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      Raising a Demon

      I loved it! The characters were funny and likable. I found that it was an easy reading story and I hope to see more of these characters.

      This is my first book by Amy Cissell and I really enjoyed it...in fact it was hard for me to put down. I loved the references to the shows Supernatural and Lucifer...both favourites of mine.

      I loved this book, it is entertaining and the characters are pretty awesome. Evie is a single mom, who is sent into a crazy "revelation week" from hell (pun intended) and we discover that there is a lot more that meets the eye in sleepy Eden Valley. I'm curious about the other characters and what will happen next in the series. I just found a new series to look forward to and I think if you like fantasy, urban fantasy and hotness everywhere, this book is just for you.

      I thoroughly enjoyed Evie's story. A fresh new take on a midlife crisis! All of the characters are so well developed and a joy to read. I loved Evie's friends and family and Lily especially is a precocious little girl. Even Luc's brother and sister were fun to read. I am definitely looking forward to the next book in the series!
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        * * *

      

      Devil and the Deep Blue Lake

      Another good one!

      Love all the twists and turns of this one. Unlike some authors that have their one main character the same for all the books in their series, Amy bring forth some of the supporting characters of the previous book. You get to learn a bit more about them and how everyone is connected as the story moves along, keeping you hooked the whole time. Eagerly looking forward to the next one!

      A delightful foray back to Eden valley. I love getting to know more of these characters. Really enjoyed things from Viv's point of view and being with her in her trials and tribulations. And so many twists and turns! This book is a total page turner!!

      It’s getting even more interesting with each book. The second book in the series is even more interesting than the first. The second book follows Viv and her return to Eden. I loved it because it focuses on solving some of the mysteries and questions from the first book and you see the world building coming together and then even extend as new info and mysteries are discovered. If your into mysteries, action, soul searching and some added romance - this is a great book and series. It’s an easy read for me - finished it in a day lol.
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        * * *

      

      Valley of Angels

      You had me at mansplaining! When the heroine rolled her eyes at her boss's incessant mansplaining, I was totally hooked. This book had all the elements I love- ride-or-die friends, a heroine coming into her power, metaphorically and physically, a dire apocalypse and an adorable kitten. 

      Love the friendships through put this series and all the dynamics that are involved in the relationships. I look forward to the next book and reading the other series that has some cross over.
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        * * *

      

      Guardian of Eden

      I wanted to take my time and savor this final installment in the Eden Valley series but before I knew it the sun was coming up and I was putting the kindle down. What an amazing ride. This book focuses on Elle and it does not disappoint! I’m going to miss these characters so much but what a way to go out. If you haven’t read the series, pick up book one. Don’t hesitate… it’s too good to miss.

      Great end to a great series! This is the last book in the Eden Valley series, and I am going to miss these ladies so much. 

      Angels, demons….. I loved this book so much…. and have discovered a new obsession with books about angels! Elle definitely deserved her HEA!
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      As a subscriber to Cissell's Epistles - my amazing weekly-ish newsletter - you can pick any of these books to get you started on your journey! Sign up for my newsletter, then watch your inbox for the confirmation & download links!

      

      The series: An Eleanor Morgan Fantasy Adventure

      The Eleanor Morgan Fantasy Adventures are a 7-book series (complete) of contemporary fantasy books. Eleanor is in her mid-30s and is living a perfectly ordinary life. And then... (there's always a "and then") She finds out she was a changeling child - one left on the doorstep of a human couple by the Fae. And her quest is to reopen the gates between Earth & the Fae plane which will help bring balance back to both worlds, but maybe at the cost of destroying herself and everything she's ever known.  

      

      The freebie: The Cardinal Gate is the first in this series. Eleanor definitely has a lot more swearing, violence, and explicitly naked sexy times. There are witches and vampires and zombies and dragons and werewolves. Lots of snark. Lots of adventure. And a few broken hearts along the way. Romance isn't the main theme, but there is definitely some of that going on.  

      

      The series: Psychics of Oracle Bay

      The Psychics of Oracle Bay is a series of paranormal romance/psychic mystery stories set in a small coastal town in Washington State with unusually high per capita population of psychics - and these psychics are always, always right. That much knowledge and foresight does't always make things easy, though!  

      Not in the Cards is book 1, and it's your intro into the tight-knit group of psychics. Sandy is looking for a new life and a new home, and stumbles onto a tarot shop for rent with a living space above the shop. She pulls out the cards she hasn't looked at since college and hangs out her shingle. It doesn't take long for her almost-ex-asshat to find her... And it takes even less time for the fate of the town to rest in her (and the rest of the oracles') hands.  

      The freebie: Wing and a Prayer is the third in the series (and shorter than the rest) but can be read as a stand alone. If you like grumpy fallen angel/risen demons/stuck on earth bartenders, feisty psychics, and a totally irreverent and highly attended apocalypse, you'll want to grab this one!   There are currently 5 novels published. Books six and seven will be released in Spring 2023.
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        The series: Vamps in the Vineyard

      

      

      
        
        The Vamps in the Vineyard series centers around a group of middle-aged vampire slayers who are fighting the good fight against the vampires who are moving into their small, eastern Washington State and trying to take over the vineyard Charlie has put her blood, sweat, and tears into. There’s no romance in this series - it’s all slaying, no laying - and the vampires are never the sexy, misunderstood, morally ambiguous  characters they sometimes are in popular media (including my Eleanor Morgan series). They’re all evil, all the time. 

      

        

      
        Here to Slay is book 1, and it's your intro to Estaca Corazón, Charlie’s vineyard & winery, her journey into accepting her slayer powers at the same time she’s hitting menopause, and how her friendships are what saves her.  

      

        

      
        The freebies: Stakes and Stems is a prequel novella and Charlie’s first major event at her winery. The Valentine’s dinner doesn’t quite go as expected. There’s a rash of vandalism, vampires at dinner, and Charlie’s first (and accidental) slaying.

      

        

      
        Slay Bells Ring is a holiday novella set after Here To Slay. It’s a bit of a crossover with Eden Valley (as in, it takes place in Eden Valley), but you don’t need to read that series to follow this. You may want to have already read Here to Slay, though!
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      In this collection are two novels (Raising a Demon and Devil and the Deep Blue Lake) and their companion novellas (Match Made in Hell and Fall From Grace).

      In this collection, Raising a Demon follows its prequel, Match Made in Hell (which takes place 11 years before the events in Raising a Demon), and Devil and the Deep Blue Lake follows its companion novella, Fall From Grace (which is set 50 years before Devil and the Deep Blue Lake.

      However, I have moved Fall From Grace’s epilogue and after Devil and the Deep Blue Lake for this collection, because spoilers, sweetie!

      Happy reading!

      -arc
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      Evelyn sipped her gin and tonic through the tiny cocktail straw and watched the flow of people come in and out of the bar. She did not want to be here—and was only doing it because Genevieve Kane, one of her two best friends, had signed her up for Match.com in an effort to push her back into the dating scene and far away from her post-divorce mope. “It’s been six months since the divorce was final, and it’s high time you slut it up and find out what you’ve been missing. Marrying your high school sweetheart is good when it works out, but now you have a chance to sample the merchandise. Jeremy isn’t worth your tears.”

      Her other BFF, Beverly Hill, had seconded Viv’s suggestions, although not quite as enthusiastically.

      Evie had to admit that Viv and Bev—Bev never went by her full name, and who could blame her? Her parents had made some choices—were right. Jeremy wasn’t worth it. He’d cheated on her Lord knew how many times. He’d strung her along, promising her he wanted kids as badly as she did and that they’d “try next year, when the farm starts making money.” And then she walked in on him with Brandy Lawson, owner of the Silver Dollar bar and Evelyn’s boss. In the ensuing fight, Jeremy let slip that he’d had a vasectomy ten years earlier and had never had any intention of having kids.

      Evie started divorce proceedings immediately. When the lawyers came in, they found that Jeremy’s farm had been doing considerably better than he’d let on, and Jer ended up owing a hefty alimony settlement and earned a call from the IRS. Evie got the car, a lien against Jer's farm, some astronomical legal bills, and a new job—bartending and waitressing at The Lucky Devil across the street from her old place of employment. Brandy lost a lot of business once word got out what’d happened. Evie was a popular woman in town—born and raised in Eden Valley—and the regulars were Evie’s, not the bar’s.

      That satisfaction didn’t make up for the hurt that still ate at her, though. She sighed and stirred her drink. Her date was thirty minutes late, and his profile hadn’t been interesting or hot enough to make her wait longer. She downed the rest of her drink, nodded at Colin behind the bar, and spun around on her barstool to leave. Before she could stand up, someone new walked through the door.

      The newcomer was six feet of tan skin, muscles that stretched his too-tight red t-shirt, and the most beautiful shoulders she’d ever seen on a man. He had black hair that was casually mussed, a chiseled jaw with a hint of stubble, and cheekbones to die for. Evie caught herself drooling and dabbed at the corners of her lips with a bar napkin. He looked around, zeroed in on the bar, and walked directly towards her.

      Evie looked around frantically for an escape. She didn’t want to be that close to him—he was too hot. Everything about him exuded fire and heat, and she knew mousy Evie would wilt if she were too close. She was too late, and then she didn’t care. His eyes were dark brown—almost unsettlingly deep—and his presence was overwhelming.

      “Hey,” he said, looking down at her. “Mind if I sit here?”

      “Not at all,” she squeaked. “Get it together, Evie,” she scolded herself. “He’s just a dude. An impossibly hot dude. Sitting next to you.”

      “Let me buy you a drink,” he said. “What’re you having?”

      “Gin and tonic,” she said. “Thank you.”

      The stranger smiled at her, and the heat of his gaze ignited something inside her. She straightened up, put her shoulders back, and smiled back.

      “Gin and tonic for the lady, and a cranberry juice with a squeeze of lime for me.”

      The bartender raised an eyebrow at Evie—the staff here were protective, something she’d wanted for a blind date with a Tinder stranger coming from the city to her small town, but annoying now. Evie nodded her approval, and Colin winked and got to work.

      “I’m Evelyn Addams,” she introduced herself, holding out her hand. “Most people call me Evie, though.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Evie. My name is Luc Morgenstern.”

      Colin set their drinks in front of them and backed away—not quite out of earshot, but far enough that he wasn’t obviously eavesdropping.

      “What brings you to Eden Valley, Luc?” Evie asked. “We don’t get a lot of strangers in town.”

