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Dedication




For my youngest, 

One day, not so long ago, you looked at my books and asked why I only write about straight people. I wanted to stay in my lane, I said. I wanted to acknowledge LGBTQ+ author voices. I have always said that love is love, and everyone deserves a happily ever after. 

But that wasn't enough. You shouldn't have had to suffer any doubt. You needed to feel normal. To feel accepted here and now, and in that moment, I knew I had let you down.

When I told you'd I'd finished this book, when I told you how much the story meant to me and my intention to write more, the pride in your expression and in your words meant the world to me. I am so proud of you, of who you are. And yes, I promise, I'm working on a lesbian romance as well :).
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A Note from The Author:

Hey you, 

For those of you wondering, no, my kids don't read their mom's "spicy books." It's not that I don't allow it, they're just normal kids who don't want to read the "zesty" stuff their mom writes, and I'm on their same page with that. But they see my books and know what I do all day and they love good stories.

Like all the books I have shared with you, I fell in love with this one, and I know you will too! I didn't set out to write a gay romance just for the sake of writing a gay romance or only to make my child happy. Yes, I wanted to make my child feel seen and validated, and to feel confident in living and loving freely. But, if I try to force a story, it just doesn't happen. 

Evan was already gay, and his story was going to be laced into Zoe's. So I was thrilled to now have a reason to flesh out his story in its entirety. As with all of my favorites, Day Dreaming kinda sorta wrote itself. I was just along for the ride, floating down the sinuous river of a dreamy summer romance. If I hadn't fallen in love with this story as much as the others, I would not be sharing it with you. <3

I am only one person, an author and a parent, and far from an experienced philanthropist, but I want to leave this dedication with an action. Join me in lifting LGBTQ+ voices. In addition to our everyday actions, look into charities like PFLAG and the Trevor Project. There are so many more wonderful organizations and individuals who stand and fight for the LGBTQ+ community. My fellow romance enthusiasts, I know you'll appreciate that Bridgerton's Jonathan Bailey champions a charity, The Shameless Fund. And, most pertinently, look for an LGBTQ+ author to join the ranks of your favorites!

~ Carrie
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Chapter 1





Lactic acid already burned deep in his quads when the timer started and the rest of his generation thrust off the starting blocks. False start. His brother had called this an overdue fresh start. The kids called it something less flattering. 

Hands loose on the wheel, Reed leaned with the turn and glanced in the rearview at his ashen twelve-year-old. “Maybe take a break from the book?”

In the reflection, she met his look and held it long enough for him to appreciate the full power of her eye-rolling glower. Then she dropped the book and rolled down her window. 

Without a word, Reed lowered the rest of the windows.

Dense shadows flickered against the blasting sunlight as the forest thinned. Reed flipped down the sun visor.

At his side, Lucas mirrored and flipped his down, too. “Are we there yet?” Only half kidding in his whine, hopefully, the teenager on his right slumped in his seat.

Admittedly, Reed was thinking the same thing, but with very different feelings about it. He glanced over at his fifteen-year-old. “Almost. I’m not kidding this time.”

Lucas squinted ahead at the sign tucked into the evergreens. “Welcome to Foothills. Population 8,716. State champion football team, a few restaurants I’ve never heard of, oh, and one gas station. Damn, Dad, you really are hitting your midlife crisis.”

Subtly, Reed lifted his middle finger from the steering wheel.

As he’d hoped, his even-tempered eldest laughed, and he heard a snort of a laugh from the backseat.

“Thirty-one is not midlife,” he grouched, teasing, but knowing this may as well be exactly that.

“Mom said you guys went here on your honeymoon, and you’re making us spend the summer here out of nostalgia.”

Reed swallowed hard before he was too honest with his kids. They’d endured enough of their parents throwing dirty laundry at each other instead of airing it and walking away like they should have. Any sense of nostalgia he felt for Foothills was blistered by the nightmare of a honeymoon. His pregnant-with-their-second, eighteen-year-old wife had refused to leave the motel balcony. His eighteen-year-old self had stayed by her side instead of hiking, rafting, fishing, shopping, dining… anything in the town that was known for being the ultimate weekend getaway.

“The condos are a great investment. Nature is good for you. And, I can work from anywhere. Win, win, and win again.”

“Uncle Clay says it’s because Mom won the custody battle and you need a break, without losing any more days with us,” Lucas said, lifting one eyebrow and lowering his sunglasses to interrogate his father.

“No one won.” He shut his mouth and shook his head.

Thanks, Clay. His brother wasn’t wrong, and he hadn’t sugarcoated it.

Neither should Reed. “Fine. She kicked my ass.” All those late nights parenting while she’d burned through law school. 

