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          DAHLIA

        

      

    

    
      The four of us sat at a round table in the middle of the pub. The circular, blood-red leather backrest of the booth was so high, it shielded us from the rest of the patrons.

      Stud had ordered a bottle of champagne and after the server poured each of us a glass, my ex-bandmate lifted his. “To Dahlia and her great new adventure, and to Nick, who I’m happy to call a friend. We have much more in common than our mutual love for woodwork. Cheers.”

      Nick bowed his head, and Stud exchanged a quick glance with his wife, sharing a smile.

      “Thanks for being here,” I said to my friends. “We don’t see each other often enough. Next time, you gotta bring Tristan along.” Belle and Stud had a boy a little younger than Jack, who’d stayed back in Oregon with Belinda’s parents.

      We all drank to that.

      The entire time, my eyes were trained on the man sitting beside me. The firm line of his jaw. The tousled blond hair. When he laughed, the amber of his eyes glinted. My heart skipped a beat each time his fingers skimmed mine over the table. His arm slipped over the backrest behind me, and as if it were the most natural thing in the world, he pressed a gentle kiss to my lips.  Not earth-shattering, but enough to send jolts of desire and happiness coursing through me. I let myself sink into the familiarity of his touch—and the woodsy scent of him.

      In that instant, I felt at home, and exactly where I should be and where I belonged.

      Tonight, like so many times before, it felt as if Nick had always been there—woven into the fabric of my life without me ever realizing it—but waiting for the right moment to walk in and wake that part of me I believed had been quelled years ago. That spark in me I thought had got lost when my heart went missing. The one that now begged to express itself, to shine, and conquer the world. Nick’s world.

      “Okay, one of these days, you’ll have to come visit us,” Stud said. Lost in the contemplation of my date, I had missed most of their conversation. “Our property has a few acres, and we’d like to add a B&B. Right now, I’m building a new barn because my little wood workshop business is really taking off and soon I’ll lack space.”

      “Man, we were destined to meet,” Nick said, bumping his fist with his.

      “If you ever get into business, you and I will have a talk. Okay, my brain is in high gear right now,” Stud continued. “I see a future here.”

      “The day I decide what I’m gonna do, you’ll be the first to get the memo,” Nick added.

      They clinked their glasses.

      Belle watched me, amusement dancing in her irises, and shrugged.

      I knew the meaning of every twitch of her lips and every twinkle in her eyes. In the time we’d traveled the world together, she had become a sister to me, but also a confidante and a friend.

      Don’t let him go, she mouthed my way.

      I knew it. Since the pre-opening celebration for the shop, she had become a Nick fan too.

      I’m serious, Dahlia. Hold on to him. He’s good for you, she continued.

      I sipped my drink, etching the moment into my memory, hiding my flaming cheeks behind the rim of my glass.

      I will, I mouthed back.

      The blood rushing to my face burned even hotter now as I committed myself in front of my friend.

      Five hours later, Nick drove me to my home. I didn’t want this night to end. Keeping the engine idling, we sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, my head resting against his shoulder, his arm reaching across the center console to hold me close. “Thanks for inviting me tonight. I had a blast. Stud and Belle are great. If Tucker was here, he and Stud would be a terrible match. It would be a very tiring night.”

      “Yeah, Stud is pretty intense. He’s a true artist, though. Anything he touches turns to gold, but he’s also the sweetest guy. Now I can’t wait to meet your friends and learn interesting things about you too. I’m sure they have great Nick Peterson life stories to share.”

      Whoever that Tucker guy was, I bet he’d have a lot to say about Nick’s antics over the years. Was I moving too fast, though? I kind of blurted out a not-so-subtle request to meet his friends…without actually meaning to say it out loud.

      For a short moment, I looked away, breathless, my pulse beating at the realization. First Belinda. Now, this. I swallowed. Nick had made it clear we needed to take things slow and get to know each other first, and I had agreed. I just couldn’t seem to remember that with him sitting beside me.

      “How’s the house renovation project going?” I asked, steering the conversation to safer ground. Less personal. Much better.

      “Good. I’ve focused most of my energy on the exterior so far. The haunted house look is fading away. One wall at a time. Soon it’ll look sharp. The interior doesn’t need as much work.”

      “Sorry I couldn’t help you out. Been busy. Tonight was nice, though. A well-deserved rest after the whirlwind of the last few days.”

      He glided his fingers along my arm, reaching my shoulder where a tight, stiff spot made me wince. “Tensed?”

      I rotated my head and rolled my shoulders back. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “Turn around.”

      Nick shifted his position and placed his hands on my upper back. My body seemed to respond to every move, relaxing under his touch. With expert hands, he massaged my tension away, using his thumbs to undo the knots in my back.

