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        Three Years, Two Months and Seven Days Ago

      

      

      

      
        
        Abi

      

      

      

      I really don’t want to go back to my hotel room.

      For more reasons than one.

      First, my brother and my best friend, Mae, are probably swapping spit on the couch, and I refuse to be scarred by that kind of visual trauma. Supposedly, Mae “wasn’t feeling well,” so Seth heroically took her back to the room hours ago. Uh-huh. Sure, buddy.

      Second—and this is the bigger one—I’m in New York City. The Big Apple. The city that never sleeps. If I go to bed now, I’ll miss something amazing, like street performers or rats doing a synchronized dance. Okay, fine, it’s dangerous to wander alone at night, but it doesn’t feel dangerous. It feels… magical.

      And third.

      I might have a teeny, tiny, microscopic crush on David.

      He’s one of Seth’s best friends and is the only single guy on this whirlwind escape from our small hometown. He’s broody, annoyingly handsome, and surprisingly easy to talk to. Especially for someone who looks like he stepped off a billboard we saw at Times Square, with his gorgeous eyes and tailor-made suit. I met him for the first time today, and honestly, the man’s unfairly charming. Like, “stop raising my expectations for men” levels of charming.

      Seth has friends all over the world, and when he proposed a last-minute trip to the city, several of his buddies joined us. We went to see the musical Wicked earlier and then had dinner with the group. Now the only ones left at the restaurant are myself, David, Hayden, and his wife, Anna.

      “We’ve got an early flight, so we should probably turn in,” Hayden says, and Anna nods.

      David drapes his arm over the back of my seat, his muscles shifting just enough to brush against my shoulder. A slow, delicious heat unfurls in my stomach, and of course, my traitorous body chooses this exact moment to shiver. Fantastic.

      There’s something different about David. I flirt a lot. Mae and I have a ball during the summer with all the frat boys, but this is different. I enjoy listening to David talk. When I’m talking to him, I can tell he’s interested in what I have to say. He’s been that way all day, and it’s like he can’t take his eyes off of me.

      “I’ll make sure Abi gets to her room safely. Seth would kill us if anything happened to her,” he says, all noble-like.

      I roll my eyes so hard they practically need a chiropractor. Seriously? If Seth’s wrath is the only thing motivating him to hang out with me, I might need to rethink this whole crush situation. Even if I desperately want to kiss those gorgeous lips of his.

      Anna gives me a hug. “Promise you’ll come visit us in Michigan. We’ve had so much fun with you.”

      I grin at her. “And you guys need to come stay at Whisper Springs. You’ll love it.”

      Hayden gives me a hug, and we watch them walk away.

      I should not be here.

      Not alone in a New York City restaurant with a man who looks like he walked straight out of a historical romance novel. The kind with heroes who smolder in darkened corners, exude power without saying a word, and make perfectly sensible women consider ruining their reputations for just one taste.

      David leans back in his seat like he owns the place, his dark blonde wavy hair falling just enough over his forehead to make me want to reach out and push it back. He’s watching me, blue eyes unreadable but intense, like he’s trying to decide what to do with me.

      I volunteer as tribute.

      The candlelight flickers against the sharp angles of his face, highlighting the strong jaw, the scruff that I suspect he only half-heartedly shaves, and the lips that look entirely too dangerous. His sleeves are rolled up to his forearms, exposing tanned skin and corded muscle, and when he shifts slightly, I catch the tiniest glimpse of ink peeking out from beneath the cuff of his shirt. Fun fact: hidden tattoos make girls turn to mush, and all guys know it.

      I swallow hard. I’m so out of my depth.

      I reach for my drink, desperate for something to do with my hands. Or my mouth. Nope, not thinking about his mouth. Absolutely not.

      David watches me over the rim of his glass, a slow, almost lazy smirk tugging at his lips.

      “You okay?” he asks, voice low and knowing.

      Absolutely not. “Of course,” I say, somehow managing to keep my voice steady.

      Liar.

      “It’s barely midnight.” I hope my voice doesn’t betray the lust I’m currently feeling.

      He gives me a crooked grin that makes my stomach flutter. He leans in, his ocean-blue eyes on mine. “I was hoping you’d say that. Shopping, drinking, or dancing?”

      I don’t really care. I just want to be with him. Which is stupid. He’s so far out of my league that I shouldn’t be thinking about alone time with him. Then again, I have no idea when I’ll be in New York City again. “None of the above. I just want to walk and take it all in. That’s weird, isn’t it?”

