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The row of sconces lining the hallway cast a yellowish glow across the mansion foyer, doing little to illuminate the floor, the thick drapes covering the windows, or the staircase leading to the murky beyond.


Not that Donny Pate needed light to see what he was doing. Who he was doing.


Who I’m about to do…


One hand cradling Sofie Martin’s incredible ass, his mouth explored hers, the length of his body pressing her back to the heavy wooden door. Her, he could see.


Every pliant inch felt as amazing as it looked.


He bit her earlobe and she arched her back, rubbing her little black dress against his sweater and jeans. The blood in his head rushed directly to his crotch. He’d tasted her mouth at the bar, sucked on her tongue for several minutes in his Jeep parked outside the mansion, and now, this up-against-the-door thing was trying every last ounce of his willpower.


He might die if he didn’t get inside her soon.


It’d been a shit week, one he’d rather forget, followed by a shit night that was turning out pretty damn good. Tonight’s company Christmas party had been boring as hell, but the manager at the Wharf required everyone be in attendance if they wanted to get their bonus checks. Donny needed that bonus. He was leaving this godforsaken town the minute the check cleared.


Cheesy decorations had been strewn across the restaurant’s dining room, a tinny version of “Rudolph the Red-nosed Reindeer” piping through an ancient sound system. Donny had relegated himself to chain-smoking and drinking with his jackass coworkers, making tonight not unlike any other Saturday in Evergreen Cove.


Until the tip of Sofie’s cute, upturned nose poked around a dividing wall. Then his evening took a decidedly more interesting turn.


She’d been sending him furtive glances from the bar all evening, while pretending to sip the beer she’d opened shortly after walking through the door. Caught, a playful smile curled her lips.


Sofie wasn’t one to wear a fuck-me smile with a skin-tight black dress, all while blinking bedroom eyes. Tonight, she’d done all three. That was the smile of a girl determined to make a mistake.


Her lucky night.


To quote his recently deceased, formerly belligerent old man, Donny was most definitely “a mistake.”


Often, her gaze slid to him in the kitchen at work—amid the clatter of cooking utensils, tall, steel shelves, and fifteen to twenty other servers and cooks. In the midst of clashing pans and the general chaos of a dinner rush, Donny had caught her moss green eyes on him more than once. And, more than once, he’d allowed his eyes to travel south.


Unflattering khaki pants and a starched, button-down shirt hadn’t been able to hide Sofie’s killer body. He’d never considered himself an ass man, but Scampi’s backside had a healthy curve, and enough cushion to give his imagination plenty of ammo.


Scampi, he thought bemusedly as he slid his lips along hers.


She’d earned the nickname on a dare.


About a month back, after cooking the dinner special for Sofie’s tables at least nine times, he’d turned to find the printer spitting out another order from her.


Shrimp Scampi. Again.


Tongs in hand, he swiped the perspiration from his upper lip with the sleeve of his chef’s coat. He’d been in the weeds all damn night, sweating over four sauté pans going at once. Pissed, he’d shouted a warning across the kitchen. “One more Scampi from you, Sofie, and I’ll brand you for life!”


At the sound of his raised voice, the bustling staff had halted for a split second, servers pausing, black books in hand or trays held high. Sofie had approached the divider, put a hand on the shelf between them, and narrowed her green eyes in challenge. Tension knotted the air. The same tension he’d felt buzzing between them like a downed power line since day one.


Typically, Sofie was fairly quiet, but right then, she hadn’t looked intimidated or tongue-tied. “Only one?” she’d asked with a rogue smirk.


He’d be damned if she didn’t march into the dining room and sell not one more Shrimp Scampi special, but three to her next table.


“Scampi,” he said now, tugging her bottom lip with his teeth.


At the party this evening, a similar look crossed her face. He’d recognized her determination instantly. Knew there’d be no stopping her from getting what she wanted. And what she wanted, apparently, was him. Ignoring the blaring sirens in his head telling him to leave her alone, he’d made a decision. Good girl or not, he’d have her tonight.


Consider it a farewell present to himself.


“Donny.” He could tell by her breathy response, she liked the bite he’d given her sweet mouth. He squeezed her lush body. A squeak left her lips. She liked that, too.


Against her mouth, he smiled.


Every damn time.


Smiling wasn’t really his thing. What did he have to smile about? Nothing, normally. But now, a cute brunette rubbing against his cock, her cheeks warm despite the winter air leaking through the gap beneath the mansion’s front door, her lips parting in a reverent sigh…


Hell yeah, he had something to smile about.


He grabbed another handful of her ass, admiring the mess he’d made of her hair.


“Library, sweetheart.” The closest room in proximity to the front door held an ugly red velvet couch and a thick white rug. He would happily lay her down on either. He’d even let her choose.


“Okay,” came her response.


Tightening his hold on her, he lifted her off the ground. Her legs were long, but not too long, her arms hooked around his neck comfortably, her tits in his face thanks to the fact she’d wrapped those not-too-long legs around his waist. He was six-four and guessed her at five and a half feet, every inch of her fitting every inch of him perfectly.


In the pale light, he saw her smile back at him. It made him want her more; a hell of a feat considering the hard-on pressed painfully against his fly.


At the threshold of the library, he paused, careful not to knock her head on the door frame. “Couch or rug?”


Her fingers stopped twirling the back of his long hair. She gave him an innocent, doe-eyed blink. Stunned speechless, he guessed. Scampi wasn’t one of the slutty girls he normally took home. And he further guessed, in spite of her best efforts to be a bad girl for a night, “making out” had been the extent of her post–Christmas party plans.


Well, he had other plans. He’d have to encourage her to embrace her inner bad girl. Which meant laying it on thick to get the yes he wanted to hear.


Softly, he spoke. “Scampi, baby.”


In response to his gentle tone, her fingers flinched against his scalp. The light from the sconces touched half her face, and in the glow, he watched her eyes grow warm.


She cared about him, he realized, swallowing thickly. Being pinned by the gaze of someone who cared made him simultaneously panicked and horny.


He ignored the pending panic and cleared his throat. Then he asked the question he had to ask if he hoped to get what he wanted tonight.


“Where do you want to make love?” He nearly gagged on the words.


Make love.


Good God.


But it worked. Sofie’s expression melted. He’d broken through the last line of her defenses. She was sober, so no worries there. He’d taken her warm, practically full beer bottle away from her at the bar.