Narrow driveways with kitsch mailboxes grew closer together, until houses became visible through the trees. Mid-century houses grew into a whiff of nineties suburbia, before tapering into an eclectic mix of rustic alpine and northwest modern. Small signs dotted the sides of the road. Shopping, politics, and even a handwritten, laminated notice advertising a knitting class. Then a shiny new beige gas station across the street from the faded red advertised one. Bellevale residents would have staged an uprising over the discontinuity.

“I hate Bellevale,” he grumbled. “I’m going to make sure that your summer kicks ass. Breathe in all that nature.”

“We’ve been surrounded by trees for hours, and you think to mention air quality next to a gas station older than Grandma and Grandpa?” Lucas said with a flick of an eyebrow. 

“Breathe in all those long car rides,” Aria snorted from the back.

“You’re the idiot who read a book on a winding road,” Lucas said, turning around in his seat.

“Why do you always get the front?”

“My legs are longer.”

Reed puffed out his cheeks and released a long breath. “Aria, you’re not thirteen for another two weeks, and you have to be thirteen to ride up front. I made Lucas wait, too. After your birthday, you guys are alternating.”

“What? Dad, my legs are too long to squish in back,” Lucas started.

“If you don’t want to alternate, it’s up to you guys to think of a fair way to share. Race to the car and call shotgun really loudly and shove each other out of the way. You know, be your usual kind and generous selves.”

Lucas huffed a laugh and flicked his hair from his eyes to cast an epic mock, twinkling amusement in his ocean-blue eyes.

Instead of smiling over his dumb joke, Aria’s expression dropped. Reed glanced back, confirming that the slump had dragged down her entire body. “What’s up?”

“I’ll be with Mom on my birthday.”

“I know, cutie, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t call me cutie.”

“Sorry. Aria. I am so sorry I won’t get you for your birthday this year, but I will next year. I got Lucas for his birthday this year, and Mom gets him next year. Mom has you for the Fourth of July this year. I get you Thanksgiving. She gets Christmas.” His own shoulders slumped as he remembered divvying the big days, how eventually, after losing every damn argument, he said fuck-it, and accepted the losses he couldn’t win.

Expression paling, Aria leaned into the wind gushing in the open window and closed her eyes.

Reed reached into the center console and pulled out the puke bag he’d snagged from the doctor’s office at her last well-child check and passed it back.

Aria opened her eyes long enough to grab the bag and held it in her lap.

“Hey guys, look. Foothills is gorgeous. You’re going to love it,” he said, pointing ahead as they drove into the postcard-esque downtown Foothills. Not technically downtown. Foothills stood perched above the river and looked out over the mountains beyond. Small, but adorable, with colorful buildings and wide sidewalks bustling with foot traffic. Beyond the straight shot through the main drag, the Cascades towered ahead, the never-ending view of green and white mountains standing proud.

Neither of his offspring responded. Eyes wide, they absorbed everything. It had changed a lot in the thirteen years since his honeymoon. They passed a fifties-style diner, a clothing store that wasn’t supposed to be retro, but hadn’t been updated in just as long. A sporting goods store, a photography studio decorated with fading, outdated portraits, a family pub. A newer-looking microbrewery. Bakery.

“See guys? Foothills has a little of everything.” One visit with the developer’s team, and he knew this was more than a practical investment.

At the end of the busy, populated Main, Park Avenue came up on the right, and he clicked on his blinker. The grassy park across the street from the condo looked like a perfect shady retreat for picnickers and families looking for a place to chill before dinner. Toddlers with the four o’clocks screamed as their tired parents tried to entertain them through the late-day crash.

He remembered those days vividly. At his side, behind him, two teenagers stared out the windows with slackened cheeks and tense shoulders after a long day that had started with packing up the empty, newly divorced-dad apartment. Maybe the four o’clocks persisted past early childhood.

On the left, a row of three-story buildings with numbered garages backed up to a narrow parking area. He pulled in behind the second building. 519A. Courtesy of the developer’s team, each condo boasted a vacation-worthy name carved into a handmade wooden sign next to the door. “Day Dreaming” had suited better than his other, neighboring units, “Head in the Clouds,” and “Top Shelf.” Home sweet vacation home. He flicked on the blinker.

Rotating the wheel under his palm, he clicked the garage door opener and turned into the single-car garage. Nothing but a pristine, empty garbage can and a dirt-free doormat waited in the blank-slate garage. No tire marks marred the concrete floor. 

“This is it?” Lucas asked, looking up and around, his brow scrunched with confusion.