      “Not at all. Let’s walk. And when we get tired, we’ll grab a car to the hotel. I’m staying with you guys. Seth booked a decent hotel this time.”

      David pulls out his wallet and tosses some bills on the table like we’re in a mob movie, then nudges me out of the booth.

      Everyone had piled cash on the table before leaving, and I have no clue how much our server is actually walking away with, but based on this mountain of money, it’s probably more than my car is worth. Seth’s friends are loaded.

      He places a hand on my back and leads me out the door. I can’t help but enjoy the way it feels.

      We walk for a bit in silence, but it’s a comfortable silence. We pass a government building with lots of people going in and out.

      “What’s this?” I ask, more to myself than him.

      David glances up. “It’s night court.”

      “Oh my gosh. Like that show my dad used to watch?”

      David nods. I grab his hand and pull him up the stairs. “This’ll be awesome. You can explain everything to me.”

      We sit in the back of a courtroom and whisper about the cases. David’s got an arm slung across the back of my seat, and I shiver every time he whispers something in my ear. I know I should probably be careful around him, but I can’t help myself.

      After an hour, David nudges me. “Come on, let’s find some coffee.”

      He grabs my hand and pulls me out onto the street and thankfully doesn’t let go.

      “You know, if we drink coffee right now, neither one of us will be sleeping tonight,” I say.

      He raises his eyebrows at me. “And do you plan on sleeping?”

      I bite my lip and glance up at him. “Nope. Not a bit. Triple espresso for me.”

      We find a coffee truck, and I order my drink. I plan on wandering the city until dawn with him.

      The streets are emptier than I expected, but there are still people around. “Are you sharing a room with Seth?” I ask because suddenly I don’t seem to have anything interesting to say. The tension has suddenly skyrocketed. Though that may be the caffeine hitting my veins.

      He shakes his head. “We’re not twenty anymore. We’re grown-ass men who need our space. Besides, several years ago, we discovered that when we pick up women and bring them back, we don’t want to share.” His lips turn into a small smile, like he’s just waiting to see how I’ll react.

      My cheeks heat up, and I silently pray it’s not as obvious as it feels. I mean, I’m not a total prude—I’ve had sex before—but I’ve never done the whole “let’s go back to your place” thing with a guy I barely know.

      His sharp eyes twinkle as he watches me, like he knows exactly what I’m thinking. Fantastic. Now my brain is blushing too.

      “Does that make you uncomfortable?” he asks, suddenly serious.

      I start walking. “What, the idea of my brother having sex with random women? Yeah, a little.” That reminds me that he’s alone in a hotel room with my best friend. Probably doing more than I want to imagine. Gah. I cannot go back there tonight.

      David falls in step with me, his hands shoved into his pockets. “I was referring to the topic of sex in general.”

      This conversation is taking a turn I hadn’t expected and, quite frankly, is a little uncomfortable. But I’m not telling him that.

      “No,” I lie. “I’m perfectly comfortable with my sexuality.”

      He nods and gives me another devastating smile. “Good. You should be. You’re a very sexy woman.”

      I swallow. This is a guy—no man—who has traveled all over the world, has more money than God, and is handsome in a way that would render some women speechless, and he’s casually calling me sexy.

      What am I supposed to do with that? I tug my jacket closer to my body.

      “Now you’re trying to make me uncomfortable.”

      He chuckles as he nudges my arm. “Maybe a little. I like it when you blush.”

      I’ve got to change the subject. “You’re a lawyer, right? What kind of law do you practice?”

      He tells me about his criminal law practice in Florida as we wander through Times Square. And he asks me questions about my life. So, I tell him about the river back home, my horse (who’s basically the only man in my life), and my loud, nosy family. You know, the small-town greatest hits.

      “Seth rarely talked about you guys, and I didn’t realize you were all so close. I’d kill for a family like that.”

      I love my family. I really, truly do. I appreciate them, and I’m grateful for them, but sometimes—sometimes—having seven older brothers feels less like a blessing and more like a full-time security detail I never asked for.

      They mean well. They always have. But when you’re the baby sister, the only sister, it doesn’t matter how old you get. Someone is always hovering. Checking in. Intervening.

      It’s been that way my whole life. Growing up, I had to learn to hold my own, to be tough enough to stand up to them, but not so tough that they didn’t still see me as their little sister to protect. It was a delicate balance, one I got pretty good at—until I left for college.

