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CHAPTER 1
Areny

I get to make people feel better for a living—without having to slice them
open or prescribe medication. That’s pretty cool, if you ask me. As a
traveling massage therapist, I move from site to site, making house calls.
That’s another thing I love about my day job: I never have to do it in one
place. The company I work for, Elite Massage, has an office downtown,
where I go once a month to stock up on supplies and check in. When 1
stopped in this afternoon, my boss, Trina, had an update for me.

“So, I just added something new to your schedule, if you can fit it in
tomorrow,” she said.

“Where is it?” I asked, stuffing a variety of oils into my backpack.

“Brookline. Actually, you were specifically requested.”

I stopped for a moment. “By whom?”

“His name is Dax Moody. Ever hear of him?”

I shook my head. “No. Not at all.”

“Well, he came up clean.”

Trina always runs a criminal background check on new clients, which I
appreciated since most of the time I was going into their homes and would
often be alone with these strangers.

“I also Googled him and got his business page,” she continued. “He’s
the owner of a capital investment company.”

Dax Moody. Huh... nothing. “I guess someone must have recommended
me to him.”




Trina gestured toward her computer. “Check out this property. This is
where he lives.” She’d pulled up Google Earth and zoomed in on a house. It
was a large, brick structure with a black wrought-iron fence around it.

“Wow,” I said.

“Yeah. Might want to wear something a little nicer than the usual T-shirt
and ripped jeans.” She winked. “You know, in case he’s single.”

“I’m certain if he lives in a house like that in Brookline, he’s not. It
doesn’t matter anyway. Isn’t there a rule about mixing business with
pleasure?”

She shrugged and zoomed in farther on the house. “You know what they
say about rules.”

The next day I parked in front of the sprawling estate, unsure where these
butterflies in my stomach were coming from. I’d had wealthy clients before.
But something about this assignment felt different, though I couldn’t put my
finger on it.

Brookline was just outside of the city, and a trolley line ran right
through the center of town. With its proximity to Boston universities, the
neighborhood was a mix of college students and wealthier professionals,
depending on the section. This particular street was one of the quieter ones,
lined with big, beautiful homes, and not far from where I knew a couple of
the New England NFL players lived.

The leaves on the trees surrounding the estate were a multitude of
colors, evidence that fall foliage season was in full swing. Looking up at the
two-story brick house, I noticed an older-looking Camry that seemed out of
place parked in the driveway.

With my supplies hanging in a bag over my shoulder, I carried my
portable table as I walked toward the massive black door with a vibrant
wreath of autumn leaves hung on it. I rang the bell and anxiously waited.

A woman who appeared to be in her mid-forties, wearing khakis and a
pretty cowl-neck sweater, opened the door. This must be Mrs. Moody.

She looked down at the table I held and then up at me. “Can I help
you?”

I cleared my throat. “Uh, yes. I’m here to see Dax Moody. He scheduled
a twelve o’clock massage-therapy appointment with me.”



Her eyes narrowed, and she laughed a little.

Is this funny?

“Uh...okay.” She waved me inside. “Wait here in the foyer, please.”

“Thank you.”

I set the heavy table down and walked over to a large, framed photo on
the wall. It was a woman in a wedding dress. The background looked like
Vegas. I now realized the woman who answered the door wasn’t his wife;
she must work here. The woman in the photo looked over her shoulder, her
long, blond hair cascading down her back. She held a small bouquet of
lavender roses. She was beautiful.

The lady returned, interrupting my thoughts. “It seems you have the
wrong time. Mr. Moody indicates his appointment isn’t until one?”

My stomach sank. “Oh, gosh. Let me see.” I rechecked the schedule on
my phone. She was right. How could I have messed this up? I shoved my
phone in my pocket. “It seems I did screw up the time. I’m really sorry. I’ll
come back.”

Just as I’d turned around and lifted the handle on my table, a deep voice
came from behind me. “Wait.”

I turned around to find a tall, gorgeous, shirtless man wiping sweat off
his forehead with a small white towel. He had a six-pack, and his body was
insane.

This is Dax? 1 was expecting someone older. This guy looked like he’d
stepped off the cover of GQ. He had to be in his early thirties max, was very
built, and had light brown hair. He wore black trousers, which was an odd
choice to work out in. His tanned skin glistened with sweat.

“We can just do it now,” he said.

I gulped. The thought of rubbing my hands over this guy suddenly made
me very nervous. As someone who touched people for a living, I tried to
compartmentalize. But jeez. He was hot as hell. A warning about what he
looked like would have been nice.

“Are you sure? I don’t mind coming back. It was my fault.”

“Yes, I know. But you’re here, so we might as well get it over with.”

Get it over with? Massage was supposed to be a pleasurable and
relaxing experience. “Okay, then. Just let me know where you want me.”

Dax stared at me for a few seconds before he said, “My office.”

Swallowing, I nodded. “Alrighty, then.”

“Let me get that.” He reached for my table and headed down the hall.



His housekeeper gave me an amused look. I still wasn’t sure what she
found so funny about all of this.

As 1 followed, a waft of his cologne hit me, and I couldn’t help
admiring the cut of his back. This guy clearly worked out a lot. Which
made me wonder...did he expect me to massage him all sweaty like that?

We entered the office and he said, “You can set up in here.”

“Your housekeeper seems to think my being here is quite funny.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not like me to order a massage. And I didn’t mention to
her that you were coming. She’s always telling me I need to try to unwind.
So she probably thinks she influenced this.”

“I see.” I paused. “I’'m Wren McCallister, by the way. But you probably
already know that since you requested me?”

He ignored my comment, instead saying, “I’m going to jump in the
shower while you set up.”

“Okay.” I smiled.

Grateful to be alone for a bit, and not to have to massage a sweaty
person, I blew out a breath and looked around. Holy crap. One side of the
room had bookshelves built into almost every inch of the wall. His wooden
desk was covered in stacks of papers. The large windows let in a lot of
sunshine and provided a beautiful view of the colorful leaves outside. A
vibrant Persian-looking area rug covered most of the floor. This office was
pretty much the size of half of my house.

After unfolding my table and setting it up in the corner, I fished through
my selection of oils, contemplating which one would be most suitable for
him. Which scent signified darkly intimidating? I settled on vanilla—smoky
and mysterious.

About ten minutes later, Dax returned. He didn’t say anything, just
looked at me. His hair was damp, and he’d changed into a white T-shirt that
fit his muscular chest like a glove. He wore the same black trousers he’d
had on before, or maybe they were another similar-looking pair of pants.