She tightened her hold on his neck, lowered her face, and kissed him so softly, so gently, his insides recoiled.


She’s sweet. Too sweet.


As her lips moved on his, he silently argued he hadn’t had a lot of “sweet” in his life, and he deserved some. Especially after his week had graduated from bad to worse.


“Your call.” The oddest tension strained his voice. He’d never been nervous around a chick. Never.


Sofie’s tongue darted into his mouth, stroking his. The aggressive move startled and turned him on so much, he tightened his arms so he didn’t drop her.


Then her bad-girl smile made a reappearance, and that sinful mouth formed one word.


“Couch.”


Music to his ears.


“That a yes?” He felt his lips curve upward. Another smile. Unbelievable.


“Yes.”


Angels began to sing.


“That’s what I wanted to hear,” he said, carrying her into the library and wasting no time getting her flat on her back.
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Sofie’s bare back hit velvet, her eyes adjusting to a room lit only by the moon and the scant bit of light eking in from the hallway. The tall shelves lined with books, the antique desk, and heavy red curtains made her feel as if she were in a game of Clue.


Donny Pate. In the library. With the condom…


At the end of the long drive, the enormous stone mansion rose from the center of an army of pines, maples, and oak trees. No chance anyone could see in. They were alone.


Finally.


Donny, in spite of being the last person she imagined might offer to sleep with her, was about to give her a “first time.” Thundering heartbeat and parched throat aside, she was ready.


Not a hard sell when the man about to take her virginity was as beautiful as the man between her legs now.


Long, ink-black hair hung over his forehead and brushed his cheeks, shadowing pale, silver-blue eyes. Crystalline, ghostly, they reminded her of winter skies in the Cove. Against his olive skin and dark hair, those eyes had frozen her in place more than once.


But she admired more about him than the physical. There was something about the way he could look at once sad and angry, lost and lonely. Like he didn’t have a friend in the world while also not having a care in the world.


She could see his scowl acted as a KEEP AWAY sign. As she was a person who liked people, it hurt her to see him push everyone away.


Well… almost everyone.


She’d watched one by one as different girls hung on him in the bar at work, or followed him to the parking lot after the restaurant closed. Girls who strode through the barbed wire he’d strung around himself, eyes wide open.


Sofie wasn’t like those girls, doubted a single one of them had scratched the surface of Donny Pate. Probably because they didn’t care about him. Not really. Sofie cared. She wanted to know what was under his façade—and not out of some morbid curiosity but because she wanted to know him.


At least draw another smile out of him.


She’d never forget the first time he’d smiled at her: the slight crook of his lips, the sly way his eyes flickered away from hers. Even at half-wattage, the smile transformed his entire face. Shot light into his eyes, lifted his angled cheeks, and arched his steely jaw. Nothing had turned her on more.


Until now.


She stroked his unsmiling lips with the tip of her tongue, earning a thrill when he opened to her. A hint of whiskey lingered on his breath, and she savored the powerful slide of his tongue, the abrading roughness of his chin against hers.


One hand navigated beneath her dress. His fingers hooked her panties, and wrestled them from her legs, before returning to her bared breast to give her nipple a squeeze.


On a purely physical reaction, her thighs clenched.


She gasped.


He grinned, a flash of white teeth against tanned skin.


God. He was beautiful.


“Ready, baby?”


Baby. She could get used to that.


“Ready,” she breathed, unable to strengthen her voice. He’d already put on the condom. Her hands shook slightly as she reached for his shoulders.


His hand disappeared beneath the skirt of her dress and she felt long fingers stroke her center. Her hips raised to meet his rhythm, a completely involuntary reaction to his touch. She was embarrassingly wet—no way he could have missed that. Scrunching her eyes closed, she prayed he didn’t mind.


His harsh whisper was almost reverent when he dropped his forehead to hers and breathed, “Fuck. You’re sexy.”


Definitely, she decided, he did not mind.


Wrists on his shoulders, she wound her fingers into the ends of his hair and looked up at him. Pale eyes locked on to hers. The tip of his penis slipped along her folds and she tensed. A split second later, he breeched her entrance as she bit the inside of her cheek and reminded herself to breathe.


He thrust once.


Breathe.


Twice.


Breathe.


Then, he slid in all the way.


She welded her back teeth together and focused on keeping her facial expressions neutral, not wanting to ruin the moment. Who knew losing her virginity would be so painful?


That’s what you get for keeping it sealed up for twenty-one years…


Twenty-one long years of waiting for the right person. Donny was the right person.


Each and every inch of his lean, tall frame was in proportion. Sinew and muscle dipped and shadowed, giving his body a hard, corded hue. She had every inch of his amazing body against her, and quite a few inches nestled inside her. In the sparse light, she could make out his closed eyes, lashes shadowing his cheeks. A grunt, followed by a muffled curse, ruffled her hair.


“Okay,” he said, his voice rough.


Donny remained still, his member throbbing insistently against her inner walls. She moved her palms from his neck to his shoulders, ran them down his hard male chest, appreciating the dips and planes of his incredible body.


Seriously. Beautiful.


Canting her hips, she bumped against his pelvis with hers, and whispered, “I’m okay.” She felt another sharp pinch and gripped his neck. She could do this.


His face contorted, almost painfully before acceptance flashed in his eyes. As if he’d made a decision to keep going—and why would he stop?—he slid out, then into her again—one smooth, delicious slide, filling her completely. Another gasp escaped her. He thrust again and again, his movements becoming less gentle, more hurried.


Better.


The pain began to recede. Her eyes fluttered closed and she savored him. Savored them, together.


He felt a hundred times better than when they’d started and a million times better than she’d imagined. He pushed her long hair away from her face and lowered his lips, propping himself on one forearm, keeping a palm pressed to her cheek.


He drove into her, kissing her as he did. Their tongues sparred and her stomach coiled, tension building…


“That’s it, baby.” He pushed into her again, deeper than before, and like flint to stone, she sparked.


Throwing her head back, she gripped his naked shoulders with the ends of her short nails and let out a raspy, “Donny.”


“Come for me, Scampi.” He continued winding her, so tight her hips lifted to meet his incessant thrusts.


Tingling. She was tingling everywhere.


“I…” She started to argue she couldn’t “come” on demand. But before she made the admission, he plunged into her again, and her body clutched, clamping down on him. Hands clasping him tightly, mouth falling open in stunned awe, a ragged moan escaped her throat.