“This is it,” Reed answered, slowing and stopping, then shifting out of gear. He shut off the engine and looked at both kids. “Like the other rental properties we’ve invested in with Grandma, we can block out dates and stay here whenever. Maybe even Thanksgiving, and reserve one of the other units for Grandma and Grandpa? We can take Uncle Clay the next time he visits. If this summer goes well, we could even make it a tradition.”

“An entire summer in a tourist town? And you think you’re not having a midlife crisis?” Lucas smirked deviously, a look Reed knew exactly where that trait had come from. Practically his clone, Lucas had the same sandy brown hair that lightened with highlights in the sun, the former towhead no longer the platinum he’d been as a little guy. 

“Do you see me driving a convertible?” Reed asked, sporting the same smirk.

“Only because you dragged us to the middle of the mountains,” Aria huffed from the backseat. “You bought the most belled-and-whistled reliable SUV, so Mom can’t say it’s not safe enough. Does that sum it up?”

Too smart. He nodded honestly. “Pretty much.” Reed piled out of the car and shut the door. He skipped their bags for now and tossed the keys up, and bobbled them before catching them. “Let’s check it out.”

The door had an electronic keypad above the lock, and he reread the code from his email and punched it in. Inside, the scent of new struck him. Echoes and cleanliness, no prior tenants to have even made a dent in the walls. He hooked the keys on the rack inside the door, kicked off his shoes and slid them under the narrow bench, then led the way up the extra-long flight of dark walnut wooden steps.

Fully furnished, designed and done, the place was a perfect summer bachelor pad.

Fuck. Bachelorhood was not how he’d envisioned spending his thirties.

Bethany had wanted out since she’d finished law school, and he’d wanted out for even longer. But they’d stayed together for the kids. Until the kids had realized that their friends’ parents didn’t fight all the time, so why did their parents?


      [image: ]Reed took the steps two at a time. At the top, the moment gusted over him like a cool breeze off a snowy slope. 

The windows looked out over the mountains, the tops of the forest forming a border along the bottom, blue sky filling in the top, and in the distance between, endless rows of snow-capped mountains. A wooden deck stretched the width of the condo and was just deep enough for a few outdoor chairs to sit and admire the view.

Far from the socially focused house he’d shared with Bethany and the kids. A plush L-shaped couch faced the fireplace, with a TV mounted on the shiplap wall above. A dining area with a table made of reclaimed barn wood and iron nails. 

He wasn’t an interior decorator by any means, but the contrast between the white stone countertops, ceiling-height cabinets, and stainless appliances against the dark wooden floors invited cooking a simple meal. As opposed to the heavy cherry cabinets and countertops cluttered with small appliances, with an island long enough for an army. 

While he took it in, one set of footsteps pounded up the steps, while the other trudged slowly.

“Damn, Dad, this is definitely an upgrade from the apartment,” Lucas said as he walked straight in, aimed for the deck. He swung open the half-width French doors and opened his arms wide. “Fuck, that’s a nice view.”

Correcting his son’s language would be too cliché. Today wasn’t the day to remind his son that part of a dad’s job was to prevent his offspring from saying “fuck” every other word.

Aria finally reached the top and pursed her lips as she absorbed every detail, scanning the view, lingering over the small living area, the simple tree-scape paintings on the otherwise blank white walls.

“Is this okay?” Reed asked. He walked over and hooked his arm around his youngest’s shoulders, pulling her in tight.

She nodded quietly and leaned into him.

He planted a long kiss on the top of her head. When had she gotten so tall? At six feet, he hadn’t expected his almost-thirteen-year-old daughter to reach her full height already, nearly to his chin.

Lucas stood on the deck, wind in his hair, hands on the rail.

Reed whispered to Aria, “Go pick out your bedroom.”

She looked up and smiled, and took off.

She ran down the short hallway and halted. Two bedrooms ahead, a big bathroom and laundry closet to the left, a small pocket bathroom and a stairway to the right.

“Upstairs is mine, so don’t even think about it,” he yelled with a grin as he stopped in the kitchen to drop his wallet and phone.

“Da-ad,” she whined, but ornery glinted in her crystal blue eyes.

Lucas must have overheard. Bare feet pounded over wood floors as he sprinted past Reed.

“No running in the house,” Reed said to no one in particular.

Thanks to her thirty-second head start, Aria claimed finder’s keepers over the slightly bigger bedroom with the slightly better closet. Lucas’s claims that he was bigger, taller, and had more homework were moot in the spacious summer condo, and he quickly changed gears to claim her chosen bedroom was flawed, and she’d risk overhearing loud bowel movements. She fired back that she needed to be all five feet closer to the bathroom in case of an emergency menstrual start. 

Reed headed for the stairs and out of sight to let them work this one out without a referee. Plush carpet compressed under his feet, around the turn and across the landing, more carpet, and he reached the top. A set of double doors, and the carpet ended where the landing opened to a massive primary suite.