The sound of a car starting drew my attention to the window. The car
that had been parked in the driveway was backing away. Was it the
housekeeper leaving? If she was gone, that meant Dax and I were likely
alone now. I hadn’t heard anyone else in the house. His wife must have
been at work, or maybe she was running errands. Did they have kids? I
began wondering if I needed to be concerned about this assignment,
considering his odd temperament. He didn’t seem happy for me to be here.



I forced the words out. “Shall we begin?”

He took a few steps toward me and crossed his impressive arms. “I
don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“I’m having doubts about this,” he said.

I blinked. “About me being here?”

“About the massage, yeah. I think this might’ve been a mistake.”

Any apprehension I had about being alone with him dissipated upon
realizing he was hesitant.

I’m so confused. “Have you ever had one before?”

“No.” He looked out the window and back to me. “I haven’t.”

I swallowed. “Well, it’s pretty simple. You just lie on your stomach, and
I take it from there. You don’t have to do anything.”

“Well, I do have to give up control.”

“That’s the idea, though.”

“I’m not good at that.” He tilted his head. “What do you do exactly?”

“I...stand beside you and rub my hands into your skin and work to get
some of the knots out of your muscles.”

He shook his head. “No. I meant, what do you do? Is this your full-time
gig?”

Is that an insult? “Yes. I went to school for massage after college, and I
make a good living. Being a massage therapist is not something you do on
the side. It’s a great, fulfilling career in and of itself,” I said defensively.

“I didn’t mean to imply it wasn’t.” He fidgeted with his watch, which
looked like it cost more than my car.

I blew out a breath. “I do have other aspirations, but this pays the bills
and allows me to put some money away, too. I'm currently saving for a trip
to Europe.”

“I see.” He stared out the window, almost looking as though he wanted
to escape.

What’s with this guy? “Look...I can leave if you’re not comfortable.”

“No.” He walked over to a cabinet and took out a bottle of some kind of
liquor. “I just need something to take the edge off.” He poured himself a
glass of amber-colored liquid.

I stared at his big, masculine hands. “Well, this is a first.”

“A first what?” he asked.



“The first time a client has ever had to relax before a relaxing massage.”
When I laughed, I accidentally snorted.

His eyes narrowed. “What the hell was that?”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to snort. That happens sometimes when I'm
nervous. It just comes out.”

“Why are you nervous?”

“Maybe your attitude is rubbing off on me.”

He chugged the alcohol and slammed the glass down. “I’m sorry. I don’t
know how to relax. It’s my nature. Even when I’m supposed to be freaking
relaxing...the thought of relaxing stresses me out.”

I nodded. “That’s actually a real thing. It’s called relaxation-induced
anxiety.”

He chuckled. “Thanks for the diagnosis.”

“I used to be like you. I'd get panic attacks from the quiet when I tried
to meditate.”

He licked the side of his mouth. “I suppose that defeats the purpose.”

“Exactly. And sitting still, like in the hair salon or dentist’s chair, used
to make me panicky when I was younger.”

“Younger? You’re pretty young. How long have you been doing this
massage thing?” he asked.

“A couple of years.”

“What made you get into it?”

“I wanted to make people feel good. And it doesn’t bore me. I never
have to be in one place.”

“Does it pay well? How much of the fee do you get to keep?”

My eyes narrowed. “You ask a lot of questions.”

“Well, maybe I need to get comfortable with you before I let you put
your hands all over me.”

For some reason that comment rubbed me the wrong way. Let me put
my hands on him? As if it was a privilege? (As if he could read my mind
and sense my attraction? Ugh.)

I raised my voice. “I thought you told the company someone
recommended me. Why are you so apprehensive?”

“Okay.” He sighed, scrubbing his hand over his face. “Let’s get this
over with. What do I do?”

Jesus. He’s wound tight. “Take off your shirt and lie down on the table.
You can leave your pants on or take them off.”



He let out a guttural laugh. “Take my pants off?”

“Yes. That’s actually customary. But it’s always the client’s choice. I
can leave the room, if you wish, while you undress. There’s a towel to cover
yourself. But you can totally leave your pants on, too.”

“I will be leaving my pants on, thanks.”

“Okay. Just make sure you take the stick out of your ass one way or the
other.”

He glared at me but finally cracked a slight smile. I’d take it.

I laughed. “In all seriousness, just breathe. That’s all you need to worry
about.” I took a deep breath in, willing myself to take my own advice.

Dax slowly pulled his shirt over his head, once again granting me a
view of his rippled muscles. There wasn’t an inch of anything soft on his
body. I turned away suddenly when I caught my eyes lingering a little too
long.

He then lay down stomach-first on the table and within seconds, I heard
the pitter-patter of paws and the clanking of a metal collar coming from
down the hall.

A large English sheepdog pushed through the door and entered the
room, barking profusely at the sight of me. Then he jumped up on the table
and landed on Dax’s back.

“Damn it, Winston!” Dax yelled.

I didn’t even know a dog that big could jump so high. The dog shot me
the evil eye. This house is just full of welcoming people.

“Hello,” I said awkwardly.

He growled. It seemed Doggy was just as extra as his owner.

“Get off me, you fluffernutter!” Dax groaned.

The dog kept growling at me while I covered my mouth to keep from
laughing. “Why is he so angry?” I asked, trying to stifle my amusement.

“He’s protective to a fault. He was napping upstairs when you arrived. I
hoped he’d stay sleeping. I hadn’t planned on him coming down, although I
should’ve.”

Dax sat up and somehow got the beast of a dog off him. He hopped
down off the table. “I’ll be right back,” he said, guiding Winston out of the
room and down the hall. The sound of the collar disappeared into the
distance.

Left alone for a moment, I exhaled and wandered over to a shelf that
displayed various things, including a large, white seashell that seemed



completely out of place, given the room’s otherwise masculine vibe. It was
beautiful. Remembering what my mother had told me when I was little, I
lifted the shell and placed it against my ear in an attempt to hear “the
ocean.” Met with the ambient noise that resonated from within, I closed my
eyes and smiled.

“Please don’t touch that,” Dax called from behind me.

Shaken by his abrupt tone, I jerked, and the shell slipped from my
fingers and crashed to the ground.

He let out a jarring shriek.

My hands shook. “I’m so sorry... I...” I bent to clean up the pieces, but
he bolted to stop me.

“Don’t touch anything!” His tone was grating.

“Why? It’s my fault,” I insisted.

“Please just get up,” he commanded in an even harsher tone.

Burning with embarrassment, I stared down at the mess. That’s when I
realized something had fallen out of the shell. It was a plastic bag filled
with...ashes.

I slowly stood up and pointed to the ground. “What is that?”

His eyes lifted to meet mine, and after several seconds he finally
answered.