Sparks flashed behind her eyelids as her toes curled, and Donny continued pumping into her, causing aftershocks to radiate through her limbs. He lost himself a moment later, his groans drowning out hers, his slick-with-sweat chest brushing against her sensitive nipples. One of his hands gripped her hip; the other held the back of the couch.


Sofie’s mind spun, her orgasm ebbing and leaving behind a pleasant sinking feeling.


Amazing.


Making love to Donny Pate was an incomparable high. As the sounds of her thundering heart and his broken breaths filled her ears, she became aware of the sensations in her body. The blood rushing through her veins, the pain-to-pleasure pulse between her legs, the happiness lifting her chest.


No matter what happened after tonight, she’d never, ever forget this moment. She opened her eyes to take in the man who’d yet to give her his weight. He held himself away from her and blew out a long, low breath. Their bodies barely touched, except for where they were joined.


She didn’t want him to get up—not yet. She wanted him closer. Wanted to wrap her arms around him and kiss him. Snuggle into him and talk about how good it felt to be with him like this.


Donny didn’t look interested in cuddling or kissing. Heavy lids narrowed over diamond-hard eyes.


“Forget to tell me something, Scampi?” His voice was low. Cold.


Her blood froze, chilled by his tone. No way could he know this was her first time…


Could he?


No. There was no way he could know.


“Scampi,” he repeated sternly.


She couldn’t tell him. Couldn’t. Speechless, she shook her head.


Elbows locked, he hovered over her, face growing angry in the silent seconds passing where she said nothing. She lost his warmth when he drew out of her, her body cooling when she lost contact.


The skirt of her dress was rucked up over her hips, her top taken to her waist, her panties… She had no idea where her panties were.


Oh God, I am one of those girls.


Donny stood, shadows slashing across his chest in the moonlit room, and pulled on a T-shirt, then bent and reached for his jeans.


Under his breath, he muttered, “A fucking virgin.”


Every nerve ending in her body prickled. “H-how did you know?”


He tugged on his jeans and growled, “You’re so tight, I nearly broke it off in there.”


The insult hit the mark. She cringed.


“Get dressed. I’m taking you to your car.”


Dressed? No, she refused to accept tonight would end this badly.


“Can we… can we try again?” she asked, covering her breasts with the top of her dress. She felt so exposed.


He didn’t look at her, instead crossing the room and disposing of the condom in a small wastebasket.


“I don’t do virgins,” he stated, facing her and zipping his fly.


Okay. She took a deep breath and promised herself she wouldn’t cry even as her eyes stung and a lump formed in her throat. Another breath and she was able to rein in her frittering emotions.


He couldn’t end things now. She wouldn’t let him. First of all, it wasn’t nice. And second, this wasn’t the way first times were supposed to go. He was supposed to be gentle and accommodating. She was supposed to tell him he made her feel like no other man had before. She would remember tonight always, and he was in the process of ruining those memories. She didn’t expect perfect. Awkward was acceptable, but this?


This was awful.


Even though she was freezing, she dropped the material of her dress and pushed out her breasts. Donny’s eyes flickered over her bared skin, but his expression was as placid as before.


“Come on, baby.” She tried to purr, but her voice came out taut, nervous. Seduction wasn’t really her thing. The rest came out like a question. “Let’s try again?”


He ripped his eyes away, snatched his discarded sweater from a nearby chair, and jammed his arms into the sleeves. Leaning over her on the sofa he’d tenderly laid her on moments ago, there wasn’t a tender thing about him when he rumbled, “I’m not anyone’s baby, Scampi.” He straightened, pulled the sweater over his head, and added, “There’s not going to be a second time. Ever. Get dressed.”


Wow. That was a solid no. The post-coital hum in her body shut off like a switch.


Dejected, embarrassed, and pissed off in a way she knew would devolve into sobbing the moment she shut her bedroom door at home, she finished dressing.


The humiliation had engulfed her by the time she grabbed her coat and purse from the foyer. Donny snatched his leather coat from a hook on the wall and shrugged into it.


Wordlessly, she followed him outside and climbed into his Jeep.


More silence followed during the drive back to the restaurant. The restaurant she’d entered a few hours ago for a work party, determined to kiss Donny Pate before night’s end.


Mission accomplished, she thought miserably, unable to dredge up even a humorless smile.


He pulled into the Wharf’s parking lot, empty save for her compact car parked in the back. Snow had started to fall, the light flakes sticking to the windshield.


Donny threw the Jeep into Park, then looked straight ahead, his face utterly expressionless. Walls up, shutters drawn.


Closed down.


But she hadn’t imagined the part where he’d been gentle tonight. The part when he’d met her eyes, asked if she wanted him. Asked if she was okay. Even his command of “come for me” had sounded a lot like “ladies first.”


Determined to leave this night with something salvageable, she turned to say good-bye. Maybe tomorrow when she showed up at work, things would be different.


“Donny, before I go—”


His sensual mouth formed one word, piercing her already tender heart.


“Out.”


She blinked at his shadowed profile. Awful.


“Can’t we—”


He faced her, his gray eyes cold. His voice rose suddenly, echoing off the interior of the Jeep. “Scampi, get the hell out!”


Reacting without thought, a primal urge lifted her hand. The slap cracked across Donny’s angled jaw, forcing his head to the side. Appalled, she felt her eyes widen as a shaking hand lifted to her lips. Never in her life has she delivered a physical blow to anyone. Violence—no matter how vindicated—wasn’t in her nature.


Through the strands of black hair covering his face, his silver-blue eyes glowed with anger. Before she could get an apology out, his upper lip curled, and when he spoke, it was through a charred throat filled with gravel.


“Get. The fuck. Out.”


She obeyed and climbed out, feeling a mixture of rage, guilt, and shame. Squealing tires whirred in the gathering snow before Donny peeled from the lot, leaving her to walk to her car alone.


Some first time.


Sofie was wrong about the sobbing. It didn’t start in her bedroom, but right then, the icy wind freezing her tears to her damp cheeks. On the drive home, she vowed to make her first time her last, knowing it was a promise she wouldn’t keep.


Then she vowed never to let Donny worm his way into her heart again.


That was a promise she could.















