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  Dear Reader,


  When The Marriage Bargain exploded and readers responded so enthusiastically, I was pretty humbled. I also had the best time creating new characters who were related to Alexa and Nick, and forged a family of both books and readers. Maggie and Michael in The Marriage Trap, Carina and Max in The Marriage Mistake, and Julietta and Sawyer in my upcoming July release, The Marriage Merger. I love hearing which couple readers identify with and love the most, or who their current book boyfriend is.


  Occasionally, I throw a short story out there for a guest post, such as Max and Carina’s Valentine’s Day over at SubClub, or a character interview at some of my fave book bloggers.


  But it wasn’t enough.


  I’ve received numerous requests for two items: a short story centering around Alexa and Nick, and the famous Book of Spells that show up in every story in the Marriage to a Billionaire series.


  So, my dear readers, you’ve got it.


  Here is the mysterious book unveiled in all its glory. The story for Alexa and Nick was harder. I needed to wait until the right idea came to me. Until one night, lying in bed listening to my beloved husband snore away, I stared at the ceiling and it became clear.


  Everyone knows I’m a huge dog lover and animal advocate. And the relationship between Nick and Old Yeller from Bargain was… special.


  I hope you enjoy this short story as an extra perk to the Book of Spells. I adored writing it and delving back into Alexa and Nick’s life.


  I am also a huge food advocate! So, I added an extra treat—a recipe straight from the Conte family table.


  As always, this is all for you, my amazing readers. Your emails, Facebook messages, Twitter and Goodreads comments mean the world to me. Please keep them coming. I do listen.


  If you love my books, please consider joining the Probst Posse. We have a wonderful time and I share all my upcoming books exclusively with them. What else happens? Sneak peeks, cover reveals, giveaways, brainstorming, member input requests, and a ton of laughs.


  Just drop an email to my fab assistant, Lisa at lhamelsoldano@gmail.com


  Smooches to all and Happy Reading!


  Jen


  Introduction


  Love spells have been used for centuries. As long as love has existed, both men and women have dreamt of meeting their soul mate. From the ancient traditions of match-making and arranged marriage, to the more modern tales of nightclubs, speed dating, Match.com, E-harmony, church, book clubs, and other pursuits, the human need for finding one’s mate is ingrained. Like the holy grail, the search is taken up time and time again, sometimes to be met with a high cost of divorce, heartbreak and pain.


  Yet, we still pursue the dream.


  The love spell contained in this book is from ancient times and combines a mix of true methods meant to capture the essence of what one desires in a mate. To look beyond the surface, strip past barriers, and dig deep to the core. Using a mix of the four elements, fire, air, water and earth, this call to our true nature is an honest plea for fulfillment of the most basic need of all.


  True love.


  Preparation


  Begin with a basic meditation to clear the mind.


  Sit quietly in a safe place, close your eyes, and begin to breathe. Counting each inhale and each exhale, concentrate on the rhythm of the air being taken in and released by your lungs. Continue to do this until you feel relaxed and your mind is clear.


  Take the time to let your thoughts drift to your childhood. Continue to breathe and picture yourself as you grow, and the obstacles along the way. Meditate on the qualities that make up the core of your spirit. Each person has different strengths and needs. Whether that be creative, scientific, or spiritual, recognize your unique talent without judgment.


  Meditate on your prior relationships. What made them fail, what made them succeed. Use no judgment and release any fear or anxiety — this is an important exercise to go deep into your spiritual core to find what you truly need.


  Picture your future self happy. What will feed your soul? What will nourish the need beyond the surface?


  Think of your family — their strengths and weaknesses. Think about how you have evolved on this earth and the way you fit into your family’s structure. Again, allow your thoughts to touch on both the positive and negative relationships within your family.


  Go over the friendships you have created in your lifetime. What has worked? What hasn’t? Take some time to meditate on each friend who has come into your life and made a difference. Sift through the traits each friendship has brought you.


  The List


  Prepare your fire. Using a small fireproof bucket, or a campfire outside, ignite a flame. Gather two pieces of clean white paper. Clearing your mind, begin to make a specified list of all the qualities you need in a mate.


  Look beyond the surface, beyond previous choices, and into your soul. Write from the heart without censoring — it is best that the list springs from the natural need in your soul rather than your rational mind. Clearly number each quality.