“My wife.”



CHAPTER 2
Areny

Trina kept shaking her head. “I don’t even know what to say.”

“There is nothing to say. There are no words at all. It’s been a week, and
I still can’t seem to figure out how to describe what happened.”

I’d just recalled for my boss my odd experience with Dax Moody,
starting with his reluctance to let me anywhere near him, and ending on the
horror of having dropped the shell containing his wife’s ashes. Thankfully,
although the shell broke, the ashes had remained safely inside that sealed
bag—unlike my guts, which felt like they’d been splattered everywhere. I
couldn’t imagine how I’d feel if those ashes hadn’t been protected, if God
forbid, they’d been strewn all over the floor. I might’ve needed therapy.

“So how did you leave things before you walked out of there?” Trina
asked.

“After he picked up the pieces—because he wouldn’t let me touch
anything—he said his wife had passed away suddenly about a year and a
half ago. He didn’t offer any details about what happened. We both agreed
it was best if I left, so that’s what I did—right after I used his bathroom
quickly since I’d nearly pissed myself.”

Trina frowned. “Gosh. That’s so sad.”

“Me nearly pissing myself?”

“Well, that, too, but mainly his wife dying. And it explains the dog’s
territorial behavior.”

“Yup. Winston was probably like “Who the hell is this bitch with my
lady’s man?’” I shook my head. “When I first walked in there, I thought




Dax was just an uptight asshole. But man, by the time I left I could see why
he was so guarded. I mean, to lose your wife so young...”

My time at Dax’s haunted me. I’d thought about little else since that day
last week. There were so many lingering questions—ones I had no
particular right to the answers to. How did she die? Is he lonely? 1 wished
he’d let me massage him so he could’ve escaped reality for a while.
Although, T was also relieved that I hadn’t had the opportunity to botch that
up, too.

That evening, I hung out with my dad in the kitchen. We often sat at the
table cracking pistachios after dinner and watching Jeopardy! on the nights
he didn’t have to work second shift at his factory job.

I had no shame about still living at home with my dad at age twenty-
four. There was plenty of space in our house, and we got along well. It
didn’t make sense to spend my savings on rent. Dad didn’t want to be alone,
and I helped him with cooking, cleaning, and bought groceries. So it
worked out for both of us. I made enough money to have my own
apartment, but this helped me save for an eventual trip overseas. Pretty sure
it would be Europe. I hadn’t settled on an exact location there, but I knew I
wanted to explore a new land at some point before I turned thirty. I had
some time to figure it out.

“You might be interested in this.” My father handed me a pamphlet.
“Came in the mail today.”

It was from my alma mater, Boston College of Music, advertising a
program designed for alumni to teach music in France. On the front was a
photo of a woman holding a trombone, surrounded by kids in what looked
like the countryside. It included information on how to access the online
application.

“Hmm...” My eyes lit up. “I’ll definitely be looking into this.”

“I assumed you would.” He smiled. “I’ll just have to figure out how to
deal with worrying about you when you’re so far away.”

“I wouldn’t be that confident about it, if I were you.”

He broke open a pistachio. “Think positively.”

My phone dinged with a notification from Elite Massage’s scheduling
app. An assignment had been added to my roster. My heart nearly stopped



when I got a look at the update.

“What’s wrong?” my father asked.

A rush of heat ran through me. “I...just got a text from work about a
new assignment for tomorrow night.”

“Is everything okay?”

I shared almost everything with my dad, but I hadn’t told him this story
and didn’t want to rehash it now. So I simply said, “Yeah.”

Of course, it wasn’t merely the assignment that had shaken me. It was
the person who’d booked the appointment.

Dax Moody.

It was already starting to get dark out when I pulled up to Dax’s on
Wednesday night. I heard Winston barking before the door even opened. To
my surprise, it was Dax himself who greeted me, not the housekeeper from
before.

Dax nodded. “Hello, Wren.” He stepped aside. “Come in. It’s cold.”

“Where’s Winston?” I asked. I’d expected him to come charging toward
me.

“I put him in the other room for a bit so he doesn’t bother you. I have an
area gated off.”

“It’s fine. I can handle his attitude.”

“Let me get that.” He reached for my table.

I took a few more steps inside. “I have to say, I wasn’t expecting to be
called back here again.”

Dax’s lip twitched. “I felt like I needed to apologize.”

“You need to apologize? What I did was unforgivable.”

He shook his head. “You didn’t know. And it was an accident. But I
sensed you were upset when you left. So I wanted to apologize for my harsh
reaction.”

I looked around. “Why make another appointment to apologize to me?
You could’ve sent me a message through the company.”

“Well, I’'m also still in need of a massage. So I figured I’d kill two birds
with one stone.” He paused. “Unfortunately, the massage isn’t going to be
able to happen tonight as I’d originally planned. Something’s come up at
the last minute, and I didn’t have a chance to cancel before you arrived.”



“What happened?”

“Shannon, my housekeeper, had to leave early, and Rafe isn’t feeling
well.”

“Rafe?” I tilted my head, pretending like I didn’t know who that was.
Since the last time I was here, I’d read his wife’s obituary, which said she’d
left behind a son.

Before Dax could answer, a boy made his way down the staircase. He
paused at the bottom and looked at me. He seemed to be about twelve or
thirteen.

I lifted my hand in a wave. “Hello.”

“Rafe, this is Wren,” Dax called.

Rather than acknowledge me, the boy walked through the foyer past us.

Dax cleared his throat. “He’s...shy.”

“I didn’t realize you had a son,” I lied.

He lowered his voice. “Rafe is not technically my son.”

That caught me off guard and piqued my curiosity all at once.

Dax looked toward where Rafe had disappeared. “My late wife adopted
him when he was eight—before she and I got together. When Maren died,
he was suddenly left in my care. Day by day, I’m still figuring out how to
be a proper guardian to him. We’re in a situation neither of us chose. I don’t
know what I would do without Shannon’s help.”

“Is Shannon the woman I met the last time I was here?”

“Yes. She’s here every weekday until eight. She basically runs this
house while I work. Her two sons are grown, so she has the flexibility.” He
sighed. “Anyway, she wasn’t feeling well tonight and left about ten minutes
ago. So, like I said, I didn’t have time to cancel before you got here. Rafe
doesn’t normally need a babysitter, but he’s under the weather tonight, too
—it’s his ear. So I can’t proceed with the massage. I’'m sorry.” He looked
me up and down. “Would you like a cup of tea or something? You came all
this way.”

As I pondered the offer, Rafe reappeared briefly before jetting past us
back up the stairs. I watched him until he disappeared. My eyes were still
glued to the stairs when I said, “I don’t want to impose.”