      “Oh, Nick… Wow. It’s even better than what that woman at the spa did the other day. Yes, right there.” I moaned, unable to lock the sound inside me. My whole body seemed to sing beneath his touch. “Keep going.” I purred and dissolved under his soothing touch. Nick kneaded my flesh, moving his fingers down the length of my arms and along my back. “Where did you learn this?” I asked. “No way you’re this good by chance.”

      He snickered from behind me, and I loved the intimate closeness we shared in the cab of his truck. “My mom is a massage therapist…or used to be. She trained my sister and me at a young age. It’s been years since I offered someone a massage, though.”

      I turned my head and grinned at him. “I feel like a VIP. Thank you. Do you also offer foot massage? I’m a sucker for those.”

      Nick laughed with me, the baritone sound clear and contagious.“Yeah, my magic touch also goes to feet.” He paused. “And other places…”

      My cells tingled at his words. I could’ve tilted my head and locked lips with him, but refrained, lost in the pleasure he brought me, and in our promise not to rush things. Because right now, if I gave in, nothing could hold me back—not until we reached the edge and free-fell, together, into whatever came next.

      Nick’s hands continued their wonder, grounding me to the present.

      I gasped every time he loosened a knot.

      His hands trailed down my arms, stopping on my thighs. This could be it—the moment we’d combust together. I could throw caution to the wind and give in to whatever was brewing between us.

      Air barely reached my brain as a flood of sensations surged through me. It had been years since a man had touched me this way.

      My head spun in a rush of dizzy heat.

      The flutters his touch had sparked the other day now multiplied, pulsing in a steady rhythm low in my belly.

      A single spark could blow the entire truck to pieces.

      Nick moved his palms to my hips, his thumbs kneading the tender flesh there.

      Could I climax just from being touched?

      I heard his breath hitch behind me, sharp and shuddering.

      We were playing a game none of us seemed to know how to move away from.

      “Dahlia.”

      Ohmygod. My name rolled off his tongue, slow and deliberate, sending shivers down my spine.

      His mouth found the curve of my nape, and I saw stars.

      I hadn’t been touched, or loved, by a man in so long. I was seeing the sun for the first time after a few years of hibernation, and I relished the feeling. I wanted more. No, I needed more.

      I spun, ready to put to rest all our pseudo-friendship rules and indulge in what my body, my mind, and my soul craved the most when a ringtone broke the lust-filled silence.

      Nick groaned, and the throaty sound only heightened the desire coursing through my bloodstream. I wished to hear it again, but with our bodies entangled, and blissfully satisfied. God, keeping those thoughts, the images I drew in my mind, away became more difficult with every passing second.

      I felt bereft when his hands left my body to grab the phone and decline the call.

      Why were we always interrupted?

      Panting, I watched his face over my shoulder as he scowled at his device.

      “Tuck,” he muttered, his eyes shooting daggers at the flashing screen.

      The interruption—unwelcome, but perhaps necessary—defused the storm detonating inside me.

      Within a few minutes, the air in the cab returned to normal, and I leaned into the backrest.

      My voice dropped to a whisper. “I have to get inside. I told the babysitter I wouldn’t be late.”

      The man, who could so easily steal my heart, nodded as my thumb outlined the shape of his mouth. My breath sizzled when his tongue darted out to lick it. “Yes. We’ll talk later, okay?”

      We intertwined our fingers, and I had to draw a superhuman effort from inside me to let go as longing rose within me, swelling high and refusing to be tamed. Now that Nick Peterson had entered my life and held an important place in it, I found myself savoring the way we existed together. Every hour spent with him cemented our relationship. I just had no idea how to explain the easy chemistry we shared.

      I ran my fingers through my hair after I closed the front door behind me and pressed my back against the panel, begging my heart to calm its violent thrum.

      What had just happened?
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          DAHLIA

        

      

    

    
      The next few days went by fast. I was so busy with everything that I barely had any time to myself. I hadn’t seen Nick since that night we went out with Stud and Belinda almost a week ago.

      We texted a few times, exchanging hellos and good nights, but with both of us being busy, it lacked its usual warmth.

      Ever since the night at the barn and our double date, things between us had shifted from good to something truly amazing. Our bond felt stronger and deeper. Nick had become a huge part of my life in a short period of time, and if I was being honest with myself, after days without seeing him, I kinda missed him.

      Each time we talked, a smile hung on my lips for hours afterward. The man had a way of teasing me, challenging me, and caring for me all at the same time, and I relished the feeling.

      “Dah, you’ve been talking about Nick for the last ten minutes. You should call him or pay him a visit. Are the sparks between you still there?” Addison asked as we video chatted once I put Jack to bed.

      I grinned like an idiot. “Yes. And they’ve only intensified.”

      “Then don’t let him walk away.”

      “The other night when we had dinner with Stud and Belle, it was…huh…it was… I’m not sure I possess the right words to explain it.”

      “Try anyway.”