  You may write as many or as few as is needed. If you trust your subconscious, you will know when to stop.


  When you have finished, copy down the list on a second piece of paper.


  Fold both pieces of paper into quadrants.


  The Spell
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  Closing your eyes, offer a prayer of peace to Mother Earth. She will call the elements in the universe of fire, air, water and earth to bring what you need.


  The suggested phrasing is listed below:


  Dear Earth Mother, please bring forth these qualities on my list to complete my soul, to fulfill the need in my spirit, to nourish my emotional fulfillment. I offer my humbleness, my gratitude for all that I have, and my plea to the Universe.


  Throw one piece of paper into the fire and watch it burn.


  NOTE: There are additional items you may integrate with your list to bring forth specific traits. Use a small stick to symbolize dependability and stability. Find a family member with certain traits you admire, and use a lock of his or her hair. Add a treasured memento that invokes specific memories of love, happiness, or passion.


  When it has completely vanished into ashes, meditate briefly on leaving the past behind and going toward the future with a whole heart.


  Take the second piece of paper and place it under your mattress. As you sleep, your subconscious is freed, and the qualities you have listed will gain more strength in slumber.
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  Notes


  Use this page to write down all your thoughts on this process. Have you been afraid to find what you want in a soul-mate? Are you excited about the future or concerned you will be hurt? Do you feel silly or self-conscious taking the time to list all the qualities you need in a spouse?


  There are no right or wrong answers —only your own unique individual journey.


  Seduction Dinner Menu


  My seduction dinner menu is full of obvious as well as hidden aphrodisiac ingredients specifically formulated for a heightened sense of arousal. Start off with an appetizer of oysters and follow with a main course of salmon and asparagus. Look for recipes online, in cookbooks, or from a friend or family member and make this your own. Don’t forget to serve your guest a glass or red wine, which is also an aphrodisiac.


  Follow your dinner up with the ultimate in sensual desserts, chocolate truffles with an added kick of fire to increase arousal. I’ve included a recipe from the Conte family that I’m going to share.


  
    Impassioned Chocolate Truffles


    Ingredients


    10 ounces of semisweet chocolate


    10 ounces of bittersweet chocolate


    ¾ cup heavy cream


    ½ teaspoon vanilla extract


    ¼ teaspoon cinnamon


    ¼ teaspoon chili powder


    Pinch of cayenne pepper


    Truffle Coating Options


    Cocoa powder


    Course sea salt


    Directions

  


  Grate or chop chocolate in small pieces while heating heavy cream, cinnamon, chili powder, and cayenne pepper in small saucepan on medium-low heat. Bring mixture to a simmer and take off heat. Add chocolate and vanilla extract to pan and immediately mix well with a whisk until all chocolate has melted. Let mixture cool to room temperature for approximately 1½ hours.


  Take a teaspoon or melon ball to scoop a small amount of chocolate out of pan and roll in hands, forming a small ball sized truffle. Place each individual truffle on cookie sheet lined with plastic wrap or parchment paper to set. Then roll balls in cocoa powder or sprinkle with a few pieces of sea salt. Once you roll all the truffles keep refrigerated until ½ hour before serving.


  Makes between 40 - 50 truffles depending on size


  Scond Chances


  A short story with Alexa and Nick from The Marriage Bargain


  Nick Ryan lay down next to the fire and stroked the back flank of Old Yeller. He found the sweet spot and smiled when the dog’s leg quivered, and began beating the floor in the familiar rhythm of sudden ecstasy. After a few moments, he lost the momentum and slumped back into sleeping mode, his chest lifting with shallow pants.


  He was sick.


  Nick felt the wrongness in his bones. Yes, he was older. Since Alexa had taken him from the shelter, his age was a rough estimate, and the dog could be anywhere from ten to fifteen at this point. They’d assigned him an age and an October birthday so Nick estimated an approximate age of twelve years old. Optimistically. Old Yeller never had boundless energy, probably from his rough past and the air of dignity he wore like a royal cloak. Simba tortured him with love, rough play, and tumbled affection, but Old Yeller preferred the quiet moments in life like Nick. A good meal. A hot fire. Beautiful music. Simple fulfillment.


