked out over the bay and noticed several sailboats anchored close enough to the pier to see the show when it began.

“Dad, can Katie and Shawn come with us on the boat?” Liz asked. 

Chase looked down at her and seemed surprised at her question, but he nodded. He looked back at Katie, and his blue eyes twinkled.

“Yes, yes, please, Katie. Come with us on the boat,” Tony begged. He and Shawn both turned their pleading eyes to her.

She glanced at Chase, and he gave her a lopsided grin, rendering her speechless. 

“What do you say, Katie? Would you and Shawn like to join us on the boat for the show and fireworks?”

Katie felt her heart flutter at the mention of the boat. She didn’t think she could ever look at a sailboat again without remembering the first time they’d made love. 

“Yeah, that sounds like fun.”

“Yes!” Tony and Shawn pumped their fists in the air.

“Well, the kids wanted to get an ice cream, and then we can head out,” Chase said, motioning toward the snack bar.

Shawn and Katie packed up their beach gear and lugged it back to the car. They met Chase and his kids in front of a little dinghy sitting on the beach. Katie looked at it with trepidation when Liz, Shawn, and Tony jumped into the small boat and it rocked precariously back and forth. Chase smiled and pushed it off the shore.

Katie had to take her flip-flops off and wade into the cold water to get in. She couldn’t understand how Shawn had played in the frigid water for hours. Chase took her hand and helped her step into the boat, and she clutched on to the sides, hoping it wouldn’t dump them all in. Chase chuckled at her anxiety, and she stuck her tongue out at him for making fun of her. He smiled wider before giving the boat a gentle push and hopping in. Chase stood to pull the ladder down when they reached the sailboat, making Katie gasp and hold on tighter.

“Relax,” he said with a laugh while he helped Liz on board. Chase took each boy by the waist and tossed them onto the deck before he turned to her with a raised brow. “Are you going to sit in the dinghy all night?”

Katie looked up at his outstretched hand and contemplated her options before grumbling about how they had better not end up in the water. Chase pulled her up, mindful of her apprehension, and held her around the waist until she was steady. His strong hands sent a small shiver down her spine that did nothing for her balance. She wobbled, and his grip tightened, making her feel more secure. Katie latched on to the ladder and climbed aboard. When she turned around, Chase stood behind her, close enough she could feel his breath on the back of her neck. Another involuntary shiver ran down her spine.

“Are you cold? I could get you a blanket from below.”

His hands grasped her arms and rubbed them up and down, trying to use friction to warm her up. The combination of his hands and his smooth, baritone voice sent another warm rush through her body.

“No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

The sun sank lower on the horizon while the actors and court lined up on the pier. They had a perfect view of the show but were a little farther away than they had been on the beach. The kids pulled over one of the doublewide lounge chairs and all climbed on top. Tony looked up at Katie and then his father before holding out his hand to her.

“There’s enough room for everyone. Come on,” he said with a hopeful glimmer in his eye.

Katie sat down next to him and pulled her feet up before leaning against the backrest. Tony curled up against her and wrapped his arm around her waist to anchor her in place. Katie’s fingers played absently with his hair while they waited for the show to begin. She looked up at Chase, who stared down at her with a small smile on his face. When he caught her questioning eye, he shook his head and took his place on the other side. Shawn scooted in between Tony and Chase while Liz positioned herself between Chase’s legs, leaning up against his chest.

As soon as the sun set, the sound of Asian music carried across the water. A deep voice rang out as the narrator went through the story of a young princess who had fallen in love with a boy her father disapproved of. By the end of the story, they ran away together and turned into monarch butterflies.

Katie looked over at Chase, and his face was turned toward hers while he stared unabashedly into her eyes. Her breath caught in her throat when their eyes caught and held. His hand reached toward her face, and she sucked in an expectant breath before Tony broke the spell and cuddled closer. Chase dropped his hand, and she looked down at Tony, who was smiling up at her. Katie pulled him closer, realizing how much she’d missed him, and then she looked back at Chase.

His eyes darted down to her lips and back to her eyes, and she felt that familiar desire grow in the pit of her stomach. The fireworks began to light up the evening sky while she and Chase continued to focus on one another. The kids squealed in delight with each new explosion, but Katie barely heard them. All she could see was the man she loved, staring back at her with the same adoration in his eyes. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and beg him to forgive her stupidity for ever thinking she could move on. Instead, they lay with their heads a foot apart on a lounge chair, their family in their arms.

~*~

“Chase?” Katie whispered while they all walked toward her car. Both boys and Liz were ahead of them, chatting about the events of the evening and making plans for the next outing.

“Hmm?”

She stared at him for a moment before turning to make sure the kids were still preoccupied. Liz was chatting animatedly with Shawn while holding Tony’s hand. “Did Liz mention her visit to the aquarium yesterday?”

Chase thought back to the day before and shook his head. He had worked a double shift that day, and he didn’t get a lot of time with the kids before they went to bed.

“No. Why? Did something happen?”

“Nothing bad.” He relaxed when she gave him a reassuring smile. “She apologized for the way she’d treated Shawn and me.”

Liz had come a long way in the last two months. However, Chase wondered if Gina had put her up to the apology and made a mental note to talk to her about it later. He smiled back at Katie. “She was so awful to you that I thought she’d never come around. Allison said children don’t usually hate the new person in their parent’s life—they just have a hard time reconciling their loyalty. I don’t think she ever disliked you, because there were times when she tried to make things work. I think she just felt that if she cared about you, she was somehow betraying her mother.”

“That makes sense,” Katie said. “I felt a little of that possessiveness while Shawn was gone. It hurt to think that another woman was trying to weasel her way into my child’s heart. I’d say I’m a pretty rational adult, but it still ticked me off. I’m surprised Liz handled the situation as well as she did. I wish I could say the same for myself.”

Chase bumped her arm with his. “What happened?” A low growl came from her chest, and Chase chuckled. “I take it Mama Bear came out to play.”

She scowled at him but then replaced her frown with a small smile. Katie proceeded to tell him about her talk with Shawn on the phone and her subsequent conversation with Victor’s girlfriend. He chuckled at the feisty jibe she’d given Elena about Victor’s infidelity and found himself marveling at her strength. She’d endured six weeks without her son and put her foot down when Victor wasn’t living up to his parental responsibilities.

When they reached her car, Katie smiled up at him. “Thank you for a nice evening. Shawn and I enjoyed it very much.”

Chase felt a strong desire to pull her into his arms. The intensity between them crackled in the air. Katie broke eye contact when Shawn interrupted and asked for the car keys.

Now that Shawn was home, Chase could start to plan ways they could spend more time together. “Maybe next time we take the boat out, you and Shawn could come along?”

“Maybe,” Katie responded.

Chase felt a big, stupid grin take over. It wasn’t a flat-out refusal, and it gave him hope. Without overthinking, he pulled her into a hug, wrapping his arms around her shoulders. She melted into his embrace, and her fingers closed around his shirt, clutching him to her.

“I missed you,” he whispered into her hair, unable to stop the words from tumbling from his lips.

Katie pulled away and looked into his eyes. A spark of hope twinkled within the depths before she pushed up on her toes and kissed his cheek.

“Good night, Chase.”

His fingers caressed her arm, and then he stepped away before he could do something to ruin the moment. “Good night, Katie.”


Chapter 21

“Shawn! Stop chasing Buddy around the house.” Katie groaned and rolled out of bed. Pulling open the door to her bedroom, she found Shawn lying on Buddy in the middle of the hallway, his mischievous grin in place. Any irritation she had about being woken by the sounds of wrestling melted when he turned his smile on her.

“Do you want to take this little romp to the beach?” she asked.

Shawn’s eyes lit up, and he jumped off Buddy and ran to his room. Katie reached down to scratch Buddy between the ears before she turned into the bathroom. She pulled her hair back into a sloppy ponytail, brushed her teeth, and washed her face. Opting to take a shower when she returned home, she threw on a lightweight sundress and grabbed the sunscreen and beach towels.

When she walked into the kitchen, she saw that Shawn had slapped together two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. She quirked a brow at the mess he made all over the counter.

“We can have a picnic on the beach,” he said.

Katie chuckled at his enthusiasm. “That sounds fantastic.”

It was a beautiful summer day. The temperature was in the eighties, and a light breeze blew off the ocean. While they made their way down the beach, Shawn threw the ball for Buddy, his leash dragging wildly behind him. The delighted dog chased the ball into the water and then ran around them at full speed. Katie laughed, loving the feel of the sand between her toes and the sound of her son’s carefree giggles.

When she’d known that her divorce was unavoidable, everything had seemed so gloomy, as if her life would never be the same. The heavy burden of being the sole provider had scared the heck out of her. It was only after they had moved and she’d gained control of her own life that she saw how freeing it was. Katie now knew that even though obstacles were thrown in their path, she and Shawn could overcome them.

She glanced up in time to see Buddy barreling toward a small figure on the beach. It looked like a child, and Katie worried his enthusiasm might frighten the poor thing. Katie let out a long whistle, and Buddy stopped to look over at her, his ears perked up. She whistled again, but he didn’t budge. Letting out an exasperated sigh, she made her way over to him. When Buddy noticed she was closing the distance, he dashed over to the child on the beach and ran around her in circles. She had on a bright pink hat, and Katie could hear her giggling while Buddy trampled the sand castle she had built.

The girl wrapped her arms around Buddy, and the dog calmed down. Shawn ran over and dropped to sit down beside them. It wasn’t until Katie got closer that she realized it was Liz. She looked around the beach but didn’t see Chase or Tony.

Liz was too young to be out on the beach by herself, and Katie found her irritation build when she realized Chase was nowhere around. Shawn picked up her toys to help rebuild what Buddy had destroyed, and they began to dig in the sand together.

“Good morning, Liz,” Katie said when she moved closer. Liz turned and waved with a genuine smile. “What are you doing out here by yourself?”

Liz pointed out to the ocean. “Dad and Tony are surfing.”

Katie squinted and noticed several surfers sitting on their boards, waiting for the perfect wave. They were too far out to make out Chase and Tony. She plopped down next to Liz and continued to stare, trying to see if she could spot them.

“What are you guys doing today?” Liz asked.

“We brought Buddy to the beach. He was cooped up at the house while I was in New Mexico,” Shawn said.

Over the previous week, Shawn had rarely brought up his New Mexico trip. Katie surmised that he’d enjoyed the last two weeks with his father, but she wasn’t sure if Victor had made up for the four weeks Shawn had been left with Elena. She just hoped Victor hadn’t messed things up with his son beyond repair.

Katie watched while Shawn and Liz chatted and worked together to rebuild the Buddy demolition. She caught herself looking out at the surfers once or twice, hoping to catch a glimpse of Chase. After a while, Tony came in to shore, his surfboard tucked under his arm.

“Dad said you guys were on the beach.” He laid his surfboard in the sand, then sat next to Katie and peeled off the top half of his wetsuit.

“Which one’s your dad?” Katie asked, looking back out over the waves. Tony’s head popped up, and he scanned the horizon until he pointed at a surfer who had stood up and was riding a wave in.

“That’s Dad. He likes to be on the outside. He says he’s too old to compete for the waves with the other guys.”

Katie watched Chase bounce across the waves and then cut back, flipping his board over the top of the wave. He gently sank back into the water and proceeded to paddle back out.

“Show off.” There was a hint of awe in Tony’s voice that made Katie want to laugh. She continued to watch Chase line up with another wave. His movements were graceful while he slid through the rolling surf. When the swell died off, he sank back down onto his board and began to make his way to shore.

She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the powerful strength of his strokes while he glided over the ocean waves. When a smaller swell pushed him the rest of the way onto shore, he stood and picked up his board. Shaking his head, he ran his fingers through his hair and jogged over, a huge smile on his face.

“Hey,” Chase said in greeting.

Shawn jumped up and ran over to him. “That was so cool. I want to learn how to surf, too.”

He looked over at Katie before answering, and she looked wide-eyed back at him, shaking her head. Chase chuckled and ruffled Shawn’s hair. “We’ll have to work on your mom first.”

Shawn looked over at his mother with pleading eyes, but she wouldn’t give in. She wasn’t quite ready to have her baby out on the ocean with only a surfboard for protection since her love of the ocean didn’t blind her to its dangers. Chase gave Katie a small smile, and she felt a familiar thrill run through her body.

When Chase unzipped his wetsuit and pushed it down to his waist, Katie averted her eyes before he caught her staring. The temptation to check out his naked torso was too much, so she gave in, sneaking glances when she thought he wasn’t looking.

He was as toned as she remembered. The water from his hair dripped across his chest and vanished into the trail of curls leading down from his navel and into his wetsuit, which clung low on his hips. With a sigh, she wondered what surfers wore underneath their tight neoprene suits. She heard a small chuckle, and her eyes snapped to his. Chase gave her a teasing grin and ran a hand through his wet hair.

Katie glanced down at the sandcastle, which was almost finished, and tried to hide her embarrassment. Glancing up when little droplets of water landed on her legs, she laughed to see Chase shaking his head above them, getting them wet.

“Daddy!” Liz smiled, despite her complaint.

“What?”

Katie piped up. “You got us all wet.” 

“Are you going to melt?” he asked with a playful twinkle in his eye. “C’mon, Katie. You need to learn the ocean is your friend.”

The next thing she knew, he’d scooped her up in his arms. Katie yelped and grabbed at her dress, thankful that his arms pinned it down so she wouldn’t flash everyone on the beach.

“Put me down, Chase O’Donnell.” Her demand came out with a laugh and was not at all threatening.