      Luc laughed and sipped his cranberry juice. “I’m looking for something,” he said, leaning forward conspiratorially. “Or maybe someone.” He winked.

      “That’s pretty vague,” Evie said. “Are you staying at the Lone Pine Inn?”

      “It’s the only game in town,” he laughed. “And I know I’m being vague. I wish I could offer more. My father sent me here with the most convoluted instructions. I’m on a hunt, so to speak. What he wants me to find is somewhere in this region—Washington State on the east side of the Cascades—and I have an itinerary of towns to check out. Apparently, I’ll ‘know it when I see it.’” Luc rolled his eyes.

      Evie laughed. “Well, I’ve lived here my whole life, and don’t think there’s anything worth finding in Eden Valley—or anywhere in this area. Maybe your dad has you looking in the wrong place.”

      “I wouldn’t say there’s nothing worth finding here,” Luc said, taking her hand and causing the heat that’d started curling low in her belly to erupt into the flames of desire. “I found you right away…”

      “Oh,” Evie breathed. She knew she was about to do something she’d never even considered doing before, no matter how much Viv encouraged her to unfurl her slut flag. “Would you like a tour?”

      “I’d love it,” Luc said. “Maybe we can start with my hotel room.” He threw some cash on the bar and stood up, holding out his hand.
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        * * *

      

      Evie sat on the edge of the sofa in Luc’s hotel room, her stomach churning with nerves. Luc had let her into the room, made her promise not to run away, and had dashed across the street to the small market, saying he’d be back before she knew it.

      Evie’d never had a one-night stand. Never gone home with a guy on a first date, much less a guy she’d met in a bar less than an hour ago. She groaned and dropped her head into her hands. Colin had seen them rush out of the bar like hormonal teenagers. No way would he keep that a secret. By tomorrow morning, everyone she worked with would know that Evelyn Addams had left with a stranger, and by tomorrow afternoon, the entire town would know.

      She looked around the room—it looked just the same as it had fifteen years ago when she’d gotten her first job as a housekeeper at the hotel. The carpet had been replaced at some point but was still the same dingy beige color. A queen-sized bed dominated the main room, and a half wall divided the bedroom from the small living space complete with kitchenette, dinette, desk, and sofa. The couch faced a flat screen tv, the only real upgrade, and the desk was positioned so that whoever was working there would have a magnificent view of Eden Lake, tucked in a valley in the Cascade Mountains. Darkness hid Eden Lake and the mountains that framed it, but Evie could feel their presence.

      She stood and walked over to the window, staring into the darkness and having second and third thoughts. If only she hadn’t promised…

      Her head snapped up. Sure, she’d promised, but people didn’t always keep their promises, did they? Jeremy sure as shit hadn’t, and marriage vows are a much bigger deal than any pledges made to a strange man in a hotel room, no matter how hot he was. She turned, grabbed her purse, and walked towards the door. It might be too late to save her reputation, but at least she could keep herself from making a terrible mistake.

      She reached for the handle at the same time the door swung inward. She shrieked and jumped back. Luc was standing in the doorway, holding a paper bag. “Are you leaving?”

      “No. Well, yes,” Evie said.

      “Oh.” He looked crestfallen.

      “I just… I’ve never done anything like this, and I’m not sure I want to, now that the gin has worn off,” she said.

      “There are zero expectations here,” Luc said. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to. You’re beautiful, and I would like nothing more than to spend the night worshiping your body, but only if you’re really into it. Nothing sexier than enthusiasm and no chance of regret.” He set down the bag. “I can take you home if you’d like. Or we can just talk. No pressure, either way. I must warn you, however, that I do plan on asking you for your phone number, because I desperately want to see you again.”

      He looked at her, desire evident in his gaze. Evie felt warm in places heat hadn’t invaded in longer than she cared to admit. “What’s in the bag?” she asked.

      Luc shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “A bottle of wine, one of cranberry juice, and condoms.”

      “Oh, a safety man,” Evie said. “I like that.” She paused, closed her eyes, and tried to figure out what she really wanted to do. “I’d like a glass of wine,” she said slowly. “And maybe we could talk for a while… Get to know each other?”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Luc said. He opened the wine, poured her a glass, and handed it over. After getting himself a glass of cranberry juice, he sat next to her on the couch. “So, Evelyn Addams. Tell me everything about you.”

      “I’m warning you now—I’m not that interesting.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second. You have the look of someone with a lot of facets.”

      Evie swallowed a gulp of wine and took a breath. “I’ve lived here my whole life, as did my parents and their parents, et cetera. My family founded this town a couple hundred years ago, and there’s always been an Addams here since. My parents and I are the last, though.”
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        * * *

      

      Evie opened her eyes and stared at an unfamiliar ceiling. She blinked a couple times, willing away the fog that clouded her brain. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and peeling it off was almost painful—but not as bad as the taste sensation it left behind.

      A soft snore on her right had her elbow jerking out to hit Jeremy before the light snore transformed into a full chainsaw roar, but before she made contact, the events of the previous night flooded back. She jerked the arm that had been about to elbow the stranger—well, almost stranger—and rolled out of the bed. The cool air of the air-conditioned room hit her and raised goosebumps over her body, driving home the point that she was one hundred percent completely nude.

      Evie gathered her clothes from the pile at the foot of the bed and made a mad dash for the bathroom. As soon as she was dressed and had her hair in some semblance of order, she steeled herself, crossed her fingers that Luc was still asleep, and prepared to do her first ever walk of shame. The cute outfit she’d picked out for a first date at a bar was feeling like a huge mistake this morning.

      With a hand on the doorknob, she turned back to look at her one-night stand for a moment more. He was on his stomach, one arm flung out over the bed. The blankets had slid down and every inch of his glorious body, including the odd symbol he had tattooed on his shoulder but had dismissed as a family symbol, was on display. She sighed in appreciation, then walked out as quietly as she could, flinching as the latch clicked into place when she pulled the door closed behind her.

      With any luck, she wouldn’t see anyone on her trek back to the car she’d left parked in the employee lot at The Lucky Devil and could get home without raising any more gossip than she already had. She’d moved back in with her parents after the divorce while she figured out what to do with her life and was steeling herself for the questions. There was no way they wouldn’t have already heard she’d left the bar with a man the night before, and when she didn’t appear for breakfast… Well, they wouldn’t be judgmental, but she’d have to put up with the knowing looks from her mom and the horrible dad jokes that were almost as bad as being shamed.

      Her luck held as she walked the twenty or so blocks to her car but deserted her in the parking lot as she was unlocking her car.

      “Evie!” a familiar voice called. “You’re pretty dressed up for so early on Saturday morning. I can’t remember the last time I saw you wearing heels and a skirt.”

      Evie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She plastered a smile on her face and turned around. “Leave me alone, Jeremy. My desire to never speak to you again hasn’t diminished in the least.”

      “Just trying to be friendly, Evie,” he said. “Looks like you were being friendly with someone else, though… Finally find someone to clear out the cobwebs?”

      “Go to hell,” Evie said, then got in the car. Out of all the people she could’ve run into on her walk of shame, it had to be her ex-husband. Life was supremely unfair.

      She pulled out her phone and opened her group text to send a message to Viv and Bev.

      “Emergency brunch needed. I did a thing. I need support. And medicinal mimosas. I’ll pick you up at ten. Send text.”

      Evie pulled into the driveway in front of her parent’s large Cape Cod-style house on the lake and made a beeline for the backdoor. She told herself she wasn’t avoiding her parents. Just expediting getting inside, showered, dressed, and out the door to pick up her friends.

      She opened the door, did a quick recon glance down the hall and into the kitchen, then kicked off her heels and tiptoed towards the stairs.

      “Evelyn Grace Addams,” her mother’s voice floated from the far side of the kitchen. “I know you’re trying to sneak up to your room. That didn’t work in high school when you broke curfew, and it won’t work now.”

      Evie winced and detoured into the kitchen.

      Her mom gave her a once-over with pursed lips, then shook her head. “You look fantastic, if a bit mussed. Did you have a good time?”

      Evie groaned. “Mom, I don’t want to talk about it. Not with you. It’s…weird.”

      Hope Addams grinned unrepentantly. “C’mon, baby girl. You can’t say anything I haven’t heard before. I spent more than a couple years racking up notches on my bedposts. Nothing wrong with a one-night-stand, especially after a dry spell.”

      “Mom, please! Stop. I do not want to know any of this.”

      Evie’s dad strolled into the kitchen and threw an affectionate arm around Hope’s shoulders. “I can verify the literal notches in her headboard,” he said. “And the valuable experience she gained on her quest for more notches.”

      Evie buried her face in her hands. “Mom, Dad. No more. This is an inappropriate subject to share with your child. I am leaving now. I’ll see you tonight for dinner, and I expect you to think about your life choices and why you shouldn’t automatically share them with me. Ever, ever again.”

      “Of course,” James said soothingly. “Never again.”

      “I only wish I could believe you,” Evie said. “I’ve been burned too many times before.” She beat a hasty retreat towards the stairs.

      “Say hi to your friends for me!” James called after her. “And tell them to stop being strangers. It’s been a month of Sundays since the V-Squad has joined me for lake-wine nights.”

      “I will, Dad, but no one calls us the V-Squad anymore. In fact, no one but you ever did.” She disappeared up the stairs to silence, a hot shower, and temporary freedom.
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      “There had better be an excellent reason we are brunching for the second day in a row,” Viv said. “I was literally out the door and ready to head back to Seattle when I got your text.” She slid into the back booth at Ambrosia, their standard brunch spot. “And an even better reason I’m taking emergency sick time tomorrow to stay an extra day in Eden Valley.” Viv ran her fingers through her hair—normally inky black, her spiky pixy cut was currently platinum blond. She was tall with impossibly long legs and was wearing a red miniskirt and black corset top accented with knee-high black leather boots and a black leather jacket. Definitely not driving clothes; Evie had interrupted something more than her drive back.

      “Viv, I am shocked and appalled,” Bev said. “When have we ever needed a good reason to brunch two days in a row?” She turned to Evie. “Does this have something to do with your Tinder date last night? I heard you made a speedy exit from the bar.”

      Evie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Of course Bev had already heard. “Who told you? It’s ten o’clock on a Sunday morning. Shouldn’t all the busybodies be in church?”

      “Colin,” Bev replied. “He was out mowing his lawn this morning while I was doing a little garden work. We chatted.”

      “Gossiped, you mean,” Evie grumped.

      Viv rolled her eyes. “Are you delaying my drive home because you finally got laid?”

