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Chapter One​
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The pitch deck blurred at the edges.

Naomi blinked hard, trying to refocus on the slides she'd already perfected three times. Her chest had been tight all day, that familiar pressure she'd gotten good at ignoring, but she'd pushed through worse. The sushi she'd wolfed down at her desk sat like a stone in her gut.

Just finish this. One more hour. Then you can go home, take a hot shower, and sleep.

Except she couldn't remember the last time she'd actually slept through the night.

Her hands trembled as she scrolled to the next slide. She flexed her fingers, shook them out. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed too loud. When had they always been this loud?

Then her hands went numb.

At first, she thought, what? Low blood sugar? She'd skipped lunch. That had to be it. But her vision tunneled at the edges, the walls of her office pressing in. The air thickened, turning to syrup in her lungs.

She tried to breathe.

Couldn't.

Tried again.

Nothing.

Her body was fighting for oxygen that wouldn't come, her heart slamming against her ribs like it was trying to escape. The sound of her pulse filled her ears, frantic, deafening, drowning out everything else.

This is it. You're dying. This is how it ends. Alone in your office at 9 PM, choking on your own ambition.

"Naomi?"

Her assistant's voice sounded like it was coming from underwater, distant, and distorted. Naomi tried to stand, to call for help, to do something, but her knees buckled. The room spun. The floor rushed up to meet her.

Strong hands caught her before she hit the ground.

"Oh my God, Naomi, can you hear me? I'm calling 911. Just breathe, okay? Just breathe."

But Naomi couldn't breathe. Couldn't speak. Couldn't do anything but clutch her assistant's arms and try not to drown in her own panic.

By the time the paramedics arrived, she was on the floor, eyes wide open, body frozen in fear.

The ER doctor had kind eyes and terrible news.

"Anxiety-induced panic attack," he said, like it was simple. Like her body hadn't just staged a full-scale rebellion without her permission. "Your vitals are stable now, but Ms. Armstrong, this is your body telling you something. You need to listen."

Naomi had nodded. Said all the right things. Accepted the referral for a therapist she knew she wouldn't call.

Because she was fine.

She'd be fine.

She just needed to push through.

––––––––
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Except she wasn't fine.

The second panic attack came four days later during a client meeting. The third, at home in her pristine condo, staring at her laptop screen at midnight.

That's when her mother sat her down, literally took her by the shoulders, and made her sit, and said the words Naomi had been avoiding.

"Baby, you're burning out. And if you don't stop, you're going to burn up."

Naomi had tried to argue. She had deadlines. Responsibilities. A business she'd built from nothing.

Her mother had just looked at her with those eyes that saw too much and said, "What's it all for if you're not here to enjoy it?"

Naomi hadn't had an answer.

****
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Three weeks later, Naomi stood in the driveway of a sprawling Vermont estate, her hands shaking for an entirely different reason.

You can do this. It's just a month. Four weeks. Twenty-eight days. You've survived worse.

Except she wasn't sure that was true anymore.

The estate rose before her like something out of a storybook, a stately stone house with ivy creeping up its façade, surrounded by rolling green hills that stretched toward a forest of evergreens in the distance. The late afternoon sun painted everything golden, and the air smelled like pine and fresh-cut grass and something sweet she couldn't name.

It was beautiful.

It was terrifying.

Naomi had spent the last twelve years building a life that revolved around control. Schedules. Deadlines. Meetings that started on time and emails answered within the hour. She knew who she was in that world. Knew her value. Knew how to win.

But here? Standing in front of this too-perfect house with nothing but a suitcase and her mother's stern warning ringing in her ears?

She had no idea who she was supposed to be.

Just breathe. In. Out. You can do this.

She grabbed her suitcase from the trunk, hesitated, then grabbed her laptop bag too. Her phone was already tucked in her purse, silenced but not gone. Baby steps.

The gravel crunched under her feet as she walked toward the front door. She raised her hand to knock, then paused.

What if this was a mistake? What if she couldn't do this? What if she got here and realized that the problem wasn't work, it was her?

The door swung open before she could spiral further.

A woman in her seventies stood in the doorway, silver hair swept into a soft bun, flour dusting her apron, and the kind of smile that made you feel like you'd just come home.

"You must be Naomi! Oh, come in, come in. I'm Evelyn Smythe. Don't just stand there, dear, you look exhausted."

Naomi opened her mouth to protest, she was fine, she didn't need help, she could handle her own suitcase, but Evelyn was already ushering her inside with the gentle insistence of someone who'd raised children and wouldn't take no for an answer.