Chase strode toward the breaking surf. Although she kicked her legs, he clamped his arm tighter around her struggling limbs and continued toward the water. Katie could hear the kids giggling, and she pinched Chase’s chest above his nipple—hard. He winced at her attack but crushed her closer until he’d trapped her hands between their bodies.

“That wasn’t very nice,” he said with a growl in her ear.

Katie felt her heart rate pick up when his low voice caressed her ear. She almost forgot to fight back until he made a sudden dropping motion, making her cling to his neck with a squeal. Chase chuckled, and his arms tightened around her back. She could feel the water from his body soaking into the front of her dress.

When his feet hit the water, her eyes widened. He might actually drop her into the ocean. 

“Don’t you dare drop me,” she said when he continued to wade farther out.

With a devilish smirk was in place, he looked down at her. Katie knew, despite trying to be stern and commanding, the stupid grin plastered on her face gave her away.

Chase taunted her. “Or what?”

“Or . . . or I’ll . . . I’ll . . . I don’t know!” she wailed. “I’ll be pretty ticked off is what.”

“So you don’t want to go swimming?”

Katie frowned at him. “What do you think?”

He chuckled, but then his face turned serious. “Then come to dinner.”

It took her a moment to catch up. “What?”

“Come to dinner. We’re having a barbecue at the house. My parents flew in last night from Italy, and Gina and Daniel will be there.”

Katie didn’t know what to say, but she wanted so badly to say yes. “So if I don’t agree to come to dinner, you’ll drop me in the ocean?”

When he shifted his weight, his hair sent little water droplets raining down on her. “If you don’t say yes, I’m going to dive straight into the next wave and take you into that fifty-five-degree water, head first.”

“Well, I guess you give me little choice.”

His lips parted, and she was dazzled for a moment by his heart-stopping smile. Chase gave her one more squeeze before walking backward out of the surf. Just when Katie began to relax, a blur of golden fur caught her eye, and Chase’s grip tightened around her legs. Buddy tripped up his footing at the exact time that a wave receded, and although Chase tried to catch himself, he was knocked off balance. Katie had one thought before they tumbled to the ground—Damn dog!

They were a tangle of limbs as she sprawled across Chase’s firm chest. Pushing up onto her elbows, she looked down at him. His eyes were shut tight, and his hands gripped her hips. It looked as though he was in pain.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He groaned. “Yes, I just hurt my pride.”

Looking down, Katie noticed the edge of her sundress was wet, but other than that, Chase had saved her from getting soaked. She’d started to sit up when she was doused in the most frigid water she’d ever been subjected to. Katie pitched forward, and Chase’s arms wrapped around her while the water washed over them and then swept away.

Sputtering and gasping, Katie rearranged her dress, which had ridden up to her waist, and pushed back her dripping hair. The children’s laughter could be heard, and Chase’s shoulders shook with mirth, which only annoyed her further.

“Look what you did,” Katie said, but her scolding only made him laugh harder.

She tried to contain her smile, but it was impossible. Even though she knew she’d be miserable until she got out of her wet clothes, she couldn’t find it in herself to stay annoyed. Hopping up before another wave had a chance to drown them, Katie slapped Chase’s shoulder and shivered all the way back to where the children sat.

Grabbing a blanket she’d brought, Katie wrapped it around herself before anyone could notice how see-through her dress had become.

“I’m so sorry,” Chase said as he followed her and grabbed a towel. “I had no intention to get you wet. It was an accident. Please say you’ll still come to dinner?” 

“We’ll still come, but I’m going to have to go home now and change into dry clothes.”

“Come home with us, and Gina can find something for you to wear,” he said.

Katie looked back toward the car, and the idea of a long hike in wet clothing wasn’t appealing. His house was only a quarter of the way down the beach, so she nodded in agreement.

“All right, but you’ll have to take me to my car afterward.”

He nodded, and his boyish grin made her smile through her chattering teeth. Chase toweled off his hair, then his chest, before he turned to the children. “Let’s go, guys. Nona and Papa will be at the house any minute.”

While the kids raced ahead, Katie and Chase casually strolled after them. “I’m a little nervous at the prospect of meeting your parents.” Katie said to fill the silence.

“Don’t worry. They’ll love you.”

“When you talked about them in the past, you made them sound like they’re almost too perfect. I don’t want to embarrass myself.”

“Then let me taint the image a bit.” His grin was contagious, and Katie smiled despite her nervousness.

“My mother’s a horrible cheat at cards. Gina learned from the best, so don’t ever try to play poker with her—she’ll clean you out. When I was still in high school, Mom was caught cheating at the country club bridge game. She was banned from playing any card games for a year.”

Katie erupted with an unrestrained giggle when he went into the full details of his mother’s absolute denial that she’d done anything wrong.

“She could have sweet-talked her way out of it, but she decided to get dramatic and ‘declare her innocence,’ ” he said with air quotes. “In the process, the cards fell out of her sleeve.” He laughed along with Katie and shook his head. “Then there’s my father. He has a penchant for flirting. Don’t get me wrong—he loves my mother and is completely faithful, but his comments have gotten him into trouble on occasion. He’s not selective about with whom or where he flirts, so don’t take offense if he says something.”

By the time they reached the house, Katie was laughing so hard her sides hurt. Buddy was still soaked, so they left him outside on the patio while Chase ran in to get him a bowl of water.

“You can take a shower in my bathroom, and I’ll see what I can come up with for you to wear.”

Katie followed him up the stairs to his room while the kids ran into Tony’s room to play a game. Chase grabbed a couple of towels and his robe and set them on the bathroom counter for her.

“Is there anything else you need?” he asked. Katie shook her head, feeling a little awkward about being in his personal space. He lingered for a moment but then left, muttering that he’d be in his room if she needed anything.

She took her time washing the sand out of her hair, enjoying the masculine smell of his soap and feeling a little bit nostalgic. With a reluctant sigh, she climbed out, squeezing water from her dripping locks, and slipped Chase’s robe over her shoulders. Katie was struck with another wave of longing when the fragrance of his cologne wafted around her. She had forgotten how good Chase always smelled. Closing her eyes, she brought the collar of his robe to her nose and inhaled.

A vision of Chase hovering above her danced across her mind, his broad shoulders flexing with the weight of his upper body while he leaned down to kiss her. Remembering her earlier resolve, her eyes snapped open, and she shook the memory away. 

Katie leaned against the counter, wondering if she should stop fighting the attraction she felt toward Chase. She could see Liz welcomed her now, and the relationship between father and children was healthier and happier. It was obvious that Chase still wanted Katie in his life from the way he looked at her. The love had never waned in her own heart, either. If anything, her feelings had grown stronger since she broke up with him. A future without him would be dismal and unfulfilling.

Katie wrapped the robe tighter before opening the door to his room. When she found it empty, she slipped downstairs to see what had distracted him from finding her something to wear. The kids were giggling in the living room. When she rounded the corner, Katie almost ran into an attractive gentleman, who was holding Tony upside down and tickling him. Sitting on the couch was a beautiful woman with jet-black hair, who laughed while she watched the scene unfold.

Hands gripped Katie’s shoulders, and she let out a squeak that drew the attention of the room’s occupants. The woman’s smile was radiant when she stood and walked over, her elegant arm extended in greeting.

“You must be Katie,” she said with a faint Italian accent. “I’m Mia, Chase’s mother.” 

When she realized she was meeting Chase’s parents for the first time in a bathrobe, Katie felt the blush rise to her cheeks. 

“And this is Connor, his father,” Mia said, motioning to the gentleman, who was setting Tony back on his feet. Katie mumbled a greeting, embarrassed she wasn’t better prepared, before Chase squeezed her shoulders.

“I’m sorry. I got sidetracked,” he whispered in her ear. “Gina is finding something for you now.” 

Katie was torn between elbowing him in the gut and fleeing back to his room. She crossed her arms over her chest and tried to retain some semblance of modesty.

“So, Katie, Chase mentioned you’d be joining us for dinner,” Connor said with a smile followed by a flirty wink. Katie immediately understood why Chase had warned her about him. Connor O’Donnell was an attractive man of around sixty, but he barely looked older than his son. She could see how his good looks and charm could get him into trouble. His auburn hair had a touch of gray, which gave him a distinguished appearance. She couldn’t draw her gaze away from his eyes—they were the same mischievous pale blue as his son’s and were filled with a kindness that wasn’t seen in many men.

“Yes, Chase asked me to dinner right before he dumped me in the ocean,” Katie said, casting a teasing smile over her shoulder at Chase.

He looked almost ashamed when his mother smacked him on the arm. “Ow! What was that for?”

“Che cosa hai fatto?”

“Nothing—it was an accident,” he said with a whine.

Mia huffed and gave him a glare that could have brought a grown man to his knees. “You were taught better.”

The look on Chase’s face as he backed away was hilarious. Serves him right for letting me get caught by his mother in his robe! His terrified expression made Katie giggle, since his mother only stood a little over five feet tall. Her petite frame seemed so much larger when coupled with her menacing stance. Her flawless, sculpted eyebrows were arched in an authoritative glare that demanded respect. She had the mommy-stare down to a science.

“I’m going to see if Gina has found anything for you to wear.” Chase excused himself, leaving Katie alone with his parents.

Chicken.

“Well, I should go back up and get dressed.” Katie knew she couldn’t do much until Chase brought her dry clothes, but she needed an escape route. Mia smiled and nodded, and Connor gave her a crooked grin that reminded her so much of Chase that she blushed.

“We’ve got all evening to get to know each other,” Mia said.

When Katie reached the stairs, Chase came out of Gina’s room with his hands full of clothes. “Gina found a few things she thinks will fit, and I grabbed some other necessities I thought you might need.” He motioned to a brush and hair clips while he walked beside her up the stairs. “Do you need anything else?”

His voice was a velvet whisper, and Katie wanted to tell him, Yes, I need you. Instead, she insisted there was nothing. He opened the door to his room, handed her the clothes, and then shifted from one foot to the other as if he wanted to say something. Finally, he shook his head and excused himself, apologizing one last time.

Katie closed the door to his room and leaned against it with a long sigh. He was so cute when he was flustered. Discarding the robe, she slid on the clothes Gina had loaned her, adjusting the summer dress until it grazed the tops of her knees. She ran the brush through her hair and spent a little more time pulling it back into a twist and securing it with bobby pins.

She took one last look in the mirror and gave herself a little pep talk before making her way back downstairs. Daniel had arrived, and Chase came out of the kitchen holding bowls of chips and dip. He gave her a big grin.

“Can I help?” Katie figured if she was in the kitchen keeping busy, then she could hide for a while.

He set the bowls on the table. “That’d be great.”

Chase motioned for her to follow him into the kitchen and set her up with a cutting board. She went straight to work cutting vegetables.

They fell into a comfortable silence while they worked side by side getting things ready for dinner. It always amazed Katie how they moved in sync with each other in the kitchen, despite his lack of culinary skills. When they were finished, Chase leaned against the counter across from her.

“You look very nice,” he said, looking her up and down with an appreciative smile.

“Thanks.”

Chase stepped closer, and her breathing picked up when his hand came toward her face. He pushed a wayward strand of hair behind her ear and looked into her eyes. His fingers delicately traced over her ear and down her jaw before his hand dropped back to his side. Turning away, he apologized, but she grabbed his arm and pulled him back around to face her.

“Don’t apologize,” she whispered. “I’ve missed your touch.”

His eyes rose to hers. “Katie,” he whispered in a pleased sigh that sent tingles down her spine. “You don’t know how much I’ve wanted to hear you say that.”

Chase’s hand cupped her face, and she relaxed into his touch, rubbing her cheek against his palm. Slowly, his thumb traced over her jaw, and he leaned toward her. She thought he would kiss her, but at the last moment, he pulled away and gave her a hesitant smile. Taking a step back, he dropped his hand, picked up his beer, and took a long pull.

Trying to steady her erratic heartbeat, Katie picked up her own empty wine glass and grabbed the bottle sitting on the counter. After the almost-kiss, she had no doubt that Chase still wanted her, but she didn’t understand the hesitancy. Maybe he wasn’t ready. Maybe Liz wasn’t as far along as Katie had originally thought.

Chase’s voice was soft when it broke the tension in the air. “Would you like to go on a date tomorrow evening?” he asked, taking the glass from her hand and pouring her another drink.

Katie’s heart did an excited flip. Maybe Chase was just nervous about asking her out, and that was why he’d pulled away. She wanted to say yes, but she needed to ask him some questions before she put her heart on the line.

“How’s the therapy going?”

“It’s going really well,” Chase said. “We’re all pleased with how far Liz has come in such a short time.”

Biting her lip, Katie tried not to jump up and throw her arms around him. His smile fell at her hesitation, but she needed to know one more thing before she could agree to a date.

“Do you think she’d be okay with us going out?”

Chase’s smile was all the answer she needed. “More than okay.”

“How has therapy gone for you and Tony?”

“Tony is doing great. He just needed reassurance that it’s okay for him to want to move on. The family sessions have helped each one of us open up and talk more about what we’re feeling. It was hard at first, but now the visits are more laid-back. We just talk about our ups and downs during the week.” Chase took a long breath, and Katie could see the shame in his eyes when he continued. “As for me, I realize I was the root of all the problems in our house. I was the king of avoidance, and I’m working on tackling problems head on instead of waiting to see if they work themselves out. There are some things I’m still struggling with, but I’m trying my best to give my kids the example they need. It’s not perfect, but what family is?”

Katie was convinced Chase was on the right path, but she wondered what he still needed to grapple with. “What about your family? Shouldn’t you spend time with your parents since they’ve been gone for so long?”

“They’re staying in the States for a few months. They’ll stay in their condo at Quail Lodge until after Gina’s wedding.”