      Evie opened her eyes and glared at her best friend. “Not all of us hop from bed to bed casually. This is a big deal. And besides, this isn’t about my Tinder date.”

      Bev tilted her head and drew her eyebrows down between her eyes. “Who was it, then? Colin would’ve said if it was Jeremy.”

      “And we would murder you and toss your body in the lake if we found out you were knocking boots with your jerk of an ex,” Viv added. “I may have suggested you clear out the cobwebs, but I’d rather you stay celibate forever than go back to that lying, two-timing, bag of dicks. And I am never casual about my bed-hopping. Deliberate promiscuity is serious business.”

      Evie laughed, then remembered why she was here and grew serious again. “Colin wasn’t wrong. I did leave in a hurry last night. I was drowning my sorrows in a gin and tonic because my Tinder date was either impolitely late or was standing me up, when this man walked into the bar, zeroed in on me, and bought me a drink. He was…beautiful. Dark skin that almost glowed in the dim light of the bar, deep brown eyes that a person could drown in, and those shoulders… You all know I’m a sucker for shoulders.”

      “That’s how Jeremy caught you,” Viv agreed. “He might be a total douchebag, but all that farming is good for the body. Can’t fault you on that.”

      “So, a super-hot dude bought you a drink and then you left with him?” Bev said, lips pursed as she regarded her friend. “I’m not judging, but that doesn’t sound like you at all. You weren’t supposed to go home with the first man who looked at you after your divorce.”

      “Why not?” Viv asked. “There is nothing wrong with it as long as she felt safe and everyone involved consented.”

      “It’s just that Evie’s always been the sort who needed the ‘I love you’ before she had sex,” Bev argued. “This is out of character, and that worries me.”

      Evie leaned back and sipped her coffee, watching her best friends debate her feelings about premarital sex. When it looked like tempers were getting heated, she waded back in.

      “Hi! I am still here, and as much as I love that both of you are going to bat for me in vastly different ways, I would like to interject with my feelings.” She looked at Bev. “I don’t know if you can legitimately claim that this is uncharacteristic. When I was a teenager, I was all about pledges of lasting commitment before losing my virginity. And that’s the reason I married Jer so young. I had promised myself that if I was going to have sex with him, it was only because I’d marry him later. I’ve had a well over ten years to regret that decision.” Evie shifted and looked at Viv. “Bev isn’t wrong, though. This isn’t who I’ve been—I’ve never even talked about wanting to have a one-night stand. And having one the first time I put myself out there—and not even with the man I was supposed to meet—is a little weird.”

      Bev and Viv grumbled their agreements.

      “I’m sorry,” Viv said. “I shouldn’t have jumped in to defend your actions to Bev without finding out why you were uncomfortable.”

      “Ditto,” Bev said. “We were jerks. So. Your turn. Talk, lady. How do you feel about it?”

      “I don’t know,” Evie admitted. “I went back to his room, and he ran across the street for wine—and condoms, it turns out. I almost walked out, but when he came back, he was so nice. Said everything was up to me… That was heady. I’ve never been in charge before. We talked—I unloaded my whole life on him—and then… Well…”

      “And how was it?” Viv asked, leaning forward and propping her chin in her hand.

      “Amazing,” Evie said. “He can do things I didn’t even know were possible outside of a romance novel. I’ve spent my whole life thinking that level of pleasure was an exaggeration authors dump into their books to make regular people feel inadequate, but I have been settling for barely adequate sex. My only real regret is that I didn’t know what I was missing.”

      “Wow,” Bev breathed. “That sounds great! But?”

      “But it was a one-night-stand. He’s not staying. I think his dad is a developer or something, looking for investment property? We didn’t talk about him as much as me, but he said his father sent him to eastern Washington and he had a list of towns to check out. Eden Valley was only one of them. I’m sure he’s already packed up and moved on.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on it,” Bev said, eyes widening. “The most beautiful man I’ve ever seen is staring at us from across the restaurant, and even I feel like melting.”
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        * * *

      

      Evie threw a wad of cash on the table. “We have to leave. Now.”

      “We haven’t even eaten yet,” Viv pointed out. “If I’m going to stay in town because you’re having a one-night-stand crisis, then the least you can do is let me finish my coffee and eat my omelet.”

      The server returned with their brunch plates. Evie waited until she was gone before hissing, “What if he sees me? What if he comes over here?”

      “That ship has sailed,” Bev said. “He’s on his way over now.”

      Evie slid down in the booth and kept her face resolutely turned towards the back wall.

      “He’s already seen you,” Viv said. “You look ridiculous trying to hide now.”

      “Maybe he’ll think I left,” Evie said.

      “Like you did this morning?”

      Evie turned slightly and looked over the top of the table. Luc smiled at her and waved his fingers.

      “Hello,” Bev said, holding out her hand. “I’m Beverly Hill, and it is clearly obvious that my friend doesn’t want to talk to you right now. Either you’re too oblivious to tell or you can tell and don’t care, but either look isn’t a good one for you.”

      Luc took her hand gingerly and shook it. “It’s nice to meet you, Beverly. I—”

      “My name is Viv. I’m not going to shake your hand because I am nowhere near as polite as my friend, but I will back up everything she’s saying with a kick to the kneecaps if you don’t back off. Leave your number if you want Evie to have it, but don’t push it here.”

      Luc took a step back. Evie watched his eyes widen, and she couldn’t tell if it was surprise or remorse. Even though she knew she had no reason to feel bad—embarrassed, maybe, but not bad—a pang in the center of her chest forced her upright.

      She opened her mouth to say something, anything, to defuse the tension between her and Luc. But before she could force out anything, any words that might make this situation a little less awkward, Luc bowed slightly and pulled his hand away from Bev’s.

      “I apologize. Of course, I have no desire to make anyone uncomfortable. I was just so enamored of Ms. Addams that I forgot myself when I saw her again. Here is my cell phone number,” he flipped a card onto the table, and Bev snatched it up, “and if Evie calls me, I would be delighted. I’ll be at the hotel for the next week, although I’ll be in and out of town.”

      He winked at Evie, then turned and departed.

      Bev picked up the business card and crinkled her nose in disgust. She crumpled it in her hand and dropped it on the table. “Trash,” she said.

      Evie grabbed the crumpled up card and attempted to flatten out the wrinkles. “Don’t…”

      “I thought you fled his room in a fit of remorse?” Bev said, eyes wide with faux innocence. “And you tried to hide from him just now. All signs pointed towards avoidance.”

      Evie took a breath, opened her mouth, then closed it again and exhaled. “Those things are true, but also… He’s not leaving town today.”

      “Who is?” Viv muttered.

      “We are going to have words in a minute,” Bev said. “You’re being an ass, Viv.”

      Viv glared at Bev for a moment, then shrank back into herself. “You’re right. I had a date with someone I totally have the hots for, but she rescheduled as soon as I told her I had a friend in crisis. My life is fine, and I am one hundred percent being a jerk. I’m so sorry, Evie.”

      Evie waved away Viv’s apology. “It’s okay. I get it. I know my one-night-stand crisis is pretty small potatoes, but…”

      “Don’t ever say that!” Viv said, grabbing Evie’s hand. “There is nothing that stresses any of us out that is ever small potatoes. If I had a one-night stand, it would be small potatoes. Unless I thought I’d caught feelings in bed.”

      Bev’s laser glare pinned Evie to the booth. “Did you catch feelings?”

      Evie laughed, but even to her own ears, it rang false. “Noooo? How do you even catch feelings in a couple hours?”

      “Oh my god,” Bev said, hand over her mouth. “This is more than just lusty sexy feels. You want to see him again.”

      “Well sure,” Evie said, not meeting Bev’s eyes. “He was pretty good in bed. Why wouldn’t I?”

      Bev and Viv exchanged a look.

      “Call him,” Viv said. “Ask him to take you dancing tonight.”

      “It’s Sunday. Where are we going to go dancing?” Evie asked.

      “Tucker’s Roadhouse… It’s five miles out of town, isn’t subject to the Sunday no-booze law that is stupid and outdated but somehow still in existence, and will be mostly free of Eden Valley busybodies. Dance. Drink. Be merry. And see if you want something more.”

      “You’re just saying that so I can send you on your way with my blessing,” Evie grumped.

      “Only kind of,” Viv said. “Your happiness is paramount. Always. I will stay if you want me to, but if you want to get some…”

      Evie took a deep breath, then pulled out her phone. “Here goes nothing…”
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        * * *

      

      Evie stood in front of the mirror and checked her hair and make-up for the one hundredth time in the last ten minutes. Her long, chestnut hair cascaded down her back, straight and shiny thanks to an hour with the flat iron and some too-expensive hair product she’d borrowed from Bev. Her golden-green eyeshadow and shimmery pink lip stick perfectly set off her light skin and brown eyes. She wore a form-fitting scarlet dress that emphasized her minimal cleavage and skimmed her legs just above the knee. She regarded the strappy high-heeled sandals she’d selected, pursed her lips, then kicked them off. Maybe they wouldn’t dance tonight, but if they did, she wanted to boogie without worrying about breaking an ankle.

      Evie switched out her strappy heels for a pair of low wedges with black suede straps. Her calves didn’t look quite as nice, but when she did a spin, she smiled. Her post-breakup bod was kickin’, and she crossed her fingers that someone from Eden Valley would be there tonight to talk up how much hotter she was post-Jeremy.

      “Evie!” her mother called up the stairs. “Your young man is here! Take your time, though. Your father and I will keep him occupied until you’re ready.”

      If that wasn’t motivation, Evie didn’t know what was. She grabbed a black leather jacket and her purse, then headed downstairs, hopeful that she’d be able to head off any offensive lines of questioning her parents might think up.

      Luc was in the living room with her parents, eyes wide with a mixture of shock and fear. It’d been a long time since Evie’d seen that look on someone’s face. Her parents were amazing, understanding, and funny, but they were also a lot, especially when it came to protecting their only child.

      Hope turned around when Evie walked into the room. “You look wonderful, dear,” she said. “We were just asking this nice young man about his hometown and family.”

      “Mother,” Evie said between gritted teeth. “You don’t need to do a full family tree of everyone I go out with. And you certainly don’t need to press anyone on their age. We’re both adults here.”

      “You’re right,” James said, then turned to his wife. “We should let these two get out of here. It’s a bit of a drive, and we don’t want to hold them up.” Then he turned his attention back to Luc. “I’m looking forward to chatting with you again some time. I have a lot of questions about your particular line of work.”