      “When we’re together, it feels as if we’ve always been like this. Dahlia and Nick going out with friends. Easy. Simple. Matter-of-factly. During dinner, he kissed me like it was the normal thing to do… It’s like we’ve known each other a long time.”

      Addison’s voice turned high-pitch, and she clapped her hands in joyous enthusiasm—just like a kid. “Okay, I hear you. It’s perfect. You didn’t scare him away by bringing up his grief the other night or suggesting he talk about it. And I’m confident your near-orgasm from that massage only turned him on. Either he needs time to deal with everything in his life or whatever else he left behind, or he’s busy at work. Don’t wait. What you two could have is precious. And priceless. Fight for what you deserve, girlfriend. What are you waiting for? Call him already.”

      “I know we’re both fairly occupied and stuff, but what if he changed his mind?”

      “What do you mean?” my friend asked. “You told me yourself you almost came the last time you were together when his hands traveled all over you.”

      “I did.” Oh god, if I shut my eyes, I could relive that instant with great details. “But he’s the one who insisted we take our time. Maybe he could tell I was on the verge of giving in, and he’s not ready for that yet.”

      “Don’t be silly. If it’s not his work, the only logical explanation is that he got spooked because you talked about his dead friend the other night. Guys aren’t good at talking about their emotions. Not all of them are Carter Hills. He’s one of a kind.”

      The words lingered between us. Addison once had a serious crush on Carter, but since he didn’t reciprocate her feelings, it never went anywhere. Sometimes she wondered what they could have been.

      “Back to Nick. Give him time. Perhaps he has to deal with some emotional shit. On his own. Anyway, grow some balls, girlfriend. If your words opened his wound, then use them to heal it. Be brave. And fearless. Be the friend you offered to be. The one he could share, without words, his sorrow with. You’re Dahlia Ellis. You’ve been through much more than this. Woman up. Take the lead. Take action.”

      “Ever thought about leading group therapy sessions?” We both chuckled until I spoke again. “Addi, I know you’re right. I’m just not sure what I should do. Or rather, how to do this.”

      “Dah, I’m just thinking out loud here. Do you think the star-thing could have also scared him? Like you used to be super famous and it intimidates him? You said he and Carter didn’t click. Perhaps he finally decided it’s a big deal.”

      I sighed. “Nah. If it were the case, it would have happened sooner, no? Why now?” I nibbled my thumbnail. “No, it can’t be that. We were good, I swear. After the night I brought up his late friend, we went on that double date, and the tension between us was undeniable. But now, he’s sending short texts and is suddenly too busy to spend time with me...” I sighed again. “Nothing makes sense.”

      “Ask him. Plain and simple. Or take a page out of my Wilde’s playbook and do something crazy. Go to his place, kiss him—you’re both being too reasonable by sticking to that friendship rule, by the way—and show him what he’s missing. Use that sexual energy you’ve both been basking in to rock his world. He’ll thank you. I know I would.”

      I snickered. “Yeah. This is the perfect recipe for disaster. I’m not sure I remember how to flirt…or be upfront. The night at the shop pre-opening, I kissed him first, and… he-he recoiled.”

      “Forget it. He explained why. You two have spent a lot of time together since, and you kissed many times. Go to him. Set the record straight.”

      “Why are you always my voice of reason? You’re right. I should. I will. Tomorrow.”

      “See? Easy peasy. Keep me updated. I root for you.”

      I giggled. “You better.”

      I moved to my bedroom and unclasped the chain around my neck. The one that had my old wedding ring on it.

      “What are you doing?” Addison asked as I stored the ring in a box after pressing it to my lips.

      “Moving on. It’s about time. Jeff lives in here,” I said, pointing to my heart.

      “You sure?”

      I nodded. “Yes.” I blew out a long breath. “It feels right. It is time…to let go.”

      “Dah, I’m proud of you. You’re amazing. Nick is a lucky man. Don’t worry, okay? Things will work out between you guys. I can feel it.”

      “I love you. Night, Addi.”

      “Love you too. Night, girlfriend.”

      In the upstairs bathroom, I undressed and slipped into a hot bath with a glass of red wine in hand. Country music played as I sealed my lids, my thoughts drifting to Nick—for the thousandth time today. He’d been center stage in most of my dreams since the day we met, and took up way too many of my brainwaves during the day.

      Addison was right. Our friendship was too precious to let it go to waste and not explore it further.

      As I sank into my options, the sound of the doorbell startled me. In one swift movement, I dried off and wrapped a towel around myself. Who could it be at this late hour? The only person stepping on my front porch at any time of the day or night was Carter, but he wasn’t in town, so I really didn’t have a clue.

      Hurrying down the stairs, I rushed to the front door. The man on the other side looked nothing like Carter Hills. Blond hair, broad shoulders, tanned skin.

      Nick stood there, his head low, kicking the deck with the sole of his shoe, still wearing work clothes—a white T-shirt, a dark plaid vest, dirty jeans, and tan boots—looking hot and messy, his stubble longer than usual.