The interior was even better than the photos. Warm wood floors, plush furniture that looked like it had been chosen for comfort rather than style, and the smell, God, the smell. Vanilla. Fresh-baked bread. Something cinnamon and sweet.

Naomi's shoulders dropped half an inch without her permission.

"Richard!" Evelyn called toward the back of the house. "She's here!"

A man appeared from what looked like a study, tall, lean, with white hair and the kind of weathered face that came from years spent outdoors. He smiled at Naomi like they were old friends.

"Welcome, welcome. Let me get that for you." He took her suitcase before she could protest, already heading toward the stairs. "You're in the Rose Room. Best view in the house."

"I...thank you." Naomi's voice came out smaller than she intended.

Evelyn looped her arm through Naomi's, guiding her toward the kitchen. "Now, I've got tea brewing and fresh cookies cooling. You're going to sit, have something sweet, and tell me absolutely nothing about why you're here unless you want to. Deal?"

Naomi felt something crack in her chest.

Kindness. When was the last time someone had just been kind without wanting something in return?

"Deal." she whispered.

****
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Naomi's room was perfect.

Too perfect, maybe. A large four-poster bed with a cream-colored duvet that looked like a cloud. A window seat overlooking the meadow. A fireplace that Richard had already stocked with wood "just in case the evenings get chilly." Fresh flowers on the nightstand.

She set her laptop bag in the corner. Stared at it. Picked up her phone.

Seven unread emails. Three texts from her junior assistant. One from her mother: Remember what we talked about. REST.

Naomi's finger hovered over the email app.

Just a quick check. Just to make sure everything's running smoothly. Five minutes.

But her mother's voice echoed in her head. What's it all for if you're not here to enjoy it?

Naomi took a breath.

Turned off her phone.

Shoved it in the nightstand drawer and closed it.

Her hands were shaking again, but this time from withdrawal, not panic.

This is good. This is what you need. Just breathe.

She sat on the edge of the bed, staring out the window at the fading sunlight, and let herself feel it, all of it. The exhaustion. The fear. The guilt of leaving her business in someone else's hands. The shame of not being strong enough to just push through.

And underneath it all, something else.

Relief.

God, when did everything get so heavy?

She'd spent years building a life of which she was proud. A business. A reputation. Independence. She'd told herself she didn't need anyone, didn't need rest, didn't need to slow down because slowing down meant falling behind.

But sitting here in this too-perfect room, with nothing but silence and the smell of vanilla in the air, Naomi realized something.

She was so tired of being strong.

Tired of being the one everyone relied on. Tired of having all the answers. Tired of pretending that success was enough to fill the empty spaces in her life.

She'd spent so long running toward something, she'd forgotten what it felt like just to stand still.

Maybe that's what I'm supposed to do here. Not find answers. Not fix anything. Just... stop.

The thought was terrifying.

And liberating.

Naomi pulled off her shoes, changed into comfortable clothes, and crawled under the duvet. The bed was as soft as it looked. The room was quiet. Outside, the world was settling into dusk.

And for the first time in months, maybe years, Naomi let herself rest.

Not because she'd earned it.

Not because she'd finished everything on her to-do list.

But because her body had finally convinced her she didn't have a choice.

One month, she told herself as sleep pulled her under. Just one month to remember what it feels like to be Naomi. Not the CEO. Not the problem-solver. Just... me.

Whoever that is.

****
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Naomi woke to birdsong instead of an alarm for the seventh morning in a row.

It still felt strange. Wrong, almost. Like she was forgetting something important, breaking some unspoken rule about productivity and worth. But when she rolled over and saw sunlight streaming through the gauzy curtains, painting patterns on the hardwood floor, she felt something she hadn't felt in years.

Peace.

Or at least, the beginning of it.

She'd fallen into a routine without meaning to. Wake up. Coffee on the back patio with Evelyn, who never asked about work and always had a story about the garden or the foxes that came through at dawn. Lace up her sneakers. Run the trail that curved around the lake, her playlist a mix of early 2000s hip-hop and aggressive metal that Evelyn had politely called "energetic."

The running helped. It always had. But here, it was different. She wasn't running from anything, she was just running. Feeling her body move, her lungs work, her mind finally, finally quiet.

After the run, she'd shower, grab lunch, and then... nothing.

That was the hardest part. The nothing.

She'd read three books this week. Actual books, not industry reports or marketing case studies. She'd walked the grounds, explored the small lake, sat in the garden, and watched bees work the lavender. She'd eaten meals that tasted like love instead of fuel.

