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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve been working for Mr. Theo Hanover for a little over a year. I’m still living in the same brownstone I shared with my college roommate, and best friend Olivia. After we graduated from the University of Chicago, she moved to Rogers Park with her now fiancé, Isaac. 
 
      
 
    Hanover & Associates recently added a junior partner, Miles Hanover. Olivia’s older brother has always been a bit of a playboy, so when Theo asked me to take on the role of Miles’ assistant, I groaned a little. I have no interest in taking calls for his countless girlfriends or helping him juggle his busy dating schedule. Today is my first day as Miles’ assistant, so I made sure to drink an extra cup of coffee. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, can you meet me in my office to go over my schedule for the week?” Miles sounds a bit uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I grab my planner and coffee mug. 
 
      
 
    Once we’re in his office with the door closed, Miles smiles at me in an almost apologetic fashion. He resembles his mother more than his father with the same dirty blonde hair and steely gray eyes. It’s crazy to put him next to Olivia with her deep chestnut hair and big brown eyes. Ava, their younger sister lands at the far end of the spectrum, somehow growing luscious locks of golden blonde hair, a stark contrast to her chocolate colored eyes. 
 
      
 
    I’ve been an honorary member of the Hanover family for about five years. Once Liv found out I didn’t have any family to speak of, she pretty much insisted that I join her for every holiday. The family often joked that I should change my name from Martinez to Hanover, but I don’t need a different name to know who my family is. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do I have today?” 
 
      
 
    “Deposition with Mr. Jenkins at ten, lunch date with Chelsea at noon, meeting with Theo at two, and trial prep for the Mason case at four.” 
 
      
 
    “Full day. Maybe I should cancel lunch with Chelsea.” 
 
      
 
    I shrug because I don’t care to involve myself in his personal affairs. He’s a grown ass man. If he wants to cancel a date with the only girl he’s been in a relationship with for more than a month, that’s his business. Miles has always been a bit of an enigma. He’s a sweetheart, but he doesn’t let many people see that side of him. It confuses me because I would think most girls would want the sweet guy rather than the non-committed type. This Chelsea girl has somehow managed to stick around much longer than any of his previous girlfriends. They’ve been together for nearly six months, practically a lifetime for Miles. 
 
      
 
    Miles dismisses me to go to my own desk and continue to file and answer the phone. Theo had been very helpful in my decision to return to law school. I had been unsure at first, which was why I began working at the firm. I have now been accepted to both Northwestern University and Harvard. I’d made the decision not to tell the Hanover’s about that just yet. 
 
      
 
    I’d received the acceptance letter about a month ago, but I didn’t know if I wanted to go so far away. I had originally applied as a bit of a dare from Theo. He told me if I got accepted to an Ivy League school he would pay for my education, no matter where I decided to attend. So, while that was fan-freaking-tastic, I couldn’t help but wonder which school I really wanted to attend. 
 
      
 
    At ten o’clock, I usher Mr. Jenkins into the conference room and join both Miles and the self-made millionaire to take notes. I quickly discover that Landon Jenkins is the elusive best friend of Miles Hanover. He started his own company right out of high school and it had been a huge success. He married a girl who cheated on him and had apparently been using her affair with the accountant to embezzle money from her husband. 
 
      
 
    “Landon, you have got to get rid of this chick. She’s a parasite.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about it. You know what they say though, hindsight’s twenty-twenty.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, now we just need to focus on how we’re going to prove that you’re the victim here. Those two were very careful, but I’m sure there’s something here somewhere,” Miles flips through the pages in the file in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Jenkins, I forgot to ask: would you like some water or coffee?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, call me Landon. And no, I’m fine. Thank you. You must be CeCe?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it’s my first day as Miles’ assistant. That’s probably why we haven’t met.” 
 
      
 
    “Odd, I feel like I’ve known you for a long time. Miles has spoken highly of you in the past.” 
 
      
 
    I glance at Miles, unsure as to what reason he had for discussing me with his friends. I hope he’s not trying to set me up with someone. Not that Landon would be a bad choice. The man is off the charts hot. 
 
      
 
    Landon’s sparkling hazel eyes are amplified by the sea of creamy cocoa skin surrounding them. He keeps his hair cropped close to his scalp, and his face clean shaven. I catch myself staring at his full, bitable lips. God, CeCe keep yourself together. By the time I snap out of my silent admiration of the sexy specimen in front of me, the conversation is well underway. 
 
      
 
    After two long hours of questions about his tax fraud case, we’re finally done. It’s time for lunch. When I emerge from the conference room, a petite blonde with big boobs is sitting in the lobby. I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting the woman who has captured my surrogate brother’s attention so well. Based on her physical appearance and designer clothes, I can only assume that this is Chelsea. 
 
      
 
    “Chelsea, I presume?” I ask as I take my seat behind my desk. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “CeCe.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” she doesn’t say anything else. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a family friend. Miles is practically my brother,” I tell her as I try to break the ice. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she snaps. 
 
      
 
    I can only assume she’s a tad hangry (you know the feeling, when you’re so hungry you lose your shit over everything) so I leave the conversation at that. I stop back in to tell Miles she’s arrived before heading out to lunch myself. I generally take a walk on my lunch and end up eating a sandwich in Millennium Park. It’s raining today so I opt to eat in the conference room instead. When Miles returns from lunch I hear him bid farewell to Chelsea before making his way to the office. I clean up the crumbs from my sandwich before returning to my desk. 
 
      
 
    Ava, the youngest Hanover, is interning with the firm for the summer. It gets her out of the house and counts towards the credits she needs for a Professional Development course at school. She’s mostly working in the file room, going through old case files and scanning them into the computer system. 
 
      
 
    Ava had been filling in as her father’s assistant for a few weeks, but Theo’s new assistant started work today. She seems nice enough but I’m here to work. I don’t bother trying to make conversation. She stops at my desk and asks about where she should put the files for one of the big cases we’ve been working on. As I lead her to the active case file cabinet she decides to strike up a conversation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Hanna.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
      
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
      
 
    “Longer than you.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you always this approachable?” Oh, she has some snark. 
 
      
 
    “Only on days that end in “y”.” You’re talking to the master honey. 
 
      
 
    I hear her exhale in an exaggerated manner. Maybe I should throw her a bone. There’s nothing wrong with at least being civil. I’m just very selective about the people I let into my personal bubble. I show her where to file the paperwork and turn to leave. 
 
      
 
    “I’m CeCe. I’ve been here a little over a year,” I say over my shoulder as I walk back down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Her quick footsteps behind me tell me she’s the “give an inch take a mile” type. Ugh. Olivia must be wearing off on me, I should have just ignored her. Hanna falls in step next to me. 
 
      
 
    “How do you like it here?” 
 
      
 
    I sigh, “Look, I don’t do small talk. It irritates me. I have more work to do. If you need to talk to me about anything important, you know where to find me.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna looks stricken. She puts her head down and heads directly to her desk. She appears to be in her late twenties to early thirties. She has her long blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck. Her pencil skirt and cable-knit cardigan make me wonder just how preppy she really is. I roll my eyes. I just can’t help but be who I am. She’ll either learn to deal with it or she’ll leave me alone. I’m good either way. 
 
      
 
    “You know, you should really give her a break. She doesn’t strike me as the “makes friends easily” kind of girl,” Ava startles me as she sneaks in behind my desk. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, if she wanted to make friends, she should have gone to work at a mall. I’m here to do my job. I’m not here to make friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh right, I forgot. You’re a cold-hearted bitch.” 
 
      
 
    I turn to give Ava a dirty look but find her mischievously grinning. I can’t help but smile back at her. She reminds me of Olivia but she’s still so young. I can’t believe she’ll be turning eighteen in a few months. She finishes shredding the papers she had scanned, and goes back to the file room without another word. 
 
      
 
    By the time five o’clock rolls around I’m ready to call it a day. I pop my head into Miles’ office and tell him I’ll see him in the morning. He’s engrossed in case files so I’m not sure if he heard me. My driver is waiting to take me home. The Hanover’s insist that I use their contracted car service rather than public transportation. As we approach my brownstone I’m surprised to find a questionable-looking man sitting on the steps that lead to my front door. I ask the driver to stay for a few minutes to make sure I get in the house, he agrees. I thank him, tip him, and climb out of the car. 
 
      
 
    “Celia?” I stop dead in my tracks. I’ve only ever been called by my full first name by my mother. 
 
      
 
    “Can I help you?” I ask in a guarded tone. 
 
      
 
    “Are you Celia Catalina Martinez?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not in the habit of speaking to strange men lurking on my doorstep. Tell me who you are before this conversation goes any further,” I keep one hand on the car to give myself an easy out should I need it. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Julio Ramon Martinez. I’m your. . .” 
 
      
 
    “My father,” I cut him off before he can finish. 
 
      
 
    I haven’t seen my father in twenty years. The last time he was around was my fourth birthday party. He and my mother got into a major fight and I never saw him again. My mother’s been dead for ten years and I have no other family that I know of. Of all times for my deadbeat dad to show up, why now? I eye him suspiciously. I see the resemblance easily. Our eyes are the same shape and color. He looks like he’s seen better days, but he doesn’t appear to be drunk or on drugs. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been looking for you for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like I’ve been hiding. I was even a ward of the state for a while. You can’t have been looking that hard.” 
 
      
 
    He looks down, clearly embarrassed, maybe a little remorseful. I lean down and tell the driver it’s safe to leave. As the car pulls away, I stand on the sidewalk with my arms defiantly crossed. I don’t know what he’s doing here, but I’m not about to run into his arms and have some sappy reunion. 
 
      
 
    “Celia, you look beautiful. You’ve done well for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s CeCe. Please don’t try to pretend like you know me. I’ve spent years wondering who the hell you were and why the hell I wasn’t good enough for my father. But, you’re not my dad. I have a dad now and he’s a very good man. Anything you say or do would pale in comparison.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean that lowlife your mother married? I thought he skipped out on you.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I mean I now have a family that treats me like I belong and doesn’t abandon me. They’re always there for me.” 
 
      
 
    “That must be the Hanover’s?” 
 
      
 
    “How the hell do you--” 
 
      
 
    “I hired a private investigator to follow you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, you what? Are you fucking kidding me? Please leave. Now.” 
 
      
 
    Julio takes a step forward, “I want to be in your life, CeCe.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t even begin to answer that request right now. Please leave.” 
 
      
 
    Julio hands me a file, “Look through this. You’ll understand where I’ve been and why it’s taken me so long to find you. All my contact information is in there.” 
 
      
 
    I angrily watch him walk down the street. The last memory I have of my father from when I was little was his retreating form as he angrily stalked out of our house. The visual of his back to me isn’t anything new. I’m still gripping the file in my hand as I make my way inside. I lock the door behind me and make sure to secure the slide lock at the top. I collapse on the couch and begin to read. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s been a few days since the arrival of my father. I’ve read through the file multiple times. He was in the navy, stationed at Great Lakes Naval Base when he met my mother. They had a brief relationship that resulted in me. He was deployed shortly after my fourth birthday, then had a series of overseas assignments. 
 
      
 
    He never re-married and he doesn’t have any other kids. He is now a Captain with a spotless record. Everything seems too good to be true. My absentee father suddenly returns and he’s not a loser? I finally decide to talk to Miles and Theo about it. They can help me check the validity of his story.  
 
      
 
    I arrive at the office to find Landon Jenkins waiting for his meeting with Miles. I glance at the clock; I’m a few minutes late, but they were supposed to meet at 7:30 am.  
 
      
 
    “Have you seen Miles yet?” I ask him politely. 
 
      
 
    “No. I have another appointment this morning. My cheating, soon-to-be-ex-wife wants to meet with a mediator to try to get me to agree to give her all my money.” 
 
      
 
    I smile sympathetically before asking Hanna to get Mr. Jenkins some coffee and a pastry. I head straight for Miles’ office. I knock once before entering. 
 
      
 
    “Mother of God!” I cover my eyes when I realize Miles and Chelsea are occupying the office. 
 
      
 
    “Get out of here!” Chelsea shrieks. 
 
      
 
    “Miles, despite your current choice of activities, you’ve kept Mr. Jenkins waiting. You were supposed to meet with him at 7:30 this morning, it is now 8:15.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit, Chels you gotta go.” 
 
      
 
    “Send her out the back so I don’t have to explain this to Mr. Jenkins.” 
 
      
 
    I turn to leave, but not before I see the apologetic look on Miles face. There’s something else there, but I don’t know what it is. Maybe he’s embarrassed that I caught him in such a compromising position. Maybe he regrets his actions. Good. He’s supposed to be a responsible adult.  
 
      
 
    I return to the lobby and tell Mr. Jenkins that Miles had been unexpectedly detained but would be joining him shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, CeCe. And please, call me Landon.” 
 
      
 
    I nod graciously before returning to my desk. Miles comes out a few minutes later and escorts Landon into his office. The only thing I can think is that I really hope he removed any evidence of the activities he’d been engaged in. 
 
      
 
    “He’s kinda cute, huh?” Ava asks. 
 
      
 
    “Gross, he’s your brother.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t talking about Miles. I was talking about Landon. That man is a solid hunk of milk chocolate. Wait, do you have a thing for Miles?” 
 
      
 
    I snort, “Uh, no.” 
 
      
 
    “Stranger things have happened,” Ava sings as she makes her way down the hall. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head. She’s not wrong, but I don’t see that happening. Of course I’ve admired Miles from afar, but he really isn’t the type I generally go for. Who am I kidding? I don’t really go for anyone. You can’t trust a man, so why bother? I think about the file I have tucked in my purse. I know my tendency to dislike men comes from the poor examples I’ve had in my life. I’m finally at a point where I know that I for sure can trust two men; Theo and Miles. 
 