It sounded like he was on the right track. Combined with Liz’s apology, Katie didn’t feel like one date was going to hurt the situation. “I would love to go on a date.”

“Would dinner be okay?” Chase sounded as excited as she felt. “Maybe we could go to Francesco’s again, or would you like to try something new?”

“How about I make dinner?” Katie said, taking a sip from her glass.

“What? No, I don’t want to burden you. I asked you out.”

“I thought that we could do something different—kind of like a new start?”

He hesitated for a moment before agreeing. “If that’s what you want to do, then I’m bringing the wine and dessert.”

“That would be perfect.”


Chapter 22

When Katie dropped off Shawn so she could do her grocery shopping without interruptions, Chase remembered what Allison had said about getting the kids involved in planning his dates. He made his way into the living room, where all three were engaged in a lively video game. 

“So Katie and I are going on a date tonight.” They stopped their game to give Chase toothy grins. “I thought I should make a dessert instead of buying one at the bakery. What do you guys think?”

“Daddy, you don’t know how to cook. It might be better if you bought something,” Liz said with an apologetic smile.

“What do you mean I can’t cook? How hard can it be?” he asked, pretending to be offended.

“Maybe you should call Nona and ask her to help. She’s a great cook,” Tony said.

“What if I get you all to help me make it?”

Liz’s eyes lit up. “I would love to help.”

Chase looked over at the boys, who both wrinkled their noses. “Liz can help. Me and Shawn want to see if we can find the princess,” Tony said, pointing toward the Wii.

“That’s fine. Liz and I will go to the grocery store and pick up the ingredients. I found a recipe in Gina’s recipe box that Nona used to make when I was a kid, and I think Katie will love it.”

They made it to the grocery store and back without any problems, only having to call his mother once to clarify the ingredients, but while he unloaded all the groceries onto the counter, Chase felt overwhelmed.

“What are you doing?” Gina asked.

“Making dessert.”

He dug around in the cabinet, getting more flustered when he couldn’t find what he was looking for. Surrendering, he threw his hands in the air and looked at an amused Gina, who was propped up against the counter. “Do we have a springform pan?”

“Yep,” she said but didn’t budge from her position.

“Would you mind telling me where it is?” Chase asked with a sarcastic bite.

“You’ve looked in the right cabinet three times. Do you even know what a springform pan looks like?”

“Enlighten me,” he said through gritted teeth.

Gina looked at Liz and gave her a nod. Liz walked over to the cabinet Chase had just checked and pulled out a round pan with latch on the side. She held it up, and he let out a long exasperated breath before taking it out of her hand.

“So why are you making a cheesecake?” Gina asked. “Wouldn’t it be better for everyone involved if you just bought one?”

I am a surgeon. I think I can handle making a cheesecake.

He chose to ignore her taunt and went to work on the instructions. Chase gave Liz the task of crushing the cookies for the crust while he put together the filling. Gina watched, giving instructions or inserting her opinion whenever she could.

When Chase put the bowl of chocolate chips into the microwave, Gina jumped off the counter.

“You need to melt chocolate in a double boiler. If you nuke it on high, it’ll have a white film,” she said while she pulled the bowl out of the microwave.

“It’s fine, Gina. It’s going to be mixed up in the batter anyway.”

“No, it’s not. You’re going to swirl it, not mix it in, and you want the chocolate to look crisp against the white of the cheesecake like marble, not mud. Then you’re going to drizzle it over the top, so you don’t want it to look filmy. It’s all about the presentation.”

“Seriously, does it matter?”

Chase felt a tug on his shirt and looked down to see Liz holding his phone.

He took it from her, puzzled because he hadn’t heard it ring. “Hello?”

His mother’s voice rang through the phone. “Listen to your sister. You need to use a double boiler.” Chase narrowed his eyes at his daughter, who looked innocently back up at him.

Traitor.

“Fine. I can’t believe Liz called you.”

“Don’t you get on her. I told her you were stubborn as a mule and that she was to call me at the first sign of trouble,” Mia said with a small laugh. “Now, listen to your sister and hurry up. You don’t have a lot of time before your date.”

Chase grumbled about meddling family members when he hung up the phone and went back to work, sucking up his pride and letting Gina help.

He let Liz do everything she could, and when the cheesecake was in the oven, they gave each other a high five. Gina helped clean the kitchen while she and Liz talked about last-minute preparations for the wedding.

“My work here is done,” Gina said, heading for the door. “Since Mom is taking the kids, I’m going to Daniel’s for the evening. If you need anything, call me.”

Chase swept her in his arms before she made it out of the kitchen and planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek.

“Thanks, Gina, I don’t think we could have done it without you.”

He set her back down on her feet. Gina’s eyes twinkled, and she smiled back at him, poking him hard in the chest.

“Don’t screw up anything this time.” She turned and winked at Liz before heading down the hallway.

“Daddy?” Liz said, drawing his attention back to her.

“Yes, pumpkin?” Chase lifted her onto the counter and gave her his undivided attention.

“Do you love Katie?”

Her question caught him off guard. His first instinct was to avoid the subject, but that was the old Chase. Liz needed to know what his intentions were. He wasn’t sure how she would react to his answer, but he’d learned over the past few months that avoidance only made things worse.

“Before I answer your question, can I ask you a couple of my own?”

She agreed, and he took a moment to figure out how he wanted to approach this subject. “You understand that I love your mother, right?” Liz nodded. “And do you understand that even if I love someone else, I will still always love your mother?” 

“Yes.”

Chase felt vulnerable at the thought of baring his heart to his daughter, and he hoped she wouldn’t overreact to what he would tell her. “I love Katie very much. I don’t want to give her up again,” he said. “She means a lot to me.”

Liz let go of his hand and touched his cheek, and a tear slid over her nose.

“I want you to be happy, Daddy.”

Chase pulled her into a hug. “Thank you, sweetheart.” The timer for the cheesecake went off, and they gave each other big goofy grins. “Shall we see how it turned out?” he asked.

Liz jumped off of the counter. Together, they opened the oven door and looked inside.

Perfection.

Liz squealed and clapped her hands when Chase took the cheesecake out of the oven. “Katie’s going to love it,” she said.

~*~

When Katie opened the door, she had to remember to breathe. Chase stood on the doorstep, holding what looked like a chocolate swirl cheesecake and a bottle of wine.

“Hi,” she said with a shy smile.

Chase bent down to kiss her cheek. “Hello, beautiful.”

“Is that what I think it is?”

He shrugged. “It’s just something Liz and I whipped up.” The look on her face must have been one of utter shock, because he chuckled and shook his head. “Why is it that no one has faith in my ability to cook?”

“I’m sorry. It’s just . . . I mean . . . well, you . . .” She’d figured that with all the tales of his disastrous kitchen mishaps, he would have bought dessert on his way over. “So you made this?”

“Yes. Liz helped me.”

“And Gina?”

He looked at her and rolled his eyes. “Gina hovered and told me when I did something wrong.”

“Good!” Katie said, suppressing laughter. “Come on in.”

“Something smells good,” he said.

“I made lasagna.”

She led him into the kitchen and handed him a corkscrew before she plated their dinner. While they ate, the conversation flowed as if they had never been apart. They talked about work, therapy, and the kids. Katie was curious about their therapy sessions, but she didn’t want to pry, so she let Chase guide the discussion. He was frank about the mistakes he’d made and happy to share some of the solutions he had been working on with Liz. Katie could see the changes in him. He talked about Liz’s improvements then reached out to touch her hand.

“I want you to know that we’ve come a long way, and the kids and I are starting to heal. I can’t guarantee everything will be perfect, but I know we can work through anything that comes up,” he said with conviction. “I don’t want this distance between you and me to happen again. I need to know you won’t walk away if things get hard.”

Had she given him that impression? She had good intentions when she left, but Katie recognized that some of the decisions she’d made were knee-jerk reactions. 

“My heart wouldn’t be able to take it again,” she answered.

Relief flashed across his face, and his thumb traced over her cheek. Katie felt the shift in their relationship. Something had changed with her admission, and it was almost beginning over again, stronger than before. They could move forward—together.

Chase’s other hand came up to hold her face in his palm, and with excruciating slowness, he leaned toward her. Katie’s heart slammed in her chest in anticipation. His tongue slowly licked his bottom lip before he closed the distance between them. When his lips brushed against hers, she felt the familiar stirring of euphoria. At first, he was hesitant, but when her hand traveled up to rest on his chest, he opened his mouth, pushing hers open in the process. Their tongues met, and a spark of electricity ignited the desire for him that always burned within her. Katie clenched his shirt in her hand, pulling him closer. She lost herself in his intoxicating scent and the tenderness of his touch until he pulled away. Her eyes fluttered open, and he gave her a lazy smile, brushing his thumb over her bottom lip.

“I’ve missed doing that,” he whispered.

She couldn’t catch the embarrassing sigh of contentment that escaped her, and his smile widened. Chase pecked her lips once more before releasing her. “How about some dessert?”

Dessert?

Katie’s brain was in an addled fog, and she had a hard time deciphering his question. Chase chuckled and got up to retrieve the cheesecake. She shook off her confusion and chastised herself for letting a kiss put her into such a state. Standing up, she was pulling out two plates and forks when Chase stopped her.

“We only need one.”

She couldn’t help but tease him. “I don’t know if I want to try it if you’re too scared to eat your own dessert.”

He rolled his eyes and pointed to her chair. “Sit and be quiet. You’re ruining the moment.”

Chase served up a huge slice and brought it back to the table with a proud smile. When he brought the fork to her lips, Katie closed her eyes to enjoy the texture of the rich dessert. She savored the flavor, and when she opened her eyes, she found Chase’s mesmerized stare focused on her lips.

“You’re too tempting,” he whispered in a husky voice.

She smiled to herself, glad she wasn’t the only one having trouble focusing. Katie snatched the fork out of his hand and stabbed the cheesecake, bringing a bite to his lips. Chase’s eyes widened in surprise when he tasted his creation.

“That is really good,” he said, sounding shocked, and gave her a proud grin.

After they’d devoured the dessert and cleared away the dishes, they made their way to the living room to talk. Katie put on a CD of her favorite Italian tenor and sat next to Chase on the couch, lying against the arm and bringing her feet to rest in his lap.

Katie wasn’t comfortable talking about certain topics, but she knew she needed to be upfront about her expectations, so she dove in head first. “We need to take things slow when it comes to the children. I’ve been thinking a lot about this. We should ease them back into seeing us date again and how much affection we show one another. I don’t want to make Liz uncomfortable and have her go back to hating me.”

Chase raked his hands through his hair, and with a groan, he swiped his hand over his face.

“It’s going to be impossible for me to keep my hands off you.”

She laughed, pulling her feet off his lap and curling into his side. “If I can do it, then you can, too.”

“If you say so,” he said with a disbelieving look. She rested her head on his chest while her fingers played with the buttons on his shirt. “Gina’s wedding is coming up, and I was wondering if you’d like to be my date.”

Katie looked up and smiled. “I’d love to go with you.”

Chase stroked her hair while she embraced the calm stillness that surrounded them. After a while, he said, “I have a surprise, but I need a few things.” Katie’s eyebrows rose in question. “I need a couple of blankets and a few pillows.”

Standing up, he pulled her off the couch and led her to the linen closet.

“Why exactly do you need blankets and pillows?” Katie handed him two old comforters, and he headed back into the living room, not answering her question. For good measure, she grabbed all the pillows off her bed, too. When she returned to the living room, the front door was wide open. Katie walked outside and found Chase spreading both comforters atop one another in the grass.

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

He waved her over and took the pillows, laying them on top of the blankets. “Get comfortable.”

Katie sat down, but instead of joining her, he darted back into the house. All the lights in the house went dark, including the porch light, before he reemerged.

“So what are we doing?” she asked.

Chase pulled her down so they were on their backs, looking up at the stars. He slipped his arm under her head and pulled her closer while they looked into the sky.

“Just watch,” he replied. It wasn’t long before Katie saw a white streak flash through the sky. Within a matter of minutes, there were several more. She’d never taken the time to watch a meteor shower before. Although she had seen shooting stars before, and even a comet and solar eclipse, she had never lain under the stars and watched them streak through the sky.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

“Not as beautiful as you.” Chase’s breath blew across her ear, and she turned to find him staring at her. The moon, peeking out from behind the trees, cast a shadow across his chiseled jaw. Even with the small amount of light, his eyes were crystal clear, and there was no denying the desire she saw there.

Chase pushed up onto his elbow and brushed his finger across her cheek before he leaned down to kiss her. The restraint he’d shown with their first kiss was now gone, and he gripped her hip, rolling her toward him. Katie’s breath caught in her throat while their bodies pressed together and he continued to ravish her mouth. With a small groan, she broke their kiss. Undeterred, Chase moved to place wet kisses, and the occasional nip, along her neck.

Running her fingers through his hair, Katie enjoyed the intimate moment even though she knew she needed to rein it in. As if he sensed her thoughts, Chase placed one last kiss under her ear and lifted himself to look down at her. With a heavy sigh, he placed his forehead against hers and took a deep breath. “See? You’re too damn tempting.”

She giggled when he collapsed next to her and brought her back into the crook of his arm. Grasping one of her hands in his, Chased held it to his chest while they continued to watch the celestial show. Streaks of light illuminated the firmament, and Katie gazed in awe until her eyes began to droop and she fell asleep. 

When she felt Chase pick her up, her eyes popped open, and she curled into him with a whimper.

“Shhh, I’m taking you to bed.”

Katie buried her face in his chest while he pushed the door to her bedroom open with his foot. He laid her on the bed and knelt next to her, placing a small kiss on her forehead.