  He never wanted to open himself up to loving an animal this much. Alexa had broken through his walls and strolled right into his heart, burying herself so deep she was pretty much a part of his anatomy. His beautiful daughters were a natural extension of their shared union and love, and he’d surrender everything for their happiness.


  But this old, strange hound dog had always haunted his soul. Once he let him in, the idea of losing him shook his foundation. He sensed a sickness other than arthritis in Old Yeller’s tired bones, especially this past week. Nick needed to step up and get him to the vet.


  It was time.


  Warm hands slid around his waist, and the body that had carried two of his children pressed against him. “He’s still not better, is he?”


  Nick sighed and rubbed the dog’s half torn ears. “No. I’m going to take the morning off and take him to the vet.”


  “I can do it. I know you have a big board meeting tomorrow.”


  Nick allowed himself to lean back into her quiet strength. “Yeah, and you know how much I despise them. I’ll love having an excuse to back out.”


  Alexa laughed. She covered his hand and they both stroked the dog that had brought them together. “Ok. Maria has Musical Munchkins class, Lily has dance, and I only have to go into Bookcrazy for a few hours. Why don’t we have lunch afterwards?”


  “Done. We haven’t played hooky in a while.”


  “We haven’t played anything in a while.”


  Nick grinned and twisted around. In one smooth motion, he flipped her over so her back pressed into the thick carpet and he loomed over her. The familiar surge of heat gripped him and he hardened instantly. His wife’s gasp was full of pleasure and excitement. His veins pumped with heat and the desire to claim. “You’re right. Maybe it’s time we correct that.”


  Blue eyes widened, but he took note of her hardened nipples and the way her thighs opened to welcome him. “What if the kids wake up?”


  “They’ve been asleep for a while. I doubt they’ll come downstairs if they need something. We’ll hear them checking our bedroom first.”


  “I don’t know, Nick, I haven’t shaved my legs and I wanted to put something pretty on for you and, oh!”


  He shut her up the best way, with his mouth over hers. His tongue parted her lips and delved deep, while his hands tugged down her stretchy yoga pants. Her panties followed, until she was half naked, and the scent of her arousal drifted to his nostrils. Oh, yeah. She was hot for him still. He didn’t give a crap about sexy lingerie, or perfect legs, or anything other than possessing his wife completely.


  He tore his mouth from hers. Shaky little breaths puffed from her swollen lips. “You must be very quiet, Alexa,” he whispered. “Do you think you can do that? We don’t want to wake the children.”


  “Of course, why. Oh, God—“


  He slid down, pushed open her thighs, and dipped his head. Her musky scent swarmed his senses and he encountered gorgeous wet heat when his mouth finally hit the sweet spot. Her choked cries drifted to his ears like music, and her orgasm shattered through her and filled him with a primitive triumph he never tired of.


  God, he fucking loved this woman.


  “We found a mass.”


  Nick hated doctors. Hated the sterile environments that reminded him of the ability to die, get sick, and screw with a happy life. His palms dampened, and he fought the urge to wipe them on his jeans. It had taken him a long time to become confident enough in his ability to love, and trust, and believe that his family and wife wouldn’t leave him. Now, other terrors danced in the dark, taunting him. What if something happened he couldn’t control and he was left alone again? What if something happened to Alexa? His kids? His sister? And his beloved dog?


  Nick cleared his throat, and dug for control. “Ok. Can you give me the details? Can you make him better?”


  Dr. Jack was an older man, obviously in the business for a number of years, and emanated a friendly compassion Old Yeller was immediately drawn to. He was an obvious animal lover, and Nick liked the way he spoke to his dog, as if he wasn’t a piece of meat but an actual living patient that deserved respect. The doctor peered over his glasses, his eyes sad but kind. “I’ll need to do a biopsy. The tumor is close to the stomach area so it’s a delicate procedure. Then depending on the test results, we’ll need to go over our options.”


  Icy fear trickled down his spine. “What type of options?”


  “If it’s cancer, we try to remove it. With Old Yeller’s age, we’ve got the odds against us. It’ll be a long recovery, He may need chemotherapy, which I wouldn’t recommend. I’ve had owners who took a holistic approach, with herbs and acupuncture to lessen the pain, but again, with the age of the dog we need to look at other options.”


  “I’m not putting him to sleep.” The stubborn words escaped his mouth before he had time to bite them back. As if with his own determination to save the dog, it would all work out.