      “Hey,” I said, folding my arms over my chest, remembering I wore nothing but a towel. My lips turned up on their own at the sight of him.

      “Dahlia, I’m sorry for coming here so late.” He paused. “I-I just wanted to apologize, and…huh…it couldn’t wait.”

      “You are? Why?”

      Nick shook his head. “I ghosted you, but I didn’t mean to. It has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with me. The last week has been crazy, but now I was afraid you’d think you did something wrong, which is far from the truth. I shouldn’t have come here at this hour, but I wanted to explain.”

      “Did you just leave work?” Or had direct access to my naughty thoughts? Because seeing Nicholas Peterson dressed in construction attire was something my eyes would never get enough of. He looked effortlessly masculine, hot, and focused, like he’d just stepped straight out of a fantasy.

      A black smudge grazed his upper brow, and several more marked the front of his white T-shirt, which clung to his toned abdomen.

      His tousled hair gave him that boyish-manly look I loved so much.

      I ogled him with no shame as his irises, two golden gems, scanned the length of me.

      I blinked, interrupting our silent flirtation.

      Nick gave a single nod. “I pulled a lot of overtime this week. An unplanned project landed in my hands, and I wanted to get ahead. I was used to working much longer shifts in Chicago, and I have a hard time getting used to the shorter schedule here. Anyway, someone requested my help⁠—”

      “Wanna come in? I can warm something up for you…or huh…make you a sandwich. If you haven’t eaten yet. In a past life, I was crowned the Sandwich Queen. That’s how good they are. I’m telling you. You can’t miss it.”

      His lips curled at the corner, and the sight sent bursts of longing through me. “It’s tempting, but I’m not staying. It’s late, and you must be tired. I just wanted to clear the air. Friendship is sacred to me, and I’m never letting my friends down. Oh, and I brought you something.”

      He handed me a small, square cardboard box.

      “What is it?” I asked. “I love surprises.”

      “Every night this past week, I’ve been working at that cookie shop that’s opening this weekend. The owner gave me this as a thank you. I thought you and Jack would like it. There are frog and rabbit-shaped cookies in there. Oh, and they’re organizing a kid’s cookie decorating workshop in a couple of weeks. Maybe Jack would like to go. Just in case, I booked him a spot⁠—”

      My eyes rounded. “You did?”

      “Yes. It lasts about twenty minutes, and he’ll get to decorate a bunch of cookies with frosting and eat them afterward. I thought it could be fun. The lady told me even a toddler would love it.”

      I blinked. “You brought us cookies and booked my son a workshop?”

      “Oh shit. Is he allowed to eat sugary treats? I didn’t think about asking first.”

      I grabbed his hand between mine. “Yes, he is. Just not every day. Anyway, that’s very sweet of you. Now come in, you must be starving. I’ll feed you.” I winked, and he snickered with a shake of his head. “For the record, I’m not taking no for an answer. Also, I could use the company because I’ve missed my friend this week.”

      After I changed into a pair of lounge pants and a seafoam-green cotton long-sleeved T-shirt, Nick and I sat on the opposite sides of the table, and I watched him engulfing his sandwich. No. Attacking his food would be a better word.

      “This is amazing,” he said with a mouthful.

      “For how long have you been underfed?” I teased.

      “Nah. I’m not. Just haven’t eaten all day. Too busy.”

      A smear of mustard clung to the corner of his lips, drawing my eyes to it.

      “You have—” I pointed to his face.

      A soft blush colored his cheeks.

      “I what?”

      On my feet, I neared him, and using the pad of my finger, I wiped away the yellow blot, then brought the coated finger to my lips.

      Time stood still.

      The air froze between us—around us.

      A warm tide arose from a foreign place inside me.

      I swayed and leaned on the table to stay upright.

      I couldn’t find the right words to explain the swarm of butterflies flying in my stomach, each bigger and more beautiful than the other. They multiplied at a vertiginous speed, and I had to blink to break the trance I’d fallen into.

      Nick swallowed, and it soon cast another spell on me. One I wished to never escape.

      In a sweeping motion, he moved to his feet. The heat emanating from his muscular frame echoed within me. With a deep inhale, my lids fluttered closed when one of his hands molded around my nape while the other rested on my hipbone. My body soaked in the manly scent of him, and my soul baked in his glow.

      Every touch of him branded my skin through our clothes.

      My thundering heart pounded in my skull, the rhythm dizzying.

      I closed my hand around his elbows, my anchors to stay grounded in this world.

      Nick’s warm lips skimmed my forehead, and a new tide, now overflowing with overpowering lust, arose inside me.

      A small gasp left my mouth when his lips trailed to the side of my cheek and lingered there for a long moment.

      My head spun as Nick’s grip on me tightened, and I reminded myself to breathe.