CHAPTER ONE
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Seven years later


Donovan Pate balled his hand into a fist and gave the front panel of his 1980 Jeep a hard whack. The temperamental dashboard lights had been flickering since he’d crossed the Ohio border.


“Come on, Trixie!” Never before had he raised a hand to his girl, but frustration had reached its peak. A seemingly never-ending drive to the last place on earth he wanted to return had a way of leeching his patience.


The lights blinked one last time before coming on and staying on. Squirrelly electric only one of the many perks to owning a classic. His Jeep had earned her name shortly after he bought her—he never knew which part of her might act up next.


He drove the main drag through downtown, shaking his head at the familiar sights. The local watering hole Salty Dog and Reggie’s Subs were both open, and each as unwelcome as every other inch of this place. When he left years ago, he’d sworn never to set foot in Evergreen Cove again.


“Yet here we are,” he told Trixie.


Donovan’s phone beeped, an incoming text from Evan Downey, one of his oldest—and only—friends, and the only person other than the lawyer who knew Donovan was in town.


The text message read: The bad boy returns.


Despite his friend intentionally being a douche, Donovan felt himself smile.


At a stoplight, he keyed in: FU.


Evan didn’t respond, but Donovan knew he was laughing. Could practically hear his easygoing chuckle now.


The light turned green and his smile faded. Much as he missed his friend, he did not want to be here.


He’d already driven past the library where his teenage, drunken, quick-to-fight self had accompanied his buddies, Evan and Asher, on their now infamous “Penis Bandit” excursion. The “artwork” may be gone from the red-brown brick building, but Evan had returned. Returned with his son, Lyon, fell in love with his late wife’s best friend, and was now engaged. Go figure.


Asher Knight had managed to stay away. Good for him. Right about now, Ash was probably touring with his band, female groupies adhered to his side—and likely a few other body parts. Donovan kept up with him through text message mostly. Usually on the receiving end of photos he wished he’d never gotten. The guy saw a lot of drunken, topless girls in his line of work.


Evan and Asher stopped visiting Evergreen Cove, but Donovan remained. Back then, he’d mostly hung out with the derelict kitchen staff from the Wharf, and his roommate, Connor McClain.


Connor kept in touch periodically via e-mail. Or at least he had during his last stint in the service. Donovan hadn’t heard from him since then. He had no idea if his buddy was still deployed in Afghanistan, or if Evergreen Cove had also lured him back into her clutches.


But Donovan wasn’t returning to the Cove permanently. No, he was only here because—irony of ironies—he now owned the mansion he once fled.


The sun was down and March’s cool air was downright cold the closer he drove to the lake, making him regret taking Trixie’s top off. First time he’d ever regretted taking a girl’s top off, he thought with a grunt.


He drove by Cup of Jo’s, eyed the CLOSED sign on the door. Just as well. He wasn’t ready to face Jo, or any other Evergreener who wasn’t expecting his presence back in town. Scott Torsett was enough.


Passing the darkened windows of Fern’s Floral Shoppe, he parked along the curb next to Torsett & Torsett Law, his destination. He pulled the key from the ignition and glared at Trixie. If she knew what was good for her, she’d start right up when he came back out, no bitching.


He may be bound and determined to vanquish his demons, to finish the unfinished business he’d left behind, but that didn’t mean he cared to be bent over the hood of his Jeep in the middle of Endless Avenue on a Tuesday night.


The Cove wasn’t exactly a small town, but everyone who lived here had known of his grandmother; knew Pate Mansion. He couldn’t take a round of condolences from some overly friendly passerby. Not now. Not ever.


One of many reasons he’d skipped the funeral.


The law offices of Torsett & Torsett were decorated with burgundy and mahogany guest chairs, pine green carpet, and shiny brass light fixtures. Cliché. Ugly.


An older woman, her fingers on the keyboard as she ticked something away on the screen, glanced up as he came in. “Help you?” she asked, eyes behind her thick lenses showing no signs of recognizing him.


“Donovan Pate to see Scott Torsett.”


She depressed a button on the phone on her desk. “Scottie, Donny’s here.”


He cringed at his old nickname, hoping the woman wouldn’t start up a polite and needless conversation, or worse—


“I’m so sorry about your grandmother,” she said. “She was an amazing woman.”


Amazing. Sure, okay.


He clamped his teeth together and offered a curt nod, then turned his back to her and watched the hallway for the guy who used to sit on his battered couch and smoke enough pot to make the entire neighborhood high. Scott stepped out of an office a second later wearing a streamlined dark suit, his former scraggly goatee shaved clean, his eyes clear, not glassy.


It was a blast from the past in the weirdest way.


“Holy shit, Donny. You look grown up.”


“Donovan,” he corrected. He ditched the nickname when he’d ditched Evergreen Cove. After his father had died.


Swear to God, Donny, you are a worthless waste of space. What’d I ever do to deserve a piece of shit like you for a son?


Wasn’t any wonder why he’d skipped dear old Dad’s funeral, too.


“Donovan, it is. Coffee?” Scott offered as they passed a carafe on a cart.


His stomach had soured at the mention of his “amazing” grandmother, at the memory of his father’s words. Words often followed by fists. Donovan shook his head. He was only going to be in Scott’s office long enough to iron out the kink in the will, then he was out of here and heading straight to the House of Pain.


He sat across from a big, antique desk wondering how the hell Scott had managed to get it through the narrow doorway, when Scott pulled a sheet of paper out of a folder and said, “Problem.”


“Another?” Fan-fucking-tastic.


“We didn’t know about this contract until Make It an Event put an ad in the paper announcing the dinner. Then we started digging.”


Contract? Dinner?


Donovan took the sheet of paper and read it over quickly. “A charity dinner.”


“Yep. Your grandmother has been hosting these things at the mansion for the last few years, and this one was contracted with the event planning company before she died. It’s a binding contract, signed by your grandmother’s hand.” He clucked his tongue in an aw, shucks manner and added, “Hope you weren’t in a hurry to sell.”


Right. Because what Donovan really wanted to do was stay in this town for… he skimmed the type searching for the date of the dinner. “Three months from now.”


Scott folded his hands on his desk. “You’re stuck, buddy.”


Donovan felt his lip curl. He wasn’t Scott’s “buddy,” and he refused to be “stuck.” He’d decided seven years ago, after his old man died, that neither his father nor his grandmother would have control over one single aspect of his life. Not ever again.