      Evie grabbed Luc’s arm and dragged him out the door. “Sorry about my parents, they are…intense. Also, sorry you had to meet them at all. I know most people in their thirties don’t live with their folks, and maybe it seems weird or immature or whatever, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go when I got divorced and this is just a stopping place—”

      Luc stopped walking so suddenly Evie took a couple more steps before being pulled to a stop by the hand that was still on his arm.

      “It’s fine,” Luc said, turning her to look at him. “Your parents and your friends are all fiercely protective of you, and I think that says a lot about the kind of person you are. In my experience, humans are seldom so protective of those they don’t love.”

      “Humans?” Evie asked, regarding Luc quizzically.

      Luc waved her question away. “Humans, people, you know what I mean. And as for living with your parents, why wouldn’t you? They appear kind and have plenty of space. And they’re very knowledgeable.” The last bit was under his breath, and Evie wasn’t sure if she was supposed to hear it.

      Luc started walking again. He opened the car door for her and waited for her to get settled before closing it behind her.

      Once they were on the road and Evie’d given him directions to the Roadhouse, she started to panic. What was she doing here? One mistake could be explained away, but two in two nights? Her heart rate increased, and she felt like she couldn’t get enough oxygen to her lungs.

      Maybe I’m having a mental break, she thought, hands clasped so tight her knuckles were turning white.

      “You’re not having a mental break,” Luc said.

      Evie’s face heated when she realized she’d said the quiet part out loud. “Um. It’s just that I… I don’t usually do this sort of thing.”

      Luc tilted his head. “You don’t usually go dancing?”

      “No. Well. Yes.” Evie knew her nerves were coming out through her mouth instead of staying in her stomach where they belonged, but she tried to push through it. She inhaled deeply, held her breath for the count of four, then exhaled. “What I mean is that I don’t usually go dancing with strange men.”

      “I’m hardly strange anymore. After last night, I’d like to think we’re anything but strangers.” He took his eyes off the curving mountain road long enough to flash a grin at her.

      “That’s just it. I’ve never had a one-night stand before, and none of this is who I am.” Evie gestured around the car.

      “I’m hoping that you still haven’t had a one-night stand,” Luc said. “My plan was to woo you with my dancing skills then add a soupçon of wit and charm and hope my stunning good looks and intelligence will carry you the rest of the way into my bed.”

      “This is just about sex?” Evie felt dizzy and realized she’d been holding her breath too long to avoid feeling the tightness in her chest expand. She blew out her breath, then sucked in another. She knew she was close to hyperventilating but couldn’t stop herself. She turned towards the window and leaned her forehead against the cool glass.

      Luc didn’t reply, but a couple minutes later, he pulled onto a pull-out for cars that were too slow on the incline. After putting on the hand brake, he turned to face Evie. “It’s not just about sex. If it was, I’d already be gone and wouldn’t have put a deposit down on a summer rental. Was the sex fantastic? Yes, but I think the connection between us was the reason we meshed so well in bed.”

      Evie’s breathing evened out, and she pulled back from the now-fogged up window. “Connection?”

      “You had to have felt it, too,” Luc said. “Unless this is all me putting feelings between us when I’m the only one—”

      Evie turned back to look at him. “You’re not the only one,” she said. “I wouldn’t have called you if I wasn’t feeling something, too.”

      “I can’t stay past the summer,” Luc said. “I don’t want to lead you on or give you false hope.”

      “False hope?” Evie scoffed. “You were good, but no one’s that good. I just got divorced. I’m not hoping for anything beyond a post-breakup sexy summer.”

      “A sexy summer?” Luc asked. “Tell me more.”

      Evie grinned. The panic was receding. She could do this. Do a summer fling. People did it all the time. Movies were made about it. She ignored the nagging voice in her head that tried to tell her those movies seldom ended with the couple walking into separate sunsets. “I’m going to have fun, feel good about myself, and look damn good doing it.”

      “Well, you definitely have the third thing down,” Luc said. “Still want to go dancing?”

      “Absolutely. Let’s do this.”
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Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Evie sat on a barstool and stretched, placing her hands on her low back and arching backwards. Her feet ached, and even though she was sitting down, it still felt like she was walking. She smelled like cheap beer—a tipsy customer had gesticulated too wildly and knocked over an entire tray of full pints she was carrying. Most of the splash had missed her, but… Evie wrinkled her nose and grimaced. She rarely worked the floor anymore—this was more of an “order at the bar” kind of establishment—but on nights they had live music, it was easier to go to the customers than have everyone rush up between songs.

      “I’m too old for this,” Evie said to Colin when he set a water, a Coke, and a gin and tonic in front of her. The band—a local group alternating between Irish folk songs and Reggae—played the second Friday of each month, and they were extremely popular. When Evie’d walked outside for a breath of fresh air on her break—and definitely not to gloat over how empty Brandy’s Silver Dollar was that night—there’d been an actual line of people waiting to come into the Devil’s Point. Sure, it’d been a rapidly moving line of five, but it was a line.

      “You are not old,” Colin said. He leaned against the bar and surveyed the few remaining patrons. “You’re spry and fresh and youthful.”

      “We’re the same age,” Evie pointed out. “We graduated together.”

      “Just more proof, darlin’. I know I can’t possibly be aging—and our thirties are the best years of our lives, right? So shut it with the old talk, or you’ll bring the wrath of Donatello on you.”

      Evie laughed, and someone slid onto the stool next to her.

      “I am fearsome,” Donna Taylor said. “Can I have the Pilsner, please?”

      Colin pushed himself back to get the owner of the Devil’s Point a pint.

      Evie turned towards her boss. “I didn’t expect to see you here tonight.”

      Donna, who had inexplicably added tiny sculptures to random inlet areas around her bar, some of which were replicas of Donatello’s famed works and some of which were Renaissance-style turtles in masks, seldom showed up at the bar she’d owned for twenty years, especially not near closing time.

      She took the beer Colin offered and had a long drink. “I had to check out this band. It didn’t escape my notice that the Friday nights the McMarleys play bring in triple a regular Friday night. Gotta admit, though, that this is way past my bedtime.”

      Donatello had long dark brown hair streaked with pink, brown eyes, and terracotta skin, although lately she’d looked more tired and ashen than Evie remembered. She’d been the sole owner of the bar since her husband, Dave Taylor, had died ten years ago. She was only about fifteen years older than Colin and Evie, but tonight, she looked older than Evie’s parents.

      “Are you okay?” Evie asked. “You look a little tired.”

      “So rude,” Donna retorted. “It’s bad manners to disparage a lady’s looks.” A flash of a smile softened the rebuke.

      “I didn’t mean…” Evie grimaced as a pit of embarrassment yawned deep in her chest.

      “It’s okay, Evie,” Donna said. “I’m just tired. I’ve been burning the early morning oil too much lately.” She drained her beer and stood up. “Speaking of which, I should get home to bed. And it looks like you’ll be doing the same.” Donna smirked at Evie.

      “What?” Evie asked, confused.

      “Hey.” Luc’s velvety voice surrounded her, sparking a flame that flared in her low abdomen.

      “Sweet dreams,” Donna said as she walked away.

      Evie mumbled out a response but couldn’t tear her eyes away from Luc’s.

      Colin slid a cranberry juice down the bar. “Your usual,” he said, winking. “I’ll leave you two alone. Evie, don’t forget to cash out your tips before you leave.”

      “Thanks, Colin,” Evie said, wrenching her eyes away from Luc long enough to smile at her co-worker.

      “Do you want to stay here for a while and have another drink?” Luc asked. He took a drink of his cranberry juice and then licked his full, sensuous lips.

      “Hmm?” Evie asked, distracted by Luc’s tongue and the memory of everything he could do with it.

      Luc laughed and leaned in, brushing her lips with his. “Or we could leave now and go for a walk around the lake. Look at the stars. Maybe a midnight skinny dip?”

      Evie straightened and pulled back. “No. Absolutely no skinny dipping. The lake is dangerous. You should stay out of it. Promise me you won’t go in the lake.”

      Luc pulled back a bit and regarded Evie with pursed lips and slightly narrowed eyes. Evie could tell he was skeptical, but a chill had replaced the heat that had been simmering low in her belly since Luc had walked through the door.

      He shrugged. “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to. If you say it’s dangerous, I believe you. You don’t have to come up with arguments to convince me.”

      Evie pulled her brain up short. This was new. She’d been prepared with a list of reasons why it was dangerous. Stats and facts. Reasoned arguments with no emotion attachment. And had anticipated having to walk away from tonight when he insisted there was nothing to be afraid of and needed to prove his masculinity by jumping naked into a mountain lake at night.

      “Oh. Good.” This was weird.

      Luc leaned back in. “There are a lot of naked things we can do, and skinny dipping is nowhere near the top of the list.”

      The icy fear that’d been spreading slowly through her body like a rapid freeze cracked, and arousal once more rose to the forefront. “Tell me more.” Evie bit her lip and looked up at Luc through lowered lashes.

      Luc trailed a finger along Evie’s jawline and then dropped it down to her collarbone. “Why don’t we get out of here, and I’ll show you. No reason to make anyone else uncomfortable.”

      Evie slid off the barstool between Luc’s legs, then turned towards the bar. “See you tomorrow, Colin.”

      The bartender handed her an envelope. “Have fun tonight.” He smirked. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      Evie rolled her eyes. “Good of you not to limit me.” She turned, her thigh brushing against the juncture of Luc’s legs, causing him to inhale sharply. He stood, the length of his body briefly pressing against Evie’s back and eliciting an answered shudder of anticipation.

      She grabbed his hand, and as she had so many times in the last month, reminded herself that this was casual. A summer fling. In six weeks, Luc would be gone, and she definitely almost certainly wouldn’t be nursing a broken heart. She pushed her doubts down, concentrated on her rising need, and pulled Luc across the dance floor and out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Evie fiddled with the cocktail napkin that had accompanied her mimosa. She was a good twenty minutes early for monthly brunch, but she hadn’t been able to settle her nerves to take her time and didn’t want to kill time having coffee with her parents. She’d gone through three outfits before settling on a pair of pink shorts, a black-and-white striped tank top, black cardigan, and tan wedge sandals that added a good three inches to her height. She’d even done more than her usual powder, mascara, lip gloss and gone for the full look—contours, eyeshadow and liner, brows… None of that had been distraction enough, and she’d taken off early, hoping the busy restaurant would be enough to keep her from dwelling on all the things she wasn’t supposed to be feeling right now.