With the late cancellation, the appointment was already paid for and
non-refundable. While the curious side of me wanted to stay, I felt strange
about intruding when Dax seemed to have so much on his plate tonight.

“I’m making some tea anyway,” he said. “It’s no imposition. I insist.”



“Okay, then.” I nodded. “Tea would be nice.”

A chill ran down my spine as I followed him into the kitchen, which
was a cook’s dream—huge, rustic center island featuring a countertop made
of butcher block. There was a bowl of papayas on it. Behind the top-of-the-
line Viking stove was a wall of exposed brick. Off to the side was a brick
oven. I imagined happier times in this house where perhaps Dax and his
wife had made pizza together while sipping wine. My heart clenched.

I took a seat at the table and watched as Dax opened the cabinet and
seemed to fumble with some things, eventually taking out two mugs.

“I have black tea, green tea...” He lifted a tin can and squinted to read
it. “And this cinnamon one with orange peel. I think that’s Shannon’s.”

“Cinnamon sounds great. Thank you.”

“Do you take it with milk?”

“Just a splash.” I smiled.

Things were quiet until the whistle blew on the tea kettle. After Dax
prepared two steaming hot teas, he carried them over to the table and placed
one in front of me.

“Thank you.” I took a sip too fast, burning my tongue. I winced. The
cinnamon taste was sweeter than I’d expected.

“Too hot?” he asked.

I blew on it. “It’ll be perfect in a minute.”

There was a bowl of various candies on the table. He must have noticed
me eyeing it because he pushed it toward me. “Feel free to help yourself.
Shannon apparently picked up some of the Halloween candy they’re
starting to put out early in the stores.”

I faced my palm toward him. “No, thank you.”

He reached into the bowl and took out one of the mini bars of chocolate,
placing it in front of me. “I think this one is fitting.”

Oh my God. Butterfinger. That was a total dig at my breaking the shell.
I sighed. “Mr. Moody, was that an attempt at humor? That’s really out of
character for you.”

“A poor attempt, yeah.” He chuckled. “Sorry. I couldn’t help myself.”

“You didn’t plant these here just so you could say that, did you?”

“No. It was luck.”

After a few moments of awkward silence, I asked a nagging question.
“Were you...able to replace the shell?”



He stopped mid-sip and put his mug down. “I ordered another one
online. It should be arriving this week.”

“Glad to hear.” I should’ve offered again to pay for it, as I did before I
left the other day, but I knew he’d never let me. Instead of offering a second
time, I stared down into my mug. “I’m so sorry again.”

He nodded. “Why did you have the shell up against your ear when I
interrupted you that day?”

I laughed nervously. “The ocean.”

His eyes narrowed. “The ocean...”

“Yes. You’ve never heard of that? If you put a seashell to your ear, you
can hear the ocean inside?”

“Can’t say I have.” He continued to stare at me like I was crazy.

“It was something my mother told me when I was younger...before she
died. She passed away when I was five.”

He frowned. “I’m sorry, Wren. That’s terrible.”

I nodded and looked around the kitchen. “Can I ask what happened to
your wife?”

He hesitated a moment. “Brain aneurysm. No one saw it coming.”

“She was so young.”

He swallowed. “Forty-two.”

“Older than you...”

His brow lifted. “How do you know how old I am?”

I didn’t want to admit my Googling. The write-up in The Boston Globe
about Maren’s death hadn’t stated how she died. But I did notice that she
hadn’t taken his last name. She still went by Maren Wade.

“Just an assumption,” I finally answered. “You seem younger.”

“She was twelve years older than me. I’m thirty-two.” He paused. “How
old are you?”

“Twenty-four.”

He bounced his legs, seeming tense as ever. That massage definitely
would’ve done him good.

Rafe suddenly appeared at the entrance to the kitchen.

“What’s up?” Dax asked.

The boy said nothing, just pointed to his ear.

“Shit. Your ear is worse?”

He nodded.



Rafe had thick, light brown unruly hair and big, beautiful hazel eyes
that held a hint of sadness.

“Let me see where Shannon put that medicine.” He turned to me. “I’ll
be right back.”

Dax stood, leaving a cloud of his masculine scent in his wake, and
followed Rafe out of the room. I felt a little guilty for checking out Dax’s
ass as he left. But his dark jeans hugged it quite well.

I could hear the two of them going up the stairs together.

After sitting alone for a while, the sound of a dog collar registered. The
next thing I knew, Winston had entered the kitchen.

“Where did you escape from? You broke down the gate?”

He growled and barked before settling down on the kitchen floor.

I lifted my mug and walked over to where he’d planted himself near the
center island. I sat on a stool and put my tea down. “You know, Winston,
you’re awfully fluffy and cute for someone so mean. I don’t normally want
to bury my nose in the fur of people who hate me.”

He growled again. “Ruff!”

“Look. I’'m not here to make trouble, okay? I know you’ve been through
a lot. Clearly everyone in this house has.”

“Winston is probably the most balanced of anyone under this roof.”

Startled at the sound of Dax’s voice, I turned so suddenly to face him
that my arm hit the mug, causing it to crash to the floor and shatter.

Not again.

I covered my mouth. “Oh no.”

Dax held out his hands. “Stay back, Winston.” He walked around and
led the dog out of the room.

I bent down to pick up the pieces.

A minute later, he returned to find me down on my hands and knees.
“Stand up, Wren.”

Refusing to listen, I kept at it. “I’m so mortified right now.”

He spoke louder. “Stand up. I have the dustpan and brush. I’ll take care
of it.”

I reluctantly stood and watched as Dax knelt in my place to pick up the
pieces.

I paced. “This is déja vu. How could this possibly have happened a
second time?”

“It’s okay.” He glanced up at me. “Nobody died.”



His choice of words gave me pause. “Nobody died? Are you trying to
be funny again?”

“Actually, T wasn’t. But now that you mention it, that could’ve been a
dig at the last time this happened, huh?”

Oh great. So I’'m the one making jokes about his dead wife’s ashes now.

Dax dumped the ceramic pieces in the trash. He went over the area with
a small hand vacuum before mopping up the remaining tea. Then he put all
of the supplies away in a utility closet off the kitchen.

“All set,” he said. He examined my face. “You don’t look so good.”

I wanted to crawl into a hole. “I’m not. I feel like I have PTSD or
something from the first time I broke something here.” I let out a shaky
breath.

He walked over and placed his hands on my shoulders. “Relax.”

Oh. My pulse reacted to the weight of his hands on me. His touch felt
damn good, but I had to be crazy for getting a little aroused at a time like
this. “You’re telling me to relax? Isn’t that somewhat ironic coming from
you?”