“Good night, sweetheart. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Good night, Chase.”

“Sweet dreams,” she heard him whisper before she drifted back into unconsciousness.


Chapter 23

For the rest of the summer, Katie assumed the role of caretaker to Chase’s children while Gina was wrapped up in wedding planning. Mia took Shawn and her grandchildren during the day, and Katie made dinner every evening at Chase’s home, regardless of whether he was there.

“So how do you make chicken cordon bleu?” Chase asked on one of the rare evenings he was home.

“It sounds more complicated than it is. I think even you can make it,” Katie said, bumping her hip against his.

“Hardy har har.” He rolled his eyes, then turned on the iPod sitting in the dock on the kitchen window. When he was satisfied with the music selection, he came up behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and looked over her shoulder. “Show me. I want to learn how to cook so I can make dinner for my beautiful girlfriend.”

Katie chuckled while she pounded out the chicken, explaining each step as she went. “See? It’s fairly simple.”

Music from the eighties floated through the kitchen, and Chase nuzzled her neck while she finished dinner. Katie hummed along to a song, her hips swaying with his. He took her hand and held it over her head, making her twirl around until she faced him. With an impish grin, he pressed his hips into hers until she was trapped against the counter.

“You’re a little playful tonight,” she murmured with a giggle.

He kissed her in response. Katie’s arms wrapped around his neck, and she caressed the hair at his nape. When Chase broke free from their kiss, a slow song began to play. He moved her into a smooth glide across the kitchen floor, but their bubble was broken when they heard a gasp come from the doorway.

Liz was there, tears streaming down her face. She shook her head, turned, and fled from the room. Katie stiffened in Chase’s arms and pulled away, and he gave her an apologetic smile.

“I don’t know why she’s upset,” he said under his breath when he turned to go talk to his daughter. “She’s been fine with us dating. This shouldn’t be anything new.”

“Maybe I should talk to her,” Katie said.

“No, I need to find out what’s wrong.”

“Chase,” Katie said. Her stern voice prompted him to stop and turn. “I love her, too. I want to help, if I can.”

He was surprised by the authority in her tone. It was obvious Katie would fight for what she believed was best for Liz, and he loved her all the more for it. Yielding to her request, he nodded as they both took the stairs up to Liz’s room.

Her muffled cries could be heard through her bedroom door. Chase knocked once, and when there was no response, he turned the knob. Liz lay on her bed with her back to them, her shoulders shaking. Katie stayed by the door, trying to give them space just in case Liz didn’t want her around. Chase placed his hand on Liz’s shoulder, and she let out a large hiccup.

“Baby, what’s the matter?”

It soon became clear she didn’t want to talk about what was bothering her, but Chase wouldn’t let Liz push away her feelings and remain quiet anymore. They had been silent for too long in their house. The tantrums for the most part had stopped, although she still had random moments when she would break down and cry.

“Liz, we need to talk about what’s upsetting you. Do you remember what Sayid said? Holding your feelings inside only hurts more.” Liz sniffed into her pillow and nodded. “I think we should talk about what happened downstairs.”

She wiped her tears away and rolled over to face her father. When eyes landed on Katie, her lip quivered, and she looked back at Chase.

“I can go if you want me to,” Katie said quietly.

Chase glanced over his shoulder, and Katie looked torn over whether to stay or give Liz her space.

“It’s okay, Liz. If you want to just talk to me, Katie can go downstairs.”

Liz considered this before shaking her head. “No, she can stay.”

He motioned Katie over, and she sat on the edge of Liz’s bed.

“What happened, sweetheart?” he asked.

She looked nervous when her eyes darted from Chase to Katie. He could tell Liz was uncomfortable talking about whatever was on her mind, and she sat up to hug her knees to her chest.

“I remember you dancing with Mom in the kitchen like you did with Katie.”

Chase tried to remember to when she might have been referring, but he couldn’t remember any instance that might bother her. He glanced over at Katie and saw the worry etched across her features.

“What do you remember?” he asked, turning back to Liz.

“Mom’s laugh,” she whispered, a tear sliding down her cheek. She buried her face in her legs.

Katie’s hand reached out and touched her knee. “I think I need to tell you the same thing I told your dad.” Liz lifted her head and rested her chin on her knee. “Even though you see me doing things your mom did, I would never want to replace her. She’s a part of this family, and her love has molded each of you into who you are. I love you and Tony, and there will be times I do something like your mom. It’s okay to feel sad and miss her. Don’t ever think that by loving your mom you’re in some way choosing her over me or vice versa.”

Liz stared at Katie for a moment before she pulled herself up and crawled onto Katie’s lap. Katie wrapped her arms around Liz and rested her chin on the top of her head. Now Chase felt like the intruder while Katie stroked Liz’s back and whispered soothing words in her ear. After several minutes, Liz pulled away and turned to look at her father.

“I love you, Daddy.”

Chase reached out to run his fingers through her hair. “I love you too, sweetheart.”

~*~

Things with Liz were better after the “incident,” as Chase had dubbed it. However, life in the O’Donnell house wasn’t always sunshine and roses. They had several times when things got tense and Liz would break down in tears over something that was said. The upside was that she learned to express her emotions and not place blame when she felt vulnerable.

The days leading up to the wedding were excruciating, but it wasn’t because of Liz. Gina had lost her temper on more than one occasion, and most of the time it was over the smallest, most insignificant detail. Chase made the mistake of contradicting her opinion of the flowers and had to endure her ranting in Italian for the rest of the day. He told Katie that he’d been relieved when Gina banished him from helping with any wedding details.

Gina had taken Liz to the spa in the afternoon to get ready for the ceremony, so by the time Katie and Shawn arrived at Chase’s house, the air of contention had lessened considerably.

“Hey, beautiful.” Chase stepped from the house and greeted her with a kiss. Turning to Shawn, he held out his fist for a bump. “Hey, you’re looking pretty handsome there, kiddo.”

Shawn rolled his eyes. Katie had a horrible time convincing him that he needed to wear the white shirt and tie she’d bought him for the wedding.

“Shawn,” Katie called out when he ran for the stairs to go find Tony. “No dirt and no critters. I want you clean when we leave.”

He nodded once and ran up the rest of the stairs. 

“I’m sorry we’re late. It was Victor’s day to call Shawn. We waited as long as we could, but he never called.”

Chase shook his head, and she recognized the disgusted look on his face. It was the same one Shawn had worn before they left the house. “I don’t understand that man.”

“Yeah, neither do I.”

Chase’s eyes traveled down her body, and she felt a heated blush rise to her cheeks. “You look amazing.”

Katie glanced down at the dress she had picked up the week before. It was lavender and much more formal than anything she had worn in the past—even her own wedding dress. The strapless bodice made her feel sexy, and she loved how the silk draped across her body to fall to her feet.

“Thanks. You don’t look half bad yourself.”

He had on everything but the jacket from his crisp black tuxedo. Instead of the traditional bowtie, he wore a solid black silk tie that disappeared under the high-cut vest. Katie noticed he was sporting a new haircut, but it didn’t look right—it was too perfectly coiffed. She stepped closer and brought her hand up to run her fingers through his hair.

“You tried too hard,” she murmured. When she was done, she pushed up on her toes and kissed him, and Chase let out a contented sigh.

“We’d better get going. I can’t imagine what Bridezilla will do if we’re late.”

Katie laughed, and Chase called the boys downstairs. A soft aw escaped Katie’s lips when Tony came down wearing a tuxedo that matched his father’s. 

When the boys hit the bottom stair, Katie walked over and knelt in front of Tony. Reaching for his tie, she tightened the knot and patted his chest. His eyes lit up, and his arms went around her neck.

“Thank you, Katie.”

She squeezed him a little closer and kissed his cheek. Tony was always such a good kid, and she felt guilty that he was sometimes forgotten in the midst of all the other family drama.

“Look, Mom. Tony’s a penguin. Maybe you can take him to the aquarium and feed him fish.”

Katie scowled at Shawn and was about scold him when Tony pulled away, and she bit back her reprimand when she saw the grin on his face. She harnessed Mama Bear and gave Tony’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.

The excitement of the wedding had the boys wound up, and they talked nonstop in the backseat of Chase’s car. Chase took her hand and brought it to his lap while they drove out of Carmel and down the Pacific Coast Highway toward Big Sur. Eventually the boys settled down, which allowed Katie and Chase to enjoy the serenity of the dramatic ocean views. Chase’s grip on her hand tightened. Dragging her eyes from the ocean to see what he needed, she realized he wasn’t paying attention to her. His eyes were focused on the road, and his jaw was clenched tight. 

Katie ran her thumb over his hand, wondering why he was so tense. He pulled his eyes from the road and gave her an apologetic smile, loosening his grip.

“Are you okay?” She wasn’t sure what had gotten into him.

Chase nodded and gave her a halfhearted smile. “I’m fine,” he said before bringing her hand up to kiss. He didn’t seem to want to talk about what was bothering him, so she let it go.

They pulled into the parking lot at the restaurant Nepenthe, and Chase hurried to open Katie’s door while the boys scrambled out of the backseat. He took her hand as she stepped out, then wrapped it around his arm before kissing her cheek. 

Katie marveled at the beauty of the location. The restaurant was situated on a high cliff, overlooking the ocean. There was a small gift shop and a stone path that led to beautifully landscaped grounds. Chipmunks darted between the wildflowers before they disappeared up the Cypress trees.

“Have I told you how stunning you look?” Chase asked, his nose brushing her ear.

She shivered then shook her head. “Stunning? No. Beautiful and amazing? Yes.”

He chuckled and led her toward the garden patio where the ceremony would take place. The guests occupied most of the chairs, but the front rows were open for close family. When they approached the front, Katie was struck by the majestic scene that lay before her. The tree-covered canyon sloped downward until it dropped off to a small beach. The dark depth of the ocean made Katie feel small in comparison. This was why she’d become a marine scientist. She loved everything about the ocean—the smell, the beauty, the freedom it represented, and the unpredictability.

Chase’s hand pressed the small of her back, guiding her over to their seats. Mia was already settled on the left side of the aisle, and she took Katie’s hand in greeting once she, Shawn, and Chase sat down.

“Katie, tesoro. Isn’t this exciting?” she whispered. 

When the crowd quieted, they all turned to see Liz standing at the end of the aisle. She looked beautiful with her hair pulled up in a twist and small diamond earrings twinkling with the light from the setting sun. Her pretty white dress had layer upon layer of tulle at the skirt and fine beading around the neckline, topped with a wide, red satin sash at her waist. She caught Katie’s eye and smiled before the wedding coordinator positioned her for her walk up the aisle.

A piano began to play in the background, and Chase took Katie’s hand. Daniel appeared in his assigned place next to the minister, while Tony seated himself on the corner chair, waiting to present the rings. When given her cue, Liz walked down the aisle, sprinkling red rose petals. The guests stood and waited with bated breath for Gina to appear. An audible gasp went through the crowd when they had their first glimpse of the beautiful bride.

Gina’s long hair was pulled back into a sleek style with a diamond clip that held a short veil in place. She wore a satin A-line dress with a beaded lace halter top. The front of the skirt was split to reveal more beaded lace, and the fabric fell to the floor with a short train that trailed behind her. What was most fascinating and completely stunning was the red sash that wrapped around her waist, its tails cascading down the back. Gina glowed, and the love that radiated off her for Daniel was almost too intimate to witness.

The happy couple recited the vows they had written for one another, and Katie misted up. The magnificence of the backdrop coupled with the loving ceremony made the event one of the most beautiful she had ever attended. The minister pronounced them husband and wife, and Daniel swept Gina into his arms, dipping her backward before planting a hearty kiss on her lips, earning a round of applause from the guests. 

Chase held Katie back when the others exited the patio. The kids wanted to take off to explore the grounds, but Mia corralled them and told them they could play after the pictures were taken.

“It was a beautiful ceremony,” Katie said to Chase.

The last chords of the piano came to a close. “It’s about time,” he said with a laugh.

Most of the guests had moved into the restaurant where the reception was to be held. Chase turned toward Katie, his eyes filled with a longing she had seen many times over the past few weeks.

“Katie, I—”

Chase was interrupted by Tony tearing down the aisle. “Dad! Dad! Aunt Gina said you better get your . . . um . . .” Tony paused, trying to find a word that wouldn’t get him into trouble. “Um . . . she said you needed to hurry up.”

With a sigh, Chase stood, bringing Katie with him. They joined the family on the cliff’s edge where they had gathered. It took about an hour to get everyone arranged for the pictures Gina wanted. It was cute to watch while she and Daniel fooled around, and the photographer was able to capture their silly moments together.

They finally made it into the reception, where the party was already in full swing. The dance floor was crowded with people vying for the attention of the happy couple.

Chase held out his hand to Katie. “Come with me?”

She placed her hand in his, and he led her past all the guests and out through a side door that led back to the patio. The chairs had been cleared away, and soft white lights twinkled in the surrounding trees. The sound of the band floated out from the reception when Chase pulled her into his arms.

His fingers caressed her back while he twirled her around the stone floor. Katie wasn’t much of a dancer, but with Chase it seemed effortless. His warm breath teased her neck when he began to sing softly with the band, and his arm tightened around her waist.

“I need to tell you what’s been in my heart for a while, but the timing never seemed right,” he whispered against her ear. “I love you, Katie.”

His simple declaration sent her heart racing, and tears formed in her eyes. 

“Oh, Chase. It feels like I’ve loved you forever.”

“I love you,” he repeated, as if he couldn’t say it enough. His fingers wrapped around the back of her neck, her arms tightened around his, and he kissed her. When he pulled away, Chase rested his forehead against hers, and she opened her eyes to find him staring at her with a burning intensity.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said, coaxing her toward the exit. “I’ll see if my mom can bring the kids home so we can have some time to ourselves.”