      Evie took a drink of the mimosa and resumed her napkin shredding.

      “Hey!” Bev slid into the booth across from Evie. She was glowing, and the happiness radiating off her made Evie sit up and stare. Bev was…mussed. Evie couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Bev in public not completely put together.

      “Did you… Are you…” Evie couldn’t figure out how to ask. In the thirty years that they’d been friends, Bev had never dated anyone seriously, never been casual with her heart or body, and had never looked this happy.

      Bev tilted her head. “I’m going to need at least another word or two if you want an answer,” she said.

      Evie waved her hand, encompassing all of Bev. “You look amazing, as always, but something’s different. You’re practically glowing, and your hair is not as perfectly coiffed as usual. I was wondering if you’d met someone.”

      Bev laughed. “There are a lot of reasons to be happy that aren’t about relationships or sex. But if you must know, I did meet someone.”

      “Oh my god,” Viv said, sliding into the booth next to Evie. “Finally, we can gossip about you. Tell us everything. No, wait!” Viv held up a finger and turned towards the server who’d appeared as soon as Viv sat down. “Hi! We’ll have coffees all around with cream, I want a bloody Mary, real light on the vodka, and a ham and cheese omelet. Biscuits and gravy for Evie, and Bev will have eggs Benedict and a grapefruit mimosa.” She looked at Evie’s glass, pursed her lips, then said, “Another mimosa for Evie, too. Thank you!”

      After the server confirmed the order and walked away, Viv turned her attention back to Bev and lowered her finger. “Okay. Go.”

      “You’re going to be so disappointed,” Bev warned.

      “As long as you weren’t,” Evie countered.

      Viv laughed. “I love your snark, woman,” she said. “It’s been way too long since you let it out. Sometimes, I want to hunt your ex down and—”

      “How about we let Bev tell us her news before you make toothless threats against Jer in a public place,” Evie suggested. “But thank you. Love that you both always have my back.”

      Both women looked at Bev with laser focus.

      “Mom and Holly showed up yesterday afternoon,” Bev started.

      Evie made a face and Viv snorted.

      “They’re not that bad,” Bev protested, although she didn’t put any weight behind her words. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Anyway, they weren’t alone.”

      The server dropped off the drinks, and Viv took a long sip of her cocktail while Evie doctored their coffees with cream and added sugar into Viv’s.

      Bev pulled out her phone and slid it across the table. “Look.”

      A tiny baby filled the screen.

      “A baby?” Evie asked. “Where? How?”

      “At my house,” Bev said.

      “And probably in the usual way,” Viv tacked on.

      Evie rolled her eyes. “Pedants. Whose baby? Why is it at your house? And why does that make you glow and look like you didn’t get much sleep last night?”

      “He’s Holly’s,” Bev answered, taking her phone back and smiling at the picture. “Shelby Vincent Wood. Isn’t he beautiful?”

      “For a baby, I guess,” Viv said. “Are you really that happy about a nephew? It seems…not enough to invoke a glow.”

      “Enough to keep you up all night, though,” Evie said. “Can I meet him? How old is he? I love babies. The way their heads smell is magic.”

      “He’s three weeks old and absolutely perfect. I never knew how much I wanted this,” Bev confessed. “Evie’s always been the one with the mom dreams. I was content to be the doting aunt. But holding him…” She sighed. “Anyway, Holly and Mom are in town with Shelby for the rest of the summer while Dad does…whatever it is he does when he disappears every July. I’ll have an entire summer of nephew-sitting.”

      “I’m sure Holly will be happy for the help,” Evie said as diplomatically as possible.

      “That’s why they’re here,” Viv said, leaning back to make room for the plates the server slid in front of them. “To have someone do the hard work of staying up all night. It’s unfortunate Bev and I not only ended up with families who are not the greatest, but who look especially bad compared to Evie’s parents.”

      Evie shrugged. “Every family has their quirks. I’m just happy that my parents could be a second set for both of you when you needed it.”

      Viv raised her bloody Mary. “Toast! To baby Shelby, may he sleep more and poop less than regular babies and to Evie’s parents, Hope and James, for letting everyone crash whenever we needed a place to stay.”

      Bev and Evie raised their mimosas. Bev’s happiness was infectious, and Evie felt it sliding through her body as she looked at her best friends. “To family!” she said, clinking her glass and taking a sip. But instead of her parents’ faces, Luc’s rose unbidden in her mind as she said family, and the tightness returned to her chest.
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        * * *

      

      Evie walked out onto the back porch of her parents’ house and handed her friends glasses of sparkling mineral water. They looked out over the lake and took in the perfection of the summer day. The sky was that perfect shade of blue, set off by a scattering of white, fluffy clouds. The air was clear, and the snow on the mountains that framed Eden Valley sparkled in the light. And Eden Lake was still and calm, a mirror reflecting the mountains, trees, and sky.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet today, Evie,” Viv observed. She turned sideways in the large Adirondack chair to look at her friends who were sharing the porch swing. “Your hot piece wearing you out, or is he wearing out his welcome?”

      Evie bit her lip and willed herself to blink back the tears threatening to form.

      Bev set down her drink. “Oh no. What happened? Did he hurt you? Was he a jerk?”

      “I could lure him out on the lake and push him in if you want,” Viv offered.

      “No,” Evie said. “He did suggest skinny dipping last night but backed off when I said the lake was too dangerous for casual swims.”

      “So what’s wrong?” Bev asked. “I thought you were having fun?”

      “I am, it’s just…”

      “You caught feelings, didn’t you?” Viv asked. “Your sexy summer fling doesn’t feel as fling-like as you’d planned.”

      Evie nodded, the lump in her throat making her unable to answer.

      Viv scooted her chair closer to Evie’s and flung an arm around her. “Do you want commiseration or advice?”

      “Both,” Evie said.

      “Perfect. Bev can commiserate, and I’ll advise. That’s playing to everyone’s strengths.” Viv pushed herself back, and Bev moved towards Evie and took her hand. “You are less than a year from the end of your marriage. Last summer, you were still defending Jer even when he treated you like crap. You’re still almost two months away from the anniversary of walking in on him with Brandy. Your divorce was final three months ago. This is the first man you’ve dated since high school and the second you’ve slept with. Your brain and body are wired to equate love and sex because you’ve never done anything else.”

      Evie nodded, tears slipping down her face. Bev brushed them away with her thumb and rested her chin on Evie’s head.

      “He’s here for the summer. We all know he won’t stay. Whatever it is he’s looking for, he’ll find eventually, and he’ll go back home. When he does, it’s going to hurt like hell. You’re going to feel sick and sad—worse, almost, than when you had proof of Jer’s betrayal. But you’ll get over it once there’s nothing here to remind you of him. I promise it won’t hurt forever. So now, ask yourself a single question.” Viv paused and took a drink of her mineral water.

      “What?” Evie demanded.

      “Do you want to let this play out for the rest of the summer, likely making those feelings take hold even more, or do you want to cut this off now before you’re in too deep?”

      Evie sucked in a breath at the thought of telling Luc she was done with him before she had to. “I know I should… I’m already at the point of no return. But—”

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. If you want to spend the next six weeks in his bed, do it. You deserve a summer of good sex. We will be here to help you pick up the pieces whenever you need us to, whether that’s now or September.”

      Evie leaned her head back against Bev’s shoulder. “I don’t want to end it yet. Maybe it can’t go anywhere, will never be real, but right now, it’s the best thing in my life.”

      “Hey!” Bev said, booping Evie on the nose.

      “Best thing besides my amazing, caring, kind, beautiful, sexy friends,” Evie amended. After a moment, she slipped out from under Bev’s arm and reached for her water. “Thank you both so much. You’ve no idea how much I appreciate you.”

      “That’s what friends are for,” Bev said.

      “I just need you two to remain drama free,” Viv added. “If you look at the bff contract, you’ll note that I am the one who is supposed to bring the drama. Bev, you bring calm, serenity, and a deceptively fierce protectiveness, and Evie is in charge of making sure we’re eating, exercising, and taking care of ourselves, even at her own expense. Don’t stray from your contractual obligations into mine. There are fines involved.”

      Evie laughed. Viv always knew when to take the hard line and when to lighten things with humor. “I apologize,” Evie said. “I will do my best—”

      A scream echoed across the lake, pulling all three women’s attention. Evie was on her feet and halfway to the dock before the other two had even set their waters down. Evie peered out over the water. Someone was flailing in the middle, arms waving erratically as they bobbed up and were sucked back under. The rescue boat was already on the water and speeding towards the lone figure who was bobbing up less frequently and staying under far longer. The boat reached the spot where the person had just disappeared, but Evie knew it was too late. Once someone disappeared under the surface of the lake, they never came back out.

      The crew in the rescue boat—Evie couldn’t make out who they were; a team of seven people rotated through the job all summer while the tourists were prone to stupidity and passing the barriers that marked the safe swimming area—pushed a long pole with a loop on the end down into the water, but it was empty when it came back up.

      Evie turned around and headed back up to the porch.

      “Another drowning?” Bev asked.

      Evie nodded. “It’s pretty late this year,” she said. “Usually, it happens in mid-June.”

      “The snow melted later than usual,” Viv pointed out. “The tourists really didn’t show up until a couple weeks ago.”

      “That’s why Luc was able to rent a cabin from me for the entire summer,” Bev agreed. “I didn’t have hardly anything booked… It’s a weird year for sure.”

      Evie looked back over the lake. The rescue boat—the only motorized craft allowed on Eden Lake—was making its way back to shore.

      Bev’s phone buzzed, and she pulled it out of her purse. She read the message, then put her hand over her mouth. “It was three,” she whispered, horror tinging her voice.

      “Three what?” Viv asked, but Evie already knew the answer.

      “Three people in the lake,” Bev said. “Teenagers. They were racing across the lake and back, and now they’re gone.”

      “That’s the most in as long as I can remember,” Evie said. “It’s usually never more than one, very rarely two. But three?”

      The lake rippled, concentric circles rolling outwards from where the teens disappeared, and waves lapping up on shore. Something about the lake seemed…alive. Aware. Watching.

      Evie shook her head. She was imagining things… It was a lake, and people ignored the warnings, thinking they knew better than the townspeople. Nothing more. She turned her back on the lake and dismissed the warning bell ringing in her chest. It was just a lake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Evie paced back and forth on her front porch, waiting for Luc to arrive. She’d seen him almost every night for the last two months, and the nerves of dating an incredibly attractive man, having a summer fling, had almost worn off. But while the nerves waned, her desire for more grew stronger. She was sure it was impossible, had talked herself into not caring and chalking it up to another notch—well, the second notch—on her bedpost, and had failed miserably.