      Now they don’t know what to do with me. Every single one of them would be mortified that I was out in New York City with an insanely handsome man who’s at least ten years older than me.

      As we weave through the crowded streets, the city buzzes around us. It’s late, but New York never really sleeps, and for once, I’m glad for the distraction. Streetlights cast a golden glow over the sidewalk, and I sneak a glance at David, wondering if my brothers have anything to worry about.

      “What about your family?” I ask.

      His jaw tightens, and he exhales a deep breath. “My mom died when I was little.” There’s a rigidity in his posture, a controlled stillness that wasn’t there before. “My dad owned the practice that’s now mine. I was raised by nannies.”

      He keeps his eyes straight ahead, his hands still shoved in his pockets.

      “Dad liked them young and hot,” he continues, his voice emotionless in a way that makes my heart twist. “So when he got tired of screwing one, he’d get a new nanny. I never had one for more than two years.”

      I stop walking. He doesn’t notice right away and keeps going like he can outrun the words he’s just said. But then, after a few steps, he slows, turning back to me. For the first time since he started talking, his gaze meets mine, and there’s something raw in his expression.

      “You know,” he says, his voice quieter now. “I’ve never shared that with anyone before.” He pauses, and I see the moment that hesitation creeps in, the flicker of regret in his eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go that deep on you.”

      The corner of his mouth tugs up, but his shoulders are tense, his body coiled like he’s waiting for me to back away. Like he’s said too much. Like he expects me to flinch.

      I don’t.

      Instead, I close the space between us and slip my arm through his, tugging him forward. Maybe I can physically pull him out of his own head. “I don’t mind. I like hearing about you.”

      His face goes serious for a second, then it splits into a grin. “Abi girl, are you admitting that you like me?” Just like that, he’s shattered the seriousness, and I’m not about to bring it back.

      I shake my head at him. “All girls like you.”

      “This is true. But it’s been a long time since I liked a girl.”

      I give him a sidelong look. “Are you saying you like me? Surely this isn’t new for you.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe it is. Maybe I’m used to being physically attracted to girls but not really caring about anything else. For some reason, I care about the other things with you. Which seems weird because I’m sharing with you all the things that I normally keep hidden. I don’t know… I want you to know the real me.”

      I suck in a breath. This got serious again really fast and not just about him sharing his life with me. I need to pivot.

      “So tell me more. Where’s your dad now? Retired?”

      “Dropped dead of a heart attack four years ago.” He doesn’t miss a beat.

      I squeeze his arm. “That’s awful. So you’re all alone?”

      He tugs me closer. “I have my frat brothers and my dog, Eppie. They’re my family. Though now that Seth and Mae are inevitable, I’m the only one single.”

      He’s in his mid-thirties and not married. Usually, guys who don’t have family crave a wife to take care of them. Or at least that’s what my brothers tell me.

      “Why don’t you have a girlfriend then? You freely admitted that women like you.”

      He shakes his head. “I, uh... My dad ruined me. He had me screwing my own nannies by fifteen. I’ve never fully been in a relationship. I tried a little in college, but I’m broken. I never sleep with the same woman more than a few times. And I never, ever want to have kids. They’ll end up just like me. Besides, I don’t really like them.” He gives a hollow laugh. “Again, you have me spilling my guts. Who are you?”

      Any thoughts of being the wife to take care of him disappear, even if he’s tugging at my heartstrings. This is not the guy for me. Phew. That was close. But also a little sad. He’s had a rough life, and now he basically has no one. I don’t know what to make of it all.

      “Thanks for ruining the crush I was developing on you.” I nudge him, trying to lighten the mood.

      He gives me another one of those crooked grins, and I try not to melt. “I take it you want the husband, the babies, and all that?”

      “I do. I can’t wait to be a mom. I want a dozen kids and a house full of love. It’s what I had growing up. My parents are so in love that it’s nauseating. I want that too.”

      I’m barely twenty-two, but I’ve already got that itch to get started on life with a husband and a cute farmhouse with a wraparound porch. I want to stay in Whisper Springs forever and also start a film studio. I can do both, right?

      I glance up at the skyscrapers. Nope. I most certainly cannot do both. If I want a life in film, I’ll need to be where the action is. But a girl can dream. We pass a restaurant that’s just closing up. I thought things never closed here.

      David stares at me intently, like he can see right through me. There’s something different with him—a connection that I’ve never felt before. This isn’t good at all.

      “You never found that with the guys you’ve dated so far?”