This. Wide windows spanned the width of the room with a killer view of nothing but mountains and blue sky, with a fireplace on one wall, and a broad space begging for something cozy. A king-sized bed was centered in the room atop a plush tan area rug, with the same dark walnut wood flooring spanning the rest of the massive room. On the town side of the oversized bedroom, a walk-in closet bigger than the kitchen was only half closed in, so windows on both sides filled the room with daylight.

The bathroom was equally ridiculous in its open square footage. Separate sinks and double showerheads, and a toilet tucked back in its own tiny room. Not that he would be sharing the space with anyone, but the layout would have prevented a lot of fights with Bethany.

Air. Late afternoon sun baked the town, but the breeze was thick with the scent of green. Reed shoved open the windows and breathed it in. 

The long day settled over his shoulders like sandbags. He trudged toward the bed. Eyes heavy, the tension of the long day melting away, he felt the call of the cloud-like bed, its oversized pillows, the fluffy down comforter…

“Dad?” Lucas shouted up the stairs. “We’re hungry.”

Almost. So fucking close. “Okay.” 

Shaking off the beckoning rest, he dashed down the steps and into the empty kitchen. “What are you guys hungry for?” he asked. As the house had no food, he stuffed his wallet and phone back in his pockets.

“Pie,” Lucas said.

“Cookies,” Aria said with a laughing twitch of a sneer.

“No. Come on, guys. I believe I’ve already made it clear that I’m not spoiling you with junk food to make you like me best.” He led the way down the stairs, loving the shit out of the giggles that followed.

Too many movies, friends with divorced parents, who the hell knew, but they’d invented visions of their dad morphing into a pushover who fed them sweets and bought them new game systems and TVs for their bedrooms. Not that he didn’t have a new Xbox on order, but that was for the main room. For all three of them to share.

“Come on. There’s a family pub I saw on the way in. Might be good,” he said as he neared the bottom of the steps. 

Both aimed for the door to the garage. 

Reed stopped and bit back a laugh. “It’s like, a block away.”

“Oh,” Aria said, sticking her bottom lip out and almost grimacing.

“Come on. It’ll be nice to get a feel for the town,” he said in his chipperest voice. Little known fact, cheerleading and exuding Pollyanna-like optimism were paramount in the purview of parenting.

Once the kids were out the door, he turned and pulled out his phone, read the code again, and punched it in. An electronic grinding sound let him know the door was locked. He checked it. Then tested the key to make sure it worked, in case the electronic lock shorted out.

“Lots of crime here,” Aria mumbled. “Better lock up tight. Someone might steal our clothes.”

At least she waited for him in the middle of the small parking lot. Lucas was already wandering up the sidewalk, head down, his focus entirely on his phone. “Look both ways before crossing,” Reed shouted ahead, only half kidding.

A middle finger lifted off the phone and rose into the air.

Smartass.

Reed walked backward a few steps as he looked up at the condo. Not much for curb appeal, the “front” door opening to the parking lot, or, well, parking alley was more accurate, but the view from inside was worth it. He dashed to the side of the building to see what shop they’d be staying above. Hopefully not a restaurant or something noisy with odd hours. It was too late to switch units, as his other two were already booked solid for the summer. 

“I’m hungry,” Aria grumbled before he got very far.

“Yeah,” he said under his breath, jogging to reach her and catch up to his teenager before the screen-obsessed kid actually did get run over.

A fresh evening breeze drifted up the street, setting the wildly colorful hanging baskets swaying. Hot enough, despite only being mid-June, the sun-soaked spots between long shadows were still toasty.

Lucas navigated the crowded sidewalks without looking up from his phone. Aria walked at Reed’s side, scoping out everything while she maintained the pensively broody, but too-cool image in her black leggings and black sweatshirt and black converse. 

Reed quietly let them adjust. Hell, this was a lurching change of pace for all of them. Maybe he’d been overzealous, moving them here for the summer, but fuck, he needed the change, and hoped maybe the kids would appreciate it, even if it meant less summer camp and less time with their friends.

“Left,” he called ahead to Lucas.

Finally, his son glanced up from his phone and saw the rustic, sky blue door, the sign for Halseth’s Smokehouse and Pub painted in a stencil font above. Lucas lifted his gaze and gave a lazy nod of acknowledgment.

“Look okay?” Reed asked as he caught up.

Aria stopped next to him and shrugged.

“Looks great,” Lucas answered for them both. “Smells good,” he added with a smile, and stuffed his phone back in his pocket.