      
 
    I grab the file and walk into Theo’s open door. I close it behind me and take a deep breath. He’s sitting behind his desk regarding me curiously. I set the file down in front of him and sit down. I wait for his response as he opens the folder in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, have you been looking for your father?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He showed up on my doorstep a few nights ago. I told him to leave, but he gave me this and said it would explain everything. I’ve read through it over and over but I don’t trust him.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay? He didn’t hurt you did he?” 
 
      
 
    Theo looks every bit the protective father I had longed for growing up. I smile weakly at him before explaining what our encounter was like.  
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t let the driver leave until you were certain he meant you no harm, but I don’t feel comfortable with the idea of him knowing where you live. Not until I verify the information in this file.” 
 
      
 
    “I still have a few months left in my lease. I can’t just move into a new place. I have to pay for that apartment still.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of that. Don’t worry about where you’ll stay, I’ll figure that out too.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Theo you don’t need to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do. I know we joke about you being part of the family, but you know that you’re like another daughter to me. I will take care of you and protect you as such.” 
 
      
 
    I feel tears threatening to fall and rush over to hug Theo. “Thank you. You know, I told Julio that I don’t need him to try to be my dad. I told him I already found one.” 
 
      
 
    Theo kisses the top of my head the way he has Olivia and Ava countless times. I feel content and safe. I know Theo will help me get to the bottom of why my father has suddenly resurfaced. He may very well be here to reconnect after years in the Navy, but he may also be here for reasons unknown. 
 
      
 
    When I return to the lobby, I see Miles and Landon shaking hands. I notice how Landon looks at Ava and see her blush. Now that’s a dangerous match. The thirty-year-old and his best friends kid sister? Good luck with that one, Landon! I return to my desk and spend the rest of the day answering phones and scheduling meetings.  
 
      
 
    “You ready to go, CeCe?” Miles’ question startles me out of my silent work. 
 
      
 
    “Go where?” 
 
      
 
    “Dad and I talked about it and for now, you’re going to stay in the guest room at my condo.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m what now?” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, it’ll be fun. We can build a fort and play truth or dare.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh at him, “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be intruding. Cross my heart.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. But we better stop at the house to get my stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “No need. Dad had a service go pack it all and deliver it to my condo.” 
 
      
 
    “You people sure like to use that money of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Miles chuckles and starts helping me close up for the evening. We have a car waiting for us in front of the office building where the law firm is. Miles opens the car door for me and I roll my eyes at his act of chivalry. We arrive at his apartment in Lake Point Tower.  
 
      
 
    I’m stunned by the cold modern décor. It’s a stark contrast to the traditional furnishings at the Hanover house in Gurnee. I haven’t been to Miles’ place before, so I am quiet while he gives me a quick tour. The view from his living room is breathtaking. 
 
      
 
    “This place is gorgeous. How did you manage to get a condo here? I heard it was nearly impossible to get in.” 
 
      
 
    “Mom and dad own this condo. We lived here briefly when I was young but moved to the suburbs when mom found out she was expecting Olivia. They let me move in while I attended law school and I have been slowly remodeling and bringing this place into the twenty-first century.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done very well.” 
 
      
 
    He thanks me while he busies himself in the kitchen. I hop right in and help him prepare dinner for both of us. We move effortlessly through the kitchen, only grazing against one another a few times. I’m surprised by the tingling sensation that accompanies his touch. Isn’t he more like a brother to me? By the time we’re done we have put together a delicious meal of steak, baked potatoes and asparagus. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm, I’ve never had asparagus like this,” Miles mumbles through a mouth full of food. 
 
      
 
    “I just add garlic butter, sea salt, and parmesan. It’s the only way I like it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve always just boiled it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yuck,” I pull a disgusted face and Miles nearly spits his food out in response. 
 
      
 
    When we finish our dinner, we silently start cleaning up and retire to the living room. Miles turns on Ghost Adventures. I love this show. I watch a few episodes with him before I decide I should probably get my room settled in a bit. 
 
      
 
    “So, where is my room?” 
 
      
 
    “This way.” 
 
      
 
    Miles takes off down the hall and I follow him. He opens the door to a brightly decorated room. My things are already unpacked. I eye him suspiciously causing him to laugh at me.  
 
      
 
    “I told you dad had a service take care of this for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I was going to get settled in, but I guess I don’t have to worry about that. So, what now?” 
 
      
 
    Miles grins mischievously, “Laser tag.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miles has been finding excuses to break his dates with Chelsea. Instead of going out with her, he’s been staying in with me. It’s Friday and he just cancelled another dinner with her. I don’t know what excuses he’s giving her, but he keeps telling me he just doesn’t want me to be left alone in case my father was to find me again. 
 
      
 
    Despite the sweatshirt, comfy pants and fuzzy socks I’m wearing, I am freezing cold. Miles returns to the living room in his pajama pants and no shirt. While I’m momentarily distracted by his physique, I quickly wonder how he can stand being topless when I’m practically shivering on the couch. 
 
      
 
    “What is the temperature in this place?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a balmy seventy-two degrees.” 
 
      
 
    “Impossible! I am freezing my ass off.” 
 
      
 
    Miles tosses me a blanket, “Quit being such a baby.” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you.” 
 
      
 
    He sits next to me on the couch and pulls up Netflix, “Scary or funny?” 
 
      
 
    “Scary.” 
 
      
 
    “Psycho killer or other-worldly haunting?” 
 
    “Other-worldly haunting. You know how I feel about those killer movies. Those bitches take off running into the most obvious places and then beg the crazy-ass killer not to slit their throats? I mean, if you run up the stairs instead of out to your car, you kinda have it coming.” 
 
      
 
    He laughs and turns on a low-budget film that promises to be a groan-fest. I pull my hood up over my head and pull the strings tight. I keep my eyes glued to the television as I feel Miles get up and listen to his feet pad down the hall. When he returns, he has the comforter from his bed. 
 
      
 
    “Now, the catch is you have to share.” 
 
      
 
    I narrow my eyes at him, I don’t know what he’s getting at, but if it means more warmth, I’m in. He sits on the couch and gestures for me to scooch closer to him. I slide over to the middle and he throws the blanket over both of us. I can practically feel the warmth radiating from his body, being under the blanket with him is going to warm me up in no time. 
 
      
 
    When I open my eyes, I am relieved to feel warm all over. But I quickly realize that I’m wrapped in the blanket, snuggled up to Miles. My left arm is draped over his torso and my right arm is pinned down underneath him. He has both arms wrapped around me and is sleeping peacefully. I shift slightly so I can look at him. I’ve never seen him look so innocent, or happy. I didn’t even know people could look happy while they slept. 
 
      
 
    I hear keys jingling in the lock and I try to untangle myself from Miles. I look up to see the last thing I wanted to find. Well, shit. Apparently, Chelsea has a key to the apartment. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” She hisses with venom in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “I live here,” I reply stupidly. 
 
      
 
    “Like hell you do.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, you took me by surprise. We met before, I’m CeCe. I’m just living here temporarily,” I look at my current location and add, “This isn’t what it looks like.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sure. You’re that Mexican charity case I’ve heard so much about.” 
 
      
 
    I’ve managed to slip myself out of Miles’ arms and am now standing face to face with her. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” I am completely floored by her insult. What the hell is Miles telling people about me? 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, see, here’s the deal,” she is now standing too close for comfort and is dangerously close to meeting my fist, “Miles talks about you all the time. I know all about your kind. Just trying to leech off those of us with enough brains and talent to make something of ourselves. Well, you can just back off, I’m with Miles. And, it won’t surprise me if we’re engaged before Christmas.” 
 
      
 
    I straighten abruptly causing the evil blonde Barbie doll to step back quickly. I refuse to be victimized by some spoiled rotten uptight bitch. 
 
      
 
    “You’re lucky that my charity case repertoire includes manners, unlike your silver spoon upbringing,” my voice is dangerously low. 
 
      
 
    “What did you just say to me? How dare you speak to me like that!” 
 
      
 
    I’m shocked by the sudden auditory assault delivered by her angry shout. Before I have a second to be confused by her overreaction, I feel Miles standing behind me. I whip my head around to look at him. He places his hands on my shoulders to steady me; his stony expression is meant for Chelsea. He steps around me and stands in front of his girlfriend. 
 
      
 
    “Now, I only woke a moment ago, but I have the feeling I missed something. What the hell did you say to her?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, she just lost it on me and started threatening me. I don’t think she’s stable, Miles.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare try to feed me that line of bullshit. CeCe is many things, but she is not confrontational without reason.” 
 
      
 
    “I only pointed out that she has no chance with you. That a charity case like her should know better than to. . .” 
 
      
 
    “Get. Out.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to choose that filthy street rat over me? You are seriously stooping that low?” 
 
      
 
    “If I were to choose CeCe over you, it would definitely be a massive step up, no stooping involved. Now, please leave before I have to call the police to forcefully remove you.” 
 
      
 
    I’m still standing behind him, but I want to shrink away. I have never heard Miles so firm and commanding; it’s kind of hot. Where did that come from? I can’t see Chelsea from my spot behind Miles, but I hear her tell him he’ll regret this and storm out of the apartment. 
 
    Miles flinches slightly when the door slams shut. He sighs deeply, and I notice his body relax. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, I am so sorry,” his voice is soft and full of regret as he turns to face me. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I’m not really sure what you said about me to that awful woman, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention me to your future conquests. Or at least, do me a favor and choose better words when you do.” 
 
      
 
    I turn to leave but Miles reaches out to stop me. He takes my hand in his and it feels like an electric shock through my body. Why is he having this effect on me? I try to pull away, to break the contact between us, but he holds me firmly. Now I’m hurt and pissed, he doesn’t want to stop me right now. This is not the time to have this conversation. I fight against him like a four-year-old trying to get away from the firm grip of a scolding parent. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, CeCe. What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    I hate myself for having angry tears in my eyes when I turn around. “I woke up wrapped in your arms. Your little girlfriend walked through the door and found us snuggling, then decided to insult me. I had it under control, then you go all macho man and come to the rescue. I am offended and angry. I do not wish to discuss this with you right now.” 
 
      
 
    Miles looks stunned. 
 
      
 
    I stay silent and look anywhere but at his face. I am not an easy egg to crack and when I don’t want to talk about something, I don’t talk about it. He reaches up and places his hand under my chin, lifting it until I’m looking at him. He gently moves his thumb across my cheek. It feels like a very intimate gesture and heat rushes to my cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen you like this, CeCe. Please tell me what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “God, can’t you just let it go?” I ask as I try to push past him. 
 
      
 
    “No, I can’t. You mean a great deal to me CeCe, I don’t like seeing you like this. Tell me why this has you so upset.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to. I know those weren’t your words, but it felt like they were because she’s your girlfriend. Now it’s my fault that you broke up, and I wasn’t even able to defend myself for fear of cutting the bitch,” I pause and say the words that have me in a panic. “She made it abundantly clear that you were headed towards marriage. . .” 
 
      
 
    “She what? No, we weren’t. I have actually been thinking about ending things. There’s actually someone else that interests me much more.” 
 
      
 
    I ignore the clench in my stomach that appears at the idea of him moving on to yet another crappy relationship. My mind flashes back to his face as he slept with his arms wrapped around me. I look at him now, and see his features soften when I make eye contact. I melt a little inside. What the hell is wrong with me? Time to deflect. 
 
      
 
    “You must meet some real winners. Can’t wait to see how much the next one insults me.” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t happen. I won’t let it.” 
 
      
 
    “How can you be so sure? It’s not like I don’t understand where she’s coming from. It’s pretty obvious I don’t belong with you.” 
 
      
 
    Shit, where did that come from? Before I can save myself by rephrasing what I said, Miles picks up on my words. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you don’t belong with me?” He puts his hands on my shoulders again and I try to force away the attraction I feel. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean you specifically, I meant you as in your family. You and me? Together? Come on, Miles, don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I told Chelsea, choosing you over her would be a step up. I meant that.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, but I’m sure that’s not true. She’s everything that I’m not: rich, gorgeous, well-bred. I’m sure you’ll find a replacement before too long. You always do.” 
 
      
 
    “I think this time will be very different.” 
 
      
 
    His expression holds more than I care to face right now. I don’t know what’s going on between us but it confuses me. I step away and head down the hallway without another word. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Someone is at the door. Miles is out with friends and I’m alone in the apartment. I didn’t order pizza, so I’m not sure who could be here. As I reach for the handle I stop, wondering momentarily if it could be Chelsea or my father. The visitor knocks again, more urgently, so I peer through the eye hole. What I see causes me to fling the door open in excitement! 
 
      
 
    “Liv! What are you doing here?” My best friend crushes me in a tight hug. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to surprise you. I made Miles go out with Landon so we could have a girl’s night. He won’t be home until tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    I am on cloud nine. Olivia and I sit on the couch together and start catching up. She talks wedding plans; I’m the maid of honor but I refuse to get into all that girly stuff. She and Isaac are excited to move forward with their lives. 
 
      
 
    “So what about you? Any man candy I should know about?” 
 
      
 
    The first face that pops into my mind is Miles. How can I talk to Olivia about the mixed feelings I have about her brother? Then again, if I can’t talk to my best friend about it, who else is there? 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s this guy, but it’s complicated. Like, really complicated.” 
 
      
 
    “Ooo intrigue, tell me more.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a great guy, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t know if having a relationship with him would be in either of our best interest.” 
 
      
 
    “We both know I’ve been there. Where did you meet him?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitate for a few moments. “I met him through a friend.”  
 
      
 
    There. That seemed safe enough. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not usually the type to hold back, CeCe. I see through your bullshit.” 
 
      
 
    “What would you do if I told you I was confused about my feelings for Miles?” I wait for her to lose her shit. 
 
      
 
    “I would tell you that it wouldn’t surprise me. In fact, I’m pretty sure he’s been confused about his feelings for you for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    Wait, what? That was not what I expected to hear from her at all. I figured she’d be grossed out, tell me I was certifiably insane; anything other than telling me she thinks he feels the same. 
 
      
 
    “When were you going to tell me that tidbit of information?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think it was important. You didn’t have any interest in him, so why should I make things awkward between the two of you by telling you that I think my brother has a crush on you? So, tell me what’s been going on?” 
 