  Dr. Jack nodded. “I understand. We’ll explore all options but let’s wait for the test results first.”


  “How long?”


  “They have to go to our main lab so forty-eight hours.”


  Nick rubbed his forehead. “Any way to get them quicker?”


  “I’m putting a rush on them. But we’ll need a full two days. As soon as they come in, I’ll call. For now, keep his regular schedule.”


  “Treats, ok?”


  Dr. Jack smiled. “Treats are always ok. I have a new shipment of the greenie bones dogs’ love. You can pick them up at the front desk.”


  “Thanks.” The lab tech led Old Yeller in. Nick noted his head hung a bit lower, almost as if he was beginning to give up. The blue and orange Mets bandanna around his neck had been cleaned and ironed so it looked fresh against his brown fur. “Come on, buddy. We’ll get you some goodies and go home.”


  He purchased a bag of bones and headed his dog out the door.


  “How did it go?”


  Alexa was waiting for him at the door. She shifted back and forth on her bare feet, as Simba dodged in and out of her legs in a game he’d made up when he was a puppy and refused to abandon. As soon as Old Yeller entered, Simba let out a joyous howl and they bumped noses in greeting. Nick kissed her briefly and went into the kitchen. “They found a mass. Doctor is running tests to see if it’s cancer.”


  “Oh, my God.” Alexa bit down on her lower lip, the lines of her face strained. “What if it’s cancer?”


  “The doctor will look at different options. Let’s not panic yet. The tests come back in two days and then we’ll take it from there.”


  His wife dropped to her knees and murmured the dog’s name. Like a rat entranced by the Pied Piper, Old Yeller trotted over to her and snuggled in. Nick still enjoyed the way they bonded together. When the shelter dog first came to them, he’d been haunted, starving, and vacant. Nick knew how he felt, and every day battled his own need to respond to his wife’s loving openness. But the joke was on them. Alexa was too much of a force to fight, so eventually they had both surrendered and never looked back.


  The short tail thumped. Alexa murmured loving words, stroked his ears, until Simba got jealous and bum rushed her. She fell back in a tangle of licking fur, laughing. “Get off me, you maniac. Look, daddy has greenies.”


  The dogs got off Alexa and sat perfectly positioned in front of him, awaiting their treat. “There you go, guys.” He placed the bone in each of their mouth’s and watched them race back to the living room to eat them in their favorite places. “Are you ready for lunch?”


  “Sure. Unless you want me to just make something here.” She closed the distance and peered into his eyes. He tried to keep his face in a mask of calm, refusing to let her worry for both of them.


  “No, let’s go to Umberto’s. We haven’t had a good Italian meal since we visited Gavin at La Mia Casa.”


  Alexa stroked his cheek. “It’s going to be ok.”


  He forced a smile. “I know.”


  But the inner voice that had been quiet for so many years burst into vibrant life.


  No, it won’t. It’s never going to be ok again…


  “I’m worried about Nick.”


  Maggie lifted her cup of cafe mocha to her lips and paused. “What’s up?”


  “Old Yeller’s sick. We’re waiting on test results to see if it’s cancer.” Alexa pushed aside her croissant, too upset to even enjoy the buttery treat. Her best friend noticed the gesture and concern darkened her cat green eyes.


  “He’s nuts about that dog. Who would’ve thought the man transformed from hating a fish to animal advocate? Can I do anything to help?”


  Alexa nibbled her lip. Odd, she knew her husband to the core, and the darkness from his past. Both Maggie and Nick had suffered at the hands of two selfish parents who gave them no love and made their existence hellish. But they’d both grown and opened. Maggie was now happily married to her friend Michael, and Nick had changed from a cold, distant figure to a man filled with warmth and love. But lately, her husband was pulling way back, as if trying to protect himself from bad news in the only way he’d learned to cope when he was young. Foreboding washed over her in some crazy mystical surge. As if the worst was yet to come, and she’d need to watch over her husband carefully.


  “Just be there for him, Mags. We both know how the past can sometimes come back and haunt you. Something’s going on with him, I can sense it.”


  Maggie nodded. “I’ll call him later for a check in. Promise I’ll be here if we need to do an intervention. I’m hooked on that A&E series and know how to run one. And trust me, it’s hardcore.”