At their table, Chase leaned down to whisper in Mia’s ear. She was happy to bring the children home, so Chase moved over to Liz.

“Katie and I are going to head home early. You and the boys will catch a ride home with Nona so you can stay longer. Is that all right?” Liz nodded and pulled him down so she could whisper in his ear. He smiled before kissing her cheek and giving her a wink.

“Are you ready?” he asked Katie before he threaded her arm through his. When she agreed, he pulled her over to say goodbye to Gina and Daniel.

“You look beautiful,” Chase told his sister when he leaned over the table and kissed her cheek. Gina glowed at his compliment. “We’re taking off, but Mom’s going to keep the kids.”

“Of course.” Gina gave Katie a little wink.

Chase held Katie’s hand when he helped her into the car. They talked about the wedding while they drove north back toward Carmel. When they passed a beautifully landscaped restaurant called Rocky Point, Katie made a comment about wanting to try it someday.

Chase stiffened beside her.

“Do you mind if I turn on the radio?” she asked, hoping music might distract him from whatever seemed to be bothering him. He turned to her and smiled, but she could tell something was wrong.

She flipped on the radio and skimmed through channels. Since they were so far out of range, the only stations were Spanish or country music, so she settled on a country station and heard him groan next to her.

“What?”

“You do know that I don’t like country music, right?”

“It’s time you broadened your horizons a bit,” she said as a Shania Twain song came on. “Besides, there are songs like this that are more easy listening than country.”

Katie relaxed in her seat and hummed along to the beautiful song when he wrenched his hand from hers and gripped the steering wheel. The distressed look on his face sent her into a panic.

“Are you okay?”

His knuckles turned white, and she started to worry she had said something wrong.

“Chase?” she asked when he didn’t respond.

He glanced over at her, and what she saw in his eyes startled her. She didn’t understand how he could go from teasing to terrified in a matter of seconds. Chase gasped for breath, and when he clutched his chest, she thought that he was having a heart attack. He still hadn’t answered her, and she began to panic.

“Pull over now!”

Chase managed to slow down, his breath coming in pants. Katie glanced in the side mirror, grateful that there wasn’t anyone behind them when he came to an almost complete stop in the middle of the road.

“Pull into the turn out.”

She pointed to the side of the road, and he inched the car forward until they were safely out of traffic. Chase didn’t look good. In a daze, he put the car into park, and Katie swung open her door and ran around to the driver’s side. She opened his door and leaned over him, grasping his face between her hands. His eyes were wide and his breathing erratic.

“Chase, honey. You’re scaring me. Please talk to me. What’s wrong?” Katie’s voice cracked.

She pulled his face closer, trying to get him to focus on her, but he stared vacantly back. Katie wondered how they hadn’t ended up going over the side of the cliff, considering how unresponsive he was.

“Chase, please.” A sob tore from her throat.

His eyes finally focused on her, and she took full advantage. “What’s wrong? Why are you like this?”

Chase’s eyes searched her face before his mouth parted, and he uttered the one word she didn’t expect to hear. 

“Terri.”


Chapter 24

Katie pulled Chase into her arms, and they tumbled to the ground beside the car. She sat down in the dirt overlooking the cliffs of Big Sur, indifferent to the state of her gown, and pressed his face into her chest. His voice was haunting and cold, nearly devoid of emotion, while he relived the unforgettable events of the night that changed his life.

~*~

Chase hurried home from work, glancing at the clock on the stereo while he sped down Highway 1. Terri wouldn’t be happy he was late. They had reservations at her favorite restaurant, so he pushed on the accelerator, and that was when he saw the red flashing lights behind him.

Damn.

Pulling over to the side of the road, he raked his fingers through his hair and slapped his hand on the steering wheel. The delay would make him even later than he had already been. He sent a quick text to Terri, begging for her forgiveness.

“License and registration, please.”

Chase handed the officer the required documents and drummed his fingers on the wheel, eager to get the whole thing over with. The officer pulled down his sunglasses and looked at Chase with a raised eyebrow.

“If you’re in a hurry, you shouldn’t have broken the law.” Chase bit back the nasty retort that came to mind. There wasn’t any reason to provoke the officer, and he’d keep Chase longer for giving him attitude.

“Do you know how fast you were going, Dr. O’Donnell?”

“No, but I’m sure you’ll enlighten me.” 

“Nineteen miles over the speed limit. You’re lucky. Any faster and I’d have to haul your butt in for reckless driving.”

After a speech on the dangers of driving too fast, the officer handed Chase his ticket and let him go. Chase pulled back onto the highway and sighed when he glanced at the clock. There was no way they’d make it on time.

When he pulled into the driveway, Terri opened the garage. He knew it would take a lot of sweet-talking to stem her anger. She looked beautiful, even when she was irritated. Her blond hair was pulled up into a twist, and fine curls, artfully arranged, cascaded over her neck. Terri wore the emerald-green dress she knew he loved. Needing to smooth things over, he jumped out of his car and took her in his arms with an apology on his lips. She melted into his embrace, and he knew he’d been forgiven.

“Your shirt and jacket are lying on the bed. I was just on my way over to Gina’s to drop off the kids. I’ll be back in ten minutes. I’ve already called the restaurant to let them know we’re running late, so you’re off the hook—this time.”

Chase opened the passenger door and poked his head in, wanting to get his daily dose of adoration from his kids, who were fidgeting in their car seats.

“Daddy!” Liz held out her arms for a hug while he tried to maneuver into the backseat. Chase kissed her forehead while her fingers wrapped around his neck. She let go, and he leaned over and pecked Tony’s cheek, ruffling his son’s hair.

“Be good for Aunt Gina.” They both nodded. When Chase backed out of the car, he banged his head on the doorframe with a curse.

“That’s a bad word, Daddy,” Tony said. “Mama’s gonna wash your mouth out with soap.”

Chase glanced at his wife, who held back her laughter and gave him a chastising look that would have done his mother proud. He muttered his apologies, then shut the door and watched them pull out of the garage. No matter how many times he tried to talk Terri into buying a bigger car, she always ignored him.

Running upstairs, he changed into the black shirt, tie, and jacket she’d laid out then went to his top drawer for the gift he’d bought her for their anniversary. Slipping it into his pocket, he heard the front door open. He couldn’t help but smile, knowing Terri would love the gift.

“Are you ready?” she asked with a brilliant smile. Her sky-blue eyes danced with excitement when he came down the stairs.

“I’m always ready. I thought we could take the Shelby tonight. What do you think?” The 1967 Shelby GT was by far his favorite Mustang. Terri had owned it since before they were introduced. He always thought she should let him drive it and take the BMW, but she flat-out refused, insisting it should be saved for special occasions.

Her eyes lit up, and she nodded while her hand traced the lapel of his jacket. “You know how much I love it when a sexy, successful man drives a muscle car.”

Always the gentleman, Chase opened her door and helped her inside the car before making his way to the driver’s side. The trip down the Big Sur coast was beautiful while they watched the sun set. She told him about her day and the picture Liz had painted to hang on the refrigerator before she asked about his surgeries.

They arrived at the restaurant and pulled up to the valet. Chase tossed the keys to a wide-eyed boy who looked barely old enough to drive and rushed over to help his wife before the kid could get to the door. Terri’s dress rode up her thigh, and when she extended her leg to get out, he caught the boy gaping at her. Chase raised an eyebrow, and he snapped his mouth shut. Chuckling, Chase shook his head and took her arm.

“What?” she asked, looking down at her dress. “Do I have something on me? Toilet paper stuck to my shoe? Mac and cheese in my hair?”

Chase laughed and squeezed her hand. “None of the above. You’re perfect.”

She rolled her eyes. “Then why were you laughing?”

“Because you’re so beautiful, you left the valet speechless.”

“Oh please,” she said in disbelief.

The hostess sat them at a table that overlooked the ocean, and they enjoyed the silence while the moonlight danced across the water. Chase looked over to find Terri staring at him with a small smile.

“I still can’t believe that this hunky, college baseball star is my husband, even after ten years of marriage.”

Chase smiled and took her hand. “I love you. Happy anniversary.”

Kissing her hand, he placed the Tiffany box on the table in front of her. She let out a little squeal and snatched it up. Terri was a sucker for a shiny piece of jewelry, and it always amused him to watch her eyes light up like a child’s on Christmas Day. Chase released her hand. She popped open the lid, and her eyes widened.

“They’re beautiful.” She took out the pair of solitaire earrings with a little sigh. Unfastening her earrings, Terri slipped on the new ones and gave him a heart-stopping smile.

Dinner was nice, but he was anxious to get out of there. Only one thing was on his mind tonight, and sitting in a restaurant wasn’t it. When the waitress came over to ask if they wanted dessert, he answered in the negative, only to receive a small kick from his darling wife.

“What?”

“I would’ve liked the crème brûlée,” she said with a raised eyebrow.

“And I want Terri à la mode, so let’s get out of here. I’ll make you one later.” 

“You? Cook? I think not.” She placed her napkin on the table with a wicked grin that made him do a mental fist pump. “But I’m all for being your dessert.”

The waitress could not return with the check quickly enough. In record time, they drove back onto the highway.

“Pull over at the next turn about,” Terri whispered.

“Whaaa? Why?”

“Humor me, please,” she said in an exasperated tone. 

He growled, but did as she asked. Once he’d thrown the car in park, she pushed a CD into the player, and the sound of Shania Twain filled the car. Chase groaned and thumped his head onto the headrest while she shushed him.

“You know I hate country music,” he said, whining. Terri opened her door. “What are you doing?”

“Will you shut up and get out of the car?” she said with a laugh. “You, Mr. Control Freak, will not dictate this night.” 

Terri walked to the edge of the dirt turnabout to look out over the cliff side. He dragged himself out of the car with a grumble and walked up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and kissing her cheek.

“I’m sorry, baby. Whatever you want, it’s yours.” 

She turned in his arms as the song from their wedding started to play. “Then dance with me.” Her voice was a whisper. 

Chase pulled her close and started to sway while he remembered their wedding day in the little church in San Francisco. Terri’s warm breath blew across his neck when she let out a sigh.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

“Babies,” she whispered.

Chase grinned like a fool. “And?” he asked when she didn’t say anything more. She lifted her head to look up at him, her eyes shining in the moonlight.

“I’m pregnant,” she whispered. 

His shock turned into elation, and he picked her up in his arms and swung her around, making her throw back her head and laugh.

“Are you sure?” he asked, and she nodded in response. Chase set Terri on her feet, then dropped to his knees and held her hips in his hands, pressing a kiss to her flat stomach. “You’re going to be so loved,” he whispered to the little blessing that was growing inside his wife. The last time they’d talked about having another child, Terri had made it clear that her hands were full enough with the two they were already raising. 

“I don’t want you to be overextended.” He looked up at her. “Maybe I can take an extra day off work to help out?”

She smiled. “I think that would be a wonderful idea.”

Chase stood, keeping his hands on her stomach while their lips met in a tender kiss.

She sighed when they broke apart. “I love you.” 

“I love you, too,” he answered, kissing her once more. Chase took her hand and helped her back into the car, then climbed in and pulled onto the road again.

“I’m going to be a father again,” he said, and she laughed at his obvious joy. When the song from their wedding turned into a fast, twangy number, he asked, “Now can we turn off the country music?” 

She laughed and agreed.

When he reached for the radio, Terri sucked in a quick breath with a gasp. Chase’s eyes darted to the road, and he saw a flash of headlights in their lane. He swerved the car to the left, but it was too late. The crunching sound of metal against metal joined his wife’s high-pitched scream. It was the last thing he heard before his head slammed into the side window and everything went black.

When he came to, he heard people yelling, and his head lolled to the side while he tried to open his eyes. The pain in his head was unbearable, and he had a fleeting moment when he thought he’d been hit with a baseball bat.

“I think she’s breathing!” someone yelled. Chase groaned and tried again to open his eyes.

“He’s coming around, too! Did you call 911?” The stranger’s words started to register in his mind, and Chase remembered a flash of light and Terri, in her green dress. He forced his eyes open, and the world spun out of control. The throbbing in his head made it hard to concentrate.

“He’s got a hospital sticker in the back window!” the voice yelled again. “Sir, sir! You need to wake up! Are you a doctor?” Chase felt strong hands on him shaking his shoulder, making him wince in pain.

“Sir, your wife. You need to wake up.” My wife? He tried to open his eyes again, and this time, everything slowly came into focus.

“Are you a doctor?” 

Chase glanced up at the man towering over his open door with a flashlight and gave him a half nod. The vision in his left eye was fuzzy, so he tried to avoid any fast movements. 

Then it hit him. I’ve been in an accident. His head snapped to where Terri sat, and it took him a moment to comprehend that the door and dash had sandwiched her against her seat. His stomach hit the ground, and he reached for her, trying to find a pulse. Chase’s fingers shook when he pressed them against her neck. He felt the faint beat under his fingers and let out a sigh of relief.

“Did someone call 911?”

The man with the flashlight informed him that the CHP and paramedics were en route. Chase pulled himself up until he was hovering over Terri’s unconscious form, and he fought the rising nausea.

She’s going to be okay.

He checked her airway before he assessed the extent of her injuries. Her cheek and forehead were slashed open from the shattered windshield. There was a lot of blood, and he kept reminding himself that head wounds always bled more than other injuries.

“I need towels or something to stop the bleeding and a first aid kit now,” he called over his shoulder. The man with a flashlight went in search of the items he requested while Chase’s eyes continued to travel down Terri’s body.