      
 
    I tell her about Chelsea and how Miles defended me. I tell her about my father showing up and how Miles insisted that I move in with him until we knew if it was safe for me to go back to the brownstone Liv and I once shared. I tell her about cooking together and late-night television binges. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like you’re smitten. I seem to remember you telling me to go for it with Isaac. What’s holding you back?” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously? He’s like my brother. Isn’t that weird. What if we did give it a try and things didn’t work out? I’d lose your family because things would be too weird.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s just asinine. You will never lose our family. My parents would be just as protective of you in that relationship as they would be of Miles. Plus, if you were going to choose between any of the weirdos and sleezeballs you’ve been into in the past and Miles, I would suggest you choose my brother hands down.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. You’ve made some valid points. But, there’s more.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this when you tell me you can either have Miles or a brand new car?” 
 
      
 
    I snort. “No. There’s something I haven’t told anyone yet because I don’t know if it really matters.” 
 
      
 
    “You have my undivided attention, so spill it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been accepted to Harvard.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia screams at the top of her lungs then covers her mouth. She jumps up and does a ridiculous happy dance before tripping over a couch pillow and sprawling across the floor. There she is. My uncoordinated best friend. 
 
      
 
    “O-M-G. CeCe, that’s amazing! I am so happy for you. This is incredible. You’re going to do so well!” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t decided if I’m going to go yet.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Why the hell not? Harvard is a fantastic school. One of the best law schools out there.” 
 
      
 
    “The second best according to my research.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia takes her seat next to me on the couch again. She’s giving me “but” face; she knows there’s something that’s keeping me from jumping up and down to celebrate with her. 
 
      
 
    “I just don’t think I want to be so far away. You guys are getting married and Ava is going to graduate next summer. Then there’s this. . .thing with Miles.” 
 
      
 
    “There it is. See, everything else you can just hop on a plane for. But that is a little trickier. I’m going to tell you something that I know you would tell me if our roles were reversed. . .and Miles wasn’t my brother,” Olivia shudders slightly at the thought. “If thinking about missing out on a relationship with him makes you pause in your decision to go to Harvard, you owe it to yourself to find out just how serious those feelings are.” 
 
      
 
    I sigh. I hate it when Olivia is right. If I can’t get over the idea that he’s like my brother, then I’ll know it was just a weird infatuation. But, if he returns my feelings and things feel right, I’ll have to figure out a whole new level of crazy in my life. 
 
      
 
    “I think you need to talk to Miles.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Can we change the subject?” 
 
    “Okay, tell me about your dad coming back. Have you heard from him again?” 
 
      
 
    I don’t really want to talk about that either, but at least we’re done talking about Miles. 
 
      
 
    “No, I haven’t heard from him again. But, I did leave my apartment and forward all my mail to the office. I can’t see him showing up at the law firm owned by the man I told him has replaced him as my father.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia can tell I don’t want to discuss it further, so she switches on the television and we watch a Sandra Bullock movie. We drink some wine and Olivia bakes some chocolate chip cookies. It feels like such a normal and natural night that I forget all the things that have been troubling me. Hours later, we both fall asleep on the couch, and I don’t even wake when she leaves early in the morning to head home to Isaac. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millennium Park is beautiful in the summer. I take a deep steadying breath and glance at Miles. I convinced him to go for a walk with me even though he is still hungover from his night out with his friends. I have decided to take Liv’s advice and talk to Miles about Harvard. But first, I need to get the air cleared between us after what happened with Chelsea yesterday. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry about your break-up, but I’m not sorry she showed her true colors. She was a total bitch.” 
 
      
 
    Miles looks a little surprised at my choice of topic. “I’m only sorry that she insulted you. I feel terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “Eh, you don’t need to feel sorry for me. I can take care of myself.” 
 
      
 
    “She upset you. You were crying.” 
 
      
 
    “I was fucking pissed. I found myself in a situation where I needed to be friendly but really wanted to scratch her eyes out.” 
 
      
 
    Miles laughs at that. I have never been the type to sugar coat things. I see a hot dog stand and offer to buy Miles lunch. He vehemently refuses and instead steps up to pay for both our dogs before I have a chance. 
 
      
 
    We sit on a bench near Cloud Gate and admire the view. Call me a crappy Chicagoan, but I really hate it when people refer to the reflective sculpture as “the bean”. I bite into my juicy hotdog and enjoy the relish, onion and mustard mixing with the warm grilled flavor of the dog. 
 
      
 
    “So, are you getting excited to start school at Northwestern?” 
 
      
 
    I swallow the bite in my mouth and wonder if now is the time to tell him about Harvard. I guess I shouldn’t put it off any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Can I tell you something I haven’t told anyone yet? Except Olivia of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    “I got an acceptance letter for Harvard about a month ago.” 
 
      
 
    Miles chokes and sputters. I smack his back and ask if he’s alright. Is it really that shocking that I would be accepted to Harvard? 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I just. . .are you going to go?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know yet honestly.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think you should.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh really? And why is that?” 
 
      
 
    Miles shrugs and stands up. It’s clear that he’s uncomfortable talking about this. I wonder if it’s because he’s feeling the same thing I am. Then I wonder if he’s jealous. I know he had been an Ivy League hopeful but had ended up attending Northwestern University like his father before him. There’s nothing wrong with Northwestern, it’s a great school, but given the choice between the two I don’t know if I can turn Harvard down. I stand up and follow Miles as he wanders away from the growing crowd of tourists. 
 
      
 
    “Miles! Wait up, what’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “I just don’t think you should go. I think it’s a bad idea. You might have been top of your class here, but Harvard is the real deal. Do you know how hard that’s going to be? And you won’t know anyone.” 
 
      
 
    I grab his arm and force him to stop and look at me. “What the hell is your problem? First you’re standing up for me and apologizing for the way your girlfriend treated me, now you’re putting me down and saying I’m too stupid for an Ivy League school?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I. . .I just mean you would probably be better suited to attend Northwestern is all.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, so you think I can’t handle Harvard? Obviously Harvard thinks I can.” 
 
      
 
    I glare at him for a moment longer before I take off walking. I don’t have any interest in spending time with someone who thinks so poorly of me. I am not that desperate for friendship or family. Maybe Miles really did tell his blonde bitch of a girlfriend that I’m just some charity case his family took in. I can practically feel my body vibrating with anger and frustration. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    “Why the fuck do you care?” 
 
      
 
    Miles recoils slightly before his face scrunches in frustration. “Because, if you’re trying to avoid me, you should at least have a different location in mind than the apartment we share.” 
 
      
 
    I know he’s right but I refuse to relent so quickly. “I’m just going to walk around the park if that’s alright with you.” 
 
      
 
    “God, do you have to be so stubborn?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have to be such an arrogant prick?” 
 
      
 
    I realize our volume has increased to a level inappropriate for a public place. Miles is glaring at me and I’m certain the same expression is reflecting back to him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to walk home. I think it’ll help clear my head. I’m not interested in being around someone who clearly thinks much less of me than I do of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me a break, CeCe.” 
 
      
 
    “How about you give me a break, Miles? You act like you’re this super great guy and most of the time I believe that. But right now, I’m pretty sure you’re as shallow as they come.” 
 
      
 
    Miles looks as though I’ve slapped him across the face. He sputters as he tries to form a sentence. I can tell I’ve hurt his feelings but I can’t bring myself to give a shit. 
 
      
 
    “What is this, Miles? Are you jealous? You couldn’t get in so now you’re turning a bit green over your sister’s best friend getting into your dream school?” 
 
      
 
    “Who said I didn’t get in?” 
 
      
 
    “You went to Northwestern.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a perfectly respectable school. And my dad’s alma mater. Maybe I just decided not to go to Harvard.” 
 
      
 
    “Rich boys like you don’t just decide not to go to fancy schools.” 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s being judgmental now.” 
 
      
 
    I cross my arms and give him a death glare. I know he’s right, but I refuse to give in. Miles lets out an exasperated sigh and sits on a bench. He silently waits for me to join him. I relent because we’ve already made enough of a scene by shouting at each other through a public park. 
 
      
 
    “I got into Harvard. I chose not to go. I never even told my parents.” 
 
      
 
    “So, tell me about it. Why did you decide to stay?” 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to stay close to home. Olivia had just gone through all that shit with Jeremy, you had just gone to jail for defending my sister and Ava was still pretty young. I didn’t want to be away from my family.” 
 
      
 
    I notice that he’s looking at me as though he’s begging me to accept what he’s saying. I can’t help but feel like there’s more to the story, but I know how difficult it was for him to see his sister in the hospital after what Jeremy did to her. I feel my stomach turn as I remember walking into our dorm to find her broken and helpless as Jeremy stood over her. I saw red. I couldn’t even tell anyone exactly what I did because I let the rage take me over. I beat the shit out of that worthless scumbag and I didn’t even remember most of it. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I get it. I can understand why you would have chosen to stay close to home. I’m sorry for being so judge-y.” 
 
      
 
    Miles laughs and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go home. We can order pizza tonight and just stay in with Netflix and ice cream.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I have to witness you wallowing?” 
 
      
 
    “No wallowing. Just sounds like a nice way to spend the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to build that fort?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckles at that and casually puts an arm around me. I can’t tell what this gesture means. It doesn’t feel like the brotherly hugs he’s given me in the past. I’m not really sure what to think. It feels nice, but he drops his arm too quickly. We make it home and both immediately change into comfy clothes. Miles orders the pizza and I grab the blankets to build a fort. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The apartment is dark. We’ve got the windows covered to keep the city lights from breaking through. I have my laser tag vest on and am hiding behind the kitchen counter waiting for Miles to show himself. I have no idea how I let him talk me into playing this ridiculous game again, but I have to admit I’m having a blast.  
 
      
 
    I peer over the counter top and see Miles disappear down the yawning hallway. I follow after him but can’t see a thing. I don’t think he saw me, so I have the element of surprise. As I hug the wall, I feel the doorway to the hall bathroom and know his bedroom is straight ahead. I hear a rustling ahead of me and take off toward his doorway.  
 
      
 
    I crash right into his muscular form. His strong arms wrap around me to help me stay upright. I feel an unfamiliar current rush through my body at his touch. I realize we’re still in each other’s arms and start to remove myself from his embrace. I can feel his breath on my face, it causes goosebumps to run all over my body. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I whisper. 
 
      
 
    Neither of us has moved and things are starting to get awkward. I’m scared shitless because I’ve wanted to be in this position for weeks, but now that I’m here I don’t know what will happen. Feeling his arms encircling me is a welcome sensation. I find myself wanting more. We’re still standing in the darkness of the hallway and it’s intoxicating. I feel him lean slightly so I tilt my head up, expecting to feel his lips brush mine. His heart is beating as wildly as mine. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe. . .,” his voice is questioning. 
 
      
 
    Before I can answer, he’s crushing his lips to mine. I feel the fire start in my belly as I return his kiss fervently. This is so strange. I shouldn’t be doing this, but it feels right. Miles keeps one arm around me while grabbing a fistful of my hair with the other hand. I groan into his mouth and allow him to deepen the kiss. I don’t know what’s come over me, but I want him. I reach a hand under his shirt and run it along his chiseled chest. It’s his turn to groan. He lifts me up so my legs are wrapped around his waist and carries me through the darkness. 
 
      
 
    We bump into the bed and he lowers me down. I can think of nothing but how much I want to take his clothes off. I drag his shirt over his head as he removes my tank top. I pull him to me again as he kisses my neck, leaving a hot trail down to my breasts. 
 
      
 
    He lands on top of me and we continue our hot make-out session. I bite his lip; he moans in response. Miles reaches down to remove my pants but I stop him. He doesn’t protest or try again, he just redoubles his focus on my lips. I suddenly realize the situation I’ve gotten myself into and I panic. I push against his chest to get him away from me. Miles doesn’t hesitate, he withdraws and looks into my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe? Are you okay?”  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I mean. . .not that it wasn’t amazing, but what just happened?” 
 
      
 
    Miles rolls onto his side and gingerly wraps an arm around my waist. His touch calms me but I’m still feeling confused. 
 
      
 
    “Miles, what are we doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Cuddling?” 
 
      
 
    “You know what I mean,” I say with an exasperated huff. 
 
      
 
    He traces his fingers along my arm. “I think we’re changing our relationship status.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh please, we both know you’re not a relationship status kind of guy.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we both know this is different.” 
 
      
 
    I shift so we’re both lying on our sides facing each other. “How?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re different. You’re not just any girl to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no?” 
 
      
 
    “No. CeCe, you know I wouldn’t have crossed this line with you if it didn’t mean something.” 
 
      
 
    I think about waking up in his arms, the content smile on his face as he held me. I decide to press him to tell me more. “What does this mean to you? If we’re being honest with each other, what we just did is a turning point. We’re either moving forward with this, or we’re in for some extremely awkward holidays.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I want to date you. I’ve wanted to be with you for a very long time. I think we should see where this goes.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” the words spill out of my mouth before I have a chance to think about them. Oddly enough, I don’t regret them. 
 
      
 
    Miles grins and pulls me in for another kiss. “That was the best game of laser tag I’ve ever played.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I enjoyed that a bit more than the little victory dance you normally do when we play.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, that victory dance is adorable and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh at him, “What did you mean you’ve wanted to be with me for a long time?” 
 
      
 
    Miles sighs, “You’re going to laugh at me.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
      
 
    “I have had a major crush on you for years. You terrify me. You’re a frustrating, strong, intelligent woman.” 
 
      
 
    “Unlike the girls you usually date.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite unlike those girls. But, you always treated me like your brother so I didn’t try to press anything. In my wildest dreams I never would have thought we would end up right here.” 
 