  Alexa laughed. “Good to know.”


  “And always remember the almighty secret weapon we all hold.”


  “What’s that?”


  Maggie rolled her eyes. “Dude, haven’t I taught you anything? Sex, of course.” The thought of their passionate encounter in front of the fire flashed in her vision. The stroke of his tongue, the nibble of teeth, the urging of his fingers toward orgasm, the release exploding through every muscle to her core, seeping with heat and that glorious melty caramel feeling he always coaxed from her body. “Aha, I can see by your face you got that part covered. Nice job.”


  Alexa sighed and shook her head. “Stop being nosy or I’ll call Michael and get him to wreak a bit of revenge.”


  Maggie glared, but shut up and drank her coffee.


  Alexa hid a smile and reached for her croissant. Maybe just a few bites. Then definitely a salad for dinner.


  Nick put down the phone, swiveled around in his chair, and gazed out the window. It was a beautiful day in the Hudson Valley. The gorgeous lines of the Beacon Bridge stretched out over the horizon, highlighting the kingly mountains and a sky that rivaled any Sinatra could sing about. Sun drenched rays covered the land and reflected on the water in a glitzy blast to the vision. A stark white sailboat drifted past on a lazy summer afternoon, a picture perfect scene of tranquility.


  It was cancer.


  Falling back on his sense of logic and order, he thought through his options. Dr. Jack wanted to operate immediately. If he got the entire tumor, recovery was a possibility. If the cancer had spread when he operated, it may be too late. The vet wanted Old Yeller in the office tomorrow morning. Putting him down wasn’t an option. The dog was strong in spirit, if not as much in body, and Nick knew he was a fighter. He figured he’d let the operation dictate what to do and make the decision then.


  A jet ski roared past. The teenager hit a wave, spun out and tumbled into the water. A few moments later, he surfaced, laughing, and climbed back on for another round.


  He remembered the dog he’d found when he was young. After hiding it in the mansion, caring for him and feeding it, his father had found out and taken him to the shelter to put him to sleep. Called him a lousy mutt, and not a real dog. The pain had been too intense to handle, so he’d pushed it way down and dealt. When Old Yeller came into his life, he hadn’t wanted to get attached, but he’d lost that battle too. And if he lost him?


  An icy ball of lead dropped in his stomach and stayed. The familiar darkness loomed, the reminder nothing was permanent, not even love, and whatever you risked could come back like a frikkin boomerang and take you out. He’d been living in denial for a while now, so happy he figured he’d hit stride and the bad stuff was behind.


  Stupid. Even in Disney movies the villain took one last stand. Sometimes they even won.


  Slowly, the emotions shifted into neat compartments, and he drifted into a pleasant numbness.


  Maybe this was better, after all.


  He dragged in a breath, swung away from the window, and called Alexa to give her the news.


  “Daddy, what’s wrong with Yeller?”


  Nick turned to Lily, her open face and Caribbean blue eyes so like her mother’s his heart automatically shifted. He paused for a moment, then spoke. “He’s sick, baby. We’ll take him to the doctor in the morning and he’ll have an operation.”


  Lily’s lower lip trembled. “Will he die?”


  The words struck him like a hard punch and shattered through his body. “Maybe.”


  “Nick.” His name ripped from Alexa’s lips with an icy warning. “Lily. Come here sweetheart, let’s talk.”


  His daughter trotted over and slid onto his wife’s lap. “Sometimes, like people, dogs and cats get sick. Old Yeller is old, and the vet is going to try to make him better. But sometimes, things happen.”


  “They die and leave forever?”


  He winced at her tiny voice. God, he hated this. Hated to rip down her innocence. He couldn’t really protect anyone, could he? Alexa kept speaking in a calm, gentle tone. “They die, yes, but they never leave us forever. The people and animals we love here wait for us. For dogs, this is a beautiful place called Rainbow Bridge.”


  “What’s that, mommy?”


  “Rainbow Bridge is like a heaven for animals. Dogs and cats run, and play, there are endless toys, and treats, and they are always happy. They wait there for their owners to cross over the beautiful bridge and then they’re together forever.”


  Lilly pondered for a few moments in silence. “People die, too. I don’t like that.”