He groused at the paper in his hand.


Gertrude seemed to have gotten the last laugh.


Last year when he received the call from Scott about the will, Donovan thanked him, then did nothing. He didn’t want the mansion or the trust. He didn’t need the mansion or the trust. Over the years, and thanks to a man in a very high place, he’d been able to carve out a nice living doing stonework and building custom fireplaces in the Hamptons.


When Alessandre D’Paolo offered up his guesthouse, Donovan had looked at it as temporary digs. Aless lent him the garage where he stored his stones and worked on his designs, and where he was planning to repaint Trixie before he drove her here wearing nothing but primer gray. Donovan ended up living there by default. He liked his life in New York. He was able to keep busy, keep his head down, live honestly.


Unfortunately, Caroline, his grandmother’s chef-turned-Alessandre’s-chef, and Donovan’s one saving grace, also had a very big mouth. She’d mentioned the mansion inheritance, and the fact that Donovan was ignoring it, to her wealthy boss.


The bed-and-breakfast kingpin pressed Donovan about his plans—Was he moving? Was he renovating? Was he going to sell it?


He’d replied honestly, telling Alessandre, “I’m bulldozing it.”


That’s when his friend’s face had gone ashen.


Apparently, one man’s House of Pain was another man’s treasure, and Alessandre D’Paolo envisioned the mansion as his latest bed-and-breakfast acquirement.


And it would be. Just as soon as Donovan disentangled himself from this contract.


“This my copy?” he asked Scott, standing abruptly.


“It is.”


He turned to leave the room.


“It’s only three months,” Scott called behind him. “Not an eternity.”


“Still too long,” he answered, and shut the door behind him.


[image: image]


Despite the late hour, the interior lights were on at Make It an Event, making it one of the only shops still lit on Endless Avenue.


Endless. Like this trip.


Donovan had driven a few blocks until he found the shop, realizing he’d overlooked it the first time he’d come through town. If the owner was in, he’d insist they talk about the contract now rather than wait. Shouldn’t be too much trouble to get the venue moved. In a wealthy town like Evergreen Cove, there were plenty of hoity-toity places to hold a charity dinner. He parked next to a meter he didn’t have to feed since it was after six p.m. and got out of Trixie, who had done him a solid and started up without complaint.


He hadn’t known what to expect an event planning company to look like, but once he was inside, he concluded this wasn’t it. The shop wasn’t filled with frilly wedding shit, nor was it corporate and bland.


What it was, was orderly.


Clean white shelves lined with silver metal mesh trays and baskets were stacked with papers. Alongside those stood an army of black binders with neatly typed labels on their spines. The shelves and their implements made up the entire rear wall behind an equally neat desk. Save for the huge desk calendar covered in scribbly handwriting.


He studied the loopy scrawls without reading the words. A woman. Most definitely. He put a hand on one of two patterned lavender guest chairs in front of the desk and read the card on a fresh vase of purple flowers. Courtesy of Fern’s Floral Shoppe.


He wondered if Fern, one of his grandmother’s former Bridge buddies, was still alive. Clearly, her business was.


“Be right out!” a woman called from a back room.


Without answering, he meandered to the other side of the small shop where a metal table stood, not unlike the one where he prepped scallops and deveined shrimp when he worked at the Wharf.


He flipped open a photo album on its surface, recognizing the ballroom immediately, the huge chandelier with its dangling teardrop crystals, the navy walls, the gold sconces lining the walls.


Pate Mansion.


He closed the cover to see if the album was titled. It was. With a tag that read USO FUNDRAISER, PATE MANSION and last year’s date. He opened the book again and flipped through a few pages, spotting his grandmother in one photo, looking about a hundred and eighty years old instead of seventy-six.


Gertrude Pate had died spring of last year, and he wouldn’t be surprised if this was the last photo taken of her. Her ashen skin and sunken, hollow eyes were a far cry from the eagle-sharp gaze and tightly pursed lips he’d grown up around. She’d reached out to him at the end. Too late. How could someone live their life horribly for seventy-some years and think they could make up for it with a phone call? There was nothing she could’ve said he wanted to hear, so he ignored her olive branch and continued working.


Caroline, who up until Donovan turned sixteen had lived in the cottage at the back of the mansion’s property, had gone to Gertrude’s funeral. She expressed her concern when he didn’t fly back to the Cove with her. But then Caroline was an all-around good person, and Donovan wasn’t. So, there was that.


He started to close the album when a cute brunette in one of the photos caught his attention. Her familiar smile beamed, her arm wrapped around Gertrude’s frail shoulders. Sofie Martin’s sweet expression was an odd match for Gertrude Pate’s cold demeanor. Seeing her close to his grandmother was startling, if not irritating, but the smile gracing the brunette’s face wasn’t startling at all. She’d always smiled.


Right up until the moment he’d drawn out of her warm, mostly nude body and told her to get dressed.


She hadn’t smiled then.


“Sorry, I was…”


He turned to face Sofie as her words died in the empty air between them. Every detail of her smacked with familiarity, a thundering slam into the center of his chest like it’d been seven minutes since he’d held her in his arms instead of seven years.


Her wavy chestnut hair, cool green eyes that hadn’t lost a bit of their shine, and parted pink lips he could still taste on the tip of his tongue. Unbidden, his mouth watered as he recalled snagging that bottom lip with his teeth a long time ago in a mansion not so far away…


They hadn’t parted under the best of circumstances. Understatement of the millennium. His fault. He knew what he was getting into, and once he’d gotten into her, he should have stopped. He hadn’t.


Much as he’d like to believe the years had dulled the sting of what he’d done to her, he could see the condensed pain bowing her eyebrows and in the thin set of her normally full lips. He’d been cold that night, arguably as cold and apathetic as his family ever was, proving the apple hadn’t had far to fall.


His coldness had earned him a slap on the face. After taking hits his entire life, he concluded the blow from Sofie had been the most deserved. Swallowing thickly, he forced a greeting through his teeth.


One he never imagined uttering again.


“Hello, Scampi.”
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A nightmare. I’m having a nightmare.


But she wasn’t. If this were a nightmare, she’d be naked.


Unfortunately, the naked part had been very real. Like this moment was very real. Which meant Donny Pate was standing in her shop. For real.


He’d aged well.


Too well, she thought with a frown.