      Caressing the shell of my ear, his rough voice stirred my heart.“Thanks for dinner. Again, I’m sorry I’ve been distant. Never again. I’ve missed you too much.”

      If only I could hold on to him like this forever. Through the storms and the fun times. Through darkness and complete illumination.

      A long exhale left his mouth, and his shoulders slouched a bit forward when he stepped back, breaking the moment.

      He gathered the empty glass and plate and filled the dishwasher while I stood there, still entranced by everything that he was.

      After a while, he came back and pressed his forehead to mine. “Are you gonna be okay?” he asked, the whiskey-deep tone of his voice diffusing shivers through me.

      I nodded.

      “Good.” Why was the word sounding painful coming from him? As if he’d hoped I’d plead for his assistance, his presence, his care, so he wouldn’t have to leave.

      He lowered his head and planted a kiss on my cheek—so soft, that tremors shook me. And so intoxicating, I believed for a moment I was drunk.

      Nick stepped back, my hand nestled in his. “Night, Dahlia.”

      He flashed me a hint of a smile, and my heart kindled.

      I blinked again, and he was gone. The door clicked behind him, taking a piece of my heart in its wake.

      Air returned to my lungs, oxygen made its way to my brain, and I regained control of my body. I blew out a long breath, wondering if I’d dreamed the entire scene. My hand flew to my cheek. The whisper of his kiss was all he left behind, the sole reminder of him.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I surveyed the business I’d created from scratch. Gowns made by local and foreign designers, prom dresses, bridal attires, accessories like shoes, purses, tiaras. Dahlia’s Bridal Shop had something for everyone. Including a kid’s section with smaller versions of high-fashion labels. It even hosted an exclusive line of bridal wear by a coveted designer from Milan and an affordable line sporting my name that I co-designed.

      Being the owner, I spent a lot of time dealing with orders and numbers. Even though I enjoyed the business side of things, I also liked to meet with women and help them pick the most beautiful gown for their perfect day.

      Making their princess dreams accessible and possible.

      The shop was busier than I’d ever expected it would be, which forced me to hire another employee. I couldn’t work ten-hour shifts seven days a week. Jack spent most of his weekdays with Paula, but his nights and most weekends were mine. No matter what, this wouldn’t change. In all honesty, I could have chosen to never work another day in my life. My future was already secure. But I still had dreams and wanted to reach for them, and this bridal shop was at the very top of the list. After finding love again and having at least another child. Someday… One day.

      Anyway, being a retiree didn’t fit me. Not at all.

      Today, I came home early, wanting to spend quality time with my baby.

      “Jack’s still asleep, Ms. Ellis,” Paula said as I dropped my purse on the kitchen island.

      “Thank you, Paula, and please call me Dahlia.” She nodded, but I knew she wouldn’t. Just like the fifty previous times I had asked her to. “You can go home. I’ll take it from here.”

      She left, and after I changed into a pair of cotton shorts and a hoodie, I climbed into Jack’s bed, molded my body to his, and closed my eyes, and let exhaustion lull me to sleep by his side.

      We woke up from our nap two hours later, rested. “Nick came over last night to bring you something. Hungry for a cookie?” I asked my baby boy as we sat on the back deck, watching squirrels jumping from trees, basking in the final hour of daylight.

      “Yay,” he screamed, hopping all around me. “Cookies. Cookies. Love cookies. Mama, gimme.”

      After I fished out the box from the kitchen, I joined him back outside and opened the lid.

      “Oh,” Jack said. “Frogs. Boing. Boing.” He paused to imitate the animal. “Boing. Boing.”

      I watched my son, his adorable grin full-on, clapping his hands, reaching for a green-frosted sugar treat.

      He licked his lips, and I failed to hide my smile.

      “Good?” I asked.

      He nodded, gulping the last bite, his fingertips green with frosting.

      Unable to resist, I tasted one too. “Ohmygod, you’re right. Wow, these are delicious.”

      “Deciliticious,” he repeated, scooting over to sit on my lap.

      With a palm, I ruffled his mass of hair and kissed his head.

      Soon he squirmed out of my embrace and hurried to the slide, scaring the squirrels as he ran after them.

      Left alone, my thoughts returned to Nick and how I missed him. Last night ended up being a teaser, making me yearn for him even more.

      Jack called my name, and I joined him, scooping him in my arms and tickling him while he laughed his heart out.

      On the swing, with my arms around him, I rocked my son back and forth as an idea popped into my head.
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          NICHOLAS

        

      

    

    
      I got home early, ready to start painting another wall of the house. The sun sparkled in the azure sky, not a cloud in sight. I stood atop a ladder with a paintbrush in hand, soaking in the warm mountain breeze on my face. Country music—I kinda had come to really like it, thanks to a certain redhead I couldn’t chase from my thoughts—played from a portable speaker I had set on the banister below. I hummed, focused on my task when Chaz joined me, Buddy trailing behind him.