  “Yes, baby. We all die eventually. Hopefully when we’re old, but sometimes not. But when we go, we’re also in a beautiful place and happy, and we get to be with all the animals we loved, and all the people before us. Does that make sense?”


  His daughter scrunched up her cute pug nose. “Yes. I don’t like people leaving, like Grandma or you or daddy or Maria or Yeller or Simba. But if they’re happy and get to play and we get to be together later, I guess that’s ok. But we’re gonna try and make Yeller better, right?”


  “Yes. Dr. Jack is very smart. Now, run upstairs and I’ll be up to read you a story and tuck you in. If you want to talk more, we can.”


  “K, mommy. Night, daddy.”


  “Night, Lily. “Emotion clogged his throat. He didn’t want his six year old to experience the loss of innocence. The realization it had all been a mirage, that he couldn’t protect anyone from heartbreak, broke something inside. Alexa moved closer to him and touched his arm. He barely managed not to jerk back.


  “Nick. I know you’re sifting through stuff. But there’s a way to tell truth to the girls.”


  He stared into the fire and refused to meet her gaze. “I know. But you lied to her. We know nothing about afterward, or what happens. We have no control over anything here. It’s all an illusion.”


  Gentle but firm fingers grasped his chin and forced him to turn. He expected pissed off feminine anger. He got patience, and a deep understanding that always blew him away. “I don’t want to lose our dog either,” she said softly. “And you’re right—there are no guarantees. Why not have faith and believe in the best? You know, my mother told me something that always stuck with me. Whoever promised us fair? We have today, we do the best we can, and we take a chance. If I had to suffer for the next thirty years, I still wouldn’t have changed what we have, with the girls and our dogs, for anything.” She stroked his cheek. “Personally, there are no other options for me. So, I’ll believe. I’ll be in it, no matter how painful or messy. What about you?”


  She didn’t give him the opportunity to answer. With a soft kiss on his lips, she rose and walked away. Nick sat on the couch for a long time, staring at his dog. Thinking about what she said.


  And wondering if he’d ever have half the strength she did. Or if this was the beginning of a long string of disappointments for the woman he loved.


  “I’m going to wait.”


  Dr. Jack lifted a brow. “Listen, Nick, it’s a long procedure. Why don’t you go home and I’ll call you as soon as it’s done.”


  “Thanks, but I’ll wait.”


  Dr. Jack nodded and clapped him on the shoulder. “Got it. I’ll give you guys a few minutes.”


  Nick walked over to the table. Old Yeller lay down with his usual quiet dignity, not really moving or flailing around like a normal dog would. Nope, this one already knew he was gonna have to dig deep and fight. For the first time in years, he was without his Mets bandanna and he looked naked.


  He stroked the dog’s fur. “Listen buddy, I have a few things to say. I’m going to wait here the whole time, so you’re not alone. Alexa is home with the girls waiting for news. Simba needs you too. It may be rough, but it’s not time for rainbow bridge. And yes, there is one, because if your mom believes in it, you know it’s true.”


  The dog blinked with his big brown eyes. Complete understanding gleamed within their depths, and Nick’s chest loosened a bit. He pressed a kiss to his head. “Now go kick a little ass and have a good sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up.”


  He knocked on the door and Dr. Jack came back and wheeled his dog away.


  Nick sat down and waited. He thumbed through a magazine, checked his email messages, and surfed the web. He’d already researched heavily into cancer, the different types, and the stats. Animal Planet chirped behind him on the television, and people came and went through the hours. When he checked in with Alexa, he made sure he sounded positive, and kept the conversation short.


  Finally, Dr. Jack came out. His gut lurched and a cold sweat broke out on his brow from the look on his face. Oh, God, it was over. He was dead. Old Yeller was dead.


  “He made it through the surgery,” the vet said. Nick breathed a sigh of relief but the speech wasn’t done. “It was difficult, though. We got the tumor and it hadn’t spread. If he was younger, it would easier to call, but there were some complications and we almost lost him. We have to wait and see.”


  Ice trickled through his veins. He managed a nod. “Ok. Can I see him?”


  The vet’s face was gentle. “No, I’m sorry, not yet. I want you to go home, Nick. Give him some time. I promise I’ll check in hourly if that will make you feel better. I think Alexa needs you.”


  Alexa. Lily. He wanted to promise them a happy ending, but he didn’t know if they existed any longer. Did they?