His ink-black hair no longer covered his eyes, but it was in the same longish mass that tickled her cheeks when he’d kissed her for the first time years ago. Still long and lean, his shoulders were broader, his chest more filled out. Dark denim hugged thighs with far more muscle than she remembered.


He raised one black brow and her eyes locked on to his silver-blue ones. Those hadn’t changed. They were the color of the shallows when the lake began to freeze. They were the color of cold, the color of hollow. The color of her heart the night she’d slapped him in his stupid Jeep.


“Nice place,” he said, and she realized she hadn’t spoken yet. What was there to say?


Welcome home? How did you find me? What are you doing here?


That was a great question, actually.


“What are you doing here?” Rude, but then, he’d invented rude.


The corner of his lips lifted. Not quite a smile, but she could see she’d amused him. Good thing she’d retired from being his plaything, or his enticing smirk may have her swooning.


She’d done some growing up, too.


“Didn’t expect to find you here.” His tone gave no hint as to whether he thought this was a good thing or a bad thing.


Also: she did not care.


She was a professional. An in-charge, take-charge, confident woman who refused to let her one-time-roll-in-the-hay alter her personality.


“I’m the owner.” Pulling her shoulders, she stood straighter and replaced the look of shock on her face with neutrality. “What can I do for you?”


His mouth shrugged as if impressed she’d made something of herself. Not that she wanted to impress him.


He reached into the back pocket of his battered jeans and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. Her eyes grazed his attire: simple gray T-shirt molded to nicely built arms and a muscular chest. Jeans worn from age, but clean. A far cry from the Wharf’s checkered chef’s pants he’d worn day after day, and the ratty black bandanna tied around his head.


He unfolded the paper, the star tattoo on the base of his index finger a reminder some things never changed. It took her a few seconds to drag her gaze from his hands—amazing hands.


Large, roughened from labor, and marked with a tattoo she never knew the meaning behind. There was a newer tat next to it, she noticed. A black bird—or a crow, wings spread—on the fleshy part of his thumb. She could almost feel the phantom grip of his hands back then, on her hip, on her bottom…


Anyway.


Nice hands.


“I assume this is you.”


She jerked her eyes from his hand to the paper he held. He didn’t budge, forcing her to walk across the room. When she did, she became aware of how solid he was. Living, breathing, and right in front of her. He’d always been tall, but now he seemed to tower over her. A whiff of spice rolled off his neck, the scent snapping her back to the moment he’d had her back against the door in the mansion.


She closed her eyes against the memories closing in on her.


The rake of his teeth against her mouth, the pain-and-pleasure pinch of his fingers at her nipples, the way he cupped her bottom and lifted her like she weighed nothing.


“Couch or rug?”


Blinking twice to clear her head, she snatched up the paper and flipped it around to read it. No need. She recognized the contract Gertrude drew up last year, her weakness evident in the scrawled signature next to Sofie’s indiscernible, loopy penmanship.


“Yes.” She offered the contract to him. “That’s me.”


He didn’t take it, shaking his head, and saying, “Not gonna work for me.”


For a second, she was too stunned to speak. Her eyes went to her outstretched arm, then back to his face. “Well… I—it’s not up to you.” She folded her arms over her chest, hearing the paper crunch, feeling her anxiety creep up alongside her blood pressure. She couldn’t lose her composure in front of him, of all people.


The pressure of owning her business had taken its toll these past few weeks, as did pressure from her family—an ongoing affair. Then there was the pressure of going on way too many dates over the past few years and having zero to show for it. On a good day, she rolled with the punches. Today was not that day. She wasn’t rolling anywhere.


“I’m sure you can find another venue,” he stated.


Another venue? Obviously, he’d never planned an event as huge as the Open Arms charity dinner. This wasn’t dinner for eight. This was music, this was advertising, this was formal invitations… and that was only part of it.


She forced her dry throat to swallow, the overwhelming list of to-do items stacking one on top of the other in her mind. Too much… much too much to reschedule. Her breathing went shallow, her chest grew tight.


Shoot. Wait. No. She was a professional. This was her shop. The contract in her hand was legal. She double-and triple-checked after Gertrude passed away. Uncrossing her arms, she held out the paper for him again. “Sorry for the inconvenience.”


Again, he didn’t move.


She concentrated on breathing deeply and not having an anxiety attack.


“The dead woman who signed that agreement”—he dipped his chin at the paper in her hand—“left me the mansion in her will. And the new owner, me, will not be hosting a charity dinner.”


Had he really just referred to his late grandmother as “the dead woman”? Gertrude may not have been the most personable human being on the planet, but she’d earned more respect than he was giving her. She’d donated a lot of money to local charities in her remaining years, working tirelessly until her final fading breath. Who wouldn’t find her actions admirable?


Donny Pate. But of course.


Rather than lecture the man in front of her who’d long ago traded his heart in for a lump of coal, she asked him a question instead. “Do you care to know what charity this dinner is supporting?”


“Doesn’t matter.”


Wow. Seriously. No heart.


She decided to tell him anyway. “Open Arms provides emergency shelter and foster care for abused children of all ages,” she said. “They’ve been in the Cove for twenty years this June, offering resources such as tutoring, nutritional education, and psychiatrists to kids who have nowhere else to turn.”


The speech poured from her lips, well rehearsed thanks to reciting it over the phone to businesses no fewer than a dozen times today. She was in the process of getting more sponsors for the charity, business owners willing to pay to put logos on table tents or donate gifts for the silent auction.


Using his words against him, she rattled the paper in her hand. “The dead woman who signed this contract was committed to supporting Open Arms. She left a great deal of money to them—I’m guessing the rest to you—and left me in charge of overseeing this event. There will be no venue change. Not when this dinner has the potential to fund their program for years to come.”


There. Try to turn down a charity for abused children.


His face went hard, his lips pressing together in a flat, unimpressed line. When he spoke, his words were a pick dug into a wall of ice, each syllable a sliver chipping through his clamped teeth.


“When you put it that way,” he bit out, “definitely no.”


She forced herself to breathe and looked around for something peaceful to focus on. Instead, her gaze settled on the most beautiful thing in the room.


Him.


If going for his heartstrings didn’t work, she’d have to use good, old-fashioned reason. “Listen, Donny—”


“Donovan.”


She felt her eyebrows pull. “Excuse me?”


“Donovan. Not Donny.”


Okay, she was absolutely over his attitude. “If you can call me Scampi, I can call you Donny.”