The front of her dress was soaked in blood. Chase reached for her neckline and yanked open the fabric. The light from one of the other car’s headlights gave him a view of her left side. There weren’t any major wounds that he could see, but the door kept him from evaluating anything on her right side. He looked out her window and found that the front end of a red car rested on top of Terri’s door, trapping her underneath.

“Someone get that car out of here,” he yelled. Terri’s head lolled to the side, and his hands went to her face.

“Terri, baby. Can you hear me?” She let out a loud groan in response. “Terri, I need you to talk to me, sweetheart. Please, baby, open your eyes.” Her lashes fluttered on her cheek before they opened, and he noticed that several blood vessels in her eyes had burst. “Baby, can you hear me?”

“Chase?”

“I need you to tell me where it hurts.” 

Blood pooled in Terri’s mouth. She tried to speak, but he couldn’t make out what she was saying between the ragged gasps.

Where the hell are the paramedics?

“My head,” she whispered, clear enough for him to understand her.

“Anything else?” 

She slipped back into unconsciousness before she could answer. With a curse, Chase turned to the man with the flashlight and snatched the towels out of his hands. “Get that car out of here. I have to see what other injuries she has, and I can’t do it until that damn car is moved!”

“The police just arrived. They’re going to try to move it, but both cars are sitting on the edge of the cliff. One wrong move and they could go over.”

Chase looked out his side window. Sure enough, they were inches from the edge. There was no guard rail, and he cursed the idiot who’d decided they didn’t need to put one in that particular spot. He refocused on Terri, reaching his hand below the door to feel her legs. Her entire right leg from hip to ankle was crushed, and a whimper came from his mouth when he closed his eyes and tried to remember his training. A voice bellowing orders drew his attention, and Chase opened his eyes to see a police officer leaning in through the broken window.

“Sir, are you okay?” he asked. “Are you hurt in any way?”

Chase could feel the blood dripping through his hair from the gash where his head had hit the window, but he shook his head slowly. “No, I’m fine. My wife—”

“I’m going to have to ask you to exit the vehicle.”

“I’m a doctor, and my wife is hurt. I need to see the extent of her injuries. You just worry about getting her out of here,” he said with authority. There was no way he would leave her side. The officer must have sensed Chase’s determination, because he nodded.

“I understand, but you need to know how dangerous the situation is.”

“I know. Just get to work and get my wife out of here.”

“Yes, sir.” The officer turned and began telling people to back up. Chase tried to squeeze his hand between Terri’s stomach and the door, but it was useless. He pressed the towel to the side of her head, since it was the only thing he could reach, while he checked her pulse again. All his experience would be of no use unless she was removed. The scraping sound of metal penetrated his concentration while several people tried to push the red car away. After a few more attempts, the officer informed him that they would have to wait ten more minutes for a tow truck to pull the cars apart. Chase let out a feral cry of frustration and anger. If they had been in town, he would already have her in the ER.

After several excruciating minutes, a yellow tow truck pulled up. Chase let out a sigh of relief when he heard the sound of grating metal while the other car was pulled away. The police and firefighters went to work, and he held Terri’s hand.

“Chase?” Terri’s eyes were wide with wonder. No, this isn’t happening. He pushed away the thoughts of patients he had witnessed taking their dying breaths. She’ll be fine. I can fix this.

“I’m here, baby.” Her breathing became raspier while she gulped for air and struggled to speak. His hands went to her hair, and he pushed away the strands that had escaped her twist. “Shhh. Save your strength. We’ll be out of here in a minute.”

“We’re going to have to get him out of there before we pull this apart!” one of the firefighters yelled to his comrades. Chase ignored what was happening outside the car and leaned in closer to hear Terri over the noise.

“No, I-I need to tell you—”

“You can tell me after we get you to the hospital and fix this.”

She shook her head and gasped. Chase felt a tear slide down his cheek. It killed him to watch her in so much pain.

“Make sure to give Liz my mom’s bracelet.”

What? Hell no!

“Terri,” he said with a harsh clip in his tone. “Stop talking like that. You’ll be fine.” Her head moved to the side and a sob broke from her throat. He squeezed her hand, knowing it was the only place on her body that wasn’t in agony.

“Anthony . . . you need to read to him every night, and make sure he’s always a gentleman.” She opened her lips to speak, and when she did, more blood oozed out of the corner of her mouth.

“Hurry up!” he roared over his shoulder when the windshield ripped away.

“Tell them both I love them.” Her eyes drifted closed, and he couldn’t catch his breath as his panic took over.

“Terri! No, don’t close your eyes. I need you to stay with me, baby.” His fingers went to her throat and felt that her heart rate was slowing.

No! This isn’t happening.

“Sir, you’re going to have to get out of the car now,” an EMT said.

Chase shook his head in a flat-out refusal. “No, I’m not leaving her.”

“Sir, if you don’t exit the vehicle, we will remove you.” The man’s voice was firm. “I promise we’ll be quick and do our best not to hurt her, but we can’t proceed with you in the vehicle.”

Chase let out a loud growl before he kissed her lips. “I’m still here, baby.” Once he was out of the car, a firefighter pulled him aside and tried to tend to his injuries, but he waved him away. The metal of Terri’s precious Shelby was peeled back, inch by inch, like a sardine can. When her gut-wrenching scream came from the car, he darted forward. A burly firefighter wrapped his arms around Chase’s chest and pulled him back.

“Let me go! She needs me!”

Chase threw his elbow into the firefighter’s stomach, and he released him with a grunt. Taking three steps, Chase made it halfway to the car before a couple large men forced him to the ground. He screamed for them to release him until he calmed down enough to make sense of what they were telling him.

“You have to let them get her out. You can help her when they’ve done their job, but if you get in their way, it’ll take twice as long.”

Chase stopped struggling. They hauled him to his feet but didn’t release his arms until the door was torn away. He rushed to Terri’s side and tried to hold in his shock at how extensive her injuries were.

The paramedics strapped her on a gurney while he focused on his training and shouted orders for what he needed. His main concern was to stop the bleeding before she hemorrhaged out. As soon as they were in the ambulance, the paramedics hooked her up to an IV and heart monitor while Chase worked frantically to stem the blood flow.

He continued to assess the damage while the paramedic squeezed the IV bag to get the fluid into her as quickly as possible. Chase’s eyes flew to Terri’s face when he heard her gasp, and her eyes were locked on his. The determination on her face made his blood run cold.

“No. Don’t do this.” Chase shook his head. “Don’t tell me goodbye.”

“I love you,” she whispered. Grabbing the paramedic’s hand, he pressed it to the gauze he held to her chest. Chase grasped her hand and leaned over her until their faces were inches apart.

“I love you, too. I promise you’re going to be fine.”

She smiled a sad smile, and a tear ran down her cheek. “Promise me you’ll be happy.” Her breath became shallow, and her eyes fluttered closed.

“Don’t . . . don’t do this, Terri. I can’t lose you. Please hang on.” A sob tore through his throat, and he pressed his lips to her forehead. The long buzz of the monitor indicated her heart had stopped. He sat up and pushed the hands of the paramedic away to administer CPR.

1 . . . 2 . . . 3 . . . This isn’t happening. 5 . . . 6 . . . 7 . . . She’s going to make it. 9 . . . 10 . . . 11 . . . What the hell is taking so long? 13 . . . 14 . . . 15 . . . If I hadn’t been speeding. 17 . . . 18 . . . 19 . . . We should have taken the BMW. 21 . . . 22 . . . 23 . . . If I would have given in and let her have dessert. 25 . . . 26 . . . 27 . . . If we hadn’t stopped and danced. 29 . . . 30 . . . breath . . . Oh no. The baby. The paramedic started to secure her airway by intubating her.

“One amp of epi in!” the paramedic yelled while Chase continued to pump her chest. After several minutes, the paramedic yelled, “Hold CPR.”

He reached for Terri’s neck to feel for a pulse while the loud, piercing sound of the flatlining monitor echoed in his ears. “No pulse, continuing CPR,” he muttered, going back to his compressions.

Every scenario streamed through his mind while he relived every change in their evening that could have led them down a different path—a path that didn’t include watching his wife die.

No! That will not happen.

“Sir, let me take over,” the paramedic said. He would have hit him if his hands weren’t occupied. Chase’s head turned toward him while he continued to pump her chest.

“Shut the hell up. You’re a damn paramedic. I’m the one with the medical degree,” he growled. The paramedic nodded and sat back while Chase continued to push on her chest. “Give her another round of epi now.”

The driver let them know they would arrive in two minutes, and he felt some hope that once he had her in the operating room, he would be able to fix this. The sound of the long buzz of the heart monitor drove him crazy. He turned and ripped the cord out of the machine, then went back to work.

Seconds after they arrived, the gurney moved under him, and he looked up to see Dr. Lee and several of the nurses pulling Terri from the ambulance. In a fog, he jumped out and continued compressions until they were in the trauma room.

“Chase, let us take it from here.” Dr. Lee’s voice was firm but compassionate. 

Chase shook his head and continued. A hand clamped down on his shoulder, and he tried to shake it off.

1 . . . 2 . . . 3 . . . 4 . . . 5 . . . 6 . . .

“Chase, let her go.” Carlos’ voice soothed, giving him the ability to let someone else take over. His hands stopped, and he looked into the eyes of his friend. As soon as he hesitated, they rolled Terri’s lifeless body into the trauma bay. Chase paced back and forth, his hands gripping his hair, while they continued to work on her.

“A-systole,” Dr. Lee said. “I’m going to call it.”

No, no, no, no, no.

“Time of death . . . 23:14.”

“No! Damn it!” he shouted, launching himself at Dr. Lee. Chase grabbed the front of his scrubs and shoved him away from his wife. “Why the hell did you stop?” His hands went to her chest to resume CPR, and that was when he noticed how much of her blood was on his hands. He shook his head in denial while he held them out in front of him.

This is not happening. This is not happening.

He stared down at the body of the woman he loved and gasped for breath. His heart clenched, and he grabbed his chest. The pain was unbearable. Chase took Terri’s hand and held it to his chest, staring at her wedding ring. The strangled cry that escaped his lips sounded foreign to his ears, and he collapsed in a heap, clutching her hand to his cheek.

Fingers gripped his shoulder, and he glanced up to see Carlos holding a syringe, asking for his permission to ease the pain. Chase nodded, unable to bear the truth in his eyes—Terri was gone. He felt a pinch in his arm and had a brief thought of Elizabeth and Anthony before his world went black.

~*~

Tears streamed down Katie’s cheeks while he told her the details of the night Terri died. Her heart ached for his loss of not only his wife but also his unborn child. While she’d always known he had been at the accident scene, she had never comprehended, until that moment, how horrifying it must have been. A small shiver ran down her spine when she imagined the terror of watching someone she loved die in her arms. She stroked Chase’s hair and pressed her lips to the top of his head.

Once he’d recounted the story, she had a better understanding of why he never spoke about it. He felt responsible for Terri’s death, blaming himself for circumstances he couldn’t change. An adjustment in any one of their decisions could have altered their fate, but then again, maybe it wouldn’t have changed anything. That didn’t stop him from thinking he could have saved his wife if he’d made different choices.

Chase had never spoken of his unborn child to her, and Gina had mentioned that he never talked about the accident to anyone in the family. Katie closed her eyes as the reason behind his silence became clear. The pain they endured would have doubled if they’d known the extent of their loss. He kept these things to himself to spare the ones he loved the awful truth.

Katie stroked his hair while her tears continued to slide down her face. She wished there were something she could do to ease his suffering, but Chase had to get past this hurdle on his own if they were ever going to have a future together. He’d bottled up his feelings for so long, and he needed to finally face them.

“Katie?” Chase said when his breathing had returned to normal.

“Hmm?” 

“I know what I need to do,” he whispered against her chest. Katie pulled away to get a look at his face. His eyes were full of resolve, and she breathed a small sigh of relief that her Chase was back.

“What’s that?”

“I need to go see Terri. It’s time.”


Chapter 25

Chase played with Katie’s hair, her warm body snuggled against his. He couldn’t sleep. As soon as they’d arrived home, he called his mother and asked if she could keep the kids for the night. Katie and Chase stayed up late discussing what had happened out on the cliff.

Katie cried with him while he recounted the days after Terri’s death and how he had to tell Liz and Tony their mother wasn’t going to come home. She asked questions he had never answered before, and he was surprised that he wanted to tell her. Chase recounted his long leave of absence and how he disconnected himself from his family until Gina threatened to take his kids away. They discussed the overwhelming anger he’d felt when he found out the driver of the other vehicle was drunk. The man had pled guilty, saving Chase’s family from a trial, and he’d opted out of participating in the sentencing. He couldn’t bring himself to even write a letter explaining how the drunk driver had changed their lives, and he certainly didn’t want his family to find out about the child they would never know.

While he lay there, tears formed under his closed lids. He’d spent years avoiding his memories of the accident, but after letting it all go, it felt as if a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders. The energy it took to avoid thinking about it had taken a toll on his mental health over the years. Now that it was out in the open, he let himself feel every emotion he had experienced that fateful night.

He had blamed himself for something he had no control over. One small change could have saved Terri’s life, but there had been no way of knowing it at the time. Chase looked down at the beautiful sleeping woman beside him and buried his face in her hair. If their fates had been different, he wouldn’t have found Katie, and she and Shawn wouldn’t be a part of his life. That thought made his stomach constrict with guilt. He loved Terri, but that chapter of his life was over. It was time to move on. Terri would always hold a piece of his heart, but Katie had become the woman he couldn’t live without. 

He rubbed her back, and a small sigh slipped from her lips before she turned her head and looked up at him.