And she hadn't checked her email in five days.

Her mother had called on day three to check in. Naomi had assured her she was fine, that she was resting, that yes, her phone was off most of the time.

Her mother had cried. Happy tears, she'd said. But still.

Naomi hadn't realized how much she'd been worrying everyone until she stopped.

Now, as she laced up her running shoes and grabbed her headphones, she felt lighter. Not fixed, she wasn't naive enough to think a week could undo years of burnout, but lighter. Like maybe she'd made the right choice coming here.

One week down. Three to go. You're doing okay.

She slipped out the back door, careful not to let the screen slam, and stretched on the patio. The morning air was cool and sweet, and the estate was still wrapped in that perfect early-morning quiet.

She hit play on her playlist, and Kendrick Lamar filled her ears as she started down the path.

For the first time in a long time, Naomi smiled while she ran.

Not because she'd accomplished something.

Just because she could.

****
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Wyatt braced himself half a second before the front door banged open and his almost-seventeen-year-old sister launched herself into his arms.

"Whoa! Hey there, firecracker." He caught her easily, laughing as he spun her once before setting her down. "You've gotten taller."

"You always say that." Emma beamed, her braces catching the afternoon light.

"Because it's always true." He kissed the top of her head. "Now let me grab my bag before you drag me through the house like last time."

"I wasn't dragging, I was being enthusiastic!" She was already halfway up the porch steps. "Come on! I'm showing you your room before anyone else steals you."

Wyatt chuckled, slinging his duffel over one shoulder. He'd barely made it to the porch when Luke stepped out, arms crossed, that familiar smirk firmly in place.

"Took you long enough. Traffic, or did you stop to shake hands with every voter between here and the capital?"

"Ha. Missed you too." Wyatt pulled his brother into a brief, back-thumping hug. "How's it feel to be officially a lawyer?"

"Like I'm about to make you look good on the campaign trail."

"I am the good one."

"You're the older one," Luke corrected. "There's a difference."

Before Wyatt could respond, their parents appeared in the doorway. Henry, silver-haired and solid, with the kind of presence that commanded respect without demanding it. Margaret, still elegant at seventy-two, her eyes bright with the kind of love that made Wyatt feel seventeen again.

"There's my boy," Margaret said, pulling him into a hug that smelled like lavender and home. "You look thin. Have they been feeding you on that campaign trail?"

"Mom." Wyatt laughed, but he hugged her back tight. "Good to see you too."

Henry clapped him on the shoulder, grinning. "Governor's going to look good on you. But not if you're skin and bones."

"I'm fine, Dad. Promise."

Richard and Evelyn appeared from the garden path, Evelyn still wearing her apron, Richard carrying pruning shears and a satisfied smile.

"There he is!" Evelyn wiped her hands on her apron and pulled Wyatt into a hug. "Our favorite politician."

"Favorite paying politician," Richard added with a wink.

Wyatt laughed. "Thanks for letting us take over the whole estate again. We appreciate it."

"Oh, don't thank us yet," Evelyn said, glancing at Emma, who was already tugging on Wyatt's sleeve. "You've got a month of that one."

"No one listens to me at home," Emma declared dramatically. "So now you're stuck."

"Lucky me," Wyatt said, but he was smiling.

And he meant it.

This, his family, this place, the noise and the laughter and the feeling of being home, this was what he'd been missing. What he needed before the real campaign chaos began.

Emma dragged him toward the stairs, chattering about her birthday plans and the bonfire she was already planning. Luke and Henry followed, their voices overlapping in easy conversation. Margaret linked her arm through Evelyn's, and the two women headed toward the kitchen, already planning dinner.

Wyatt let himself be pulled along, let the warmth of his family wrap around him like a favorite sweater.

For the next four weeks, he wasn't Candidate Stark.

He was just Wyatt.

And damn, it felt good.

****
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Naomi was up before the sun fully cleared the trees.

She'd started waking earlier this week, not from anxiety but from genuine restfulness. Her body was finally catching up on years of missed sleep, and apparently, that meant she was now a morning person.

Who even am I anymore?

She laced up her sneakers, threw on her hoodie, and grabbed her phone and headphones. The estate was still quiet, wrapped in that peaceful pre-dawn hush that made everything feel like a secret.

Two nights ago, Evelyn had mentioned that the Stark family would be arriving for their annual vacation. Naomi had made a joke about Tony Stark that landed flat, then listened as Evelyn explained the tradition with obvious affection.