      “Hey, guys,” I greeted. “Bud, I thought you weren’t coming today,” I added with a smile.

      The bloodhound made a noise that sounded like a sigh and huddled in a quiet corner beneath his favorite tree.

      Both Chaz and I exchanged a laugh and a shrug.

      I leaned back to admire my work. The top of the wall looked fierce with a fresh coat of white paint.

      “From down here, it looks pretty great. Need a hand?” the teen asked, nearing the base of the ladder where I was still perched.

      “Are you skilled with a paintbrush?”

      “Huh…not sure, but I’m afraid of heights. Please don’t ask me to come up there with you.”

      I breathed out a warm laugh. “Not a chance. You can paint the windowsills if you wanna give it a try. It’s pretty straightforward. I already sanded them the other day. Grab a can of paint and a brush from the back of my truck and you’ll be set.”

      In no time, Chaz got to work.

      After an hour of painting in silence, he asked, “Do you miss Chicago?”

      “Everybody in this town has been asking me that question.” I smiled with a shake of my head. “The truth is, I don’t. Which, to be honest, surprised me at first. I love how simple life is around here. The absence of traffic is a huge plus. People here are happy, and friendly. I’m still not used to the rumor mills, but other than that, I get why people would want to move to Green Mountain and raise a family.” I climbed down the ladder, shifted it to the right, and climbed back up. “Have you been to Columbus yet?”

      “No,” the teen said. “My parents and I are going soon, so I can get to know the city and everything before the big day. We’ll go to⁠—”

      My phone rang. I tapped my back pocket to realize I left it on the banister.

      “Chaz, can you get that?”

      “Sure.” A pause. “Hi, this is Nick’s phone.” Pause. “No, I’m his neighbor.” Pause. “Yes.” A longer pause. “No.”

      I snickered. By the sound of the interrogation going on, I’d bet Tucker was on the other end of the line.

      “Nick,” Chaz said, “this guy named Tucker says it’s an emergency.” He held my phone over his head. With a huff, I stepped down and grabbed it.

      “Hey, Tuck, what’s up?”

      “Man,” he said, “where have you been? I’ve been texting and calling you nonstop like a clingy girlfriend, and you never reply or call back.”

      “Sorry,” I said, wiping my stained hands on my jeans. “Been busy. Working overtime and all that stuff.”

      “Yeah, yeah. We almost never talk since you moved. I’m beginning to think you prefer the company of a dog to mine.” He sighed, and I’m pretty sure he rolled his eyes too. Tucker was always aiming for the drama.

      “Seriously, you should leave the finance world and go straight to Hollywood. You’d be a much better actor. And knowing you’re the best at your job, it’s saying something. What’s the emergency?”

      “None. Just a marketing strategy to make sure you wouldn’t avoid my call this time.”

      “Huh…okay, but I’m in the middle of something, and you’re being paranoid.”

      “No, there is actually something. How is it going with that girl you told me about? Still in the friend-zone or did you score a goal like pussy-whipped Jace would say?”

      Why did I open my mouth about Dahlia to him of all people? “Yep, we’re friends. For now.”

      From the cooler on the ground, I fetched a bottle of water, uncapped it, and took a big gulp.

      “What does that even mean? You get sucked on the side, or you tap that pussy only on the weekends? Unless you jerk yourself to oblivion every night. Do you fix roof leaks in Green Mountain too? I bet your services are in high demand. Uncle Mike could start a new division.”

      Water spilled from my mouth as I burst out laughing.

      “Fuck, Tuck. No roof leaks. And don’t mix Mike into your kink. No need to brand these images into my head. C’mon, man.” I shook my head and wiped my dripping chin with the back of my hand. “For what it’s worth, and I can’t believe I’m actually laying out the facts for you, our relationship is not like that. Why do I even try to explain myself?”

      Beside me, Chaz faked being fascinated by his phone screen, but no doubt he was listening to our conversation, judging by the grin on his face.

      Tucker continued as if I had said nothing, “Nick, you’re confusing me. Why no sex? This is fucked-up. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Tuck, I’m great. Never been better.”

      Chaz mouthed, I gotta get going, when my eyes landed on him.

      I moved the phone away from my face. “Thanks for your help. See you around.”

      The teen waved and disappeared behind the line of trees. Buddy raised his head to watch him leave, not making the slightest move to follow him home. I exhaled a chuckle. This dog.

      “Neighbor?” my friend asked once I brought my attention back to him.

      “Yep. Was helping me paint the house.” I sat on one of the front porch steps, my elbows propped on my bent knees. “To answer your question, that woman and I are friends, but I’d like us to be more. Eventually. When we’re both ready to give it a real shot. I don’t want us to be a fling. She’s long-term commitment material, man, not a woman you fuck and forget all about. She’s special.”

      “Shit. So, she’s out of my league then.”

      I spit a laugh. “Forget it. She’s too good for you. They all are. I have to go, not done with the wall yet.”