He shook his head slowly, the left and right motion intentional. “You took the dare. You lost. Scampi.” He smiled. Actually smiled. It was a small crook of his lips, but it made him look a little sinister and a whole lot delicious. Her heart pounded harder, and this time her anxiety had nothing to do with the seven thousand things she had to look after for the charity dinner.


“Scott Torsett,” he stated.


The lawyer down the street. She’d planned his company Christmas party last year. Wild bunch, those lawyers. Thrown, she replied, “What about him?”


“You and I are going to his office tomorrow morning to get the contract voided.”


Voided?


“You still drink coffee?”


Not following his line of thinking, she shook her head.


“Tea?”


She replayed the conversation bouncing around in her cluttered head. “I drink coffee. I mean… I don’t want you to bring me coffee.”


Hang on. This was not the point. Holding the contract in both hands, she tried again.


“Donny—er, Donovan—”


He stepped a few inches closer, his smile slipping. She looked into his crystalline eyes and promptly lost her train of thought.


Geez. He’d been back in town five minutes and she was completely frazzled.


He took the contract, folded and stuck it into his pocket, then gripped her upper arms firmly, but gently. This close to him, she had to lift her chin to take in his full height. Heat rolled off his body, the rough texture of his palms skimming along the thin sleeves of the shirt she wore.


The last time she’d been this close to him, he was kissing her. Touching her. And, dammit, her entire body reacted as if he was doing that now. A full-body tingle radiated from her chest to her limbs. His lips flinched like he noticed.


But she wasn’t the naïve girl she was back then, was she? No longer was she the girl hell-bent on losing her virginity to the baddest boy in town.


In short, she was no longer stupid.


“Coffee,” he repeated. “See you in the morning.”


He started to let her go, but she kept him captive with one word. “No.”


Thank God. She was afraid for a moment she wouldn’t find her voice until he walked out of the door.


He blinked, a subtle look of surprise on his features. Probably not used to hearing the word no. Especially from women, she thought with an irritated flick of her eyes over his solid chest. Once upon a time she’d been one of his women. She knew what it was like to be under his powerful gaze, to be stroked by his powerful hands. She knew how much better it felt to say yes and be rewarded by his attention than to say no and endure his apathy.


Too bad for him, she no longer wanted his attention. And she didn’t care if he ignored her. In fact, she preferred he ignored her. They were light years away from who they were seven years ago—at least she was. He didn’t seem to have changed much.


His lids narrowed over pale eyes. “Pardon?”


“I’m having the dinner in the mansion.” Forcing her chin up, she kept her head angled, looking into his eyes as she spoke, making sure he didn’t miss her strength and persistence. “I’ve been planning this dinner for almost twelve months. It’s in the final stages,” she lied.


According to the Event Planning Bible sitting on one of the shelves on the back wall, she was about three months behind. Moving the venue, or changing the date, would be a huge setback. A setback she didn’t have time to deal with. And there was no changing the date. June eighth was the day of the organization’s twentieth anniversary. Oh crap, had she written the eighth or the eighteenth on the invites she just ordered?


Donovan’s hands tightened around her upper arms, pulling her out of her brewing panic. “You’re not hearing me.”


Oh, she heard him. She’d heard everything he’d ever said.


I don’t do virgins.


She felt her face go red at the memory. “Let go of me.”


He did, shocking her so much by obeying she didn’t immediately back away from him. The thought of him in her shop again come morning sent a river of worry flooding her system.


With less conviction than she’d wanted, she managed, “This conversation is over.”


“None of this is over, Scampi.”


“Wrong, Donny,” she snapped. “This was over seven years ago.”


A muscle in his cheek ticked. His light eyes flickered down her body and back up, making her tingle everywhere as if his fingers followed their path. Once upon a time she believed he was her one. The One. Once upon a time when she’d handed over her precious first time to a man who couldn’t care less about her.


I don’t do virgins.


Now was her chance to make up for the moment when she’d had no response. After her tears had dried, after she was home and far away from him, she’d come up with the perfect zinger, only it was too late to deliver the blow.


Well. She’d just say it now in the name of catharsis.


Folding her arms over her breasts, she said, “I don’t do assholes.”


He didn’t miss a beat.


“You used to.”


Her mouth froze open, but no words tumbled out. Again, she had no comeback.


Damn this man.


He turned on one booted heel and left her shop—the same black, scuffed-with-age boots he’d worn years ago, she guessed. The wind kicked his long hair as he strolled under a streetlamp and toward the curb. She stepped closer to the window, watching as he climbed into a Jeep. Then she realized it wasn’t a Jeep. It was the Jeep.


No longer black, but putty-gray, it was the same Jeep host to her “Ride of Shame” back to the Wharf.


A girl never forgot her first one-night stand, she supposed. Her only one-night stand. As he pulled away, brake lights reflecting red on the dark road, she clicked the lock on her door to keep out any more unwanted visitors.


“I used to,” she agreed belatedly in the silence. “But not anymore.”















CHAPTER TWO
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Pate Mansion sat on twenty acres of manicured land, every inch worth a hundred times more than when Donovan’s family purchased it a century ago. At the rear of the property, shrouded by thick trees and unable to be seen from the main house, sat a cottage with a private drive. It was where Caroline had lived before she left Gertrude to work for Alessandre D’Paolo, but that was not where Donovan was headed.


The drive leading up to the mansion was long, flanked by naked trees on either side of the narrow lane. In the darkness, the claustrophobic tangle of branches threatened to squeeze the courage from his chest. He gripped the steering wheel, understanding the fear was displaced, leftover from when he was a kid. It was there nonetheless, causing his heart to pound a staccato.


He set his jaw and reminded himself he’d outgrown fear years ago. By age twelve, he’d resolved to be strong. No matter what punishment awaited him behind the mansion walls, he would take it. He had, too. Taken the slaps that graduated to closed-fist punches, taken the shoves down the stairs, taken the burns, taken the cuts.


Back then he refused to cower in the wake of his belligerent father. Refused to give the old man an ounce of satisfaction. And now? There was no way in hell he’d let Robert Pate haunt him from beyond the grave.


He parked off to the side of the cobblestone, not bothering with the six-car garage to his left. The idea of shutting Trixie in there bugged him.