“Morning,” he whispered.

Katie pulled her hand from around his waist, rubbed one of her sleepy eyes, and then rested her cheek on his bare torso. “I love you.”

Chase hauled her up until she was sprawled across his chest, their faces inches apart. “I love you, too.”

He grasped the back of her neck and pulled her down until their lips touched. With a reluctant groan, she leaned back. Her long lashes fluttered against her cheek before she opened her eyes and met his gaze.

“What are your plans today?” she asked.

“I’m going to take a personal day from the hospital. I have some things I need to take care of.”

She searched his eyes for a moment before she nodded and let it go. He fell a little more in love with her at that moment because she knew when he needed to be left alone, pushed harder, or called out for his thickheadedness.

“Well, I need to get to work,” Katie said.

Pulling herself up, she pecked his lips and made her way to the bathroom to take a shower. Chase grabbed his phone and called the hospital to let them know he wouldn’t be in.

After he dropped off Katie at work, he drove into Pacific Grove and stopped at the little florist shop on Forest Avenue to pick up flowers. When he entered the cemetery gates, he felt his chest tighten. The fact that he hadn’t visited since he’d laid Terri to rest made him feel like he had neglected his duties as a husband.

Chase drove down the winding path to the center of the cemetery. Grabbing the flowers and a bottle of water, he climbed out of the car before he had a chance to change his mind. His feet were like bricks while he made his way to the plot. Glancing out over the grounds, he tried to avoid the sight of the headstone he had never seen. There was a sliver of ocean in the distance, along with the lighthouse and the first tee at the Pacific Grove Golf Course. Taking a deep breath of the cool morning air, Chase stopped under a cypress tree and took the final step he needed to move on with his life.

“Hello, Terri.”

He read the inscription that had been carved into the granite. Terri Lynn O’Donnell. Beloved Wife and Mother. December 22, 1979 ~ March 7, 2011. Chase took a steadying breath and sank to his knees in front of the headstone. Pulling off the lid to the stone’s metal vase, he poured in the water before adding his flowers. Then Chase sat back on his heels and stared at the arrangement, trying to gather his thoughts.

“I don’t know where to start. I don’t even know if you can hear me, but I have to believe you’re out there somewhere. Liz and Tony need you too much.”

The tears welled in his eyes, and he took another deep breath. He had struggled with his grief for three years, and he wasn’t going to allow himself to fall victim to the past again.

“I felt guilty for a long time for what happened. I thought if I’d done something different, maybe you’d still be here. That if it had been me who died, it would have saved our children so much grief. Then you’d have been here to raise them and our—” A lump formed in Chase’s throat, prohibiting him from even mentioning the child he had lost.

“I believe things happen for a reason and sometimes we don’t know what the reason is.” He looked toward heaven. “Maybe we’ll never know.”

He sniffed and then sat down next to Terri’s headstone. All the bad decisions he’d made since her death weighed on his shoulders.

“I need to apologize for the way I’ve handled your death. I let my actions hurt our children in so many ways. I didn’t care for them the way you would have wanted me to. I left Liz to find her own way of dealing with your death and haven’t kept your memory alive for Tony.”

Chase sat there for a long time, letting his painful mistakes echo in his mind. Little by little, he felt a sense of peace after admitting his faults. He traced his fingers over the engraving on the headstone.

“You were a wonderful mother, and I never dreamed I would find someone else. Especially someone like Katie, who loves Tony and Liz and treats them like her own children. She has a wonderful little boy, Shawn. He’s Tony’s age, and they’re inseparable.” Chase’s thoughts drifted to the boys’ brotherly bond. “He’s been good for Tony. He’s helped him out of his shell and is teaching him to be more outgoing. Katie has raised him well. He’s respectful, kind, and smart, with a little bit of stubbornness thrown in, like his mother.”

Chase felt the smile return to his face. “She makes me a better man—a better father.” He looked out over the grounds and felt a warmth wash over him like a comforting blanket. This was what he needed. It was time to let go of his past and embrace his future.

“I want her to be with me for the rest of my life. I know Katie and I haven’t been together for very long, but I’m going to ask her to marry me. I don’t want to live without her any longer. It’s taken me a while to understand that by loving her, I wasn’t betraying you. It just meant my heart had grown to include her and Shawn. I’m finally living up to the promise you wanted me to make to be happy. I’ll always love you, but I have to stop feeling guilty for living.”

He kissed his hand and touched the headstone. “Thank you for ten wonderful years, Terri. I love you.”

~*~

“Chase? What are you doing here?” Katie asked when he walked into her office. “I wasn’t expecting you until I got off work.” She sprang to her feet, and her hands went to his cheeks. “What’s wrong?”

Pulling her into his arms, he buried his face into her neck. “I needed to see you.”

Chase placed a kiss below her ear, and her hands went into his hair. She held him close for several moments. “Please talk to me.” Her whispered plea sounded frightened.

“I took flowers to Terri’s grave.” He pulled back and looked in her eyes. “I haven’t been there since we buried her. It was time to say goodbye.” 

With a watchful eye, she nodded and pulled him back into her arms. 

“Can you take your lunch now? I need to see Allison, and I want you to come with me.”

“Yeah, I just need to let Amelia know I’m leaving.”

Kissing his cheek, she pulled away and went out the door while he waited for her in the lobby.

Chase and Katie drove into Monterey, and he explained to her why he needed to speak to Allison. She was supportive and told him she’d be happy to go in with him or sit out in the waiting room—whatever he decided.

“Chase, it’s so nice to see you again,” Allison said when she took his hand in a firm shake.

“Thank you for seeing me outside of our regular schedule.” He turned to Katie. “I’d like to introduce you to my girlfriend, Katie.”

Allison smiled and took Katie’s hand, then motioned for them to have a seat on the couch while she pulled up a chair.

“What can I do for you two?”

“I went to the cemetery today and found some closure. I want to take the kids, but I’m not sure if that’s a good idea. They haven’t been there since we buried Terri.”

Allison looked thoughtful for a moment. “Sigmund Freud thought children didn’t have the ability to grieve. He believed it was too difficult an emotion for them to comprehend and that only in adolescence, when development was more advanced, did true mourning become possible.”

Chase looked aghast at the idea that his kids couldn’t grieve over their mother. The idea was preposterous.

“Do you believe this, too?” he asked.

She let out a short bark of laughter and shook her head. “Not at all. Some sections of our society think children should be kept away from the devastation of death, while others believe they’re resilient and will bounce back quickly. I think it’s somewhere in the middle. While children may go through the pain and grief from the death of a parent, they can also learn and grow with the help of supportive adults.”

Chase nodded his agreement, even though her words stung. He hadn’t been a supportive parent for a long time, so he needed reassurance that his actions wouldn’t harm them any more than he already had.

“So with what you know of our situation, do you think it would be okay to take them to visit their mother?”

“The reason I brought up Freud’s theories was so you could see that you have a firm grasp of your own children’s needs already. No one needs to tell you what is best for them. You already know. You need to have a little more faith in your decisions. Give them the choice, and see if they want to go. If they decide they would rather not, then maybe they could make a card or write a letter.” She reached out and touched his arm in a reassuring gesture. “Just make sure you’re there to discuss their experience and help them through it.”

~*~

Chase talked to Tony and Liz and asked if they wanted to visit their mother’s grave. He was struck by how much they didn’t understand about the idea of visiting her even though she was gone. Starting from the beginning, he told them a little about his experience. Liz thought about it before she said she wanted to go, whereas Tony shrugged his shoulders and said he didn’t mind.

They set time aside after their next family therapy appointment to make a trip down to the cemetery. Katie and Chase decided it would be best if he took the kids alone, so she opted to go back to his place and have dinner ready when they returned.

When Chase parked the car, he glanced at Liz in the rearview mirror and noticed she had a pensive look on her face. “Are you ready, sweetheart?”

Tony glanced from his father to Liz with a confused look. He didn’t seem to understand how hard this might be on his sister. Even so, he surprised Chase when, after they climbed out of the car, he wrapped his arm around her waist and hugged her.

Chase led them down to the gravesite, then stood back and let them have their space. Tony knelt down and replaced the flowers Chase had brought the day before with a fresh arrangement. Tony fussed with the stems for a moment before he rose and went to his father. Chase wrapped his arm around his shoulder while they all stood there in silence.

Liz turned to Chase with tears in her eyes. “What do I do?”

“What do you want to do?”

She shrugged her shoulders and looked up at him. “Nona said if I say my prayers, Mom will hear them. Should I say a prayer?”

Chase nodded. “That sounds like a good place to start.”

Liz looked at Tony, but he shook his head and stayed where he was. She turned back to the headstone and sank to her knees.

“Mom?” Liz’s voice cracked. “I miss you.” She paused while her shoulders shook. “Daddy got me a box I can put things in that remind me of you. I put Grandma’s bracelet in it. I remember you used to wear it all the time.” Her voice grew steadier while she became more comfortable with speaking to the wind.

After Liz went through the contents of her memento box, she launched into the more mundane things like school and everyday life. Chase caught himself smiling when she told Terri about Katie and Shawn. She had come so far in such a short amount of time. After a few more stories, Liz decided to wrap up her heart-to-heart.

“I love you, Mom. Amen.”

Chase smiled at the innocence of her faith, but then he felt Tony shaking against his side. Tears trailed down his son’s cheeks while he stared at the ground. Chase knelt beside him and grasped his pants’ belt loops.

“Are you okay, slugger?”

Tony’s face lifted until his blue eyes stared back at him. He shook his head, and a soft cry came from his lips. Chase took him in his arms and hugged him close, tucking Tony’s head under his chin.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Tony nodded but didn’t try to speak. Chase didn’t push him. Liz came up behind him and rubbed his back while he continued to soak their father’s shirt with his tears.

“What’s the matter?” Liz asked in a soothing voice. After a few sniffles, Tony pulled back and looked at Liz with glassy eyes.

“You remember Mom, but I don’t. You talked about her reading to you and playing at the park, but all I can remember is that she looked like you.” Tony turned back to his father, buried his face once more into Chase’s chest, and clung to him.

“Daddy, what would happen if you died like Mom?” he asked.

Chase gripped his son closer. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Mom didn’t want to go anywhere either, but she’s gone.”

“If anything happens to me, then you’d still have your grandparents and Gina and Daniel.”

“But I want Katie,” Tony said. “She does all those things Liz said Mom did with her. I want Katie to be my mom.”

Chase gathered his children to his chest and clung to them while Tony’s plea echoed in his heart. After several minutes, Tony and Liz looked up at their father, waiting for his response.

Chase smiled through the tears in his eyes. “I’ll see what I can do.”

~*~

Katie and Shawn headed over to the O’Donnells’ for their Saturday morning ritual of cartoons and pancakes. Afterward, Liz and Katie drove into Monterey to have some girl time. Gina had given Katie a gift certificate to a posh salon on Cannery Row. She’d received it as a gift from her bridal shower, but she claimed she’d never go because she was loyal to her own manicurist. Katie suspected she had done it as a friendly gesture since she knew Katie didn’t get many opportunities to pamper herself. Whatever the reason, Katie was glad for some one-on-one time with Liz. 

“So how were the first couple weeks of sixth grade?” Katie asked once they’d climbed into the massage chairs sitting side by side.

Liz shrugged and slid her toes into the tub of warm water. “It was all right, I guess.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound all that exciting.”

Liz folded her hands in her lap and leaned back against the massage chair while the tech began to scrub her feet. “I don’t know. It’s just . . . everything’s changing.”

Katie’s brow furrowed while she wondered what had brought on the melancholy shift in her mood. “How so?”

“Shannon has a boyfriend.”

Katie smiled when understanding dawned on her. “So she’s not around all that much anymore, huh?”

“Yeah.”

She reached over and patted Liz’s hand in a sympathetic gesture. “How long has Shannon had a boyfriend?” 

“Since Thursday. He asked her if she wanted to go out when we were standing in the lunch line. She’s liked him since last year.” Liz sighed and looked at Katie. “I don’t like him at all.”

“Why’s that?”

Liz rolled her eyes, but then gave Katie an apologetic glance. Katie waved it off. 

“Because she spends every lunch with him and they make goo-goo eyes all the time. It’s gross. She also won’t shut up about him when we’re together. I’m so sick of hearing about how sweet and cute he is.” Liz made a gagging noise before closing her eyes and slamming her head against the headrest.

Katie held in a chuckle and tried to stay straight-faced. “Is he mean or do bad stuff?” 

Liz shrugged but didn’t look at Katie. After a minute, she opened her eyes and shook her head. “No. He’s never been in trouble at school, and I’ve never seen him be mean to kids like some of the boys are.”

“Hmm.” Katie looked thoughtful for a moment. “I guess I’m not really sure why you don’t like him.”

Liz thought about what Katie had said for a minute and then looked at her. “He’s just . . . just . . . a boy, and we never hung out with boys last year. They were all bratty and immature.”

Katie nodded. “And things should be like they were before when you were in elementary school.”

Liz started to nod, but shook her head instead. “No, I’m glad we aren’t at River School anymore. I was tired of being with all the babies.”

Katie couldn’t hold in her laugh. “I’m sure Shawn and Tony would object to being called babies.”

Liz smiled. “I guess I’ll have to remember that next time they whine about dad’s lizard limit in the house.”

“Oh jeez,” Katie said with a chuckle. “Yeah, they whined pretty loud when your dad put his foot down.” Katie tried to rephrase her question to get the conversation back to the original topic. “So you don’t think things should be like they were in elementary school?”

Liz closed her eyes, and Katie saw her lip tremble for a split second before she spoke. “No, but I don’t want to lose my best friend.”