      
 
    I snuggle closer to Miles. He wraps his arms around me and holds me tightly. He breathes deeply when he buries his face into my hair. I don’t know if this is a good idea or not, but I can’t imagine this being more perfect. Miles is a good man; I could do much worse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m giddy as we get ready for work in the morning. Giddy isn’t usually my style. Miles seems more relaxed around me and it’s refreshing. He grabs me for a kiss before we leave the condo. 
 
      
 
    “If you keep that up, we may not make it to the office today.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t tempt me, babe,” he gives me a more passionate kiss. 
 
      
 
    “You know you’re going to have to behave yourself at work, right? I’d rather keep this whole thing between us until we know if it’s going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    Miles holds up his hand in a salute. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    He slaps my ass as we exit. In the elevator, I can smell his cologne. We’re standing next to each other but the attraction is evident. Breaking my own resolve, I push him against the wall and press my body against his. We share an intense kiss that leaves us breathless when the elevator door opens. He takes my hand and leads me to the car we have waiting in front of the building. He holds my hand the entire drive, tracing small circles with his thumb.  
 
      
 
    We pull up to the building and hop out. I shoot Miles a warning look and he shrugs innocently. Once we arrive in the office, I take a seat at my desk and Miles winks at me on the way to his office. I roll my eyes at him before diving right into my work. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, can I see you in my office please?” Theo asks, startling me from my work. 
 
      
 
    I hop up and follow him, understanding that he’s probably found more information about my father. I close the office door behind me and take a seat as he pulls out the file I had given him weeks ago. 
 
      
 
    “Everything checks out. Your father is as clean as he says.” 
 
      
 
    I’m dumbfounded. “Seriously?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, CeCe. I don’t want you to rush to make any decision regarding your relationship with this man, but it appears as though he truly has returned with the intention of rebuilding a relationship with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I stare at my hands as tears spring to my eyes. I try to wipe them away; I don’t know why I’m being so emotional about this. 
 
      
 
    Theo comes around the desk and sits in the chair next to me. He takes my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Honey, you don’t have to talk to him at all. I know it’s a lot to process.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just him. There are so many things going on in my head right now. I don’t know if I can deal with all of it at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what’s going on. Maybe I can help.” 
 
      
 
    The first thing that springs to mind is my budding relationship with Miles. There is no way I’m ready to talk to anyone about that. The other thing on my mind is the decision I’ve been struggling with since I received the letter from Harvard. The appearance of my father and my feelings for Miles have further complicated that situation. 
 
      
 
    “I got a letter from Harvard.” 
 
      
 
    Theo’s eyes light up. “And?” 
 
      
 
    It warms my heart that he has such faith in me that he doesn’t automatically assume that I didn’t get in. It’s always nice to have that reassurance that the Hanover’s believe in me. 
 
      
 
    “I was accepted.” 
 
      
 
    Theo cheers and pulls me into a quick hug. “I knew you could do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if I want to go.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s the money you’re worried about, don’t. I wouldn’t have offered to pay for your schooling if I couldn’t do it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that,” I pause, unsure of how to articulate the swirl of emotions I’m experiencing. “After years of not feeling like I belonged anywhere, I finally feel like I know who I am. I have a family. I lost everything the day my mom died, and I never thought anyone could ever fill that void. Then I met Olivia and everything changed.” 
 
      
 
    “You needn’t be worried that you will lose your family. We will be right here waiting for you when you visit and should you choose to return after graduation.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head. “I know that. But, Liv and Isaac will marry soon and Ava will be graduating from high school in the spring. I don’t know that I want to be so far away for all these important events.” 
 
      
 
    Theo laughs. “You can always come home for those things. You can use my new private jet whenever you need.” 
 
      
 
    “On top of all the other things, I have the added complication of my estranged father returning to my life.” 
 
      
 
    Theo nods. I know he understands that I’m conflicted, but I don’t think anyone can truly understand what I’m facing. The other major obstacle is staring at me in the form of the incredibly attractive man I am now living with. I don’t know if Miles is hoping that his admission of attraction will sway me one way or another. 
 
      
 
    “I think you need to take your time to make this decision. It’s May. When do you have to make a decision?” 
 
      
 
    “I have until the middle of August to get the registration process completed. That’s the very latest I can push it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Take some time to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    The office door opens and Miles steps in. He glances at me but quickly returns his attention to his father. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the commotion? I heard you “whoop”.” 
 
      
 
    Theo chuckles. “CeCe was just telling me that she’s been accepted to Harvard!” 
 
      
 
    His demeanor instantly changes. I already knew Harvard was a touchy subject but we haven’t talked about it again after our “relationship status change”. Miles plasters on a smile and congratulates me before leaving the office without any further conversation. I excuse myself from Theo’s office and rush down the hall after Miles. Once we were in his office, I close the door behind me. 
 
      
 
    “You’re still thinking about going?” He demands. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really know. It’s kind of a big deal.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. At the risk of sounding selfish, I kind of thought we were a big deal.” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but feel my heart begin to tear in two at the anguish in his voice. I walk right up to him and break my own rules. I pull him down to my height and hit him with a passionate kiss. He wraps me in his arms and lets me take control. I shove him against his desk until he’s sitting on the smooth glass top, then reach my hands up to grip the back of his neck. When I pull away, he looks at me with drunken eyes. 
 
      
 
    “We are a big deal. That’s why I’m struggling so much with everything right now. You told me last night that you’ve wanted me for a long time, but this is fairly new for me. I don’t know where it came from, but my attraction for you is very real, and my feelings are getting stronger every day.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I guess I have some time to convince you to stay with me.” 
 
      
 
    His comment catches me off guard.  
 
      
 
    “Miles, please don’t put my choice on your shoulders. I don’t want you to think that if I choose to go to Harvard it means I don’t want to see where things go between us. I’m doing my best to carefully consider everything in my life right now, but in the end it may just come down to taking the opportunity that’s been presented to me.” 
 
      
 
    He’s quiet for a moment, but nods in acceptance of what I’ve said. I don’t know if he truly understands why this is a difficult decision for me. I know he faced the same predicament and chose to stay, but this time there’s more at stake than just moral support for his family. 
 
      
 
    “What did dad find out about your father?” 
 
      
 
    “It appears as though he’s on the level.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I don’t know if I want to let him back in my life after all this time, but I feel like if I don’t I’ll always wonder what would have happened.” 
 
      
 
    “If you want to meet him, I can be there. Even if I’m just at a different table or something. I don’t want you to do this alone.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t need you to be there. I need to do this alone.” 
 
      
 
    As I open his office door, Miles yanks me inside again. 
 
      
 
    He closes and locks the door then slams me against the wall in one fluid motion. The alarm bells are going off in my head as he presses against me and silences my mouth with a kiss. I try to push him away but he continues his fervent assault. My mind is getting cloudy; I want so badly to return his kiss but I don’t know what’s gotten into him. 
 
      
 
    He breaks away and looks me in the eyes. The fire burning in them is too intense. Miles leans in, staring at me, waiting for permission. I don’t know what comes over me, but I grip his tie and pull him to me again. I bite his lip and taste blood. His muscles tighten but he doesn’t pull away. Right now, all I can think of is how badly I want him, all of him. 
 
      
 
    I can feel his excitement pressed up against my hip as he starts trailing kisses down my neck. Before I can stop him, he rips my shirt off. Not figuratively, literally. I hear buttons go flying and fabric tear. Well, shit. I feel his breath on my chest as he reaches behind me and frees me from my bra. I pull his suit jacket off and return the favor of destroying his shirt. He pulls away and grins; he knows he’s got me. 
 
      
 
    In the blink of an eye he lifts me and wraps my legs around him. I never stop kissing him as he sets me down on his desk and removes his belt. I reach out and deftly unfasten the button and unzip his pants. He hikes my skirt up until it’s bunched around my ass. Then all at once he’s inside me. I moan against his mouth as he lifts me again and carries me around his desk. He sits in his oversized leather chair with me straddling him.  
 
      
 
    I begin to move slowly at first, but when I see how much he’s enjoying himself I pick up the pace. He firmly places his hands on my hips in an effort to slow me down and I comply. He gathers my hair in his fist and I feel the tingles run through my body when he pulls it gently. He takes my breast in his mouth. I can’t stop myself from crying out when he twirls his tongue around my nipple. I dig my nails into his shoulders as we continue to move. He brings his mouth back to mine and we lose ourselves in each other. 
 
      
 
    All I can think about is Miles: the way he tastes, the intensity in his stare, the way he is gripping my ass while I ride him. I’m close to the edge and all it takes is one more thrust for me to spiral out of control. Miles holds me close as he continues to move until he too loses all sense of reality. 
 
      
 
    We’re a panting mess in his desk chair. I have never been with someone like Miles before. I’ve had more one night stands than relationships and I always wanted to keep it that way. Now, as I look at the man I’m tangled up in, I can’t help but wonder what took me so long to get here. 
 
      
 
    “That was the best meeting I’ve ever had,” Miles whispers. 
 
      
 
    I snort and bring his lips to mine again. He pulls back slightly to look in my eyes again. The devotion I see in them makes me wonder what he’s thinking, but leaves me terrified to ask. 
 
      
 
    “Now we need new shirts,” I breath into his ear. 
 
      
 
    I feel the rumble in his chest as he chuckles at me. I gently stand and attempt to straighten my skirt. I find my bra near the door. I can feel him watching me as I hear his desk drawer open. He produces a brand new shirt for himself and a well-starched undershirt for me. Why am I not surprised? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I arranged for Julio to meet me at a Starbucks. I didn’t want to commit to dinner and there was no way in hell I was going to meet him for drinks. I glance over at a table in the corner. Miles nods at me before returning his attention to the laptop in front of him. 
 
      
 
    I can’t believe he’s here. I told him I could handle this. I storm over to his table and slam his lap top shut.  
 
      
 
    “What the hell, Miles? I told you not to come.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t realize you were meeting him at this Starbucks.” 
 
      
 
    “Cut the crap. I can’t believe you followed me here.” 
 
      
 
    Miles tries to look innocent, but fails miserably. I give him another steely look before telling him to leave. I whirl around and approach the counter. I am not pleased to see that Miles is still there while I wait for my order. 
 
      
 
    I already have my coffee in hand when Julio walks in the door. He raises a hand in greeting and gestures for me to join him in the oversized chairs near the fireplace. 
 
      
 
    “Celia, I’m so glad you finally called.” 
 
      
 
    “I had to wait to check out your story before I’d agree to meet with you.” 
 
      
 
    He nods, “Is that why you moved?” 
 
      
 
    “I moved because Theo Hanover wanted to keep me safe until we found out what you were here for.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. And, did I pass the test?” 
 
      
 
    “For now, but I still have questions.” 
 
      
 
    “Ask me anything.” 
 
      
 
    I start with the basics. “How did you meet my mother?” 
 
      
 
    “We met at a bar. I was out with some of the other recruits on one of our rare nights off. Your mother was there with a man who was yelling at her and made a move to strike her. I stopped him.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you divorce?” 
 
      
 
    “We met at the beginning of boot camp and were married just after graduation. We hardly knew each other, but after we found out about you, I thought it was the right thing to do and she accepted my proposal.” 
 
      
 
    “So you divorced because you didn’t love her?” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t love each other. She was going to end the pregnancy but I wouldn’t have it. The only way she would keep you was if we married. So we did. She didn’t want to live with me, she didn’t want to be around me at all. She wanted the benefits that come along with being a military wife. Celia, your mother started seeing your stepfather while we were still married.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what to say. I knew my mom wasn’t exactly the best role model, but to hear she was a slut and a bit of a bitch left a hole in the pit of my stomach. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t tell you these things to hurt you or change your view of your mother. I’m telling you because you asked and I value honesty. The last time I saw you was your fourth birthday. I had completed my job training and was set to deploy as a Seaman on the U.S.S. Liberty. I stopped over to give you your present and get the divorce papers from her.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you have any family who could have taken me in? Do you have any idea what it was like to live with a piece of shit for a stepfather and an uninterested mother?” 
 
      
 
    “My parents live in Kenosha. They saw you when you were a baby, but your mother demanded sole custody and refused to let anyone see you.” 
 
      
 
    “She died when I was a teenager. Where were they then?” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t know. Neither did I. By the time I found out, you were eighteen. I didn’t think you’d even know who I was, let alone be interested in seeing me. When I was sent back to Great Lakes, I decided to look for you.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I have grandparents. Any other long-lost family members I should know about?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckles, “No, I was an only child.” 
 
      
 
    I glance over to the table where Miles is pretending to work on his laptop. I feel the rage flare up in me. I can’t handle this right now. I look at Julio and wonder what I’m supposed to do now. How am I supposed to feel about my estranged father showing up? I feel like the walls are closing in on me and I can’t help but get down to the bottom line. 
 
      
 
    “So, what are you hoping for out of this?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to get to know you. I want you to meet your grandparents. I’d eventually like for us to be a family.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d have to find a way to fit into the family I’ve built. Just because you waltzed back into my life doesn’t mean the Hanover’s aren’t family.” 
 
      
 
    “I can respect that. Is that why he’s here?” Julio bobs his head in Miles’ direction. 
 
      
 
    I redden slightly. “He’s here because he can’t leave well enough alone.” 
 
      
 
    Julio stands and approaches Miles. He offers his hand, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Hanover. I’m Julio Martinez.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, call me Miles.” 
 
      
 
    Ugh. Could this get any worse? I can’t help but groan when Julio invites Miles to join us. I have no interest in explaining myself to the father I hardly know. 
 
      
 
    “So, Captain Martinez, how does it feel to be back in Chicago?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, call me Julio. No need for formalities. It feels like home. And the added bonus of having my daughter here makes it that much better.” 
 
      
 
    “What would you do if she moved away?” 
 
      
 
    It takes everything I have inside me to keep myself from smacking the back of his head. What the hell is he doing? It is none of Julio’s business if I’m considering Harvard. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I hope that doesn’t happen because I am now stationed at the Naval Base here. But, if it did happen, I would hope we’d be able to work on building our relationship long distance.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a very diplomatic answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Call it what you will. I simply wish to have a relationship with my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to come over to our apartment for dinner?” 
 