The kids waited back for Reed to walk in first. The heavy wooden door squeaked as he pushed it open. Smoked, juicy pork topped a heap of cheesy French fries in the center of the nearest table, promising a more satisfying dinner than the paper-thin and paper-dry fast-food burger he’d had for lunch. 

There were three open seats at the bar, but the barstools were twenty-one and up only. Too bad. In a black t-shirt that hugged bulked arms, the bartender poured a pint while visiting with the couple sitting in front of him. He smiled as he appreciated his customers’ stories. Big brown eyes and a short beard. 

Reed bit the edge of his tongue as he watched curiously.

“Dad? You okay?” Lucas gestured to the server, who sauntered over and had probably just said something.

Reed blinked and nodded before his kids caught him checking out the bartender. It had been way too long since he’d let himself be interested. In anyone.

Even the idea of dating was terrifying. He’d never been with anyone but Bethany. Dating with teenagers was daunting as hell, period. Dropping the bomb of, “kids, your dad is bi” and checking out men, or women, or anyone in front of them would be one more staggering change, and they’d been through enough the past few months. Years. 

He smiled at the server, her ponytail ticking back and forth with a clock-like rhythm that matched her peppy gestures. 

“Hi. How long’s the wait, for three?” he asked.

She leaned as she scanned the restaurant that wasn’t nearly big enough to require such a detailed search. “Actually,” she said, chin and neck sticking out as she landed on a table in the far corner where a group of four was packing up. “I have a table opening up any second.”

“Great,” he said, nodding and folding his arms over his chest as he stepped back to let the incoming customers crowd the doorway, instead of them.

On her tiptoes, Aria leaned close to him and whispered, “I have to pee.”

He nodded and looked around, and found a restroom sign pointing toward the back. “Lucas? Mind waiting for the table?”

“Dad, you don’t have to stand guard outside the door or anything,” Aria said, rolling her eyes at her moronic father. “I’ll be right back.”

He leaned forward enough to see the full path to the door. “Okay.” 

Aria pushed her shoulders back with a show of confidence and wove between tables toward the restrooms.

Phone up, Lucas was back to… whatever it was he did on that thing. Not social media, as the addiction and bullying last year had taken a toll on Lucas. Still, the teenager was in constant contact with his friends. Although the apple didn’t fall far from the tree in a lot of ways, Lucas was a bubbling extrovert. Probably not a bad trait to have inherited from his mother.

Reed meandered a glance toward the phone.

Lucas tipped his phone away so Reed couldn’t see the screen.

“Sorry. Old habits.” As he released a long breath, Reed dropped his arms to his sides. Then folded his arms across his chest again.

The bathroom door opened, someone walked out, and Aria headed in.

Subtly, Reed checked that Lucas was occupied, and let his gaze drift back toward the bartender. He’d finished pouring drinks and was facing away, leaning against the doorjamb to the kitchen, jersey-style letters with the name of the pub on his upper back, and a number below it.

“All set,” the server said as she hopped back over.

Reed took a sharp breath and turned toward her. “Great, thanks,” he said again.

He followed the server, sending Lucas ahead between them, and glanced back toward the bathroom.

The door swung open, and Aria stepped out, her blonder than sandy hair drifting down over her face. How did she see anything like that?

Lucas took a seat facing the windows. Reed slid onto the bench facing the pub, leaving it to Aria whether she sat by her dad to kick her brother under the table, or next to her brother to elbow him through the meal.

For better or worse, she slid into the seat next to Lucas and scooted the chair away. Reed slid to the middle of the bench.

Lucas glanced at the menu, then was back on his phone. Reed should probably say something, but they were all dead tired. Aria held the menu up in front of her face, a useful blockade to prevent her father from attempting to make conversation.

Not a problem. Reed was tapped out anyway.

He leaned back in his seat and stretched his long legs out to either side of the central table leg. Comfortable, but more importantly, it was a functional position in case his travel-cranky kids started kicking each other under the table.

With no reason not to indulge now, he bit the edge of his tongue and looked back over at the bar.

The bartender gestured something, grinning and laughing as he backed out of the kitchen. Metal glinted on his left ring finger. Damn. 

“Can I get you anything to drink?” the server asked as she sashayed over to them again, biting her bottom lip as she settled close to Reed.

“Yeah,” he said, looking at the bar again, the row of taps. “I’ll try that stout.”

“Can I get a Coke?” Aria asked him quietly.

Reed lifted the corners of his mouth in a “really?” smirk. “No caffeine this late in the day,” he quietly reminded her. Or soda in general, but she knew he wasn’t going to be picky right now. “Water? Sparkling water? Milk? Juice would be okay, I guess.”

“Do you have sparkling water?” she asked the server, switching to a head-high, pensively deep demeanor.