Katie squeezed her hand. “Did you lose Gina when she married Daniel?”

“No.”

“Then what makes you think you’ll lose Shannon?”

“She’s just different now.”

“Does she treat you differently?”

“Well, no, not really. She just talks about him all the time and stuff.”

“Well, how’s that different than you talking about something you like? What about that new book you just read? You talked about it so much, I ended up borrowing it so I could see what you were so excited about.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“Honey, we both know that change can be hard. Just make sure you’re not fighting it for the wrong reasons. People change, life happens, and sometimes friends move on. You can accept it, change with it, or be bitter about it, but the choice is always yours on how you handle it.”

Liz nodded, and they both fell silent while the nail technicians scrubbed, filed, and buffed their toes. Katie snuck glances at her while they relaxed to the rhythm of the chairs’ massagers, and she could almost see the moment when Liz realized what Katie meant. When they picked out polish, Liz handed Katie her choice, then slipped her arm around her.

“I’ve been really mean to Shannon,” Liz confessed. “I told her I didn’t like hanging out with her boyfriend and she needed to choose me or him or I was going to hang out with Marissa.”

Katie frowned. “What did she say?”

“She cried and said she would break up with him on Monday because it’s always sisters before misters, but I want her to be happy.” Tears welled up in Liz’s eyes when she looked up at Katie. 

A sad smile spread over Katie’s face. Liz’s anguish told her the child had realized what she’d done wrong. What she needed now was reassurance. “Well, it’s not too late.”

“No?”

Katie shook her head. “Not at all. We can stop by her house on the way home, if you like.”

“Yes, please. I need to tell her I’m sorry and I won’t ever do that again.”

“I think that’s a very grown-up thing to do.” Katie gave Liz a squeeze and then led her back to their chairs. 

“Thank you, Katie.” Liz plopped down on her chair and put her toes up on the hand towel for the tech to paint. “I don’t ever want to do what I did to you and Dad to anyone else. Especially not to my best friend.”

“Liz, you didn’t do anything to your father and me.”

“I know. That’s what Sayid keeps saying, but if I hadn’t been such a brat, you wouldn’t have left.”

“That’s not true,” Katie said with a loving smile. “You need to stop blaming yourself for what happened. Your father loves your mother very much, and it was just as hard for him as it was for you. He struggled with losing her and felt just as guilty about finding love again. Eventually, his grief and guilt would have affected our relationship, and the same thing would have happened. Our breakup was not your fault.”

Liz’s lip quivered again, but she looked down at her lap and asked, “It really doesn’t bother you that he still loves my mom?”

Katie reached over and nudged Liz’s chin so she’d look at her. “Absolutely not. Even though I never had the opportunity to meet your mom, I know she was an amazing woman, because only a remarkable woman could have such wonderful children.”

“I love you, Katie.” 

The last barrier had somehow come down between them. Katie knew they would have their difficulties, but they would get through them together. Her heart swelled. She would have swung the girl into her lap and hugged her until tomorrow, but she didn’t want to smudge Liz’s freshly painted toes.

“I love you, too, sweetheart.” 

~*~

They were fast and sneaky. Chase hunted the boys around Dennis the Menace Park while they played hide-and-seek, and when he thought he had caught one of them, they would somehow get free.

“Time out,” Chase gasped and placed his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. “I can’t take any more. Let’s grab an ice cream at the concession stand.”

They both jumped up and down before darting to the park entrance. There was a baseball field adjacent to the park, and the city opened the concession stand on weekends for the park-goers even when baseball season was over. They each grabbed an ice cream sandwich and moved to a shaded area where they could relax.

Chase tried to calm his nerves while they all finished their cool treat. “I need to talk to you both.”

“About what?” Shawn asked. He popped the last of his ice cream in his mouth and turned to Chase.

“About asking your mom to marry me.”

Tony’s eyes grew as round as saucers, but no words came out of his mouth. Shawn, who looked thoughtful, didn’t say anything for several minutes.

“So would that mean you’d be my dad?”

“Well, it’s not that simple. You already have a dad. But I’d like to be your stepfather, if you’d be okay with that.”

Shawn’s brow furrowed while Chase watched him in anticipation. “My dad hasn’t been around much since we moved here, so I could definitely use a stepfather.” He looked from Chase to Tony, and then his lips twitched into a smile that matched Tony’s huge grin. Shawn cocked his head to the side. “That would mean Tony would be my brother, right?”

Chase nodded. “But you’d have to share your mom with us all.”

“Tony and Liz would have to share you with me though, right?”

He nodded again, feeling relieved when he guessed where Shawn’s mind was headed.

“Yes. I want us all to be a family because I love you and your mom very much.”

“Can I call you Dad?”

Chase smiled. He had hoped that one day Shawn would get to that point, but he hadn’t expected him to want it so soon. “I would be honored if you called me Dad, but you don’t have to.”

Shawn looked over to Tony one more time, and something passed between the two. Without words, they communicated some unspoken victory, and Shawn’s smile lit up his whole face. He turned back to Chase, stood, and launched himself into his arms, knocking him on his back. Tony was right behind him, and they tackled Chase to the ground and bounced on his chest.

“So I take it you’re okay with me asking her to marry me?”

A resounding “Yes!” came from both boys.

“Okay, then you have to keep this quiet. No talking to anyone about what we discussed here. You can’t even talk to Liz until I have spoken to her, which will be tonight,” Chase said with a knowing look. “Especially don’t say anything to Katie.”

“Can I call her Mom?” Tony asked with a hopeful expression.

Chase smiled and nodded. “If she says yes, I’m sure she’d love for you to call her Mom.”

When they got back to the house, Katie and Liz were in the kitchen talking about the finer points of baking. Chase tried to help them start dinner, but he was shooed out and told that the girls were making dinner together.

Once they were all together at the dinner table, Chase got a strong feeling something had happened between Katie and Liz. They had made huge progress over the past weeks and were finally at the point where Liz accepted her, but this . . . this was different. Liz looked at Katie with adoration, and Chase could see a shift in the way Katie talked and reacted to his daughter. There was a comfort and ease between them that hadn’t been there before.

After Katie and Shawn went home, Chase tucked Tony in and then knocked on Liz’s bedroom door.

“Can we talk?” Chase asked when he walked in.

“Sure.”

“I wanted to talk to you about Katie.”

She closed her book and sat up to give him her full attention. 

“I want to ask her to marry me, but I wanted to talk to you about it first.”

Liz’s eyes lit up, and she scrambled into his arms before he could say anything else. Her little cheeks were puffed up in the biggest smile he had seen in quite some time.

“Yes, Daddy! I want Katie to be in our family.”

“You do?” Even though he figured she would be okay with the news, he wasn’t prepared for her enthusiasm. Since their graveside visit, she had nagged him about making it official with Katie, always mentioning that it would make Tony happy.

“Yes. I love Katie.” Her tone was one of disbelief that he would even question her, and he chuckled at the turn of events. It was as if she’d erased her memories of the horrible way she used to treat Katie.

“So you’d be okay with her as your stepmom?” Liz nodded. “That means Shawn would be your stepbrother, too. So you’d also get another little boy who will, no doubt, irritate you to no end.”

She frowned and looked thoughtful while she contemplated his words.

“I can handle it,” she said at last, “as long as we even things out.”

“What do you mean?”

“I want a baby sister.”

“A whaaa—?”

“A baby sister,” she repeated, looking at him like he was an idiot.

Chase ran his hand through his hair and raked it across his face. He had no clue how to respond to her request and didn’t want to draw anywhere near a birds-and-bees conversation.

“Um . . . you’re jumping ahead a little fast, pumpkin. Let’s get back to the question at hand.” Chase tried to steer her back to the proposal. “Are you okay with Katie and Shawn becoming a part of our family?”

“Yep, but I still want a baby sister.”

He ignored her request and hugged her tight. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

She nodded against his chest before she flopped back onto her bed. Chase tucked her in and made his way to her door, but when he opened it, she spoke again.

“Did you get her a ring yet?”

“No, not yet.”

“Can I go? Maybe I could help you pick it out?”

“I think that would be a great idea.”

~*~

“Hurry up, Mom,” Shawn whined from the backseat.

“Chill out,” Katie said while she pulled into Chase’s driveway.

“Do you think Gina is here? I missed her while she was gone.”

“Yes, she and Daniel returned yesterday from their honeymoon, so we’re going to welcome the happy couple home.”

As soon as the car stopped, Shawn shot out the door, darted up the stairs, and tackled Gina. She was still giggling when Katie made it into the house and gave her a hug.

“How was your trip?”

“Are you kidding me?” Gina asked when they walked into the kitchen. “Sandy beaches, fantastic views, and that in board shorts,” she said, pointing at Daniel.

He looked up and gave Katie a small wave before returning his attention to the marinating steaks. When Chase came in from the patio, barbecue tongs in his hand, Katie felt the warmth from his presence spread across her body.

“Mom just called and said they’d be here in fifteen,” Chase told Gina when he entered the kitchen. 

He gave Katie a quick kiss in greeting, grabbed the steaks from Daniel, and went back outside. Katie thought it was funny that Chase couldn’t cook a single meal in the kitchen but seemed to be more than competent in front of a grill.

Once Daniel was finished with his task, he took Gina into his arms, dipped her back, and planted a wet, sloppy kiss on her mouth. She shoved him away and slapped his butt before pushing him out the door to help Chase.

“So what needs to be done?” Katie asked, smiling at their antics.

“Would you mind making the salad while I finish up the dessert?” Gina asked, rummaging through the refrigerator for all the ingredients. Katie pulled out a cutting board and knife while Gina laid everything out on the counter. She glanced at the knife and narrowed her eyes.

“You’re not going to cut the lettuce with that, are you?”

Katie laughed and shook her head. “Heavens, no. That’s for the tomatoes and cucumber.”

“I think I’m going to keep you and get rid of my stupid brother. I’ve told him a hundred times not to cut leafy vegetables.” Gina chuckled and turned back to her dessert. 

The rest of the evening was spent with tales of Gina and Daniel’s adventures in Hawaii. Tony kept pushing Daniel to tell him about the waves at North Shore, while Shawn listened in eagerly.

The sun was on its final descent when they finished dinner. Katie stood to help clear the dishes, but Mia snagged the plates out of her hand and informed her that she and Connor would take care of cleanup. Katie sighed and relented.

“Come take a walk with me,” Chase said in her ear, grasping her elbow to lead her to the door.

“We can’t leave.” She waved her hand toward the kitchen. “Your family—”

“Will understand.”

Katie shook her head but followed him out of the house anyway. She couldn’t deny that she wanted some alone time just as much as he did.

They went out the gate and down to the beach, where they walked hand in hand. The sun had touched the horizon when he stopped at the water’s edge and kissed her. Chase pulled away, and Katie’s eyes fluttered open to see him holding a little blue ring box.

Her heart skipped a beat.

Chase took her trembling hand and placed the box in her palm. When she opened it, Katie was surprised to see several pieces of paper folded inside rather than the ring she’d expected.

She let out a shaky breath when her eyes darted up to Chase’s.

“Read them,” he said, coaxing her.

She pulled out the top note and unfolded it. Shawn’s chicken scratch was scrawled over pretty pink paper dotted with hearts.

I love your hugs and kisses.

Katie smiled at his admission. She never would have guessed he liked her public displays of affection since he whined so much about them. Maybe he’d written what he thought she wanted to hear. Katie chuckled before refolding the paper and pulling out the next one. Tony’s neat handwriting appeared on the same printed paper.

I love when you make dinner and it feels like we’re a real family.

Tears pricked at her eyes. She glanced up at Chase, and his smile never faltered. 

The next paper was from Liz.

I love that you’re always so nice, even when I’m mean, and you do things with me that remind me of my mom.

Katie didn’t hold back the tears. There was still one more note at the bottom of the box, and she pulled it out, knowing it would be from Chase. It was thick, and when she unfolded it, fourteen dollars fell onto the sand at her feet.

She laughed through her tears while he knelt to pick up the money. “Read the note,” he said. Katie was overwhelmed by her emotions, but she smiled and began to read Chase’s elegant script.

I love everything about you. You make me whole, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.

Her breath caught in her throat, and when she looked down at Chase, he held out the money to her.

Again, not what I expected to see with him on his knees.

“You have to accept these fourteen dollars.”

She laughed and shook her head. “Nope. They’re yours.”

He gave a disappointed sigh, and then turned the full force of his charm on her. “This isn’t about control, Katie. I love your independence too much. I need to know that the woman I marry will let me take care of her even if it is just fourteen dollars.”

Katie swallowed. “Cheater,” she whispered, making him grin up at her.

When she’d reached out a tentative hand to take the money from his fingers, Chase reached into his pocket and pulled out a little black velvet box.

“Marry me?” he said while he popped open the top. 

Katie knew at once that this was the right thing to do. This was the next step in her happily ever after.

She sank to her knees and threw herself into Chase’s arms. “Yes! A thousand times over, yes!”

His arms wound around her back, and he pulled her closer, kissing her with a passion that made her toes curl. In one swift motion, Chase stood, scooped her into his arms, and twirled her around.

Katie let out a loud laugh when she caught a glimpse of Shawn and the whole O’Donnell clan standing in the picture window of Chase’s home, watching with happy smiles.

“We have an audience,” she said.

He looked to the house and grinned. “Well, then let’s give them a show, because as soon as we get back to the house, I’m kicking them all out.”

Chase pulled her closer until their lips met in an urgent kiss. Katie’s hands wound into his hair, and she tugged him closer to her. Gasping for breath, he pulled away and looked into her eyes.

“I will love you forever.” 

“And I you.”
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