      
 
    I choke on my coffee. I can’t believe Miles just told him we live together. Nothing like giving him more information than necessary. Now I’m barely holding in my rage. Miles is not going to like the conversation we have when we get home. 
 
      
 
    “You’re living together?” Julio looked between us, searching for an indication that there was more going on between us. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are. Temporarily.” 
 
      
 
    I feel Miles stiffen at the word, “temporarily”. He knows that I still haven’t made up my mind but he doesn’t like it. Even if I do stay here and go to school, I don’t know that we’ll be living together. Julio seems to notice the difference in his demeanor, but keeps his mouth shut. Good. I have no interest in elaborating on our current situation.  
 
      
 
    “I think it’s time for me to be going. I’d really like to get together again soon,” Julio says to me. 
 
      
 
    I nod and tell him I’ll call him and set something up.  
 
      
 
    In the car on the way back to the apartment, I give Miles the silent treatment. He tries to snuggle up to me and I shrug him off. He finally gets the hint and leaves me alone. By the time we get inside, he knows I’m ready to blow up at him. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what?” I spit at him. 
 
      
 
    “You’re obviously mad at me, so let me have it.” 
 
      
 
    I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself before I say something I’ll regret. It doesn’t work. 
 
      
 
    “Where should I start? You showed up at Starbucks even though I specifically told you not to. You didn’t leave when I told you to. And, you told Julio that we’re living together!” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? You don’t see a problem with any of this?” 
 
      
 
    Miles has the decency to look contrite. But he’s unleashed the kraken and I’m ready to fight. 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea what’s going on for me right now, do you? You don’t even care.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I got accepted to Harvard. That is the most amazing thing that’s ever happened to me. Can you even put yourself in my shoes for a second?” 
 
      
 
    “How can you even say that? You know I have been in the exact same spot as you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you haven’t. You grew up in the world where things like that happen to people you know. My life hasn’t been like that. I’ve had to work my ass off to get where I am.” 
 
      
 
    “What is that supposed to mean? You think I’ve just skated by because my parents have money?” 
 
      
 
    “Quit trying to change the subject.” 
 
      
 
    Miles goes to the fridge and grabs a beer. He opens it and drains its contents in a matter of seconds. Give me a break. I am not going to do this drunk. I take a deep breath and think about why I’m really upset. If I’m being honest with myself, I’m feeling very confused. Between the college dilemma, the reappearance of my father and my feelings for Miles, I feel like I’m losing control of my life. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I just can’t do this right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, me either.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know if I was expecting him to try to make me stay and talk it out, but I wasn’t expecting him to dismiss me so quickly. Hadn’t he told me that this means something to him? Obviously, it only means something if he’s getting his way; and right now, I’m not in the mood to care for a petulant child. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get my stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what?” I’m already halfway to my bedroom when Miles grabs my shoulder and whirls me around. 
 
      
 
    “Let me go Miles.” 
 
      
 
    “No. Not until you tell me where you’re going.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have to tell you anything! Back off.” 
 
      
 
    I shove him away from me and grab a small suitcase from my closet. I can feel him standing in the doorway, watching me. When I finish stuffing clothes in the bag, I turn to see him leaning against the door frame, arms folded. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, don’t leave. Let’s talk about this.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t. I need to clear my mind. I need to think about what I want out of life.” I chance a look at him and regret it immediately. 
 
      
 
    He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “Fine, I get that you need some space, but could you just stay the night and figure out a new place to crash in the morning?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    We’re silent for a few moments before he pulls me into his arms. It surprises me how much I was aching for this exact gesture. He kisses the top of my head and I feel the tension leave our bodies. I look up into his eyes and see myself reflected in them. Despite my conflicted thoughts, I get goosebumps as he runs his fingers along my jawline. 
 
      
 
    Slowly and gently he lifts my chin and kisses me. It’s not enough. I deepen the kiss. His hands tangle in my hair. Part of me is aware of how unfair I’m being, the rest of me is too turned on to care. We’re still in the doorway, so I shove Miles into the hall. We’re both breathless, and he grins as I launch myself at him again. He unbuttons my blouse slowly and breaks away from me to admire me in my bra. 
 
      
 
    “You are perfect.” 
 
      
 
    I’m not in the mood for sweet nothings right now, I just want to escape from reality. I’m being selfish as I pull his shirt over his head and run my hands along his chest. Miles grabs me and whirls me around so I’m facing the wall. He unzips my skirt and lets it drop to the floor as he tastes my neck and shoulder. 
 
      
 
    I turn to face him again and slide one hand under his waistband while the other unbuttons his black pants. His tongue explores my mouth as I gently massage his erection. We continue to kiss as he guides me down the hall to his bedroom.  
 
      
 
    In the darkness, I hear the telltale tearing of a condom package. I want him. Miles is on top of me, kissing me and running one hand along my body. I shudder at his touch and buck against him as he slides down my black lace thong. 
 
      
 
    He props himself up on his elbows, an arm resting on either side of my head. My breathing is erratic and he’s nibbling on my ear. I grab his hair and guide him back to my mouth. He kisses me again before trailing down my chest, continuing on until he’s kissing my inner thigh. 
 
      
 
    “Miles.” His name escapes my mouth before I realize it. 
 
      
 
    My breathing hitches as he begins his slow journey back to my mouth. I’m ready to go, so I gently tug his hair until we’re face to face. He begins to kiss me again and wrap my legs around his waist. 
 
      
 
    He looks into my eyes as he enters me at an achingly slow pace. I’m so turned on that it almost hurts. When he finally reaches his full depth, Miles pauses before inching his way out again. My body is a ball of sensations. Everything about him feels perfect. It scares me how much I want this. 
 
      
 
    He continues his gentle torture, never taking his eyes off mine. The intensity of the moment is nearly too much for me. I pull his head back to mine and claim his mouth. We pick up the rhythm as our kiss deepens. Miles moans and breaks away as he calls out my name. 
 
      
 
    All I can think about is him. I run my hands down his muscular arms, feeling them tense with the movement. I run the tips of my fingers along his shoulders, and grab on tightly. I approach the edge like I’m leaping off a cliff, slowly, tentatively, then all at once. It doesn’t take long before Miles joins me, our bodies convulsing in ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    He kisses my nose, “I love you, CeCe.” 
 
      
 
    I freeze. I know my expression is giving me away, but I can’t think of anything to say. I’m in shock. He loves me? How do I feel about him? Do I love him? Is that what this is? I can’t breathe. I shove him and he pulls away quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s okay. You don’t have to say anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Miles, I can’t say anything,” I roll off the bed and exit his room quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, come back!” 
 
      
 
    I close the bathroom door and turn on the shower. I make sure the water is as hot as I can stand it. When I get in, I stand under the torrential downpour and cry. What was I thinking? I shouldn’t have given into my hormones and had sex with him. I should have left rather than accepting his suggestion to stay the night. If I had left, he wouldn’t have said he loved me. He can’t take it back and I can’t change how I reacted. I sit on the floor and let the water tickle my skin. 
 
      
 
    I silently curse myself for sobbing alone in the shower. My life is completely fucked up and I don’t know what to do. I’m completely lost. I’m a mess. I haven’t felt this way since my mom died. I can’t go back to being that girl. I refuse to turn away from the strong woman I’ve become. I have to face Miles and tell him I’m not ready for this; I have a lot of processing to do before I can be the woman he thinks I am. 
 
      
 
    I quickly wash my body and hair then wrap myself in a towel. Miles is sitting on the edge of his bed with his head buried in his hands. I cross the hall and gently close the door to my room once I’m inside. I dress in a tank top and sweatpants then make my way back to his door. 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    He looks up at me, there is hope in his eyes for a fraction of a second; it disappears when he sees my face. It’s obvious that I’ve been crying, my eyes are swollen and red. I turn silently and lead the way to the living room. 
 
      
 
    Once we’re seated on the couch, I take a deep breath. This isn’t going to be easy. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I should have left earlier. I shouldn’t have kissed you or any of it.” 
 
      
 
    “No, please don’t. . .” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Miles, I am too overwhelmed right now. I don’t know how I feel about anything. I’m confused and lost. I want to be here with you but it’s too much pressure. Now I realize just how much pressure.” 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t look at it like that. I’m not sorry I told you, but I’m sorry it made you feel like this. I certainly didn’t intend to make you cry.” 
 
      
 
    I feel the tears prickling my eyes again. “We made a mistake. We shouldn’t have done this. I don’t belong with you.” 
 
      
 
    Miles starts to object; the tears are beginning to show in his eyes, too. 
 
      
 
    “I have to leave. I don’t even know who I am right now. I knew before I started kissing you tonight it was a bad idea. But I didn’t care. I just needed to feel something other than frustration. If I’d known what it meant to you, I wouldn’t have. . .” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? Are you saying this was just. a what? A stress reliever for you? Are you fucking kidding me, CeCe?” 
 
      
 
    I know it’s not entirely true, but I can’t even give a name to my feelings right now. They’re all so jumbled together. The tears are falling down my cheeks freely and I can’t bring myself to look him in the eye. 
 
      
 
    “I just made love to you and you’re telling me you felt nothing?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you realize what you’re saying? You’re telling me you’re in love with me and I don’t even know what that means. I have never been with anyone who made me feel the way I do with you. I have never even given anyone a shot past a one-night-stand. I don’t do relationships.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because you’ve never been with someone you cared about. Don’t you see that? You haven’t trusted anyone enough to let them in. Why can’t you trust me?” 
 
      
 
    “Trusting someone only sets you up for disappointment. There are different levels of trust, Miles. I do trust you.” 
 
      
 
    “Just not with your heart?” 
 
      
 
    Could he be any cheesier? I close my eyes and lean my head back. He’s cheesy but he’s right. I have never wanted to fall in love because in my life, love has almost always led to pain and heartache. When I look at him again, Miles is nodding his head. 
 
      
 
    “I get it. Look, I’m in love with you and that’s not going to change. In the morning, you can find another place to stay until you sort out your feelings. But you should know that my feelings for you have been here for years; they’ve only grown since you moved in with me. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    He storms down the hall and closes his bedroom door. I sit in silence in the living room until I feel sleep pulling at me. I can hear Miles snoring in his room. I’ll be gone before he wakes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I have the driver pick me up and take me to Gurnee. The only place I want to be right now is with people who have no idea what’s going on between Miles and me. Ella Hanover greets me at the door and asks Ava to bring my bags in from the car. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, I’m sorry you’re not feeling comfortable with Miles. I’ll be sure to talk to him.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Ella, please don’t do that. We’re fine, really. I just need to clear my head. I have a lot of big decisions to make.” 
 
      
 
    She wraps her arm around my shoulders and squeezes. “Theo told me about Harvard. How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “Conflicted. I have a lot going on right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you have another few weeks before you have to decide right?” 
 
      
 
    I nod and smile. I know she’s trying to be helpful, but she’s really only making it seem more impossible. I take up residence in the guest bedroom. Ava is so excited to have me around, we end up spending a lot of time together over the next few days.  
 
      
 
    When I’ve been staying with my surrogate parents for almost a week, Ava comes to my room and perches on the bed. Her honey blonde hair falls around her shoulders. Her high school graduation is tomorrow, so she’s feeling a bit antsy. 
 
      
 
    “Wanna go to a movie tonight?” 
 
      
 
    Sounds like the perfect way to get my mind off things. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. You pick.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    Ava pulls out her phone and starts looking up show times while I look through my closet. If I’m going out, I might as well look semi-decent. An hour later she’s driving us to see the latest book to movie conversion. After the movie, we grab dinner before going back to the house. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I can tell something is going on with you, CeCe. Did Miles say something insensitive?” 
 
      
 
    I sigh. “No, Ava. I just needed a break, really.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Well, when you’re ready to talk, I’m here. I might not be an adult officially, but I’m not completely clueless.” 
 
      
 
    I study her face. I still see the twelve-year-old girl I met the first time I met Olivia’s family. Ava is full of life and energy. She’s growing up quickly and I can’t help but see the similarities between her and her siblings. She has the same deep brown eyes as her sister, but the same sharp jawline as her brother. I love this girl like my own sister and I realize I have no idea what she has planned for her future. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s talk about you instead. Are you getting excited for the fall?” 
 
      
 
    “Beyond excited. I can’t wait to go to college. You and Liv had so much fun, I hope I meet someone as awesome as you.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck with that,” I laugh as I pay for our food. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I know there’s not another CeCe out there, but a girl can dream. Oh, maybe if you go to Northwestern too, we could get an apartment together!” 
 
      
 
    “As much as I’d love that, you need to spread those wings and find yourself. Have you decided on a major yet?” 
 
      
 
    Ava nods. “I’m going to be a bit traditional. I want to be a pediatrician.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a great career choice. I think you’ll make a fantastic doctor.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, CeCe. Do you think you’re going to stay in Chicago or go to Harvard?” 
 
      
 
    I’m quiet for a moment, I really don’t know what to say to her. She isn’t Olivia, I can’t tell her about Miles. The best I can come up with is a shrug.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I think it would be exciting to go to the East Coast. It’s probably gorgeous over there and you’d get to see so much. If you go, can I come visit you?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    By the time we arrive home, I’m ready to collapse in bed, instead Ava and I scoop heaping bowls of ice cream and decide to play a game. 
 
      
 
    “Never have I ever. . .eaten a booger.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh and shake my head. “Never have I ever. . .had blonde hair.” 
 
      
 
    “Cheater!” She laughs and takes a huge bite of ice cream. When the brain freeze passes, she takes her turn. “Never have I ever gotten drunk.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I should take two big bites.” 
 
      
 
    Ava giggles as she watches me scoop up a massive bite and stuff it in my mouth. I shake my hands and bounce up and down until the pain stops. This game is worse than a drinking game. 
 
      
 
    “Never have I ever dated a high school boy.” 
 
      
 
    Ava grins but doesn’t take a bite. 
 