Naomi's first instinct had been panic. Other guests meant noise, questions, small talk. The exact things she'd come here to escape.

But Evelyn had been reassuring. "They're lovely people. Keep to themselves mostly. You won't even know they're here if you don't want to."

So Naomi had nodded, smiled, and promptly taken her last two dinners in her room.

She'd heard them arrive yesterday, the laughter, the overlapping voices, the sound of a family that genuinely enjoyed each other. It had been... nice. From a distance.

Now, as she stretched on the back patio and hit play on her workout playlist, she felt the tension in her shoulders ease. This was her time. Her routine. Nothing had to change.

The bass kicked in, Kendrick Lamar transitioning into Slipknot, and Naomi took off down her favorite path. The one that curved along the lake, cleared and safe, perfect for running without thinking.

By the time she slowed to a cool-down walk, sweat coated her skin and her lungs burned in the best way. She tugged off her hoodie, suddenly overheated, and pulled off her headphones as she approached the back door.

She opened it and immediately collided with someone.

"Oh! My goodness!" The woman, older, silver-haired, with kind eyes that went wide, stumbled backward with a surprised laugh.

Naomi's hands shot out instinctively, steadying her. "Oh my God, I'm so sorry! I didn't see you-"

"I should've been watching where I was going!" The woman waved it off, still laughing. "You must be Naomi. Evelyn's told us all about you."

"I, um, yes. I'm Naomi." She was suddenly, painfully aware of how sweaty she was. "I'm so sorry, I wasn't paying attention, "

"Don't apologize. I'm Margaret. Margaret Stark." She smiled warmly, and there was something about her, a gentleness, a steadiness, that made Naomi's panic ease.

Before she could respond, a younger voice chimed in.

"Oh, she's pretty, Mama."

Naomi turned to see a teenage girl with strawberry-blonde hair and braces, holding a cup of tea and staring at her with unfiltered honesty.

Naomi's eyebrows shot up, a surprised laugh escaping before she could stop it.

"Emma," Margaret said gently, but there was affection in the warning.

"What? She is!" Emma shrugged, completely unbothered.

Naomi felt her cheeks warm, from the run or the compliment, she wasn't sure. She tucked a damp curl behind her ear and offered a small smile. "Thank you. I think?"

"Definitely a compliment," Emma confirmed.

Margaret shook her head fondly, then stepped aside to let Naomi pass. "Don't let us keep you. But if you'd like to join us for dinner tonight, we'd love to have you."

"Oh, I..." Naomi hesitated. "I don't want to intrude on family time."

"You wouldn't be," Margaret said simply. "The offer stands."

Naomi nodded, murmured another apology, and slipped past them into the house.

As she climbed the stairs toward her room, she could hear Emma's stage-whisper behind her.

"I wasn't wrong, was I?"

Margaret's quiet laugh followed. "No, sweetheart. You weren't wrong."

Naomi smiled despite herself.

Maybe dinner wouldn't be the worst thing.

****
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Naomi stood outside her bedroom door for a full thirty seconds, hand on the knob, telling herself this was ridiculous.

It was just dinner. With people. Normal, friendly people who probably wouldn't even notice if she slipped in, made a plate, and disappeared back upstairs.

Except her stomach had betrayed her the moment Evelyn mentioned pot roast, and the smell wafting up from downstairs was making her mouth water. Fresh food. Real food. Not reheated leftovers eaten alone in her room while pretending she preferred the solitude.

You're a CEO who's negotiated million-dollar deals. You can handle dinner with strangers.

She tugged at the hem of her blue sweater one last time and forced herself down the stairs.

The dining room glowed warm with lamplight, the long table already set with mismatched chairs that somehow looked intentional. Evelyn was placing a huge bowl of mashed potatoes on the sideboard, steam rising like a promise.

"Just in time, darling!" Evelyn looked up with that knowing smile that made Naomi wonder if she'd been watching the clock.

"I was just going to grab a plate," Naomi said quickly, gesturing vaguely toward the kitchen. "I didn't want to intrude on family time."

"You're not intruding."

The voice came from behind her, deep, warm, with the kind of quiet authority that made people listen without trying.

Naomi turned.

The man standing there was tall, broad-shouldered, with silver-threaded dark hair and eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled. He had the kind face of someone who'd spent a lifetime listening to people's problems and actually caring about the answers.

"Henry Stark." He extended a hand, and his grip was firm but gentle. "We'd be honored if you'd join us."

Before Naomi could politely decline, Margaret appeared beside him, the woman she'd nearly bulldozed that morning. Her smile was warm but left no room for argument.