Through her windshield, he peered up at the structure more resembling a castle than a house. Built from massive square blocks, he could admit from a mason’s perspective, the stonework was impressive. The behemoth boasted a pair of pointed turrets as well, their gold tips scratching the bleak sky.


Foreboding. Desolate. Oppressive.


Welcome home.


Involuntarily, he shuddered.


He got out of the car as a floodlight on a sensor lit the side of the house. A big white dog with brown patches appeared from around the corner, its breed a mystery. As a guess, he’d say part Saint Bernard. It lacked the thickness in its body, the thing too skinny and filthy to be owned by anyone. Or maybe it had been Gertrude’s and she’d left it to fend for itself.


That sounded like her.


Donovan stayed still in case the dog was aggressive—wouldn’t that be his luck—but rather than charge him, the beast turned and skulked around back, vanishing into the shadows.


He snapped the roof onto Trixie in case the skies gave into rain, then opened the back hatch, the hinges whining. Two suitcases and a duffel bag were the sum of his luggage for the stay. When he’d packed back in New York, the plan—still the plan as soon as Sofie relocated the dinner—was to stay long enough to clear out the mountains of Gertrude’s crap prior to selling the mansion to Alessandre.


Donovan had planned on hiring someone to clear it out for him, but now that he was in town, may as well do it himself. Hiring someone would be the coward’s way out. The mansion was his load to bear.


Like Sofie, he thought with a frown.


But he wasn’t one to avoid the monsters lurking in the dark. He preferred to deal with things head on. Cheaper than therapy.


Hefting his bags to the covered porch, he dropped the suitcase and dug the house key from his pocket.


A charity for battered children, he thought as he wiggled the key into the lock. His grandmother’s hypocrisy knew no bounds. He heard scurrying in the grass at the side of the house, reminding him he wasn’t exactly alone.


Look at the bright side, you inherited Cujo.


“And I’m not even inside yet.”


When the door wouldn’t budge, he turned his body to the side and slammed a shoulder into it. The frame swelled whenever it rained, and given the state of the soggy, overgrown brush in the flowerbeds, the puddles gathered in the missing cobblestones in the driveway, it had rained earlier today.


The foyer opened to more dark, but he knew the layout. Straight ahead a curved staircase with crimson carpet soared into the darkened second floor. To his left, an equally dark dining hall led to the kitchen where Caroline fixed nearly every meal he’d eaten. To the right…


The library.


Memories of Sofie flashed in his mind. The cushy give of her backside in his palms, the lushness of her lips, the sigh sounding from her throat whenever he kissed her… every inch of her so different from what he’d been used to.


Gentle. Caring. Soft.


No wonder he’d freaked out.


He came back to town to face his demons. His father or grandmother must have tipped them off. They’d gotten the memo and formed a line, coming at him one after the other since he crossed the Ohio border.


He dropped his bags at his feet and took in the curved staircase in front of him. Another memory hit. One where he was sliding down the banister backward, hair flying around his head. The feel of the waistband of his pants cutting into his belly as his father lifted him from the banister and threw him to the floor below.


Donovan’s hand went to his broken collarbone, his eyes straying to the hallway vanishing into the darkness.


The hallway he’d been tearing through after being explicitly instructed not to run indoors. Robert stuck his foot out; Donovan ended up with a chipped front tooth. His tongue brushed the cap there now. That injury, like the others, concealed.


More rooms were visible from the foyer, causing memory after memory to slam into him. And this was only the first floor. There were thirteen bedrooms, eight bathrooms. Thirty-five rooms total. All haunted with memories he thought he’d escaped.


Absently, he rubbed his thumb along the star tattoo on his index finger.


Sofie’s words from earlier surfaced. Open Arms provides emergency shelter and foster care for abused children…


Kids here in the Cove enduring the same horrific treatment he’d endured. Some probably had it worse. A chill skated his spine. Faceless, helpless. Frightened.


Other than Caroline, he had no safe haven when he was a boy. He lied to her about the cuts and bruises, saying he’d fallen off his bike or scraped his arms rock climbing. If she had known the truth, she would have confronted Robert and Gertrude—would have lost her job. The idea of being stuck in this miserable place without her kindness had been unbearable.


As an adult, he’d stopped sugarcoating Gertrude’s and Robert’s actions and named it what it was: abuse. His father harming him, and his grandmother turning a blind eye was… wrong. Simple as that.


It was just as wrong for Donovan to ignore children in need now.


“Shit.” The quietly spoken word bounced off the foyer walls, echoing up the stairs and dissipating into the blackness.


What if an outside party had intervened on his behalf? What would life have been like for him then—for him now—if someone had come to his rescue? Someone who could have championed him when he’d been young enough to be saved.


His past was written. He couldn’t change it. But if he denied Open Arms, and Sofie, the upcoming charity dinner, he was as big a hypocrite as Gertrude.


He pulled a hand over his face in frustrated acceptance.


Robert Pate’s demon lurked in every cobwebbed corner of this place. Knowing he was looking on made Donovan want to defy him. Because fuck him.


“Bring it,” he growled, his voice echoing through the quiet hall. He kicked the front door closed behind him, lifted his bags, and turned for the library, where there was a very uncomfortable sofa holding its own host of memories.


He’d left Sofie behind, having taken her gentleness, her softness, her sweetness for himself. In true Pate fashion, he hadn’t given her a damn thing in return.


He gave the couch a long, hard look. There was only one path out of bad memories. It wasn’t to go around. They couldn’t be avoided. He had to go straight through.


Tomorrow he’d go back to Sofie’s shop. But he wasn’t going to drag her to Scott Torsett to void the contract.


Open Arms would have their charity dinner in the mansion. He could still gut the place in the meantime and sell to Alessandre after. With that behind him, maybe he’d finally be out the other side.


Straight through.


It was the only way.
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Sofie didn’t normally make New Year’s resolutions. But this year, overcome by melancholy, or maybe champagne, she had made one. At the stroke of midnight, she’d stood on the balcony of a huge mansion atop Peak Point belonging to one of her wine vendors—and drank out of a crystal champagne flute she’d worried she might break and have to pay for.


She did get a kiss at midnight, though. Granted, it was from her best friend and on the cheek, but hey, better than nothing. After many, many failed dates the previous year, Sofie was beginning to believe she would forever be single.


“You’ll find him, honey,” Faith had said after the peck on Sofie’s cheek. “God’s just very, very picky for you.”
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