“You got it.” The cool young grown-up server promised, and flashed her a wink that had Aria instantly blushing.

“Plain water,” Lucas said as he kept his attention on his phone, then quickly looked up to make eye contact to share a polite smile, then back to his phone.

“You got it,” the server said as she walked away.

They both retreated back into their own mental spaces.

Another guy in the same slim-fitting black t-shirt with the pub’s logo came out of the kitchen. Mid-laugh and riling the other guy, he turned—

Reed stilled. 

His breath puffed as if he’d been burned. 

He blatantly stared.

Not as stacked as the other guy, although both were comfortably over six feet. This guy was toned and smooth, with a sleek athleticism in every movement. The new guy rubbed the back of his neck in response to something the other guy said. Like he was posing; the move brilliantly displayed his arms. With the build, those forearms, and the subtle definition of his triceps, he wasn’t a gym rat, but an athlete.

Lost in a satisfying checkout, Reed quickly glanced at the kids and made sure they didn’t know what he was looking at. They were weary and entirely uninterested in whatever interested their father. Safe.

Reed shifted to get a better look. Deeply brunette short hair, cozy brown eyes, thick dark lashes, and a five o’clock shadow that had been trimmed with intention. A hot grin lifted his lips higher on one side, adorably sweet, but he was clearly thinking something devious.

Arms opening wide, the guy laughed and earned a teasing smack in the chest from the bartender. He ducked back enough to dodge the bulk of the blow, but the bartender had expected the dodge and laughed. This was definitely the younger brother, though not by much. It was the attitude.

In retaliation, he smacked the bartender on the arm and jumped out of reach. “I’m out,” he said as he backed fully out from behind the bar, turned on his heel, and headed down the hall past the restrooms.

Fuck, he needed to get out more. First day of vacation, and he was fantasy relationship shopping.

Reed leaned back and released a long breath. Across the table, the kids were wandering in their own minds, expressions drawn and postures wilted. Takeout might have been a better idea.

Neither of the kids made conversation as they ate. Reed tried to make small talk, but the vacant expressions across the table said they weren’t in the mood. Fair enough. Reed didn’t even finish his beer, ate only half his dinner, and waved for the check.

Town was still bustling on the walk back. The sun dipped low behind them, but the longest day of the year wasn’t far off, and it was adequately bright without the arched streetlights that flickered on.

They passed the brewhouse that made the beer he’d had with dinner. The patio was packed to the gills, but it looked like a nice place to hang out. Little firepit conversation areas, propane heaters just lighting up for the evening as the sun dissolved into shadows.

The kids might not appreciate the downshift, not yet, but Reed had been craving it. Everyone in his acquaintance knew him as Bethany’s husband. As Lucas and Aria’s dad. The latter wasn’t bad. Working from home, with his brother out of the country and his parents spreading their new, quasi-retired wings, Reed’s social life was nonexistent.

Not that it was a problem, normally, but… yeah. It would be nice to have people to meet up with for… well, anything.

When they reached the condo, he punched in the code and promised to show the kids how to use the door tomorrow. And, fuck, he needed to register Lucas for driver’s ed soon. 

The kids headed straight for their bedrooms, and he skipped nagging about brushing teeth, and definitely deferred the flossing reminder for another night. At least Lucas was getting to the point that he liked looking good and smelling clean. Aria… well, hopefully soon.

Reed filled a glass with water and climbed the steps to the primary suite. Had he designed the condo himself, he might have put the kids’ bedrooms upstairs with a game room of sorts. But, he supposed, he’d have too much time to himself when they were with Bethany.

Not skipping the ritual himself, he brushed and flossed. Stripped to the skin, he slid between the pristine, brand new white sheets under the white comforter. Lying on his front, with one hand scrunched in his hair, his eyes closed in an instant. Wind brushed in through the open windows, flooding the room with smells he didn’t even know how to describe. Nature, he supposed.

Dreamland treated him fairly as he drifted in and out of sleep. That was a first, having pleasant things to think about when he couldn’t sleep, like the guy at the pub, rather than Bethany ranting about something he’d fucked up.

When the morning accumulation of gray clouds glowed bright enough to wake the sleeping mountains, he huffed a breath and rolled to his back, sprawling his arms wide on the massive bed.

He rubbed his eyes and lay there for another minute.

Okay. Okay. Time to get up.

He trudged to the bathroom and grabbed his inhaler.

Puff, hold, let it fill the lungs. Reed held the albuterol as long as he could.

Running shoes tied tight, shorts on, he tugged a shirt over his head. Mint coated his teeth as he brushed away the medication, rinsed, and spit it all out. He dashed toward the stairs, then slowed to quiet his steps. The kids would know where he’d gone, but there was a slim chance they’d wake up before he got back anyway.
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Bird Watching 





Arush of adrenaline popped Evan’s eyes open. Not a lot of sleep last night, thanks to his nerves firing tirelessly. Running on fumes before he even started. Just fucking great. 