"Evelyn's pot roast waits for no one, dear. And there's more than enough." She was already pulling out a chair. "Please. Sit."

Naomi's rehearsed excuses died in her throat. She found herself moving toward the table, murmuring a quiet "thank you" as she slid into the seat.

Richard appeared with a glass of water, setting it in front of her like she'd been expected all along. Evelyn winked from across the room.

Ambushed. She'd been ambushed by kindness.

The patio doors swung open, bringing with them the sound of male laughter and the tail end of an argument about fishing lures.

"...I'm just saying, if you'd listened to me, we would've caught twice as many."

"Luke, you caught one fish."

"A massive fish- "

The two men stopped mid-stride when they saw her.

The younger one, Luke, she assumed, had dark brown hair that looked like he'd been running his hands through it, bright blue eyes, and a grin that came too easily. He blinked at her, then let out a low whistle.

"Oh. Emma was right. You are pretty." Luke said with a smile.

"Luke." Henry's voice dropped into Dad Warning Territory.

Luke held up his hands in surrender, but his grin didn't fade. "What? I'm just stating facts."

Naomi's eyebrows lifted, but she let out a surprised laugh.

The other man, taller, older, with the same dark hair but steadier eyes, reached over and shoved Luke's shoulder. Hard.

"Ignore him," he said, and when his gaze landed on Naomi, something in the air shifted.

He had the kind of face that didn't demand attention so much as earn it. Strong jawline, a hint of stubble, and eyes that were startlingly blue even in the soft light. But it wasn't his looks that made her pulse stutter.

It was the way he looked at her.

Not like Luke's playful appreciation or Henry's fatherly warmth. This was different. Curious. Interested. Like he'd just stumbled across something unexpected and couldn't quite look away.

"Wyatt Stark." His voice matched his presence, calm, grounded, with an undercurrent of something she couldn't name. He didn't offer his hand, just gave her a small nod and a smile that made her feel like she'd been seen.

Not observed. Seen.

"Naomi Armstrong," she managed, and hated that her voice came out quieter than she intended.

"Nice to meet you, Naomi."

The way he said her name, slow, deliberate, like he was testing how it felt, made her fingers tighten around her water glass.

Emma burst through the kitchen door with the energy of a small tornado, her strawberry-blonde ponytail swinging as she slid into the seat beside Naomi.

"I'm sorry," she blurted immediately, cheeks flushing pink. "For this morning. Mama says I need to learn when to whisper and when to just... not."

Naomi turned to her, grateful for the distraction, and smiled. "You caught me off guard. But no harm done."

Emma's face brightened. "Good. Because I still think you're pretty. I'm just supposed to say it quieter now." She stage-whispered the last part, making Naomi laugh despite herself.

"Emma Grace," Margaret warned, but there was affection in her voice.

"What? I'm learning."

Henry cleared his throat and stood, bowing his head. The room quieted. "Let's give thanks."

Naomi lowered her gaze, listening as Henry's deep voice offered a simple, heartfelt blessing over the food and the people gathered. It was the kind of prayer that felt lived-in, not performed. When he finished, the room erupted into motion.

Dishes passed, serving spoons clattered, and voices overlapped in that particular rhythm families develop over years of shared meals.

"Luke, don't hog the rolls."

"I'm not hogging, I'm securing.”"

"Pass the green beans before your brother eats them all, "

Naomi accepted each dish with quiet thanks, her plate filling with food that looked like it belonged in a magazine. Pot roast so tender it fell apart under her fork. Mashed potatoes whipped to creamy perfection. Green beans with bacon that smelled like comfort itself.

She took a bite and nearly groaned.

Across the table, Wyatt was watching her again.

Not staring. Not leering. Just... noticing. The way someone might watch the first snow fall or the sun break through clouds. Like she was something worth paying attention to.

Their eyes met, and for a second, the noise of the table faded.

Then Emma launched into a story about her upcoming birthday, and the moment broke.

"...and I want a bonfire. With blankets and s'mores and a playlist that no one over thirty is allowed to touch."

"Over thirty?" Luke chuckled, looking at their dad.

"Exactly. Ancient."

"I'm sitting right here," Henry said mildly.

"You're retired, Dad. You don't count."

The table dissolved into laughter, and Naomi felt something loosen in her chest. Something that had been wound tight for months, maybe longer.

She wasn't being interrogated. Wasn't being judged. No one was asking about her business or her five-year plan or why a woman her age was eating dinner alone in Vermont.

She was just... here.

And it felt good.