He smiled, removing his hands from my shoulders—much to my
dismay. “Come sit. I’ll make you another tea.”

I was about to tell him that wasn’t necessary, but he’d already turned on
the kettle, so I let things be.

I sat in silence and watched as he prepared it, my eyes again falling to
his derriere. Dax had broad shoulders, and you could make out the muscles
of his back through the material of his cream-colored shirt. It was strange to
be intimidated by someone who was also waiting on you. It wasn’t every
day that a handsome man served me like this.

After the kettle went off, he poured my tea and walked over to hand it to
me. He then poured the remaining hot water into his mug.

“Thank you.” I cleared my throat. “How is Rafe?”

Dax returned to his seat across from me. “He gets these chronic ear
infections. I managed to find where Shannon put the ibuprofen she bought
today. I’ll have to get him to the doctor tomorrow.” He let out a long breath.
“Rafe is in a...silent stage right now. He prefers not to talk, so it’s hard to
know the extent of his pain.”

“Okay, so he’s choosing not to talk. I wasn’t sure.”

Dax nodded. “Doctor says it’s a form of mutism.”

“I thought maybe he had a developmental delay.”



“No. He spoke perfectly fine before his mother passed. All of this came
on after.”

Oh man. “How old is he?”

“Thirteen.”

“That’s a tough age. I can’t imagine how difficult losing her must have
been for him.”

“Yeah. He was eleven at the time. And now he’s stuck with a guy he
never liked to begin with, and who certainly wasn’t cut out to be a parent.”

“I’m sure you’re doing the best you can.”

“How do you know that?” he asked, almost defensively.

“Well, I was raised by my dad. As I mentioned, my mother, Eileen, died
in a car accident when 1 was five. My dad and I are very close. But I
understand how hard it is, because I know how much my dad struggled with
being a single father. Still, he did a damn good job.”

“So, you assume I must be like him? Worthy of the responsibility of a
child? I’'m not. I didn’t choose to adopt Rafe. That was all Maren long
before I came along. When she and I got married, I made it clear that I
wasn’t ready to be a father to her son. And she said that didn’t matter
because Rafe was hers. She said I could choose the role I wanted to have in
his life. The problem is, we never figured that out, nor did we discuss what
the hell would happen if she wasn’t around anymore.” His voice was
strained. “I can run my company and provide investment expertise until
kingdom come. But when it comes to that boy? I basically know shit. And
he won’t talk to me on top of everything. So that makes it harder.” He let
out a long breath.

The stress resonated off of him. I could feel it. I didn’t know what to
say. What came out was: “He probably just needs time.”

“It’s been a year and a half.” Dax laughed angrily.

“More time?” I shrugged and offered a sympathetic look.

He stared at me for several seconds, then changed the subject. “Wren is
an interesting name.”

“It means little bird. My mother picked it out.”

“Little bird.” He nodded. “It fits you.”

My cheeks burned. His eyes lingered on mine, causing me to fidget with
the buttons on my sweater. I felt like I was on an eternal job interview with
him. At the same time, he was so attractive it was almost painful. I wasn’t
used to feeling like this—so obviously flustered that I was certain it must



have showed on my face. I never wanted to stop looking at him, and at the
same time, I wanted to run. It was a strange contradiction. And it seemed so
wrong to be lusting after some poor dead woman’s husband.

“So...” he said. “The first time you were here, you said you’re saving
for a trip to Europe?”

“Yes. That’s the plan.”

“Good for you. I wish I had traveled more for leisure before I got tied
down.”

When he looked away, I examined his profile. He had the perfect nose
and just the right amount of chin scruff. But like Rafe, his eyes held a
sadness that made me yearn to wipe it away. “Are you okay, Dax?”

He turned to me suddenly, his eyes narrowing. “Why are you asking?”

“Does no one ever ask you that question?”

He sighed, running his finger along the rim of his mug. “I don’t have
anything to complain about. I’m alive. I’'m wealthy. I have the means to hire
help. There are plenty of people who’ve lost their spouses and don’t have
that privilege.”

“That’s true, but money can’t buy happiness. It can’t bring your wife
back.” I paused. “It helps to talk sometimes. I get the impression that you
don’t open up about all of this very often. You just go through the motions.”

His mouth curved into a slight smile. “You get that impression...
because I’'m wound so tight?”

“Frankly?” I arched my brow. “Yes. You have to learn to let go
somehow, find some joy in each day for no one other than yourself. It
doesn’t matter how successful you are if there’s no joy in your life.
Otherwise, what’s the point? You could have all the money in the world, but
it doesn’t matter if you’re miserable.”

“What’s the point...” he muttered. “I’ve definitely asked myself that
question from time to time lately.” He stared down into his cup a moment.
“What do you do for joy, Wren?”

“It doesn’t have to be anything elaborate. Sometimes it’s just breathing
the air outside on a fall day and being alone with your thoughts. Or
enjoying a cup of tea with a virtual stranger whom you find intriguing and a
little frightening at the same time.”

His eyes widened. “I frighten you?”

“I should clarify. I’'m more frightened by the way I seem to keep
making an ass of myself around you.” I cleared my throat. “Anyway, as far



as bringing joy into your life, it doesn’t matter what you’re doing as long as
you’re being mindful in the process—not letting your mind go to that place
where it bombards you with toxic things that take you out of the present.”

“You have a good outlook. Can you bottle some of it for me in a pretty
little jar?”

“I would, but I might break it.” I winked.

He bent his head back. “Ah, yes. That’s very true.”

Our eyes locked, and I felt my knees quiver. Yeah. That’s your cue to
leave. 1 stood up and placed my mug on the counter—gently. “Well, this tea
was very good. But I’d better let you get back to your evening.”

He got up from his chair. “You don’t have to go.”

“I really should.”

Dax nodded and followed me to the foyer. Sensing him behind me, the
hairs on the back of my neck stiffened. I lifted my portable table and placed
my bag of supplies over my shoulder before heading to the door. I’d just
turned the doorknob when he called my name.

“Wren...”

I turned. “Yes?”

“Thank you for your question—when you asked if I was okay. Thank
you for caring enough to ask. Most people don’t. And thank you, too, for
your insight. I’m sorry the massage didn’t work out—again.”

“Yeah.” I shrugged. “I guess it’s not meant to be.”

“I may try again sometime,” he said.

“Maybe third time will be the charm?” I grinned. “Who knows what
else I might break.”

He chuckled. “I’ll have to bubblewrap the glassware before you come.”

The prospect of seeing him again gave me goose bumps. I hoped to God
he scheduled something, because I’d never have the balls to reach out to
him if he didn’t. And then I might never see him again. Even though I
barely knew him, the thought of that didn’t sit right with me.