      I shift awkwardly and almost let go of him, debating whether to fake a sudden coughing fit or a celebrity sighting. Now we’re hitting on my baggage.

      “No. I mean, I’ve had a few long-term relationships. I dated the same guy pretty much all through high school, and we broke up my freshman year in college. Then I dated two other guys for a few months. But I broke up with all of them.”

      “You heartbreaker.” A smirk tugs at his lips, but there’s something else in his eyes—something softer, like he’s trying to figure me out and enjoying every second of it.

      “I know. I made them all cry.” I laugh, hoping to drive him off the subject. Yes, I have my own baggage where dating is concerned, and I don’t like thinking about it.

      “If you wanted a husband and family so desperately, why did you break it off?” His voice is suddenly curious.

      I rub my forehead. He’s not to be deterred. I suppose I could tell him. I haven’t talked about this with anyone except my mom. It’s weird—spilling my secrets to a near stranger. That’s why it might be easy. There’s no history, no judgment, just me and this guy, and it somehow feels like we’ve known each other for years, even though we only met yesterday. Or I’m oversharing because he’s hot. That’s definitely a possibility.

      I hesitate. “I guess you told me of your brokenness. I can tell you mine.”

      He grins. “We’ve got all night and loads of New York streets to roam. Maybe we can fix each other.”

      “Maybe,” I say. This guy grew up with a warped sense of relationships, but I’m curious to hear his perspective. “All three of my relationships lacked passion. You know? Like, I love PDAs and stuff. All three guys I dated were all over me in the beginning. We’d kiss outside classrooms, and they’d grab my ass or whatever. But as soon as we started sleeping together, that stopped.”

      “You’re saying they wanted the sex but not the affection?”

      “I guess. I don’t know. I think there’s something wrong with me. The sex was never very good with any of them. I read romance novels. I know what it’s supposed to be like. I broke up with each of them within a couple of weeks of us sleeping together.”

      David laughs out loud. “That’s because you were sleeping with boys, not men.” His answer comes so fast. Like it isn’t possible for me to suck at sex. I hope he’s right.

      “Mom had a different theory.”

      “You told your mom?” He stares at me like I grew a third eye. Most people aren’t as close to their moms as I am but still. If you have a good relationship with your mother, then no topic should be taboo. I debate whether to continue, but I don’t know how to get out of this conversation now that I’ve started it.

      I keep my eyes down. “Yeah. I asked her what an orgasm felt like, because I’m pretty sure I’ve never had one.”

      He coughs, and I resist the urge to look at his face. Mine’s flaming right now.

      “I can’t believe you asked your mom that. What did she say?” His voice is full of disbelief.

      “That I broke things off too early in each case. That sex usually gets better with love and time.”

      He doesn’t say anything for a long moment. I know he doesn’t sleep with a woman more than a couple times, and so the idea that it gets better with time is probably foreign to him. I desperately want there not to be something wrong with me. I want passion and chemistry and wild sex for the rest of my life. Not some half-baked idea of it.

      We approach an alley, and he jerks me into it, pressing me up against a brick wall, his body flush with mine and his lips hot on my ear. “I think it can be great the first time, and if you’re up for it, I can prove it to you. Say yes, and we’ll grab a cab and go back to the hotel. Say no, and we’ll change the subject and continue our casual walkabout of New York City.”

      He brings his head up, those gorgeous blue eyes meeting mine. The guys I’ve dated before were pretty boys who knew it. But David exudes a confidence that goes far beyond that. He’s not just pretty. He’s ruggedly handsome.

      Desire flares in my stomach, and I don’t even hesitate. That feeling is what I want, and it’s something I’ve never really felt before.

      “Yes.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      Then his lips are on mine, and his hips grind into mine. His hands are in my hair, and I let myself be bold and slide mine up the back of his shirt, the muscles rippling underneath my fingers. I’m pretty sure I’ve never been kissed like that before. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I was just dating the wrong guys.

      He breaks away suddenly. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He grabs my hand and drags me out to the street to hail a cab. We slide into the backseat, and he gives the cabbie the name and address of the hotel. “How long until we get there?” David asks.

      “At this time of night?” The cabbie sighs. “Twenty, maybe thirty minutes.”

      “Perfect, here.” He hands the driver a hundred-dollar bill. “Don’t look in your rearview mirror.”