"So, Naomi," Wyatt said, his voice cutting through the chaos with the ease of someone used to commanding a room. "What brings you to the estate?"

The question was casual, but his eyes weren't.

Naomi set down her fork, buying herself a second. Everyone was still talking, still laughing, but she could feel his attention on her like a spotlight.

"I needed a break." she said finally. Simple. True.

"From?"

There was no judgment in the question. Just curiosity. But something about the way he asked, gentle, patient, like he actually wanted to know, made her want to tell him the truth.

About the sleepless nights. The panic attack. The way her own success had started to suffocate her.

Instead, she smiled, small, guarded, and reached for her water. "Work."

He didn't push. Just nodded slowly, like he understood there was more to the story and was willing to wait for it.

"Fair enough," he said. "Sometimes we all need to step away."

"Even future governors?" The words slipped out before she could stop them.

His eyebrows lifted, surprise flickering across his face before it shifted into something warmer. Pleased.

"Especially future governors."

Luke leaned forward, grinning. "Oh, she's done her research."

"I haven't." Naomi admitted. "Evelyn mentioned it."

"Did she also mention he's a total Boy Scout?" Luke teased. "Holds doors, saves kittens, helps old ladies cross the street, "

"I've never saved a kitten," Wyatt said dryly.

"You would if you found one."

"That's true," Margaret added with a smile.

Wyatt shook his head, but there was a hint of a grin tugging at his mouth. "This is what I get for bringing them on vacation."

"You love us." Emma said confidently.

"Debatable."

But the way he looked at his family, warm, unguarded, full of the kind of affection that came from years of showing up, said otherwise.

Naomi watched him, this man who was running for governor but still teased his little sister and let his brother roast him at the dinner table. There was something steady about him. Grounded.

Safe.

The thought startled her.

****
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As dinner continued, Naomi found herself relaxing in inches. She answered questions, what did she think of Vermont? Beautiful. Did she like running? It clears my head. How long was she staying? A month if I can manage it.

And she asked some of her own.

Emma's birthday plans evolved into a full campaign, with Margaret insisting on fruit salad and Emma insisting on anything but. Richard shared a story about the estate's history that had everyone leaning in. Luke managed to insult and compliment Henry's fishing skills in the same breath.

And, oh Wyatt, Wyatt kept looking at her.

Not constantly. Not obsessively. But enough that she noticed.

Enough that when their eyes met again, she didn't look away as quickly this time.

"You're quiet," he said softly, his voice low enough that only she could hear beneath the family's chatter.

"I'm listening," she replied.

"Fair enough." He paused, then added, "But if they get to be too much, you're allowed to escape."

"Are you offering me an exit strategy?"

"I'm offering you an ally."

Something in her chest fluttered.

She looked down at her plate, a small smile tugging at her lips despite herself. "I think I'm okay. For now."

When she glanced back up, he was smiling too. The kind of smile that didn't need words.

And for the first time in a long time, Naomi didn't feel the weight of her own silence.

She just felt open.

****
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By the time dessert was cleared, Evelyn's apple pie that earned groans of appreciation from everyone, Naomi realized she'd been at the table for over two hours.

And she hadn't checked the time once.

Hadn't felt her chest tighten.

Hadn't needed to escape.

As people started to rise, stretching and gathering dishes, Naomi stood too. "Thank you. For dinner. For... letting me crash your family time."

"You didn't crash anything," Margaret said warmly. "You're welcome anytime."

"She means that," Henry added. "Don't be a stranger."

Emma hugged her, quick and enthusiastic, and Luke gave her a lazy salute. Richard and Evelyn were already planning breakfast aloud.

Wyatt walked her to the foot of the stairs.

"You survived," he said, hands in his pockets, that quiet smile still in place.

"Barely," she joked.

"They grow on you."

"I believe it."

They stood there for a moment, the house settling into its nighttime rhythm around them. Naomi should've said goodnight. Should've turned and walked up the stairs.

But she didn't.

And he didn’t move either.

"Goodnight, Naomi," he said finally, her name sounding different in his voice than anyone else's.

"Goodnight, Wyatt."

She climbed the stairs slowly, feeling his gaze follow her until she turned the corner.

When she closed her bedroom door behind her, she leaned against it and exhaled.

Her heart was beating faster than it should've been.

And she was smiling.
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Chapter Two​


[image: ]




In her room, Naomi closed the door and leaned back against it, eyes shut, heart still doing something complicated in her chest.

The silence pressed in, welcoming, soft, and way too loud.