Before I walked outside, I looked up at the top of the stairs to find Rafe
looking down. I waved, but once again, he didn’t reciprocate.



CHAPTER 3
Vv

Adriana rolled out of her bed and rushed to put her clothes back on. We
were both late for work. After Rafe left for school on Monday morning,
rather than go straight into the office, I decided to give myself a little “joy.”
At least, I tried. It wasn’t quite joyful with Adriana, though—just a
meaningless escape of a quickie with a woman who had been an occasional
friend with benefits for a few months now. If there were feelings, it
would’ve defeated the point, which was not to feel anything.

Adriana was the ex-wife of a business adversary. She’d messaged me
out of the blue one day to tell me about her divorce. Then she’d asked if I
wanted to grab drinks.

Most unsettling was that in the middle of sex with Adriana this
morning, I’d been thinking about...Wren. How incredibly messed up was
that? Her pretty face. Her short copper hair and delicate neck. Her gigantic
blue eyes. The way her breath seemed to quicken when I’d touched her
after she dropped that mug of tea. Given the circumstances of my life—not
to mention the fact that she was eight years younger—my dick’s reaction to
that was completely fucked up. I’d thought about Wren a lot in the five days
since she’d come over, and that needed to stop.

But our conversation the other night had also had some kind of effect on
me, making me realize I hadn’t been truly living. Why were these thoughts
of her so pervasive? That’s why I’d called Adriana and done the one thing I
could think of to wash Wren out of my brain. Unfortunately, it seemed to
have backfired.




“I was surprised you called,” Adriana said as she buttoned her blouse.
“Usually I’'m the one calling you. We should do this again soon. It’d been a
while. I thought you’d forgotten about me.”

I slipped my pants on and buckled my belt. “I’ve just been busy. Lots of
stress at work.”

She fluffed her long, brown hair. “Well, I’'m happy to take your mind off
things anytime.”

“I know. And thank you. It was...fun.”

“Busy day ahead?” she asked.

I knotted my tie. “Yeah. The day is fully booked after ten.”

“Well, good luck.”

“Thanks.” T gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek before heading for the
door. Our encounters always reminded me of a business transaction.

As soon as the air hit my face outside her apartment building, relief
came over me. I always felt guilty when we fucked. I hadn’t slept with
anyone since Maren died before my first encounter with Adriana a few
months ago. And I'd only allowed myself to be with her because she’d
made it clear she was fresh off her divorce and didn’t want anything
serious. That was perfect because I had absolutely nothing to offer her
besides my dick. We barely even kissed. It was just pure sex. No intimacy.
The only way it could be.

Once I got to work, I led a couple of back-to-back meetings before
returning to my office. Almost as soon as my ass hit the chair, my assistant
rang in with a call.

“I have Serena Kravitz from Phillipson Academy on the line.”

Rafe’s school. Shit. “Thank you,” I said before picking up the call. “This
is Dax Moody.”

“Mr. Moody. Everything is fine with Rafe, so please don’t worry. But do
you have a moment to discuss some things with me?”

My pulse slowed a bit. “Yes, of course.”

“As you know, Rafe has been refusing to talk for some time. We’ve
done the best we can to accommodate him. But we have an upcoming
declamation program he’s not going to be able to participate in. I’'m afraid
his grades are going to fall behind if we can’t find a way to get him to
speak.”

“Do you have a magic wand, Ms. Kravitz? Because I’m honestly at my
wits’ end.”



“I know his mother’s death was traumatic.”

“Traumatic isn’t a strong enough word. He’d only had a few years with
her, but she was his everything—the only person in his life who’d ever
given a damn about him.” I hadn’t meant to shout that, but I was so damn
frustrated.

“I understand that.”

“His therapist can’t get him to talk, and neither can the woman who
takes care of him most of the day. I’'m going to be the last person able to get
him to speak. He and I were working on our relationship before his mother
passed, but everything stopped after. The world stopped. So we’ve made
zero progress.” I scratched my head. “I don’t think he trusts me.”

“Perhaps we should plan a meeting soon—with the school psychologist
and his therapist. Form a team to help.” She paused. “Have you considered
medication?”

“I’m not fucking putting him on medication when I’'m not sure what’s
causing his issue.” I stopped to get a grip and lowered my voice. “Excuse
my language. But I’'m not going to blindly treat him when he can’t even tell
me what’s going on in his head. Is it depression? Is it anxiety? A mix of
both?” I pulled on my hair. “Anyway, a meeting would be fine. I’'ll do
whatever you need me to do.”

“Mr. Moody, I really am sorry for your predicament.”

If I had a penny for every time someone said they felt sorry for me, I’d
be richer than I already was.

“Thank you,” I said.

After I hung up, I decided to clock out early.

The only thing that brought me out of the ever-present funk my life had
become was going to the gym. I had a workout room in the basement of our
house, but I also kept a membership at the luxury gym on the top floor of
my office building in downtown Boston.

As I pumped iron, my energy went through the roof. I knew it was anger
manifesting itself as strength. As I dropped the seventy-pound weight, I
wished I could rid myself of the weight on my shoulders—the one I
couldn’t put down.



That night, Rafe and I sat across from each other at the dinner table.
Shannon always prepared supper on weeknights. She had the weekends off,
and I usually picked up takeout on those days. But tonight she’d made a
nice chicken and broccoli pasta dish.

I fiddled with the penne. “Your ear feeling better?”

Rafe shrugged as he looked down at his plate.

“What does that mean? Yes or no?”

He tugged on his ear and shook his head.

“Shit,” I muttered.

I’d put off taking him to the doctor for one day—or having Shannon
take him—because everything seemed to upset him lately. I’d thought
maybe his ear infection would magically go away. But a doctor visit would
be unavoidable now.

“We’ll get you to the doctor tomorrow. You probably need antibiotics
again.”

I hated that he’d taken more than his share of antibiotics this year. That
couldn’t be good for his system.

When he continued to look down, I said, “Look up at me, please.”

He did as I said. The phone call from his school earlier today had made
me realize I’d let this situation go on long enough.

“Rafe, at some point you’re gonna have to talk again. You can’t live like
this. It’s not like being silent is going to bring her back, you know? You
need to let stuff out, and you’re doing just the opposite. This is starting to
become a big problem at school.” I exhaled. “They called me today.”

His ears turned red as he looked up from his plate.

“They want to set up a team to try to help you. But, Rafe, we won’t be
able to help you if you don’t let us. I know you’re not completely
comfortable with me, but your mom expected me to look out for you. And
that’s what I’m trying to do. You and I, we’re both in the same boat. We
both miss her. We both wish things were different. So we need to work
together to try to be happy. She would want that, you know? She would
hate the way things are right now.”