  “Alright. I’ll come back later. I’m staying here overnight.”


  The vet gave him a tired smile. “Fine, I know I won’t be able to change your mind. I’ll tell the nurses to expect you.”


  “Thanks.”


  He walked out and headed home.


  Maggie was there waiting with Alexa when he got through the door. He quickly gave them the news. “I’m going to take a few hours to eat and rest, and then head back. I’d like to stay with him overnight.”


  Alexa wrapped her arms around her chest as if trying to gain warmth. “Yes, that would make me feel better. I’m going to put on some pasta for everyone, open some wine, and we’ll eat soon.”


  Maggie followed him to the living room. “Where are the girls?” he asked.


  “Upstairs playing. I brought them over some new dolls.”


  “Barbies?”


  Maggie blew out a breath. “As if. I hate Barbie, though the pool was pretty cool. Her name is Shanna and she kicks butt.”


  “I swear to God, Mags, if she wears leather I’m throwing it out.”


  “Nah, just leopard print with some cool boots. Oh, and I brought some male dolls too. They’re her employees.”


  He smothered a laugh. “You’re gonna be the death of me.”


  “What’s new? Spill.”


  “I just gave you the news.”


  “No, you’re going to the dark side. I see it because I’ve been there.” Her voice softened. Besides Alexa, his sister knew the tendencies he fought—the reminder that maybe he couldn’t be what his family needed. The self-doubts came sometimes, but he hadn’t struggled this bad for a while. “You know how crazed I am about Dante, right?


  He shuddered. “That cat is a menace. Hisses, spits and won’t let anyone get near him except you and the twins. And Wolfe, of course. I just don’t get it.”


  “You don’t have to. Dante is the best cat ever and you’re just jealous he doesn’t like you.”


  “Stop fighting,” Alexa called from the kitchen. She drifted in, set two glasses of Merlot on the table, and headed back out. “I swear I always need to referee you both. Be nice.”


  Maggie stuck out her tongue. Nick fought a chuckle.


  “So, where were we? Oh, Dante. Well, last year we got a scare and thought we’d lose him. I kind of freaked out. I guess animals are our trigger button. I mean, come on, me and you never thought we’d have a happy ever after. Not possible with the dynamic duo from hell who birthed us. I started doubting I could keep making Michael happy, then I got crazed about the twins, and I was sunk right into the pit of doom.”


  Nick sipped his wine. That tight feeling within him began to loosen. “What did you do?”


  Maggie shrugged and plucked up her glass. “I had a bad few days. Got in a fight with Michael. Started believing my life was just an illusion ready to crack open. And then to boot, Dad called me.”


  He almost sputtered on his wine. “What? You didn’t tell me Jed was bothering you? Son of a bitch, I’ll kill him.”


  She waved her hand in the air. “I took care of it. He divorced wife number three, or four, I keep forgetting, and wanted to stop by for a family lunch. Of course, I told him no thanks, he laid a crapload of guilt on me, and I was reminded that most things don’t work out. I started thinking about that time he put me down in front of my friends when they were over, calling me a drain on society because the only thing I’d ever be good for is to breed since I was too dumb to have any type of career.”


  He tightened his grip on the glass and swore he’d kill the man. “Mags, I’m sorry. He keeps surfacing like the proverbial bad penny and screwing with our heads.”


  “Yeah, daddy dearest certainly knows what buttons to push. I got rid of him, but I kept remembering stuff. Dante ended up being ok, but I realized I walk the edge a lot. Hard to forget. Michael was patient with me, and waiting when I climbed out of the past, but I realized something else.”


  “What?”


  “It’s not worth it, Nick. We got our shot at happiness, and it’s here. Today. Now. It’s never going to be perfect all the time, but if we keep leaping into the abyss at every bad challenge we face, we’re going to burn out.”


  The truth of his sister’s words slammed through him. Broke him open. And made him bleed.


  But it was a clean cut, getting rid of the junk and infection that festered, until it ran clear again.


  “How’d you learn all this stuff?”


  Maggie smiled. “Mama Conte. She’s like a witch, just knows what to tell me at the right time. Michael probably sicced her on me, thank God.”