      “This is stupid,” she muttered to herself. She smoothed the invisible wrinkles in her dress. The August sun, even though it was on a rapid descent to sink into the water, was warm, and she felt a trickle of sweat form between her shoulder blades. She turned around and looked at the lake. She’d grown up here, and it’d always been her happy place. It was usually calm, a deep and surprisingly blue mirror that kept her anchored, kept her here, in Eden Valley. She’d never set foot in it—no one born in the Valley ever did, not even on a dare—but she’d spent hours staring into it when she needed calm, reassurance, or balance.

      Something about the lake since the boys had died a month ago had affected her more than any of the previous drownings. It no longer made her feel calm to stare into its depths, no longer felt like she was stilling her soul. She was uneasy now when she looked at it. She hadn’t mentioned her unsettlement to anyone else—not even Bev—but she had noticed that her parents were taking their morning coffee and evening tea on the back patio with their backs to the lake, and Bev’s morning walk route had abruptly changed and no longer skirted the lake.

      Contemplating Eden Lake wasn’t settling her nerves, but at least it was redirecting them from Luc. A car pulled into the driveway with the sound of brakes stopping too fast on gravel, and she turned around to greet Luc with a wide smile that was only partially forced. The smile fell from her face when she saw who was getting out of the brand-new, candy apple red Dodge Ram pickup, dust still kicked up from the fishtailing stop Jeremy had always made in her driveway.

      Jeremy climbed out of the passenger side of the truck and walked around the massive cab to open the driver’s door. He held up his hand and helped Brandy down from the cab. Evie squashed down a pang of ill-timed jealousy. Jer had never let her drive any of his trucks. She was still driving the 2000 Grand Am she’d saved her bartending tips for and had bought herself for her twenty-fifth birthday—four years after she’d married and Jer was on his third brand-new vehicle—he’d claimed they were necessary write-offs for the farm. She hadn’t driven it much until the last year. Jer had always preferred to drive her to and from her job, even when it interrupted his work.

      Evie didn’t bother pasting a smile on her face. As soon as Jer and Brandy were out of the truck, she called out, “What the hell are you two doing here?”

      “We’re worried about you, Evie,” Brandy simpered.

      Evie rolled her eyes. “Noted, although your concern is at least a year overdue. It would’ve been better if you’d cared about my feelings before hooking up, letting me catch you in bed, and temporarily breaking my heart.”

      Jer scowled at her. “Temporarily?” Evie knew she wasn’t imagining the disappointment that bordered on anger in his voice.

      “I know you’d prefer it if I pined forever, but all it took was a couple months of distance to realize how much better life was without you. It’s heady being able to come and go without checking in, and once I found the tracking app you’d put on my phone and the keystroke program on my laptop, it cemented the death of the last, lingering feelings I had for you.” Evie’s anger was simmering to the surface again, and this time she let it. “There is no reason for either of you to be here, so get the hell out of my driveway with the same alacrity with which you got out of my life.”

      “Oooh, a big word,” Brandy said, widening her eyes. “Don’t worry, we’ll be out of your hair soon enough. But we needed to tell you something before you heard it elsewhere.”

      “If it’ll make you go away faster, I’ll listen.” Evie leaned against the porch railing. “But don’t come any closer.”

      Brandy’s hand slid down her body and settled, palm flat, against her low abdomen. Her other arm slid around Jeremy’s waist. “I’m pregnant.”

      Evie’s mouth dropped open as the shock wave of Brandy’s announcement hit her like a cement truck. “You’re what? How?”

      Brandy simpered at Evie. “The usual way, of course. True love can change the world.”

      The initial shock was wearing off, and the gears restarted in Evie’s brain. She looked at Jer to gauge his reaction, even though she knew she’d be tempted to punch him if he looked at all smug. Jeremy wasn’t even looking at her. Instead, he was staring down at Brandy, a look of horror on his face.

      “Oh!” Evie said. A bubble of hysterical laughter threatened to erupt, and she clamped her lips together to hold it back.

      “That’s right,” Brady said. “Looks like you were the problem the whole time.”

      “Did you just find out?” Evie asked, ignoring Brandy and looking directly at her ex-husband.

      He nodded. The slack-jawed horror he’d exhibited a moment ago was being overrun by anger. “You cheated on me!”

      Brandy took a step back and away from Jer. “I would never! That would be a betrayal of everything we’ve built together.”

      This time Evie couldn’t help it. She started laughing. When Brandy and Jer turned to face her, she waved her hand weakly at them. “No, please continue. I am ever so interested in hearing more about honesty and communication in relationships. Maybe I should record this. You could make a fortune dispensing relationship advice on the internet.”

      “The baby isn’t mine,” Jer growled, turning his attention back to his pregnant girlfriend. “It isn’t possible.”

      “You don’t have to trot that lie out anymore,” Brandy said. “Her opinion doesn’t count anymore.”

      “A vasectomy isn’t an opinion, Brandy,” Jer yelled.

      Brandy took another step back, and the smug satisfaction she’d been radiating started to slip away. “Of course the baby’s yours. And maybe your vasectomy didn’t take. I’ve heard that can happen. Maybe it’s divine intervention.”

      “I don’t want kids. I never wanted kids. That’s why I don’t have any, even though I was married for ten years to a baby-mad idiot too stupid to realize that she was nothing more to me than a glorified housekeeper who’d spread her legs for me whenever I wanted if I kept promising that someday I’d give her the baby she wanted.” Jeremy was yelling, now, and if Evie’d lived any closer to town, the neighbors would be out on their porches drinking in the spectacle.

      Evie tried to plaster a smile back on her face but was failing miserably. It was one thing to know your husband held you in low regard, but quite another to hear him bellowing his disdain. “I think it’s time for you to go. You can have your baby-daddy argument somewhere else. But before you go, I want to thank you both. I don’t know how long you would’ve continued your relationship behind my back—probably a lot longer than Brandy would like to believe—but I am so happy I walked in on you two so I could get out of that hellhole of a marriage before any more time had passed.”

      “You can’t order me around,” Jer yelled, turning his attention and ire to his ex-wife.

      At the same time, Brandy shrieked, “He was going to tell you about us the next week. He didn’t want to keep our love hidden anymore. We’re soulmates.”

      Evie laughed, and this time there was no note of hysteria. “This has been incredibly cathartic. Really. I don’t care what either of you do. I am a little sorry for the fetus, though, assuming you decide to keep it.”

      “Of course, we’ll keep it,” Brandy said. She slammed her hands onto her hips and glared at Evie.

      “We’re not keeping it,” Jer said. “Or at least I’m not. You do whatever you want with the kid. I am not raising another man’s bastard.”

      “Please,” Evie said. “Have this argument somewhere else. Anywhere else. You are blocking my driveway, and I see my date coming up the drive.”

      Brandy moved toward the truck, but not before Evie saw something glisten in the other woman’s eye and noted the slight tremble of her chin. For a nanosecond, she almost felt sorry for Brandy. Jer was not a good man, and certainly not a good husband. The empathy she was feeling for Brandy grew.

      “Hey Brandy, I know this isn’t easy, and Jer isn’t going to be supportive. Let me know if you need anything—”

      “Like I would ever ask for your help. You’re nothing but a cast-off. You lost your man and your job, and I have both.”

      And now the empathy was gone. No one really deserved Jer, but Brandy sure came close.

      Luc pulled into the drive, edged around Jer’s too-big truck, and slid out of the car. He was wearing dark pants and a blue V-neck shirt under a lightweight blazer. Evie pulled her lower lip between her teeth and stared, Jer and Brandy completely forgotten.

      “Hey,” she said, voice husky.

      “Hey yourself,” he replied, then glanced over at her unwelcome visitors. “Do you have company?”

      “They were just leaving,” Evie said. “In fact, they shouldn’t be here in the first place. Are you ready?”

      “Always ready for you.” The look Luc shot at Evie was so steamy she was almost positive her panties were melting from the heat.

      Evie walked towards the car, pausing to give Luc a quick but intense kiss, then opened the door. Just before she got in, she remembered something and turned back towards her unwanted guests. “Jer, if you were here to tell me something, but you didn’t know about the baby, what did you think the announcement was?”

      Brandy held up her left hand and a diamond ring that looked suspiciously like the one Evie’d worn for thirteen years glittered in the sun. “We’re engaged.”

      “Best of luck with that,” Evie said. She managed to hold in the newest round of laughter until she was safely ensconced in the car and had closed the door.

      Luc got in, started the engine, and then quirked an eyebrow and Evie. “What was all that?”

      “So much drama, and none of it mine anymore,” Evie replied. “I have never felt so lucky.”

      Luc backed out of the driveway and headed away from town. “I hope I can make you feel even luckier later tonight.” He slid a warm hand up her thigh, under her skirt.

      “Hands on the wheel,” Evie chided. “There’s plenty of time to explore later.”

      Luc revved the engine. “Let’s get this evening started, then.”
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      Evie lay on the bed of Luc’s rental cabin, chest heaving as she attempted to recover from the last forty-five minutes. Luc had pulled out all the stops, and she finally, boneless and no longer able to come down between peaks of pleasure, begged him to stop. They’d always been compatible in bed, and this wasn’t the first time he’d left her unable to move, but this had been intense. Frenetic.

      Once she could push herself to a sitting position, she sipped the glass of wine she’d abandoned on the nightstand and watched Luc walk around the room, picking up their hastily strewn clothing and looking damn fine doing it. She admired the curve of his ass as he hung his clothes in the small closet and tried to convince herself it was enough to smooth her jagged nerves.

      She’d started the evening planning to tell him how she felt, to let him know she wanted him to stay—or at least wanted to find a way they could keep seeing each other, even if it was long-distance at first—but Brandy’s announcement had thrown everything off.

      And now… Something was wrong. Luc had been just as attentive during their dinner and at karaoke at Devil’s Point after, and he’d spent their entire time in bed concentrating on her pleasure to the detriment of his own, but there was something off. Distant, almost, although on the surface nothing was obvious.

      She hoped he was having the same level of regret and sadness she was—that he was already missing her—but alarm bells were sounding in the distance, and it raised her alert level from nervous to near-panicky.

      Luc finished hanging up their clothes, folded Evie’s underthings, and straightened everything on the rustic-looking dresser to be parallel with the edges. Evie watched in silence, her appreciation of his nude form waning the longer he spent ensuring everything was perfectly placed.