His ears turned redder, and I suspected it wasn’t the ear infection. It was
anger and frustration. He wanted nothing to do with this one-sided
conversation.

“Alright, I’ll stop bugging you—for now. But I hope you heard what I
said.”



After Rafe washed his hands and headed back to his room, Shannon
gave me a sympathetic look. She’d been on the other side of the kitchen
listening in. She now had her purse over her arm and was readying to leave.

Slapping my cloth napkin on the table, I let out a long breath. “I wasn’t
cut out for this.”

She walked toward me. “And yet somehow you were chosen for the
task. Someone up there must disagree.”

“Someone up there has a sick sense of humor if they think I can handle
parenting a teenager who hates my guts.”

She took a seat across from me and leaned her elbows on the table.
“Look, it’s not you. You’re not the reason he’s silent. I know you think if he
were in someone else’s care, this wouldn’t be happening.”

I rubbed my eyes. “I know it’s not directly about me, but I can’t help
thinking that if a better man for the job were in my position, things would
be different. If I had worked harder to connect with him before Maren died,
maybe we wouldn’t be here.”

“You know dwelling on the past is a waste of energy, right? Dwelling on
the past is regret. Dwelling on the future is anxiety. The only place of peace
is in the middle, the present moment.”

That reminded me of what Wren had said the other night about
mindfulness.

“When did you become so zen, Shannon?”

“I’ve got fifteen years on you. Wisdom comes with age.” Shannon
smirked. “Speaking of zen, how did your massage go the other day?”

Here we go. I’d been waiting for her to ask me about that. I’d noticed
the expression on her face when she got a look at Wren, and she’d probably
wondered if there was something more to the appointment. But I'd had no
clue the girl was going to be so goddamn attractive. With the way Shannon
left the house soon after Wren arrived, I got the sense she was trying to give
me privacy in case I’d ordered more than a massage. She had it all wrong.

“It didn’t work out,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“The massage. It never happened. It’s a long story.”

“You sent her home?”

“I changed my mind.”

I didn’t have the energy to tell her the story about the shell or deal with
her reaction. And she didn’t even know about Wren’s second visit. But I



was too damn spent tonight.

“It surprised me that you’d even arranged for a massage,” she said. “I
thought it was a great idea, though. I was proud of you for finally
recognizing the importance of self-care. You work too hard, in my opinion.
Like I always say, you should take more time for yourself. You can’t be
there for Rafe if you’re burned out.”

I rubbed my temples. “Noted.”

I didn’t know what I’d do without Shannon. Rafe’s previous nanny had
moved away shortly after Maren died. I went through a nanny agency and
got really lucky the day Shannon showed up on my doorstep. She’d offered
to handle most of the household stuff as well, so we really got a package
deal. I paid her well, but I still counted my blessings to have found her.

She got up from her seat and fished through her purse for her keys.

“Hey, Shannon?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t ever leave us, okay?”

She smiled. “You guys are stuck with me.”

“Thank God.” I smiled back.

“Well, until I retire to New Orleans.”

She was obsessed with all things New Orleans and had vowed to settle
there eventually. Last year for Christmas, I’d paid for her and her husband,
Bob, to take a trip there in the spring. They’d renewed their wedding vows
under a tree. The week she was away had been the longest of my life. But
she’d deserved the respite.

“I’d better start looking at real estate in New Orleans for Rafe and me, if
you’re planning on moving. You don’t think you can get rid of us, do you?”
I teased.

“NOLA, here we come!” She laughed.

After Shannon left for the night, I stayed at the table for a while,
contemplating. Rafe was lucky to have Shannon, too, but he needed so
much more to fill the gap left by Maren’s death. He needed an actual father,
not an imposter like me, raising him. He needed a sense of family. Most of
all he needed his mother back, and that was the one thing I couldn’t give
him.



In bed later that night, I Googled Wren McCallister. What popped up first
was the last thing I expected—a link to an online audition posted by the
City Symphony.

It’s her. Wren was seated, and after a brief introduction, she began
playing a cello, which was almost bigger than she was. She hugged the
instrument as her fingers moved over the neck, the bow in her other hand
gliding across the strings. The music was somber, her expression even more
so. She was...really good. Wow. I listened for a while as I stared at her
beautiful face. Wren’s short hair suited her. She certainly had the bone
structure to pull it off. In the clip, she had her hair tucked behind one of her
ears and wore a crisp, collared white shirt, buttoned all the way up. That
was a more formal look than the ripped jeans and T-shirt she’d worn to my
house the last time I saw her. Even more prominent than her beauty, though,
was her talent. It blew me away.

I couldn’t tell you how many times I watched the video, each time
drowning myself in the hypnotic sadness of her music, an expression of the
trapped emotions inside of me.

When I finally shut it off, I went to the Elite Massage website and
scheduled another appointment for Friday.



CHAPTER 4
Areny

My skin tingled as I waited for someone to answer the door. Dax Moody
had booked a third massage. Well, technically it would be his first massage,
if it actually happened. This time it was early on a Friday evening. Having
zero clue what to expect, I was both nervous and excited to see him.

When the door opened, Dax stood behind it.

“Hello, Wren. Good to see you.” He gestured for me to come in.

A waft of his cologne hit me. “You, too, Moody.” I wiped my feet
before entering, since it had been raining a bit.

“Is that my new name?”

“It’s not only your last name, but you were a bit moody when I first met
you, so I think it fits you perfectly.” I smiled. “I wasn’t sure if I’d hear from
you again.”

“Well, you said third time would be the charm, right?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Here, let me take that from you.” He grabbed my table and settled it in
the corner of the foyer.

“Thank you.” I dropped my bag in the same location and looked up
toward the stairwell. “Is Rafe here?”

“No, actually. He’s with Maren’s mother for the weekend. She lives in
Palm Beach, but she’s in town staying at the Ritz. She’s always traveling
around the world, and she wanted to spend time with him while she was
here. She insisted he stay with her.”

“Ah. Well, that’s sweet.”




“I warned her that she shouldn’t expect much in the way of
conversation.”

I nodded sympathetically, but my pulse raced at the realization that we
were likely alone. Except for maybe the dog.

“And Winston?” I asked. “Where’s my buddy?”

“He’s confined to the back room for now. I didn’t want him bothering
you.”

“He really is no bother.” I rubbed my hands together and looked around.
“Is Rafe doing better?”

“You mean, is he still not talking at all?”

“I was more referring to the ear infection. But yeah, also that.”