      
 
    “Really? How old was the guy you were dating last year?” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-two. Would you keep your voice down! Mom and dad were not pleased when they found out.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it with you Hanover girls and older men?” 
 
      
 
    Ava shoves me lightly. “Never have I ever had a thing for my brother.” 
 
      
 
    My heart falls out of my butt. How could she possibly know that? I have two choices, I can either take a bite and confirm her accusation, or I can lie. Ava is watching me closely, her eyes narrowed. I carefully take a very big spoonful and stuff it in my mouth. She grins widely and waits until I finish swallowing before continuing. 
 
      
 
    “So, now that we have that out in the open. . .it’s time to spill it.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to spill.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t lie to me about liking him, don’t start lying now.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Yes, I have feelings for your brother.” 
 
      
 
    “And? I’m not blind, I’ve seen the way he looks at you. I know he reciprocates your feelings.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes. “Yes, he reciprocates.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I study her closely before deciding that I should share some of the details with her. She’s not stupid, so I think I can trust her to give me a straight, unbiased answer. 
 
      
 
    “He told me he’s in love with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “And what did you say?” 
 
      
 
    I’m quiet for a few moments, as I try to remember what I told him. I was so shocked at the time that I can’t even remember if I said anything. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I did. I just told him I had to leave for a while.” 
 
      
 
    Ava lets out a low whistle. “Ouch. Well, do you love him?” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know if I can answer that question. I shrug my shoulders and make a non-committal noise.  
 
      
 
    “Not to be nosey, but you need to stop lying to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I take a bite of my ice cream and think about what she said. If I’m being honest with myself I can admit that there is something more than physical attraction there. I do love Miles, I just don’t know if I love him the same way he loves me. Another bite of ice cream and Ava is still staring at me. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want me to say?” I sigh. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to admit to yourself that there’s a reason you ran away. And it wasn’t because you don’t feel for Miles. Look, I’m no expert on love or adult relationships, but I can tell something is going on up there,” she points to my head, “that doesn’t match what’s going on in there.” 
 
      
 
    She finishes her speech by gesturing toward my chest.  
 
      
 
    “When did you get so smart?” 
 
      
 
    Now it’s Ava’s turn to shrug. I smile at her before we finish our ice cream. It’s nearly midnight when I sit down on my bed, wide awake and mind racing. I’ve been so overwhelmed with figuring out what I’m supposed to do that I haven’t thought about what I want to do. 
 
      
 
    After a long sleepless night, I have to give myself a pep talk before I can climb out of bed. Today is the day Ava graduates from high school. My stomach is in knots as I shower and dress for the day. I know I’ll have to face Miles for the first time in a week and it has me all sorts of nervous. 
 
      
 
    The graduation ceremony starts at noon, and we plan to have one of our big family dinners right afterwards. Once I’m dressed, I curl the ends of my hair and apply my make-up. I find Ava sitting in the kitchen with Ella. 
 
      
 
    “Morning! Theo should be ready soon, then we can go to brunch before graduation. Everyone is meeting us at the restaurant.” 
 
      
 
    Great. So I’ll have to be in public when I see Miles. I silently hope that we can get through the day with as little awkwardness as possible. A few minutes later, Theo comes bounding down the stairs and tells us to get to the car. 
 
      
 
    Olivia and Isaac are waiting for us when we arrive. A quick look around tells me that Miles hasn’t made an appearance yet. I give my best friend and her fiancé hugs before taking a seat at the table. Miles strolls in and joins our group by sitting next to Ava. He hardly looks at me through our meal. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe your wedding is only six months away,” Ella gushes to Olivia on my right. 
 
      
 
    “I know! It’s crazy, but we’re ready,” Olivia squeezes Isaac’s hand. 
 
      
 
    I think back to the beginning of their relationship and can’t help but compare it to my relationship with Miles. They definitely had hurtles to jump in order to get to this point; if they can make it, maybe we can too. I try to push the thought from my mind, but can’t help but feel slightly hopeful as I remember all the back and forth those two went through. It was a bit more dramatic than I cared for at the time, but now I’m seeing that things are always dramatic when love is involved. 
 
      
 
    During the graduation ceremony, Miles and I end up sitting together. I can feel the electric energy crackling between us, but I don’t want to acknowledge it. 
 
      
 
    “I miss you.” His breath on my neck tickles me when he whispers. 
 
      
 
    I glance sideways at him. I’ve missed him, too, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to admit it. I’m pretending to listen to the keynote speaker, but all I can think of is the unanswered request in his words. 
 
      
 
    “You look great.” Damn him. 
 
      
 
    “Would you shut-up?” He grins at my response. 
 
      
 
    Infuriating. That is the best word I can think of to describe Miles. I want to grab a fistful of his hair and pull him to me, but that would not only be inappropriate, it would also undermine the purpose of the past week. I need to think. My mind flashes back to the conversation I had with Ava last night. Am I being stupid? How can I keep denying myself what I want most? 
 
      
 
    “Can we talk later? You could come to the apartment after dinner with the fam.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good enough for me.” 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, he’s silent until we cheer loudly when Ava’s name is called. I think about his request; it can’t hurt to at least talk about things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After dinner, Miles leaves and I still haven’t given him any indication that I plan to come over. Olivia grabs me by the arm and drags me into her old bedroom. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve hardly spoken in the last few weeks. You have to tell me what happened with Miles.” 
 
      
 
    “Gah! If I tell you it’s none of your business will you drop it?” 
 
      
 
    She gives me a sly grin. “You already know the answer to that question.” 
 
      
 
    I flop down onto her bed and she follows suit. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wait.” 
 
      
 
    I know Olivia well enough to know that she won’t give up until I tell her everything. I roll onto my side and prop my head up with my hand. 
 
      
 
    “The night after you visited, we kissed. It was hot. I stopped it from going any further though because I didn’t want to cross any lines before we knew where it might be going.” 
 
      
 
    “How very sensible of you. . .” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes at her. “Yeah, that went out the window the next day at the office.” 
 
      
 
    “Scandalous!” 
 
      
 
    I ignore her quip and continue. “It was going alright until he showed up to babysit my meeting with Julio. I told him to leave, but he didn’t. We got into a pretty big fight and I told him I needed to leave to sort through my thoughts. I have too much going on.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” Olivia doesn’t sound sincere when she says it. 
 
      
 
    “Then he hugged me and I just wanted to take him in. I wanted to get my mind off everything that’s happening.” 
 
      
 
    “You fucked him again?” 
 
      
 
    I nod and bury my face in the bed. I don’t know why I feel ashamed. We’re both grown-ups. Olivia shoves me until my face is exposed. I’m not going to get away with only half a story. 
 
      
 
    “When has sex ever bothered you this much?” 
 
      
 
    “This wasn’t just sex. It was the most perfect thing I’ve ever experienced. It was really, really intense.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds promising, but let’s pretend we’re not talking about my brother.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh at her. “Well, then he told me he loved me.” 
 
      
 
    “Awww!” 
 
      
 
    “I freaked out.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you did.” 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes and take another drink of my coffee. “Why do you say it like that?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia sits up on the bed and faces me. The gesture reminds me of late night chats in the dorm room, I mimic her position and wait for her to say her piece. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, you know how much I love you. But, you have a hard time loving other people. You are so preoccupied with your past that you can’t move on with your future.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t help that my past has suddenly reappeared.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of that, how are things with dear old dad?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, I only talked to him the one time. I’m still processing the whole thing. Did I tell you I have grandparents who live in Kenosha?” 
 
      
 
    “No! Do you want to meet them?” 
 
      
 
    I shrug. “Maybe someday.” 
 
      
 
    “With everything going on, have you had time to make up your mind about law school?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m still pretty torn.” 
 
      
 
    “What does your gut say?” 
 
      
 
    I reflect for a few moments before Olivia sighs loudly. 
 
    “No, you’re thinking again. You need to tell me what your gut says. Let’s play a game.” 
 
      
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her but I play along when she asks me to close my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I’m going to say a series of words and I want you to tell me the first thing that comes to mind when I say each word. Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess,” I’m not sure where this is going to get us, but I’ll give it a try. 
 
      
 
    “Family.” 
 
      
 
    A scene from last Christmas flashes in my mind. “Hanover.” 
 
      
 
    “Ice cream.” 
 
      
 
    “Chocolate.” 
 
      
 
    “Love.” 
 
      
 
    My stomach clenches. “Fear.” 
 
      
 
    “Chicago.” 
 
      
 
    “Home.” 
 
      
 
    “Miles.” 
 
      
 
    I grin slightly before I can stop myself. “Mine.” 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes and see Olivia smiling brightly. 
 
      
 
    “I think you know what that means,” she says as she gets up from the bed and leaves the room. 
 
      
 
    I look at the clock and realize it’s well past midnight. I grab my phone and call the car service. I’ve made up my mind. I want to be with Miles, I want to get to know my father. So, I’m going to stay and go to Northwestern. 
 
      
 
    By the time the driver arrives, Liv and Isaac are gone. The Hanovers are in bed. I feel like a teenager as I sneak out of the house as quietly as possible. The drive into the city seems to take forever. My nerves are getting the better of me and I’m not sure why. It’s just Miles. But the more I think about it, the more I realize this isn’t about him, it’s about me. The very idea that I’ve decided to take a chance on a man who truly loves me has me pulsing with excitement.  
 
      
 
    When I get to the apartment door, I take a deep breath. I fumble with my key in the lock, I’m so excited to tell Miles that I’ve decided to stay. I think about how much it probably hurt to see me walk away right after telling me how he feels. Will he even want to talk to me?  
 
      
 
    Staying with the Hanover’s has been more fun than I thought it would be, but I’m ready to go home. I turn the knob and quietly open the door, ready to surprise Miles and hopefully have a calm and meaningful conversation. I hear voices in the living room and assume he’s probably watching TV.  
 
      
 
    When I round the corner I see something that shatters everything I’d been thinking on the drive over. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” 
 
      
 
    The first thing I register is blonde hair, the second thing is Miles. I feel like someone has punched a hole in my stomach. I can’t breathe. Part of my brain whispers, “at least they’re wearing clothes”, while the rest of my brain is spitting out a slew of profanities. Miles practically shoves Chelsea off the couch where she’d had her arms wrapped around his neck and her lips locked with his. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, I—“ Miles stands up and holds his hands in front of him like he’s trying to calm a wild animal. 
 
      
 
    I hold up my hand to keep him from continuing. I can’t fully process what I’m seeing. How am I supposed to process anything he says? My eyes are locked on Miles as he stares at me with a lost look in his eyes. I don’t notice Chelsea until it’s too late. 
 
      
 
    “I told you. There’s no way you’ll ever be good enough for him.” 
 
      
 
    My instant reaction catches the heartless bitch by surprise. She recoils from the slap of my hand against her perfectly smooth skin. I can’t believe I just did that, but I don’t regret it at all. 
 
      
 
    “You bitch!” Chelsea lunges at me but I’m better at this than she is. I stop her mid-swing and shove her away from me. She falls to the floor with a thump and instantly starts crying like a four-year-old girl who didn’t get a pony for her birthday. 
 
      
 
    I give Miles one withering stare. “I guess I was right. I don’t belong with you. Good luck. See you at the office.” 
 
      
 
    I turn on my heel and leave the apartment. I don’t break down until I’m in the elevator. Grabbing my cell phone from my purse, I notice my reflection in the mirrored walls. The tears are threatening to form, but I take a shaky breath in through my nose and out through mouth. I repeat this a few more times until I feel like I’ve gained enough control over my voice to talk on the phone. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” I’m momentarily surprised to hear Isaac’s voice on Olivia’s phone. 
 
      
 
    “Isaac? I need Olivia.” 
 
      
 
    “CeCe? Are you okay? Olivia took a sleeping pill, she had a migraine. What do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “I. . .need to know if I can stay with you guys for a few days.” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. Do you need me to come get you?” 
 
      
 
    “Please. I’ll be at Navy Pier.” 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Isaac excuses himself to go for a run leaving Olivia and I to talk. Isaac had been such a gentleman the night before, he hadn’t demanded an explanation for my late night phone call. I was very grateful for that.  
 
      
 
    “So, I take it things didn’t go as expected with Miles?” 
 
      
 
    I’m pulled from my reverie when Olivia plops down next to me on the couch in the home she shares with her fiancé. I take another tentative sip of my coffee before I answer. I don’t even really know what to say. I don’t want to rehash everything; I don’t want to think about it. I just want to move on. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I should have known better than to let my walls down. I won’t make that mistake again.” 
 
      
 
    “Cut the crap. I know you too well for that bullshit. Tell me what happened.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t want to tell her because I’m already halfway through rebuilding the wall around my heart. But this is the only way she’ll understand that she has to leave it alone. 
 
      
 
    “After we talked, I knew what to do. I wanted to be with Miles, I want to get to know my father. But, when I got to Miles’ apartment I found him with Chelsea.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut-up!” 
 
      
 
    “I hit her.” 
 
      
 
    “That is fantastic.”  
 
      
 
    “No, that was stupid. You know that bitch isn’t going to let this go.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shrugs. “So, now what?” 
 
      
 
    “I go back to work tomorrow and let Theo know I’ll be going to Harvard. I am not going to stick around pretending to be okay every time he brings that blonde bimbo to Christmas dinner.” 
 
      
 
    I grab my coffee again and finish it in record time. I’ll just continue living with the Hanover’s until it’s time to move. The only other thing I have to deal with is telling Julio. I hope he understands that I can’t plan my life around his sudden return to my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I arrive at work the next day, I’m surprised to find Miles already in his office with the door closed. I didn’t want to see his face anyway. I can’t take a fake apology. I can’t handle his excuses. I pop my head into Theo’s office. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, come in! Ella was worried sick when you weren’t at the house in the morning. Thankfully Isaac sent us a text telling us you’d ended up at their house or I’m certain she would have filed a missing person’s report.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, I had to go take care of some things and didn’t want to call and wake you guys up.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem. I know it’s none of my business, but I think you and Miles will work through whatever issues you’ve encountered. That’s what family does.” 
 