      “Luc, what’s wrong?” she asked. She didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to know, but a small part of her was holding out hope that his anxiety was a mirror to her own and he was merely searching for the right words to declare his love and ask if he could extend their summer fling.

      Luc opened the top drawer to the dresser and pulled out a pair of boxer briefs and loose-fitting pajama pants.

      Evie felt self-conscious now that she was the only one nude. She got off the bed and set her wine glass down so she could pull a pair of soft cotton panties and over-sized t-shirt out of her overnight bag. Once she was covered up, she picked up her wine again and asked, “Do you want some water?”

      “Sure,” Luc said. He left the bedroom, and Evie followed. Luc cracked open two bottles of sparkling mineral water and poured them into glasses, then walked out through the French doors, open to catch the breeze off the lake.

      Evie went back into the bedroom and grabbed the yoga pants she’d packed so she could pretend this was the time she was going to catch the morning Vinyasa class in the park before heading home. On her way out to the patio, she snagged her hoodie off the back of a tall kitchen barstool.

      She kicked herself mentally. Now she was the one procrastinating. She walked outside and sat in the empty chair, setting her wine on the small table between her and Luc.

      Luc took a long drink of his sparkling water and stared out across the lake. Evie regarded him for a moment before following his gaze.

      Tonight, it was dark. There was no moon, and the scattered lights of Eden Valley were enough light pollution to dim the stars’ brilliance. A wave of nausea rolled over her in time with the barely visible ripples breaking the surface of the lake. Twin lights, green and brilliant against the dark, flashed once and disappeared. Evie looked at Luc. “Did you see that?”

      “See what?” he asked absently, tracing his finger along the outside of the glass, disrupting the condensation. He flicked a finger, scattering the beads of moisture that had collected there, then set down the glass and turned towards Evie. “We have to talk.”

      The nausea that had started multiplied until Evie was certain she was going to vomit at Luc’s feet. She took a gulp of wine and gagged—it tasted like it’d gone off in the ten minutes since her last sip, like caramel vinegar. She coughed and set it down, exchanging it for the water. A cold sweat had broken out over her skin, and that, combined with the slight breeze off the lake, sent shivers through her body.

      Evie breathed deeply through her nose, placed both feet firmly on the ground, and exhaled through her nose.

      “This is difficult for me,” Luc finished, apparently unaware of Evie’s bout of sudden illness. “But I feel like I’ve misled you somewhat—about my purpose here and who I am—and I no longer feel okay with the deception, minor as it is.”

      Evie sat in silence, staring at the flagstones between her feet. She could no longer tell if she was nervous as hell or getting a stomach flu.

      “I said I was here, searching for something on behalf of my father.”

      “Right,” Evie said, willing her body into compliance. “A development property.”

      “No. Not a development property,” Luc said. “Not property at all. I’m here searching for someone. A person.”

      Evie looked up from her study of the patio and turned her attention to Luc. He was still looking at the lake and not meeting her gaze. “Okay. Like a business associate of your dad’s? Or… But why would he need you to look for an associate—there are phones and the internet.” Evie’s confusion coupled with her mind jumping into overdrive trying to figure out what kind of person needed to be found made her forget about the nausea for a moment.

      “No. Not a business associate. More like… A client. A former client. A client who’d entered into a contract with my father twenty years ago, and now that the terms are coming due, he’s attempting to hide.” Luc’s shoulders hunched a bit, and he finally looked at Evie. “I want you to know that none of this is my idea; I wasn’t party to the contract, but I have no choice but to fulfill it.”

      “How could you be party to a twenty-year-old contract?” Evie asked. “I don’t know exactly how old you are, but you were definitely too young to enter into a contract then.”

      Luc took a deep breath. “The contract was for an arranged marriage. Between me and the daughter of my father’s…client. I am here to find her and bring her home so we can be married this fall.”

      The world fell out between Evie’s feet, and the nausea she’d nearly forgotten flooded back into her body. She jumped up and ran to the bathroom, slamming the door behind her and dropping to her knees in front of the toilet.

      Once her stomach was empty of everything she’d eaten and drank that day—and what felt like the last three years of her life—she rested her forehead on the cool porcelain of the toilet and closed her eyes against the tears that were streaming down her face. She told herself they were a byproduct of vomiting and not finding out that Luc was in town to search for his fiancé.

      Luc knocked on the door. “Are you okay?” he asked, concern lacing his voice.

      Evie stood up and washed her face, letting the cool water tame the heat suffusing her. She rinsed her mouth with water, then grabbed her toothbrush from where she’d left it earlier in the medicine cabinet and took her time brushing. When she finally felt like she was semi-presentable, she opened the door.

      Luc was standing about five feet away, looking more uncertain than she’d ever seen him.

      “Sorry,” Evie said. “I’ve been feeling a bit off for the last few moments, and I guess it caught up with me. I’d better go home.” The heat she’d felt a few moments ago fled before the icy cold that appeared, drying her sweat and forming goosebumps over her body. A wave of dizziness overtook her, and she swayed on her feet.

      “I wish you’d stay,” Luc said, reaching out to steady her. “I want to explain.”

      “Explain what?” Evie said. “Explain how I spent the summer in bed with a man engaged to someone else?” She marched into the bedroom and grabbed her overnight bag, shoved her dress and folded lingerie into it, then walked around the cabin, grabbing everything that was hers and adding it to the bag. There wasn’t much—she didn’t leave anything at Luc’s rental. It felt less like a fling if she had clothes and toiletries at his place.

      “It’s not like that!” Luc said, watching her move around the room, arms crossed in front of his chest. “I’ve never even met her. I’ve never met her father. I didn’t agree to this marriage.”

      “So why not say no?” Evie asked, pausing her packing and looking at him. “Why not just tell your dad that you’re not interested in marrying a woman you’ve never met and walk away.”

      Luc’s arms dropped to his sides, and he shrugged. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” Evie scanned the rooms one last time, grabbed the unopened bottle of wine she’d brought. It’d been a gift from Viv, and she was not leaving it for Luc.

      Luc didn’t answer, which was an answer in itself. Evie picked up her bag and smiled at Luc. “Goodbye, Luc. I had a great summer, but I can’t stay here knowing what I know.”

      Luc ran his hand through his close-cropped curls. “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

      “You know that’s not cool, right? Keeping information from me so I’d stay in your bed? I spent too long in a relationship where I was manipulated at every turn, and I can’t do this again.” She walked out the door, threw her bag into the passenger side of the car, and drove away.

      Evie made it to her driveway before breaking down. Every hope she’d had, everything she’d let herself feel, even when she told herself it was foolish, collapsed around her.

      A new wave of sobs hit her, and she rested her head on the steering wheel of her car, body wracked in sobs that were attempting to cleanse her of two men, two men who wanted someone else, two men who walked away from her, two men who’d lied. The only difference between them was that this time, she felt her heart breaking.
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      Evie slid into the booth next to Viv, face flushed with a fine sheen of sweat glistening in the sunlight pouring through the window.

      “You’re late,” Viv said. “You’re never late. It upsets the order of the universe when I’m not the last one here.”

      “Sorry,” Evie said, hanging her purse on the hook outside the booth. “I overslept.”

      Bev tilted her head and regarded her friend. “You? Overslept? I don’t understand.”

      “Ha. Hilarious,” Evie muttered. Her stomach was rolling, and she didn’t know if she was hungry or about to throw up. “It’s been a rough week.”

      “Tell us all about it,” Viv said. “And drink this…” She shoved her bloody Mary in front of Evie. “I think you need something stronger than a mimosa.”

      The scent of the tomato juice and pickle garnish hit Evie, and the war between hunger and nausea was decided. She stood and bolted for the bathroom. She didn’t have time to lock the door before she started throwing up. Again.

      The door swung open, and when she rocked back on her heels, Bev placed a cold, wet cloth on her head and handed her a glass of water.

      “Are you okay? What’s going on?” Bev asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe I just have a stomach flu or something,” Evie said. “I shouldn’t have come—you’ll probably get sick, too. It’s just… That pickle smelled so bad.”

      “Oh. Oh, honey,” Bev said. “When was your last period?”

      “Why? Are you saying I’m PMS-ing?” Evie stood up and washed her hands, then pulled her phone out of her pocked and opened the period tracker app. “I’m late,” she said, blood draining from her face. She swayed on her feet, and Bev slipped an arm around her waist to hold her upright.

      “How late?” Bev asked.

      “Only ten days. It could be nothing. Stress does weird things.” Evie’s breathing picked up, and she knew she was on the edge of hyperventilating. “I’m on the pill, and we used condoms every time. There’s no way.”

      “Let’s go sit down again,” Bev said, leading Evie out of the bathroom. “You need to eat something to settle your stomach, and we need to talk things out.” Bev paused in the hallway and sent a text before continuing towards their booth.

      When they returned, the cocktails and Viv were conspicuously absent.

      “Where…?” Evie asked, voice trailing off as the aromas of people’s brunches assaulted her nose and woke her stomach again.

      “She took the drinks back and ran across the street to grab you something from the corner market.” Bev smiled, and Evie flinched at the overwhelming calm and care Bev was trying to project. She was radiating concern, and it felt almost solid as it buffeted Evie’s fear and nausea.

      Bev reached across the table. “It’ll be okay. No matter what, you won’t have to do this alone.”

      “This?” Evie asked. “There is no this. We don’t know anything. It’s impossible. I’m just sick.” Her voice got higher and louder with every word. By the time she finished her staccato declarations, people were either staring or obviously not staring.

      “Shhh…” Bev said. “You’re right. We don’t know anything yet. I’m definitely getting ahead of myself.”

      Viv reappeared with a brown paper bag she thrust towards Evie. “Don’t say I never got you anything.”

      Evie took the bag and reached in. Viv put her hand over Evie’s. “Not here. Open this gift in the bathroom.”

      Evie peered in the bag. There was a bag of ginger candy, a sleeve of saltines, and a pregnancy test.

      “You don’t have to take it now,” Bev said. “But if you want to, you can. We’ll order for you. Usual?”

      Evie nodded. “Okay. I’ll be back. Biscuits and gravy. Everything’s fine.” For the second time in the last twenty minutes, she made a beeline for the bathroom.

      Evie stood with her back to the sink where she’d rested the pregnancy test on a bed of paper towels and watched the seconds click away on the phone timer. When three minutes had passed, she turned around, closed her eyes, and picked up the pregnancy test.