  Michael’s mother, aka Mama Conte, was both wise and knew how to crack through the barriers to get to the bone. Nick was happy his sister had a mother figure in her life who saw how beautiful she was, inside and out. “Yeah, Alexa is a bit of a witch herself. She’s… special.”


  Maggie nodded. “I know. But so are we. A bit more screwed up, but deserving. Don’t you think?”


  Yeah. Once again, he did believe that. He’d just lost his way a bit.


  His wife popped her head back in with a frown. “What’s going on in there? It’s way too quiet.”


  Maggie winked and squeezed his hand. “Nothing, just made my older brother speechless. As usual.”


  “Uh, oh. Anything I need to know about?”


  They shared a look. “Nope,” Maggie said. She took another long sip of wine and stood up. “But I gotta go babe. Time to save Michael, he’s been with the twins a while now and I only got one text. Alarming.”


  “Bye. Love you,” Alexa called.


  Nick called out a goodbye and watched his sister leave. The vise around his chest had finally loosened. And he knew what he had to do.


  Later that night, he sat by his dog, in the dim light, and waited. Dr. Jack told him it was still touch and go, but he was staying strong. The next twelve hours was critical to see if he could gather enough strength to pull through.


  He contemplated things in the quiet. How far they’d both come from the beginning. The joy in their life, with the birth of the girls, and the introduction of a new puppy. The way Old Yeller would lay in the children’s nursery every night, protecting them. The way he handled Simba crawling over him, the girls tugging at his almost nonexistent tail until Nick caught on to the game, and the way he gazed at the true love of his life, Alexa. The woman who had scooped him up from an abusive past, from a lonely shelter, and fought wildly for a chance to make him hers.


  Nick came to peace with his thoughts, with his memories, and soaked up the presence of his companion. Then finally spoke.


  “You’re a great dog. You gave me something special, a chance with my wife I thought I’d screwed up for good. I don’t want you to leave me, but I promise if it’s your time, I won’t screw up again. I’ll make it right. And I’ll see you over at Rainbow Bridge.”


  Old Yeller didn’t open his eyes or bark or wag his tail. But it was ok.


  And Nick waited.


  When he opened up the door, Alexa waited for him in the foyer. Lily stood by her side, a solemn figure, blue eyes wide with expectation. Simba sat at her feet, for the first time not squirming or trying to get into trouble. As if he knew the news was dire, he whined softly and didn’t even budge to greet him as Nick faced his family.


  His voice broke slightly. “He’s going to be ok. He woke up and he’s going to be ok.”


  Alexa and Lily squealed, and Simba barked, running rampant circles around and around in celebration. Nick laughed and took them into the circle. “I’m gonna tell Maria!” Lily screamed.


  “Honey, she’s napping, she’s—“


  “Let her.” Nick grinned. “I promise I’ll take the consequences.”


  Alexa laughed. “Ok, but you asked for it.”


  Lily raced up the stairs and Simba followed.


  “Tell me everything.”


  “Dr. Jack said he’ll be fine. They got it all out, and his vital signs are strong and healthy. He needs lots of rest, which will be interesting with his buddy romping around, but I purchased one of those big orthopedic beds, and we’ll just keep a close eye on him. He’s going to make it, Alexa.”


  Her eyes brimmed with tears and she hugged him hard. Nick buried his face in her hair, the sweet scent of strawberry drifting in his nose, the strong heat of her body pressed against his.


  “I’m sorry I’ve been difficult lately. Just had to sort through some stuff.”


  She held him tighter, her hips cradling his, the years of lovemaking and dancing and life fitting them together with ease. “I know. I’m just glad you’re back with me. I love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  His mouth took hers, deep and hard and hungry. His tongue dove, took, gave back, and feasted with pure pleasure. Her moan made him want to roar like a caveman who claimed his mate. When he finally eased back, her lips trembled, and her dazed gaze met his.


  “Since Maria missed her nap, she’s going to bed early tonight, right?”


  She blinked, trying to follow the conversation. “Yeah. I think. Why?”


  He grinned. “I say let’s get them both down after dinner. I have some serious stuff to do with my wife. And to her.”


  She smiled back. “As Maggie would say, ‘Bring it.’”


  “Oh, trust me, I will.”


  They laughed and turned to face the squealing girls as they came running down the stairs.


  God, he was happy. And for now, that was enough.


  The End
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