      
 
    If only he knew. I nod kindly and decide to let him know why I’m in his office. 
 
      
 
    “Theo, I’ve decided to go to Harvard.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. Then we have some paperwork to do, and I’ll have my realtor look for a place to rent while you’re there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, you really don’t have to do any of this.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
      
 
    Later while I’m entering information into the Jenkins file, Miles calls me on my desk phone. My heartbeat increases as I contemplate not answering. Then I decide to be a grown-up. 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    He’s silent, probably surprised by my cordial tone and formal greeting. 
 
      
 
    “Can you come into my office please? We need to discuss my calendar for the week.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    I hang up and take a steadying breath. I can’t let him see how hurt I am. I grab my planner and make my way down the hall to his office. When I open the door, I want to puke. Miles has filled the room with red roses. Is he fucking serious? Does he even know me? 
 
      
 
    I turn to leave but he catches my arm, maneuvers himself around me and closes the door. He stands in front of it to block my exit. 
 
      
 
    “Just let me explain.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to explain. We are not having this conversation. Not here, not ever. Please move.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I need you to sit down and listen to me.” 
 
      
 
    I cross my arms and lean against the wall. I know I’m being obstinate, but I don’t give a shit. If he’s going to force me to stay in here and listen, I’ll be damned if I’m going to follow instructions. When he realizes he’s not going to get me to be any more compliant, he starts his speech. 
 
      
 
    “What you walked in on the other night was not what it looked like.” 
 
      
 
    How cliché. 
 
      
 
    “She showed up at the apartment and said she wanted to apologize for her behavior. I let her in and we talked for a few hours. I told her she was an awful person and that even if she earned forgiveness, she still had to change.” 
 
      
 
    Whatever. He may have convinced himself of that, but I wasn’t buying it. 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t told her you were gone. When she asked where you were, I told her “out”. She must have heard your keys in the door because she suddenly launched herself at me and stuck her tongue down my throat. When I saw you, I knew it had all been a charade.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and don’t move. The smell of the roses is starting to nauseate me and I just want him to finish saying whatever else he’s going to say so I can leave without causing a scene. 
 
      
 
    “After you left, I lost it. She wanted to call the police because you hit her, but I told her I would tell them it was self-defense. She had no reason to be there, and then for her to do that. . .” his voice breaks off and I narrow my eyes at him. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the thing, Miles. I don’t give a shit. The only reason I even came to the apartment was to tell you I’d made up my mind,” I pause to keep my emotions at bay, if he only knew how close I’d been to staying and being with him. “I’m going to Harvard.” 
 
      
 
    He sinks to the floor. He’s on his knees in front of me and the next thing he does makes me want to kick him in the balls. Miles reaches into his pocket and pulls out a ring box. No. Fucking. Way. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe, I’ve been in love with you for a long time. I know you’re going to move away, but I want you to take this with you. I want you to know that this is my promise to you that I am in this for the long haul, I will still love you when you come home after law school. I will still love you even if you don’t love me.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you fucking serious right now? This is how you’re going to fix everything? Miles, get off the floor.” 
 
      
 
    He looks up at me with tears in his eyes. I feel like a total bitch but I just can’t bring myself to care. He destroyed the trust I’d built in him. I know he’s not lying to me, but I don’t want to tell him that. It’s better if I don’t feed a stray. 
 
      
 
    “I need to get back to work. You should probably get rid of all of these,” I gesture to the roses, “And put that thing away.” 
 
      
 
    Miles is completely lost. Part of me is a bit smug. His heart is in a million pieces, but so is mine. How could he have possibly thought I would want to marry him? Especially after the scene with Chelsea at his apartment. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, someday we can go back to the way things were before. We can be like brother and sister again. But it’s going to take time. And you’re going to have to let this go. I am not the right girl for you, Miles. Do yourself a favor and find a nice little blonde who isn’t as much of a bitch as the last one.” 
 
      
 
    I leave the office and head straight for the file room. I can’t keep the tears back any longer. I punch the nearest filing cabinet and sink to the ground. Is this what I’ve been reduced to? A whimpering mess in the filing room of a law firm. Some lawyer I’ll be. Once I collect my thoughts and stop crying, I stand up, dust off my clothes and walk back into the hallway.  
 
      
 
    I don’t know what to think when Miles grabs my hand from his office door and brings me into his office. He kisses me and roughly grabs my hair. Despite being momentarily excited, I try to shove away from him. He clings to me desperately. I arch against him in an effort to put some distance between us but he thinks it’s an invitation. He reaches down to unbutton my pants. I pinch his arm, hard. 
 
      
 
    “Ow, what the hell?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” I say as a tear escapes my eye. 
 
      
 
    He forces the breath out of his lungs and runs a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I just thought. . .” 
 
      
 
    “What that you could fuck me one more time before I leave?” 
 
      
 
    “What? No! I thought maybe this was all you wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “Sex? Yes, there was a time when it was all I wanted from a man. But things are different now. Despite how badly I want it, it doesn’t feel the way it used to.” 
 
      
 
    Miles is dumbfounded. “I didn’t think it felt so bad.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes at his stupid sexy grin. “That’s not what I meant. I don’t want to talk about this.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, too fucking bad. You don’t get to dictate what I do.” 
 
      
 
    “You are so frustrating.” 
 
      
 
    Before I have a chance to answer, there’s a knock on the door. Miles opens it to reveal Theo standing on the other side. 
 
      
 
    “Where did all these roses come from, Miles? Don’t tell me you’ve got another girl on the hook!” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly, dad. It’s a long story. What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “Your mother is very excited about CeCe’s announcement and wants to have a big family dinner on Friday to celebrate. Attendance is mandatory so clear your calendars.” He winks at us before wrinkling his nose. “Get rid of these damn things, they smell terrible.” 
 
      
 
    I take the opportunity to sneak out of the office and return to my desk. My mind is still reeling from the events of the day. I can’t believe Miles thought it was a good idea to propose to me. As if things weren’t complicated enough already. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to see I’ve been upgraded to a dinner date,” Julio jokes as he pulls a chair out for me at our table. 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t make me regret it.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a feisty one! So, not that I’m not thrilled to join you for dinner, but I’m interested to know what urgent news you wanted to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    I spread my napkin across my lap. We decided to eat at an upscale restaurant to avoid large, boisterous crowds. I want to have a real conversation with my father without straining to hear him. I decide it’s time to fill him in on what life has been like for me. 
 
      
 
    “I was recently told that I have a problem letting people in. I have a solid wall built around me that very few people have been given the opportunity to see beyond. I’m going to let you have a window in that wall.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a good start.” 
 
      
 
    “Literally the only thing I remember about you is the day you walked out the door on my fourth birthday. Mom wasn’t exactly forthcoming with any details about you, and I didn’t care to ask. As far as I was concerned, you bailed,” I pause, but not long enough for him to interject, “Mom sucked. My stepfather sucked. I had no idea she was sick until the day I found her body.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Celia. I had no idea you found her.” 
 
      
 
    I hold up my hand to let him know it’s no big deal, “It really didn’t affect me as much as you might think. It was the time afterward that changed me. I had no one. I ended up in a group home because no one wanted a teenage Latina from a broken home. It didn’t matter that I worked hard at school. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t in trouble with the law. I wasn’t a baby. I wasn’t a clean slate that could be molded into the perfect child. I was damaged goods.” 
 
      
 
    The waiter stops at the table and asks for our drink order. We go ahead and order our meals in an effort to limit the number of interruptions. I can tell Julio appreciates the effort I’m making to give him a glimpse into my life. 
 
      
 
    “I graduated at the top of my class. I got a full ride to college. I met Olivia and her family. For the first time in my life, I finally found people who accepted me and loved me for who I was. They adopted me without worrying about my past. They never asked if I was a miscreant, they never questioned my efforts to grow closer to them. They love me. Theo and Ella have actually asked me to officially change my last name to Hanover.” 
 
      
 
    I study his face for a negative reaction, but found none. Good. If I’d changed my name to Hanover it wouldn’t have been his business. It’s not like the Martinez name has done me any favors. 
 
      
 
    “Before you returned to my life, I was struggling with a difficult decision. There were a number of other factors that complicated things further, but those don’t matter anymore. I am going to law school this fall. I applied to a few different schools and received acceptance letters to all of them, but the one that threw me for a loop was actually not one I ever expected to get into. I’ve been accepted to Harvard Law School.” 
 
      
 
    Julio’s eyes widen slightly. “Impressive. Congratulations.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been really struggling with the decision, but I’ve come to the conclusion that I deserve this. I’ve worked my ass off to get to this point, and that acceptance letter means the world to me. There are definitely things that could keep me here, but I don’t want to spend my life wondering what would have happened.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re moving away,” he does his best not to sound disappointed. 
 
      
 
    I nod. “I hope you understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I do. Did you receive a scholarship for this schooling as well? I don’t want you to leave school with a mountain of debt.” 
 
      
 
    His question catches me off guard. Is he indicating that I shouldn’t do this because it’s more than I can afford? If so, he isn’t wrong, but it’s also none of his business. 
 
      
 
    He must have read my expression because he quickly continues, “I only ask because I want to help you. Believe it or not, I’m fairly well-off. My career with the Navy and lack of frivolous spending has allowed me to save up a significant amount of money. I’d like to help you pay for Harvard.” 
 
      
 
    I’m completely shocked by his offer. I didn’t see it coming, and I don’t know what to say. How can I tell him my surrogate father has offered to pay for everything? How can I take his money when I hardly even know him? It doesn’t feel right. But, on the other hand, how can I let the Hanover’s pay for it all when I could accept help from the man sitting in front of me. Great, more life-changing decisions.  
 
      
 
    “I appreciate the offer. Let me think about it before I give you an official decision.” 
 
      
 
    Julio agrees as the waiter brings us our food. We don’t say much as we eat, which I appreciate because my brain is too full as it is. When we finish our meal, we decide to go for a walk and continue our conversation. 
 
      
 
    “So, do you plan to return to Chicago after law school?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I love it here and don’t want to be too far from my family.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope that in time, that will include me.” 
 
      
 
    I smile at him but don’t say anything in response. It’s looking promising, but I am not going to get my hopes up. I need to take my time getting to know him before I can consider him family. I feel my phone start vibrating in my purse. When I finally sift through its contents, I see Miles is the one calling. Ugh. After our encounter earlier, I can’t believe he has the nerve to call me. I ignore the call and stuff the phone back in my purse. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on with you and Miles?” 
 
      
 
    I look up at Julio in surprise. “Why do you ask that?” 
 
      
 
    “It seems to me that a man who willingly lets his sisters best friend stay with him to protect her from her estranged father and shows up against her wishes to observe her first coffee with said father has more invested in the situation than just “brotherly concern”.” 
 
      
 
    I try to shrug it off, but Julio continues to press the issue. 
 
      
 
    “I saw the look on your face when you ignored his call just now.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I’m just not happy with him right now. That’s it.” 
 
      
 
    He holds his hands up in front of him. “None of my business, I get it.” 
 
      
 
    My phone is vibrating again, I ignore it. “I’m sorry, I just prefer to keep my business to myself. To be perfectly honest, I don’t trust you yet.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair,” Julio points to my purse as it starts vibrating again. “But, you should probably answer that and see what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and angrily answer the call. “What do you want Miles?” 
 
      
 
    “CeCe?” 
 
      
 
    The voice catches me off guard, it’s not Miles. It’s Landon. Why does he have Miles’ phone? 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Jenkins, what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s Landon. Look, I went out for a few drinks with Miles and now he’s in pretty bad shape. I didn’t want to get Theo involved, so I thought I’d see if you could help me get him home.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake! I close my eyes and take a deep breath in an attempt to calm my temper. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
      
 
    I quickly bid farewell to my father without much explanation. I tell him I need to help Miles with a client issue, then call the car service to come get me. Leave it to Miles to go out drinking with his best friend and leave me to clean up the mess. I reach 1000 South Clark about a half hour later. I greet the doorman and he tells me Landon called down ahead and asked them to send me right up. I knock on the apartment door and await an answer. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming, I really wasn’t sure what to do. I’m not exactly a big drinker, so I’ve never dealt with anyone acting like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    He leads me through the clean, modern apartment. Miles is sitting in a chair on the balcony, holding a trashcan.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, you put the super drunk guy on the balcony?” 
 
      
 
    Landon shrugs and grabs the back of his neck. “I didn’t want him to puke all over my apartment.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckle. “Well, I need you to brew a pot of strong coffee and find me some bread. If you don’t have bread, I need you to find me steak, potatoes, anything heavy enough that it will soak up some of the alcohol and sober him up a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Landon nods and heads to the kitchen as I open the door to the balcony. The smell of vomit is overwhelming and I have to fight to keep my dinner down. When I look at Miles I can see why Landon felt the need to call me. He is covered in his own puke and barely able to keep his eyes open. The only thing that’s troubling me is how he ended up out here in the first place. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe!” Drunk Miles hiccups after singing my name. 
 
      
 
    “Miles, what the hell are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “I was just hanging out with a friend. How did you get here?” 
 
      
 
    “I rode in a car.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, I’m going to get you home.” 
 
      
 
    “No. Home sucks.” 
 
      
 
    I sigh and take a seat on the other chair. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you’re gone.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, boy. I look out at the view in silence. Landon opens the door and hands me a plate with a freshly cooked steak and four slices of bread. I’m impressed that he pre-cut the meat so we didn’t have to entrust Miles with a sharp object. 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but laugh as Miles digs into the food. He doesn’t bother using the fork. I tell him to slow it down so he doesn’t make himself throw up. Landon gestures for me to come inside, so I follow him into his sparsely furnished living room. 
 
      
 
    “Look, it’s none of my business, but I feel like I should tell you something.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, great. 
 