      She knew her friends would show up to support her when she looked, but she didn’t want that—didn’t want anyone else to be there when she saw the result. She knew what it was going to say even before she looked, but the longer she delayed, the longer she could pretend everything was just a coincidence.

      Evie took a deep breath and opened her eyes. Two lines. She grabbed the box out of the garbage and looked at the instructions. Two lines meant pregnant. She was pregnant. Ten years of waiting for Jer to make up his mind about being a father and a divorce later, and she was pregnant with the baby of an engaged man who’d be taking off—permanently—in less than two weeks.

      She laughed. There were notes of hysteria bubbling up through her laughter, and she winced. She was going to have a baby at the same time as Brandy and Jer. Two impossible babies in one town. It was either a miracle from heaven or a curse from hell.

      Evie tossed the paper towel wrapped test into her purse and headed back to the table. Her food was waiting for her, and Bev and Viv stopped talking in the way where she knew they’d been talking about her.

      Evie sat and dug into her biscuits and gravy. Her stomach was growling and twisting around itself. She polished off the first biscuit before she noticed her friends were staring at her and hadn’t touched their food.

      “Well?” Viv demanded.

      Tears formed at the corners of Evie’s eyes. “Positive,” she said.

      “What are you going to do?” Bev asked. “No matter what, we’re here for you. Anything.”

      Viv slid an arm around Evie’s shoulders and squeezed. “What are you going to tell Luc?”

      “He’s leaving,” Evie said. “Turns out he’s engaged. He’s in Washington to pick up his bride before their autumn wedding.”

      “I will straight up murder him,” Viv said, letting go of Evie. “He won’t see it coming. One minute, he’ll be moving through life, smug, like cheaters and assholes are, and the next, BOOM!” Viv clapped her hands together.

      “I don’t think you should endanger your continued freedom by committing a homicide,” Evie said. “He said he hadn’t even met her yet—it’s an arranged marriage. His dad and her dad signed some marriage contract twenty years ago. And part of it seems to be some kind of bridal scavenger hunt.”

      “Still, he should’ve told you. Given you an out before you fell—” Bev said, worrying at her lower lip.

      “I did not fall,” Evie said. “I am decidedly not fallen.” She shoved another bite of biscuit in her mouth. After she swallowed, she added, “Well, I guess I’m a fallen woman now, aren’t I? Ugh. I can’t believe I’m gonna be a single mom now. And Jer’s gonna be a dad. This is monumentally unfair. The universe has a sick sense of humor.”

      “What now?” Viv asked. “Jeremy O’Dicks is the father? I thought we were very clear about going back to that piece of desiccated excrement.”

      “O’Dicks?” Bev asked, wrinkling her nose.

      “Middle name Bag,” Viv clarified.

      “No. Ew. I would never sleep with Jer again,” Evie said, sticking her tongue out and shuddering. “Brandy is pregnant. And engaged.”

      “Oh my god,” Bev said. “Are you sure?”

      “They came to tell me last night. Well, Jer came to tell me about their engagement—she’s wearing the same ring he gave me, by the way—and Brandy took the opportunity to surprise her baby daddy & his ex-wife with a pregnancy announcement.”

      “When did this happen?” Viv demanded. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “Yesterday evening before Luc picked me up. It’s been an eventful eighteen hours.” Evie put her fork down and took a drink of the ginger ale in front of her.

      “I’ll say,” Viv said. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say now. I’m here for whatever, but my support is mostly making jokes and toothless threats against everyone who’s hurt you.”

      Evie smiled. “I’m gonna need a lot of jokes, I think. Especially once everyone in town finds out. There’s gonna be a lot of speculation… A lot of gossip. Ugh.”

      “I’m glad my skill set of inappropriate humor and violent rhetoric will be useful,” Viv said. “And we already know Bev is gonna be the best auntie in the world. I’ll be useless until the little demon spawn is old enough to bribe with cash and appreciate the curse words I’ll teach her when you’re not looking.”

      “Don’t call her baby a demon spawn!” Bev protested.

      Evie laughed. “It’s a nearly impossible baby—that suggests some kind of intervention. And since the kiddo’s daddy is taking off, it doesn’t feel like a blessing from heaven. Demon spawn is probably appropriate.” She took another drink of the ginger ale, and her amusement gave way to panic. “What am I going to tell Luc? Should I tell him? He’s taking off anyway—back to his father and his bride-to-be.”

      “You have to tell him,” Viv said. “He doesn’t get to escape the responsibility just because he gets the easy end of the parenting gig. Besides, he’ll owe you child support. He betrayed your trust; don’t let him off the hook just so you don’t have to have that conversation.”

      “You’re right. I know you’re right. But…” Evie shook her head and clasped her hands in her lap. “I don’t want him to feel tied to me, to his summer fling, forever. I don’t want there to be obligation between us.”

      “Tell him that,” Bev said. “I know he didn’t give you a choice about whether you were going to be the other woman, but don’t take away his choice to be a father or a monthly check.” Bev’s phone beeped, and she looked at the screen. “Speak of the devil,” she said, answering the call. “Luc,” she said, voice uncharacteristically hard.

      Luc’s voice came through the phone loud and clear, and Evie could hear every word.

      “You’ve spoken to Evie,” Luc said.

      “My friendships are none of your business. You and I have a business arrangement. I am your summer landlord, and you are my tenant. Unless you have something to discuss about my cabin, I have nothing to say to you.” Her shoulders were set, and her lips were pressed into a thin line.

      “This is actually a business call,” Luc said, his voice flattening. “I am going to be leaving early. I’ll leave the key in the kitchen when I leave, as well as a blank check made out to you. If you need any additional funds for the inconvenience or cleaning fees, just write the amount in and cash it.”

      “You’re paid through the rest of the month,” Bev said. “I’m not giving you a refund.”

      “I don’t expect one. It’s all yours. Is there anything else you’d like me to do before I leave?”

      “Are you going to say goodbye to Evie?” Bev asked.

      “I thought you and I were strictly business. If you don’t want to share, then neither do I.” The silence that followed his pronouncement hung above the table.

      “You need to get over there,” Viv said. “He’s taking off now.”

      “You don’t know that,” Evie said. “He didn’t say.”

      Viv looked at Evie until Evie made eye contact with her. “Evie, c’mon. Don’t lie to yourself. He dropped his bombshell and now he’s leaving you to pick up the pieces of your heart. This is why men are trash.”

      “Go,” Bev said. “Don’t let him make the decision to leave without a goodbye, to take the coward’s way out.”

      Evie stood up and half ran out of the restaurant. Brandy and Jer were in the lobby. Brandy simpered at her and moved to block the exit.

      Brandy turned her back on Evie and looked up at Jer. “I’m feeling a little nauseated. Morning sickness is so hard. Can you get me some crackers and a chair?”

      “Get the hell out of my way,” Evie said. “I don’t have time for your petty shenanigans right now.” She shoved past her ex-husband and his new fiancée and ran into the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      Evie pulled up in front of Bev’s cabin. Luc’s rental car was still parked in the driveway, and Evie breathed a sigh of relief. She really didn’t want things to end on this note.

      She knocked and waited. And waited. She knocked again and leaned in to try to catch the sounds of someone moving around inside. Foreboding elevated her heart rate when she couldn’t hear anything. She walked around to the side of the cabin and entered the combination for the emergency key box with trembling hands.

      Evie let herself in. Every sign that Luc had lived there for two months was gone. She walked into the bedroom where she’d spent much of the last two months relearning her body and losing her heart—and gaining a fetus. It felt like all she’d done in the last day was cry, but that knowledge didn’t stop the lump from forming in her throat.

      On the nightstand on “her” side of the bed was a bottle of wine holding down an envelope. Even knowing that it was the blank check Luc had promised Bev, Evie couldn’t help opening it. The check fluttered out, but there was something more in there. A single sheet of paper and several sheets, tri-folded, with her name inscribed on it in a flowing script.

      Evie glanced at the single sheet. It was a note thanking Bev, offering her the bottle of wine, and asking her to deliver the letter to Evie.

      Evie turned the letter over. It had a wax circle sealing it, imprinted with the same symbol Luc had tattooed on his shoulder. “Fancy,” she said to the ghosts of the summer nights who still lingered.

      She took the letter and a glass of water to the patio, then broke the seal and unfolded it.

      Evie—

      I’m sorry. I know it is inadequate, but it’s true. I didn’t come to Eden Valley intending to deceive. When I saw you sitting at the bar sipping your drink, something about you commanded my attention. I couldn’t walk away. I didn’t want to. But I told myself it was one night; it didn’t matter why I was here, what I was doing, or who I was looking for. I’ve never felt engaged—it didn’t occur to me it would look like a betrayal from the outside.

      You woke something in me I didn’t know existed, and I will never forget our summer together. I hope you find it in your heart to forgive me someday. We will never meet again, but that doesn’t mean I won’t hold the memory of how you looked the night we met, the way you glowed when we made love, and the fierceness and beauty in your soul that shines through in every action you take.

      In addition to apologizing, I would like to offer my most sincere gratitude. You have made a lasting impact on my life, and because of you, I will be better.

      I would not have believed it possible to feel the kind of connection I felt with you from the moment we met, and not a day will go by when I don’t miss you.

      Goodbye, Evelyn Grace.

      Forever—

      Luc

      Evie sat with the letter in her lap, tears streaming down her face. Her phone buzzed with an incoming text message. She opened the message—it was Viv texting the group.

      “If you’re not back yet, can we assume that all went well and you’re having a celebratory shag fest?”

      Evie took a photo of the last three lines of Luc’s letter and sent it to her friends.

      Bev responded immediately. “Is that ‘goodbye forever?’ or ‘goodbye, forever yours?’”

      Evie didn’t reply. She scrolled through her contacts and dialed Luc’s cell phone. He might be gone, but he still had a phone. It didn’t ring. Instead, an automated voice informed her that the number had been disconnected. He was gone. She didn’t know where he was from. All she had to go on was his name.

      She switched to her phone’s browser and typed in Luc Morgenstern. There were a few hits, but none of them resembled her Luc. She tried again with Lucas. Nothing. He was gone.

      She slid her hand over her lower abdomen where life was just taking hold. It was what she’d always wanted, even if the circumstances were not how she’d imagined it.

      It might not be a blessing, but she couldn’t believe it was a curse. She stood up, tucked the letter into her purse next to the pregnancy test, and called Bev from the car. “Wanna be my birthing partner? You’ll have about eight months to get ready.”
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