“His ear is better. Thanks for asking. But unfortunately, he’s still not
talking.”

“Okay.” I frowned. “Well, glad to hear about his ear.”

As I followed him into the kitchen, he asked, “Can I get you something
to drink? A glass of wine?”

“I can’t have wine. I’'m on the job.”

“Well, I’'m gonna open a bottle for myself. You know, the whole need-
to-relax-before-the-relaxing-massage thing. If you want a glass, I won’t
tell.”

God, did I need to relax right now. If there were ever a time to break the
rules... “Maybe just one,” I blurted before I could change my mind.

“White or red?”

“Either is fine.”

“Red it is, then.”

I watched as he uncorked the wine. He had such beautiful hands, big
and rough-looking. I imagined how his callused fingers might feel against
my bare skin, and then shook the thought away. You’re here to work, Wren,
not to ogle him.

He walked a glass of cabernet over and handed it to me. “If you have
somewhere else to be later, let me know. I won’t take up too much of your
time. We can get right to the massage. I imagine you must have plans on a
Friday night.”

“Not tonight, actually. So it’s no rush.” Taking a sip of my wine, I let
my eyes wander around the kitchen. I immediately noticed something on
the table. It was a black book with a hard cover and a gold fleur-de-lis on
the front. “Is that a journal?”



“Yes.” He reached over and grabbed it. “Shannon actually designs
them.”

“What’s the significance of the fleur-de-lis?”

“She’s obsessed with all things New Orleans. She has an online shop of
New Orleans memorabilia and trinkets that she makes. She left that journal
here for me. She thinks I need to express myself more and suggested I start
writing my feelings down in it.” He rolled his eyes.

“The nerve of her,” I taunted.

“Not my thing.”

I shrugged. “Still, she’s right. Journaling is the best. It’s the only way I
ever fully express myself. It’s very therapeutic.”

He took a sip of his wine. “It sounds like more work to me—something
I don’t have time for.”

“It shouldn’t be work. It should just be like a purge of your thoughts,
frustrations...anything, really. It doesn’t have to be articulate.”

“Mine would be filled with expletives, then.”

“That would be better than nothing. Probably even more therapeutic,
actually. I highly recommend it.”

“Well, since you highly recommend journaling, I must try it.”

I squinted. “Are you mocking me?”

“No.” He laughed behind his glass. “I swear. I’'m not.”

It was nice to see him more jovial tonight.

“I have to confess something, Wren.”

“Okay. What is it?”

He set his glass down. “I Googled you.”

I took a long sip of my wine. “Find anything interesting?”

“How long have you played the cello?”

My eyelid twitched, as it often did when I was nervous. I wasn’t sure
why knowing he’d watched me play made me jittery.

“I started lessons when I was eight.”

“You’re amazing. The song you played during your audition for City
Symphony was hauntingly beautiful. That was the video I watched. I’d
heard that song many times before, but somehow it never sounded like
that.”

“Bach Cello Suite Number One. 1 can’t tell you how many times I’ve
played that. It feels like the alphabet to me.”



“Listening to it made me sad in a sense, but not in a bad way... In a way
that brought out some things that maybe needed to come out.”

“The cello is good for that. It has a reputation as one of the saddest of
instruments.”

“I’d have to agree with that.” He leaned back in his chair. “Whatever
became of that audition? Why are you massaging people when you should
be traveling in some kind of orchestra? You’re certainly talented enough.”

“That audition was two years ago, and it was for a substitute cellist role,
someone who can play at the last minute if one of the regular symphony
cellists calls out.” I picked some lint off my pants. “I didn’t get the job,
though.”

“That’s a shame. You’re very good.”

“I might seem good to you, but I’'m not quite good enough for the
symphony.”

“I wanted to hear more than just that song. But I couldn’t find anything
else.”

“You clearly didn’t do enough online research.” I winked.

He gave me a look. “What am I missing?”

“I have my own channel.”

His eyes went wide. “Really...”

“It’s one of the only ways to get myself out there, to continue practicing
and playing so I don’t throw away everything I’ve learned. It keeps me
active and professional, and I make a little money on the side, depending on
the number of views.” I grabbed my phone and pulled up my channel on the
streaming site. “It’s not under my name, which is why it didn’t come up,” I
explained as I showed him.

“RenCello. Spelled with no W.” He smiled. “Ten-thousand followers.
Very cool. I'll check it out. I admire your perseverance. I would imagine
this channel is not something that’s easy to keep going when you’re
working another job.”

“Well, with music, it’s first and foremost about the passion. You have to
make the time. I mean, my dad was the one who chose to enroll me in
lessons years back, but ultimately, I made the decision to continue because I
love it.”

He stared at me a moment. “I’m curious about you. Do you mind if I
ask some questions?”



“What made you ask for permission all of a sudden?” I teased, trying to
keep it light. “Your massage appointments are definitely not the norm.”

“You think it’s strange that I want to know more about you?”

“No. I just have a hard time understanding you, in general. You were so
aloof when I first met you. And you’re still guarded when it comes to
yourself, yet you have this curiosity at the same time.” I chuckled. “You
know what you remind me of?”

“What?”

“A deer.”

Dax massaged his chin scruff. “Well, that’s a first. I’ve been called
many things, but a deer is not one of them. Care to explain?”

“My dad’s mother lives in New Hampshire. Growing up, I’d play in the
woods by her house. This beautiful deer would appear from time to time
and give me this curious stare. But whenever I’d approach, it would run
away. It wanted to stare at me, but as soon as I returned the attention, it
would run.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “I suppose you’re right. I don’t want to share myself
or give up control, but I do like learning about other people.”

“Well, you’re in luck, because I have nothing to hide. What do you want
to know?” I straightened in my chair.

He took a drink of his wine and set it down. “You said your dad raised
you alone. Obviously, I have a vested interest in learning more about that
scenario because of my own situation. What was that like for you, not
having a mother around from a young age?”

I twirled the stem of my glass between my fingers. “I hit the jackpot
with my parents. Even though I only had my mom until I was five, I have
fond memories of her. And my dad helps to ensure that I never forget her.
There were always photos of her around, and not a day goes by that he’s not
sharing some story about her. He also worked really hard to make sure I
never felt different because I didn’t have a mother around. Of course, I felt
the loss, but my father really filled both roles as best he could. Dad has
always been my rock. We’re lucky to have each other. I couldn’t imagine
life without him.”

“Your parents didn’t have any other kids?”

“No. My mother was unable to have children, and my father never
remarried. Like Rafe, I was adopted. Except I was a baby when my parents
got me.”



He scratched his chin. “I see.”

“My birth mother was apparently very young and made the choice many
in her situation have to make. 