      
 
    “Miles and I were out for drinks to celebrate a breakthrough in the case. We found emails that prove my wife was conspiring with our accountant to steal my money.” 
 
      
 
    I’m relieved to hear that. After his deposition, we weren’t sure how we would be able to prove the two were working together. The accountant had been keeping the money that should have gone to pay for taxes. Now, Landon was in trouble for tax fraud and his wife was trying to pin it on him. We knew the wife and accountant were having an affair, but now we knew why: she was using him to get more of her husband’s money. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, after a few drinks, Miles started talking about you. The more he talked, the more he drank. He knows he screwed up. The guy’s in love with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not telling you to give him another chance, but coming from a guy who knows all too well how to tell the difference from true love and opportunistic love, you shouldn’t take the former for granted.” 
 
      
 
    Before I can tell him to mind his own damn business, Miles comes in from the balcony. He is clearly still inebriated, but in much better condition than he was when I arrived. He finished off the steak and all the bread. He sloppily pours himself a cup of coffee and leans against the counter to drink it. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe! When did you get here?”  
 
      
 
    “Just now. Come on, time to get you to bed.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re taking me to bed?” 
 
      
 
    Ugh. I don’t dignify that with a response as I guide him from the apartment. Landon helps me get him out of the building and down to the car waiting to take us to Lake Point Tower. 
 
      
 
    Once I have Miles tucked into the back of the cab, I turn to Landon again. “Thank you for calling me Landon, I’ve got it from here.” 
 
      
 
    “Think about what I said, CeCe.” 
 
      
 
    I pause in the doorframe. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    When I get Miles back to his apartment, I have to drag him to his bedroom. I’m fairly confident that he’s doing well enough that I can leave him and get back to the Hanover’s before it’s too late. I gently help him lie down on the bed and remove his shoes. He seems to be drifting into an alcohol induced sleep, so I switch off the light and head for the door. I glance back one more time and decide to take the opportunity to tell him how I feel. He’s passed out, it won’t matter anyway. 
 
      
 
    I sit down next to him on the bed and watch him breathe deeply. I kiss his forehead, trying to commit the smell of his hair to memory. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Miles.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, CeCe.” 
 
      
 
    A shiver runs down my spine. There’s no way he heard and understood what I said. He can’t. Miles doesn’t say anything else, he doesn’t open his eyes. He’s not awake, it was just a coincidence. It has to be. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s Friday, which means the Hanover family is converging at home to celebrate my impending journey to Massachusetts. The tension between us has lessened since I brought Miles home from his drunkfest. He doesn’t seem to remember what I told him. I’m relieved to discover that because I really can’t deal with that while facing such a major life change.  
 
      
 
    Maybe someday we can explore the possibility of being together, but right now I have to shove it aside. There are things we need to discuss to clear the air, and I intend to do so tonight after dinner.  
 
      
 
    “Alright, everyone, the steaks are almost ready!” Theo calls from the deck. 
 
      
 
    Olivia, Ava and I are helping set the table while Miles and Isaac watch the grillmaster at work. Ella is rushing around to get the rest of the meal together. The doorbell rings. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’ll get it,” Ella hurries away. 
 
      
 
    Everyone is here, so I’m not sure who could be showing up now. When Ella returns, I am pleasantly surprised to find Landon trailing behind her with a bottle of wine.  
 
      
 
    “Landon, it’s good to see you,” Olivia says as she gives him a quick squeeze. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Miles told me we were seeing CeCe off, and I didn’t want to miss it.” 
 
      
 
    “Aww, thank you, Landon. That’s sweet of you.” 
 
      
 
    The doorbell rings again, and Ella is off. When she returns, I am more than shocked to see Julio trailing behind her. I don’t know what he’s doing here and I’m not sure who would have invited him.  
 
      
 
    “Celia, I hope you don’t mind my being here. Theo was gracious enough to reach out to me and insisted I come to your big farewell dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t mind. I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
      
 
    The back door opens and the rest of our group make plenty of noise as they bring the steaks and baked potatoes in from the grill. Miles introduces Landon and Isaac, then makes his way over to greet my father. Despite the tension resting in my gut, I am happy to be surrounded by my family. 
 
      
 
    I take a seat next to Landon, across from Olivia and Isaac. Miles sits on the other side of Landon with Ava across from him; Ella and Theo sit at the two ends. Julio is the odd man out, but Miles is gracious enough to give up his seat and pulls up a chair near my end of the table. It makes me a little uncomfortable to have him so close, but I’m a grown-up, I can handle it. When the dinner conversation gets underway, my happiness quickly turns to nausea.  
 
      
 
    “It’s too bad things didn’t work out between you two,” Landon says to me between bites. 
 
      
 
    Oh, my God. Miles chokes on his steak. Olivia and Ava are wearing identical looks of shock. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Theo asks. 
 
      
 
    I’m going to puke. As if it isn’t bad enough that Olivia, Isaac and Ava know, now we have to explain this to Theo and Ella? No thank you. 
 
      
 
    “I think Landon means with our living arrangements,” Miles interjects. 
 
      
 
    My face feels like it’s on fire, I struggle to believe that they’ll buy that explanation, especially after Julio voiced his suspicions to me. 
 
      
 
    Landon shakes his head. 
 
      
 
    “Well, maybe if you hadn’t moved so fast, she’d still be there,” Ava, she was so cute and innocent. Now I want to tape her mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    “Are you freaking kidding me?” I nearly screech at her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, are we not discussing this? I thought we were discussing this,” Ava feigns innocence. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on here? What are we missing?” Ella is looking at all the young people at the table. 
 
      
 
    Miles turns to me. “You told my sister?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean sisters,” Olivia blabs. 
 
      
 
    Well, this is just great. I grip my steak knife and briefly consider throwing it at Olivia. Julio has a knowing grin on his face. I give him a pointed look that I hope says “mind your own business”. 
 
      
 
    “Would you guys tell us what’s going on here?” Theo demands. 
 
      
 
    Silence rushes over the table. I wish I could sink into the floor. Miles and I exchange a tense look; he shrugs at me as if to say “no biggie”. Now I want to punch him. I glare at Landon wishing he could take back his fateful statement. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I for one, think you kind of acted like an ass Miles; especially after graduation,” Isaac chimes in, not to be outdone. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, that’s enough,” Miles shoves away from the table. 
 
      
 
    “I need some air,” I stand up and make my way to the deck without another word. 
 
      
 
    I take a deep, steadying breath. What pisses me off more than anything is that I know what I want now. I want to go to Harvard, but I also want to be with Miles. I’m in love with him. If there’s a chance that we could be together when I return from law school, I want to take it.  
 
      
 
    The sliding door opens; I turn to see Miles standing on the deck with me. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there was that awkward family gathering you were worried about.” 
 
      
 
    “No kidding. So, how did it end?” 
 
      
 
    “Thankfully, your father put an end to it. He decided to take that opportunity to discuss splitting the cost of your schooling.” 
 
      
 
    “Fan-fucking-tastic.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you say it like that? I think it’s pretty great that he wants to help you.” 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes for a moment. “It is, but this is the worst time to bring it up.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the moment the rest of the clan was about to rat us out to my parents? I think the timing was impeccable.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh. “I guess that’s a good point.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you know how sorry I am. I didn’t want any of this to turn out the way it did.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    Miles leaves me on the deck, but it isn’t long before I’m joined by someone else. My father stands next to me and leans over the railing. 
 
      
 
    “Boy, that was close,” he touches my arm. “I think I helped ease the tension. Although it may have blindsided Theo a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “No kidding. Thank you for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Anytime. Look, I know it’s not my place, but I want to give you some advice. You have worked too hard to give up on your dreams, especially if you’re throwing them away for a man.” 
 
      
 
    “Julio, I know what you’re saying and you’re right. The truth is, regardless of my feelings for Miles, I’m going to Harvard Law. You’re right, I have worked way too hard to throw it away. I deserve this education.” 
 
      
 
    “That you do. You’re going to do great things.” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but feel the emotion tighten in my chest as I look at the man beside me. He may not have been in my life until recently, but I’m glad he is now. My father isn’t the monster my mother made him out to be. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, dad.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad? I like the sound of that,” he pulls me into a hug, but not before I see the tears welling up in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Hours later, I lie in bed staring at the ceiling. I can’t sleep. I toss and turn, but just knowing that Miles is sleeping in his bedroom down the hall has left me wide awake. I didn’t get a chance to talk to him again after dinner. I still have another month and a half before I leave, but there is so much left unsaid. I sit up in my bed. I’m going to go to his room. I have to talk to him. 
 
      
 
    Just as I stand up, there’s a knock on my bedroom door. I look at the clock, it’s well past midnight. Who could possibly be at my door? The light knock sounds one more time before the door knob turns slowly. 
 
      
 
    “CeCe? Are you awake?” 
 
      
 
    It’s Miles. He peeks through the crack in the door to find me standing near the bed. He opens the door and sneaks in, closing it behind him. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t sleep. I have to talk to you about something.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s funny. I was actually on my way to talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    Miles runs his hand through his hair. I can tell he doesn’t really know what to say; he always runs his hand through his hair when he’s feeling awkward. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say ladies first, but I’m afraid you punch me for calling you a lady.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head at him, “I’ll go first anyway, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    We sit at the foot of my bed. We’re both silent for a few minutes as I try to find the right words and he respects my processing time. 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re telling the truth about what happened with Chelsea, but I just can’t bring myself to trust that it won’t happen again. You made a stupid mistake. I get it. But, if you truly love me, you would know that the things you did to try and fix it were way off base.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. I got desperate.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you shut-up and let me finish?” 
 
      
 
    He grins but doesn’t say anything else. 
 
      
 
    “I was coming to tell you I wanted to stay. I wanted to be with you.” 
 
      
 
    I reach up and stroke his hair. “I’m still very angry with you. I want to punch you in the face. I want to scream at you. I want to shake you and make you see how differently this could have gone. When you told me you loved me, I couldn’t take it. I was scared and confused. I was overwhelmed with everything going on in my life that I couldn’t trust my gut. Now I can.” 
 
      
 
    I’m staring intently into his eyes. I can practically feel his anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “You were going to stay?” 
 
      
 
    I nod. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
      
 
    I narrow my eyes at him, he isn’t going to make this easy for me.  
 
      
 
    “Because I thought we owed it to ourselves to find out if this is worth it. But, I can’t turn Harvard down. I’ve made up my mind and I know this is what I need to do.” 
 
      
 
    He takes my hands in his. “I couldn’t agree more, you deserve this.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I feel compelled to say the words I uttered the night I tucked him into bed, so I keep my mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    “Is it my turn?” 
 
      
 
    I shrug, if I open my damn mouth I’ll probably say something I shouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “I’m an ass. I’ve never really been the long-term relationship guy. But, I know that’s because of you. I can’t tell you how long I’ve been in love with you, but I feel like if I tell you the truth about a few things, you might get a pretty good idea.” 
 
      
 
    He’s still holding my hands as I wait for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember when you asked me why I didn’t go to Harvard?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you said there was too much going on in your family. You had to stay for your sisters.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not entirely true. The truth is, I didn’t want to leave you. CeCe, you have always been such a mystery to me. I have never met anyone like you. When I found out what you did for Liv, I wanted to be here for you.” 
 
      
 
    What he’s telling me doesn’t make sense. He was in love with me before that? I beat the shit out of Liv’s worthless ex-boyfriend sophomore year. It’s been almost four years! How could I have missed it? 
 
      
 
    “When we kissed at my apartment, I kept waiting to wake up. I had never dreamed you would show any interest in me. I certainly don’t match your type.” 
 
      
 
    I scoff. “Like I match yours. I can’t count how many blonde bimbos I’ve seen you with over the years.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, the whole point of that was to try and get my mind off you. And maybe a little bit of an attempt to make you jealous.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t work very well, did it?” 
 
      
 
    Miles gives me his crooked grin again and shakes his head. “Not at all.” 
 
      
 
    “So, why are you telling me this? Are we going to be able to move forward without things being awkward?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m telling you this because I don’t want to just move on. I’m in love with you, CeCe. That’s not going to change.” 
 
      
 
    “Damnit, Miles. You’re making this so hard. I can’t do this. I can’t love you.” 
 
      
 
    “But you do?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I do, you idiot.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, did you just admit to being in love with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” My voice is so small I’m sure he’s going to make me repeat myself. 
 
      
 
    “You’re in love with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my God! YES! I’m in love with you Miles. Are you happy now?” 
 
      
 
    He doesn’t give me a verbal response, instead he pulls me to him and gives me the sweetest, deepest kiss I’ve ever experienced. 
 
      
 
    “Can you say it again?” 
 
      
 
    I smile as I sneak another kiss. “I love you, Miles.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you too, CeCe.” 
 
      
 
    “But that doesn’t change our current situation. I’m still leaving for Harvard in a little over a month. Please don’t ask me to stay because I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough to say no.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it. But, I do have one request.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me come with you.” 
 
      
 
    I lean away from him. “Are you being serious? You can’t just give up your life here.” 
 
      
 
    “At the risk of sounding cheesy, I don’t have much of a life if you’re gone.” 
 
      
 
    Of course it was cheesy but damn it was good. For a moment I let myself imagine living in Massachusetts with Miles. My belly does a flip.  
 
      
 
    “I would love it if you came with me.” 
 
      
 
    He strokes my face and kisses me passionately. Before I let myself give in completely, a thought occurs to me and I pull away. 
 
      
 
    “How exactly are we going to tell your parents that you’re leaving the firm to move across the country with me?” 
 
      
 
    Miles grins at me and kisses me again. “I think we’ll probably start with the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you still have that ring?” 
 
      
 
    He looks puzzled. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “You should probably bring it with you when we move. I think if you ask again someday my answer will change.” 
 
      
 
    His lips are on mine again. The fire is burning in my belly. For the first time in my life I feel completely content. Every cell in my body is alive with excitement. As the moment heats up between us, I decide we can stay the night together and worry about telling everyone in the morning. 
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