      “Call me later.”

      “Sure thing. Please stay out of trouble.”

      Tucker’s deep laughter filled the line before we hung up.

      Soon my thoughts drifted to Dahlia.

      As if she’d read my mind, she sent me a text message followed by a picture of her and Jack eating cookies.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dahlia

      

      
        You should have at least kept one. These are amazing. Can I join the kid’s workshop? I’d do anything for cookies.

      

      

      

      

      

      My stare locked on their happy grins as my thumbs typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        You like cookies? My bad, I pictured you more as a joystick kinda woman.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dahlia

      

      
        Dear god. You’re the worst.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        You make it too easy for me. Anyway, woman, you have green frosting at the corner of your mouth. If you were here, I’d take care of it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I pressed send, loving the flirting we always indulged in. Since the barn and the double-date happened, I wasn’t convinced we could stay just friends for much longer.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dahlia

      

      
        Wish you were here with us.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Can we talk tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Wine and midnight talk? Sounds good.

      

      

      

      

      

      I pictured her laughing with her head tilted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dahlia

      

      
        Let’s say nine o’clock chat and wine. Deal?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I’ll be there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dahlia

      

      
        It’s a date then.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At eight fifty-seven, my phone went off. Not that I had been checking the time. Okay, fine, I had. My pulse raced when Dahlia’s name flashed on the screen. A warm flush hit me. Great, now I felt like a teenager going on a first date.

      I scratched the column of my throat before answering and smoothed my T-shirt as if Dahlia could see me.

      “Hey you,” I said the moment I accepted the call.

      “Hey, Nick. Free for our chat and wine?” she asked, her voice low, with a hint of a smile.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Since I don’t have the honor of picking you up, I have a few questions for you first.”

      “Go ahead. Hit me.”

      My lips curled. “It’s just one, in fact. What are you wearing?” I asked, slouching on the couch, my feet resting on the square ottoman.

      Dahlia’s sharp intake of breath resonated through the phone, followed by a chuckle. “It’s not really sexy, but it’s comfy. Cartoon PJ pants and a T-shirt Jack painted for Mother’s Day. It’s a modern kinda piece of art with blue as the main theme. Very fancy and unique. Every designer’s dream.”

      “You should frame it. Could be worth a fortune someday.” My phone pinged, and a photo of Dahlia, gorgeous with her hair loose and rosy cheeks, her wineglass in hand, and wearing that piece of clothing, filled the screen. “Yeah, I agree, definitely museum material. Jack is awesome.”

      “He is. Being pregnant at twenty was a surprise, but in the end, it was for the best. He’s the greatest thing that has ever happened to me. As if life knew I’d need him to keep living. Now your turn to send me a picture. You’ve seen my outfit. Let me see yours.”

      I pointed the camera of my phone at me and smiled. Okay, I looked stupid. I ran a hand over my face and tried again.

      It took me about five poses to get a good enough result. “You know, I’ve never done this before,” I said.

      “What? Being charming over the phone?”

      I sipped my wine, shaking my head. “No. Sending a selfie to someone… Well, not exactly… I mean sending a selfie to a woman.”

      “So, I’m your first?”

      “You are.”

      “Oh, I like the sound of that,” Dahlia teased.

      And, for some stupid reason, it made me proud. At that moment, I missed being able to touch her. To kiss her. To hold her.

      “Please don’t judge me if I didn’t nail it. I might need a couple more tries.” I lowered my voice. “Or a private lesson.”

      “Nick, stop. You’re perfect.” Her gravelly voice turned my insides to mush. “Nice shirt, by the way. You’re a solid nine out of ten. Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “God, you’re a tough one to please. Dully noted. But you subtracted a point. Why?”

      “The lighting. There’s a shadow on your left side. Other than that, it would have been a perfect shot. I’ll still keep it, though.”

      Dahlia’s laughter lit up a thousand fires inside me.

      “I had no idea you were also a photography critic. Is there something you can’t do?” I asked, taking another sip.

      “A million things. But you’ll have to stick around to find out.”

      My playfulness faded, my tone turning serious, every cell in my body vibrating. “I can’t wait to learn about them. I’m sure you’re being too hard on yourself.”

      “We’ll see. And just to be clear, you’ll be allowed to grade me too.” Silence stretched between us. “Nick, I just wanted say…thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For being you.”

      My heart swelled and pushed against my ribs as her words streamed through me.

      “Thank you for being you too. Walking into your shop by mistake that day is the best thing that’s happened to me since I got here.” I breathed in some air and a hefty dose of courage. “Can I tell you something?”

      Dahlia’s voice became a throaty whisper. “Yes.”

      “I wish I could see you right now.”

      Was she panting? “Open your video chat. I wanna see you too.”

      “Hey,” I said when her face filled my screen.