She peeled off her sweater and jeans, reaching for her oversized University of Vermont t-shirt. She didn't bother folding the discarded clothes or turning down the bed properly. Didn't do her skincare routine or wrap her hair. She just climbed under the covers and stared up at the ceiling, letting the cool sheets settle against her warm skin.

"What in the absolute mess was that?" she said aloud to no one, to the ceiling, to God if He was listening.

Wyatt Stark.

She closed her eyes, but that only made it worse. Now all she could see was him. Those vivid blue eyes that seemed to catch every shift in her expression. That voice, smooth, low, coaxing without even trying. The dark hair with just enough curl to make her fingers itch. The beginning of a beard dusting his jaw that made him look less like a polished politician and more like a man who knew how to use his hands.

She hadn't been attracted to anyone in, what, seven years? Maybe longer. She couldn't even remember what her type was anymore.

But this? This felt different.

He had to be at least six-two, carried himself with the kind of easy confidence that came from knowing exactly who he was. Lean but solid, like a man who worked out just enough to stay strong but didn't obsess over it. She'd noticed the way his shirt stretched across his chest when he leaned back in his chair, the way his forearms flexed when he reached for the water pitcher.

Stop it. Stop it.

She rolled onto her side, pulling the blanket up to her chin.

She wasn't a virgin. Wasn't naive. She'd felt attraction before, physical, sexual, emotional. But this felt like all three at once, hitting her like a punch she hadn't seen coming. It felt heavier. Deeper. Like a warmth threading through her veins, a song she'd never heard before but somehow knew all the words to.

God, where did that even come from?

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force the thoughts away, trying to push him out of her head.

But all she could see was the way he'd looked at her across the table. That steady, unreadable gaze that somehow felt like he was seeing past every wall she'd ever built.

The wildest part?

She didn't mind.

Not one bit.

****
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Wyatt stood near his bedroom window, the glass cool against his palm, a half-empty water glass forgotten on the sill. Sleep had been a tease last night, close enough to touch but never quite landing. And when it finally came, it brought dreams. Her smile. That soft, surprised laugh. Those deep brown eyes that seemed to hold entire conversations without saying a word.

Now, in the pale wash of early morning light, the reason for his insomnia was stretching on the gravel path below.

Naomi.

Arms reaching high overhead, back arching in a way that made his throat go dry, then folding forward like it was second nature. She had no idea he was watching. No idea that at dinner last night, when she'd smiled, really smiled, not that polite, guarded thing she did when she was being careful, his pulse had jumped.

And when their eyes had met across the table, when she'd looked at him like she was trying to figure him out?

He'd forgotten how to breathe.

Now he was watching Naomi start her run in the soft morning light, her curls pulled back in a ponytail, black leggings and a white tank top that moved with her like water. Her gold hoops caught the sunlight, winking back at him like they were in on the secret.

She was beautiful. Brown skin that glistened in the warmth of the kitchen lights and now in the pre-dawn. Brown eyes that he loved looking at, cheek bones that were highlighted when she smiled.

But it wasn't just that.

He'd known beautiful women. Dated them. Been photographed with them at campaign events and fundraisers. Beauty was easy to recognize and even easier to forget.

This was different.

This was the way she listened, really listened, when people spoke. The way she engaged with Emma, her questions sharp and real. The way she held herself, like she was carrying something heavy but refused to let anyone else see the weight.

He wanted to know what that weight was.

Wanted to know her.

Wyatt sighed, watching until she disappeared around the bend of the path, swallowed by the trees and morning mist.

What the hell is happening?

He'd been careful since becoming a councilman. Cautious. He knew what headlines could do, how quickly a relationship could become a liability. He'd had two serious relationships in the past decade, both of which ended amicably when it became clear his work would always come first.

He understood attraction. Respected it. Managed it.

But this?

This felt different. Vibrant. Like it was echoing up from some part of him he'd forgotten existed, settling over him like a second skin.

He drained the rest of his water, set the glass down on the windowsill, and exhaled slowly.

Time to figure out who Naomi Armstrong is.

And why you want to give her the world.

***
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Naomi rounded the last bend of the path, her breathing steady, her skin buzzing from the cool Vermont morning and something else she refused to name. The estate was waking up, the smell of fresh coffee drifting from the kitchen, the low murmur of voices rising somewhere inside.

As she climbed the back steps, the screen door swung open.

Emma bounded out wearing paint-splattered leggings and an "I Came to Paint" t-shirt, her smile so wide Naomi could see her braces gleaming.

"Naomi! Perfect timing!"