In the dark bedroom, he squinted to make out the red blur of the clock. He rolled to his side and grabbed his phone off the nightstand. He winced as he adjusted to the blistering blue wallpaper. 

Ten more minutes, and the most obnoxious alarm on his phone would start blaring. In case that didn’t wake him, he’d set the ancient alarm clock from his childhood on the dresser as a backup, so he didn’t blow it on his first day at his new job.

Not that he had a boss—or anyone, for that matter—who would care if he opened late.

Evan rubbed the bleary-eyed fatigue away and sprawled on the twin-sized bed. As a twenty-eight-year-old who knew the pleasure of sleeping on a bed his feet didn’t hang off the end of, the mattress seemed to have shrunk. As nothing bigger was going to squeeze around the narrow corner at the end of the hall, he accepted the temporary discomfort. It would have been nice to move back into the apartment over the garage, but Pops could use the extra cash from renting it out. 

Evan grumbled and pushed to sit up, drawing his legs in and resting his forearms on his knees. Living with Pops was fine, but as soon as his income from the shop was sufficient, he was moving into his own place.

He flung off the sheets and slipped on a pair of sweats and a t-shirt off the floor. He padded across the narrow room and into the hall. Instantly, the scent of scrambled eggs, sausage, buttered sourdough toast, and blessed fucking coffee wafted up the stairs. Like a hungry cartoon character, he floated down the stairs, through the entry, and into the heart of the home.

“Morning,” Scott said as Evan stumbled into the kitchen. 

No more dried flowers or doilies. The place was so different from even a few years ago. Scott had avoided the bachelor pad clichés thanks to his daughter-in-law’s design for the space, and it was clean without feeling empty.

“Hey, Pops,” he croaked, then cleared his throat and tried again.

The stovetop was covered in hot pans fresh off the burner. Flowers from the backyard overflowed the vase on the table. Nothing like Mom would have lovingly arranged—awkward, even, with mismatched colors and irregular heights—but it was adorable that he’d tried. The savory breakfast was heaped onto plates for each of them.

Scott poured a second cup of coffee and set it in front of one of the plates before taking the spot across the table.

Evan rubbed his hand over the back of his neck as he sleepily wandered over. “Thanks, this looks amazing.”

“You’re very welcome.” Quietly, Scott dug into his breakfast, eyeing Evan over the flowers just often enough to make it weird.

Evan savored a long draw of coffee, letting the hot brew flow over his tongue to cool before swallowing.

Still staring.

Fuck.

Evan scooped in a few bites of breakfast, filling his belly while he ignored the impending pep talk. Or lecture, but a pep talk was more likely.

A few hits of coffee, and the sleepy film over his brain began to peel back. “Yes, coach?” he asked, lifting a single eyebrow as he glanced across the table, and then focused back on his food.

Scott twitched a shrug and laughed. “Am I that obvious?”

“Powering up your starting quarterback before the big game?” Evan winked and grinned across at his dad.

The twinkle in Scott’s sweet grin faded, and he winced and looked down at his plate.

“Uh-oh,” Evan said. “What’d I say?”

Scott sighed and lifted his coffee cup, cradling his hands around it and resting his elbows on the table. “I didn’t want to push, and you clearly didn’t want to say, but I talked to Zoe last night, and she said that you and Jagger called it quits.”

Fuck. His food turned to cardboard in his mouth. Chewing until he could chew no more, he shrugged and lifted his coffee. “Way past time.”

“I’m so sorry.” Scott puffed his cheeks with a sigh and cradled his coffee closer. “You know, you can tell me this stuff.”

He twitched a lazy shrug. “It had been coming on for a while. I mean, you know, we’d hardly even seen each other lately. It was for the best.”

“Zoe said he wanted you to move to San Francisco?”

“I’m the one who started the ultimatums. The last few months, it felt more like we were—” Evan cleared his throat before he made his dad blush by saying he’d felt like a fuckbuddy. 

Jagger’s suggestion to move in together had been out of left field and had been a complete mind-fuck.

“—Anyway, I said I wanted to get serious or break up. So, he said I should move in with him. I mean, he came out after the Super Bowl win, and so far, the press has been mostly positive. He got all excited and said how awesome it would be if we got serious and I came with him to stuff, came to the games as his boyfriend and set an example and… fuck, I don’t want all that attention. For any reason.”

Scott gripped his mug tighter, his heavy sigh blowing steam off the top of the mug. “Sometimes I wondered, if you’d gone pro, how you’d have handled the publicity. For any reason.”