      Dahlia sat on her bed, holding her phone in one hand and her wine glass in the other. How much would I give right now to be able to kiss her? Just another kiss to revive the ones we shared and feel her warmth against my chest. And get lost in her green irises. Trace the curls of her hair between my fingers. Touch her. Hold her. Fuck her.

      Uncomfortable on the couch, I moved to my bed, my phone resting against my folded legs, my glass in one hand and the other cupping my junk, the tightness in my crotch becoming unbearable.

      “Do you believe in soul mates?” Dahlia asked, breaking the painful threads of my thoughts.

      “Sure. I believe we’re all destined to be with someone for a reason nobody can explain. A force greater than us placing people on our road for a purpose. Why?”

      “Because I’ve been asking myself this question a lot lately. Can someone have more than one soul mate in life? Don’t answer…it’s silly.”

      I searched her gaze through the small rectangular screen. “Dahlia, it’s not silly. If I were in your shoes, I’m sure I’d be asking myself the same question. I love when you’re offering me a window to your thoughts…and to your soul.”

      I’d trade everything just to hug her right now and chase away the doubts in her eyes.

      Silence fell between us, both of us lost in our own minds for a moment.

      “What’s your favorite travel destination?” I asked, trying to get rid of the heaviness enveloping us.

      “Why?” Dahlia bunched her eyebrows, and I traced over them on the screen with a fingertip.

      “Because. I think people’s smallest preferences tell a lot about them.”

      “New Zealand. Favorite food?”

      “Chicken wings.”

      “Sweet or spicy?”

      “Spiciest, the best,” I said. “Favorite season?”

      “Spring. I love how everything wakes up. Favorite sport?”

      “If I’m playing, baseball. If I’m watching, hockey. Your middle name?”

      “Elisabeth. I love this game. Yours?”

      “Jake.”

      Dahlia’s eyes flared. “Nah, you don’t look like a Jake. I much prefer Nicholas.”

      The sound of my name—my full name—leaving her lips sent shivers up to the tip of my spine. Nobody except my mother—and strangers—called me this, and it had never sounded as sexy as coming from Dahlia’s mouth.

      “Nick, thanks for doing this with me. Talking, sharing, laughing. Being a mother, sometimes it scares people away.”

      I set my empty glass on the nightstand and turned to my side, my phone propped against a pillow and one arm folded under my head. “It would take a lot more than that to chase me away, Dahlia. I think it’s amazing that you’re a mom. I’d never see this as something negative. It’s part of who you are. Part of what makes you, you. What makes you amazing.”

      A faint blush colored her cheeks. “I have no idea where you come from, Nick Peterson⁠—”

      “Chicago,” I whispered while she grinned.

      “Now that I know you, if you didn’t exist, I would have to invent you. I’m kind of a fan.”

      The way the last word left her mouth with that southern drawl broke me in the most delicious way. All I craved now was to drive up to her place and kiss her senseless until neither of us could breathe on our own anymore. And to do nasty things to her. I remembered the taste of her lips, and every night, I prayed to taste them again and devour all of her right after.

      “So, you’re telling me I have my own fan club now?”

      “And I’m the president. I’m not crazy, I swear,” she said, using the words we exchanged the day we met.

      “First, don’t get ahead of yourself. I’m sure there are things about me that would drive you nuts.”

      Dahlia chuckled. “I doubt it. I’ve learned a long time ago that people are complex individuals with many layers, but the truth lies within their hearts. That’s where you gotta aim. And in your case, your heart is pure gold. I’m a good judge of character. Don’t try to sell yourself short.” She stared at me, her tongue sweeping her lower lip. “Tell me something annoying about you. I’ll tell you if it’s that bad.” She arched a brow, challenging me with her eyes.

      Damn, I loved how her power over me made me confess all my sins to her.

      “I hate lies. My temper usually flares when people tell me half-truths or lie right to my face. I also hate when things get chaotic. It drives me insane, and I withdraw into myself until I straighten them up.”

      “If those are your flaws, then we’re good.” Dahlia yawned, and I followed suit.

      “You tired?” I looked at the time. “Whoa, it’s already past midnight. Where did the time go?”

      “A little, but I don’t wanna hang up. I like our late-night talk. It feels like I know you better…or in a more intimate kind of way.” With my finger, I touched her lips over the screen. “I enjoy you being my friend tonight.”

      “Anytime.”

      Dahlia’s voice grew warm and steady. “After Jeff passed away, I’ve made it my mission to end each day by telling the people I care about how important they are to me.” Her eyes turned glossy in the dim light. “It’s something I have to do… I-I never got a chance to tell him those words or to hear them from him one last time...”

      My throat worked. A truckload of emotions knotted around my stomach and rattled my heart. “I know what you mean. Been there too.” I pinched my lips together, holding back my emotional overload before it spill over. The last time I went to see Derek, he slept the entire few hours I was there, and I never got a chance to tell him one last time how important he had been to me. “I’m glad we found each other.”
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