Naomi pulled out her earbuds, laughing. "Morning, Emma."

"We're painting the sunrise! Well, what's left of it. After breakfast. You have to come." Emma clasped her hands together like she was praying. "Mom already set up easels and everything."

A polite decline was forming on Naomi's lips, automatic, reflexive, but then she caught the hope in Emma's eyes.

She hesitated.

When was the last time someone wanted you around just because?

"You know what?" Naomi heard herself say. "I'll be there."

Emma squealed, arms flapping with pure teenage joy before she darted back inside, yelling, "Mom! She said yes!"

Naomi shook her head, smiling as she climbed the stairs and headed down the hallway toward her room. Her fingers were just closing around the doorknob when another door down the hall opened.

Wyatt stepped out.

Gray t-shirt slightly rumpled. Fitted jeans that sat oh so right on his hips. Freshly shaved jaw. And those damn eyes doing that quiet, unreadable thing that made her forget how to be a functioning adult.

They both froze.

Then he smiled, slow, easy, dangerous.

The kind of smile that could unravel a woman's resolve like pulling a thread.

Naomi's heart thudded once, sharp, and heavy. She cleared her throat, managed a small nod, and stepped into her room like it was the only safe choice in the world.

As the door clicked shut behind her, she pressed her back against it and exhaled.

Through the door, she heard his low chuckle and the sound of his footsteps heading toward the stairs.

She closed her eyes.

Girl, get it together.

****
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Twenty minutes later, Naomi found herself in the garden with an easel, a palette of soft oranges and pinks, and absolutely no idea what she was doing.

Emma chattered beside her about clouds and dragons and how light worked, or didn't work, according to her confident but scientifically questionable theories. Margaret painted with quiet focus across from them, her canvas already taking shape. Evelyn hummed to herself, adding broad strokes of gold to her sky.

Naomi dipped her brush and tried to follow the horizon line.

It was... fine. Not good. But relaxing in a way she hadn't expected. She added it to her mental list: Things To Do To Relax That Don't Involve Spreadsheets.

She was mid-stroke when the patio door slid open behind them.

"You ladies saving any fun for the rest of us?" Luke's voice carried across the garden, playful and loud.

Naomi glanced over her shoulder. Luke and Wyatt stepped out, both holding coffee mugs, both looking entirely too comfortable in t-shirts and morning stubble.

"Extra canvases are by the table!" Evelyn called, waving them over. "Come join us."

Luke slid in beside Naomi with an exaggerated flourish. "Now, don't judge me too hard. I'm more finger-paint than fine art."

Naomi chuckled. "As long as you stay on your own canvas, we're good."

Wyatt settled on her other side.

Close enough that she could smell his soap, something clean and woodsy that made her entirely too aware of how near he was.

She kept her eyes on her canvas.

Don't look at him. Do not look at him.

"The hues in your sky," Wyatt said quietly, his voice low enough that only she could hear. "They're lovely."

Naomi's stomach flipped.

She blinked at her canvas like she'd forgotten what she was painting.

"Thank you," she managed, trying to sound normal. Unaffected. Her brush hand trembled slightly as she dipped it into more blue.

Get yourself together.

A soft chuckle came from beside her, low, warm, entirely too pleased with itself.

Her spine straightened. Heat crept up her neck.

Thankfully, Luke launched into a dramatic monologue about his "deliberately abstract clouds," pulling her attention away before she did something embarrassing like blush.

She focused hard on answering him, on keeping her voice steady, on not thinking about the man sitting six inches away whose presence felt like gravity.

****
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The dining table glowed under low golden light, the long oak surface crowded with platters of roasted lemon chicken, summer vegetables, warm bread, and glasses filled to the brim. Everyone had gathered on the wraparound porch for dinner, the Vermont evening breeze slipping through the screens, carrying the sound of crickets like a soft symphony.

Naomi sat between Luke and Evelyn, directly across from Wyatt.

Of course. Of course she was across from him.

Conversation started light. Emma retold the morning painting session with theatrical flair, complete an exaggerated impression of "Naomi's serious painting face" that had the whole table laughing. Henry and Richard traded fishing stories. Margaret teased Richard about his "one that got away" tale that grew bigger every year.

Naomi let it all wash over her, smiling when appropriate, answering when spoken to, but mostly just... listening.

She liked this. The warmth. The ease. The way this family loved each other without performing it.

She reached for her water glass and found Wyatt watching her.

He lifted his own glass, took a sip, and one corner of his mouth curved up in a small, private smile.
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