And this was exactly the conversation he’d worked his ass off to dodge. Why he’d moved out of state after college, when the draft had come and gone. Then when he came home, there had been a lot more to worry about than old football dreams. Evan thought he’d ducked out of exhuming the past—long after any zombies could surface—but now, it was like Scott was trying to parent in overtime.

Evan leaned back in his chair and ran his thumb along the handle of his mug. Breaking up with a guy who had the career he’d dreamed of since he’d tossed a plushy football around the kitchen, sort of fucked with a person’s head.

Knowing eyes settled into a sympathetic frown. “I think, if you really cared for Jagger, you’d make it happen.”

Evan nodded slowly.

“If he was the right one, he’d be willing to give up some things for you, too.”

Evan drew a long breath and glared at the diminishing steam rising from his mug.

His parents hadn’t been the perfect couple, but they’d been great. How many times had he interrupted a cozy snuggle, a steamy kiss, or something far less serious, both in the grips of a tear-filled giggle fit over something no one else would find nearly so funny? They’d curl up for movie night, Brenda hiding under the blankets during the scary scenes, Scott chuckling adoringly and letting her know when it was safe to look again.

Now his siblings were the same. Zoe and Ryder had hit it out of the park when they’d aimed for a flyby. Finn and Haley hadn’t been looking for anything serious, but they’d been it for each other, at first sight.

And then there was Evan. In a blow-up fight a few weeks ago, Jagger said Evan’s expectations were impossible. Which was absurd, because he was surrounded by healthy, loving, and honest relationships. Jagger thought Foothills was quaint. A lovely vacation spot. Of course they could keep a vacation house near his family. 

“I should get going,” he said as he rose from the table.

Scott waved him off before he could clear his plate. “I got it. You go on up and get ready.”

“Thanks,” he said. “Thanks for everything. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but it’s good to know I have you if I blow it.”

Scott lovingly rolled his eyes as he got up and started collecting dishes. “First, you’re not going to blow it. Second, if you do blow it, it’s not like I don’t have the space. And you will always have a place at the pub.”

Evan rolled his eyes as he fell into a desperate smile, a flood of relief at the reminder, and dashed up the stairs.

After a quick shower, he was dressed and out the door. Not even a five-minute commute. Energy and nerves and thrill fought for dominance. 

He climbed out of his Jeep, cradling his coffee, and he breathed in the cool, misty air.

A few lights were on in the condo over the shop, so someone must have moved in. Or, well, a vacationer, as he’d heard most of the condos were vacation rentals. Bought out by people with more spare cash than he would ever have. Customers—with deep pockets.

He wandered around the side of the building, and stopped to absorb. 

Wow. Fuck. 

The shock should wear off, eventually. The developer had known exactly what they were doing, and Evan was glad he’d jumped on board. Well, so far. Time would tell if the developer had been overzealous with the project, but right now, he was calling this a right-time, right-plan, and a damn-lucky find.

Lampposts lined the middle of the courtyard in front of the shops, benches and plants and tables scattered throughout, welcoming folks to come with picnic lunches, enjoy their coffee, gaze at the obscenely pretty vistas—and shop. Evan was counting on the latter.

High-end, but the style matched the cozy alpine vibe of the rest of town, with a modern flare like the newer and updated buildings popping up all over town. Definitely an upgrade from the rust-paneled warehouse that was here before. That had scared off tourists in greater numbers than any threat of storms or natural disasters. Right at the edge of town, right before the flat turned into a gradual slope down toward the river. 

The view from his shop would inspire anyone to stock up on hiking and climbing gear, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing. Even for the golf course going in soon.

The coffee shop was just opening. No customers yet, but the windows glowed with full lights. Someone was just propping open the door and dragging out metal cafe tables. When she saw him watching, she waved. Evan waved, and she went back inside for another load.

Evan keyed in and stepped into MountainActiv. While he finished his coffee, he propped open the door and leaned against the doorframe to breathe in the damp morning air. And calm his erratic pulse.

Down the way, coming around the far end of the development, he could just make out the silhouette of a runner. A light jog, and then something must have changed, for fun or out of a burning need for speed. The runner sprinted to the lamppost. Then he slowed to a jog, then sprinted to the next lamppost.

In blue running shorts with reflective stripes on the sides, shoes with reflective bands, and no shirt, the guy was clearly a regular runner.

There was the shirt, tucked into the back of the waistband of his running shorts. He kicked up his speed again, running from something or to something, but pushing hard, chest high, and he moved.

The corner of Evan’s mouth tilted up. He stepped back before the guy caught him checking him out, and locked himself in the shop until kickoff. 
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