      He pulls me onto his lap so I’m straddling him, and my skirt bunches up around my thighs. He slides his hands up my skirt to my ass and pulls me tight against him. I squeak, and his lips twitch. “You have no idea what you’re in for tonight.”

      Then his lips are on my neck. He’s kissing at first, and then he gives a little nip, and I jump, but he holds me close. I whisper in his ear, “You know, if you leave a mark, my brother will ask all kinds of questions tomorrow.”

      “Did it feel good?”

      “Well, yeah, but that’s not the point.” Seth will kill David if he finds out we were together. Then he’ll enlist all the rest of my brothers to do it again. They’ve never taken well to guys I dated.

      David brings his lips back to my neck and kisses it again, and even though this time I’m certain he’ll leave a mark, I can’t bring myself to tell him to stop. It does feel good. Too good.

      He trails his lips up to my ear, where he nibbles on the lobe, and I have to stop myself from groaning. While I do appreciate a good PDA, this is almost too much for me, and I don’t want to give the cabbie something to listen to.

      He pulls away, his breath hot on my ear. “We need to lay down a few ground rules for tonight.”

      I nod, not really able to speak as his fingers are lightly running up and down my hips. It makes me think we might do the deed right here in the cab.

      I can feel his mouth against my ear.

      “I’ve rendered you speechless, huh? That’s good. Anyway, rules. One, we can’t tell Seth. If he notices your hickey, you tell him you hooked up with a random guy. Two, this is a one-time-only thing. You aren’t allowed to fall in love with me or contact me after tonight. We probably won’t see each other again, after this weekend, but if we do this won’t happen again. And three… This is the most important one. From this moment on, I’m in charge. You’ll do whatever I say. If at any given time, you want to end things, you say the word ‘stop,’ and I will, no matter what’s going on. But there’s no going back once you say stop. I’ll bring you a glass of water, wait for you to get dressed, and walk you back to your room. Do you understand?”

      Desire and fear swirl in my stomach. His fingers are still on my upper thighs, and my neck is burning. A small part of me wants to cower away and say no thanks. I’ll find a boring guy, and we’ll have boring sex for the rest of my life, because this feels like too much. Then again, this is an opportunity I’ll never have again. One that promises to change me.

      One that’ll tell me if something is wrong with me.

      “Yes, I understand.”

      “And will you follow the rules?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”
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      I still remember the exact date when I last had sex. It was three years, two months, and seven days ago. It was a night that changed everything. I knew I’d never be the same when I stumbled out of David’s suite—I swear he had the fanciest room in the hotel—at six the next morning. And I was right.

      During the time I was in his hotel room, we didn’t sleep even a minute, and it was everything I’d ever hoped good sex would be. He proved that there was nothing wrong with me at all. Unfortunately, he set the bar really, really high, and I haven’t found any guy even remotely interesting since. I look at guys now and think about that feeling I had with David—the desire and want—just isn’t there. I haven’t even bothered trying.

      It wasn’t just the sex. We talked a lot. Mostly about hopes and dreams for the future. He wanted to be a judge someday, and I told him all about how I wanted to travel the world and be a big-shot film producer. I confessed my fears of not being able to do it and also have that big family I’ve always wanted. Lots of kids. He convinced me that I could. That it was possible to do both. There was something different about lying in his arms. I felt like I could conquer the world.

      I haven’t heard from him in three years, two months, and seven days—not that I’m keeping track or anything.

      In those three years, I’ve lived a lot of life. I helped my family kickstart a retreat for celebrities desperate for a week without wifi, had my baby, and spent a year following a yoga guru around the globe, filming her documentary. Fun fact: Yoga on a paddleboard is basically an extreme sport.

      My life has been unusual and adventurous. And yet, not a single day has gone by where I haven’t thought about that one incredible night with David. It’s like he rented permanent real estate in my brain, and he’s not even paying rent.

      Now he’s standing in my mom’s kitchen, casually chatting with three of my brothers like he’s known them forever. Meanwhile, I’m over here trying to figure out how to breathe like a normal person, wondering what he’ll do when he sees me. I’ve played that night in my head over and over again. Not only the sex—though it was mind-blowing—but the fact that I opened up to him in ways I don’t with other people.

      Thankfully, Mom took Lily to the zoo in Staunton today since the weather is nice, so there’s no evidence of our New York adventure. But let’s be real. If he sticks around longer than today, the truth will come out. Small-town secrets are about as secure as a screen door in a hurricane. And me? I have no idea what my next move is.

      If he follows his rules, then he’ll treat me like an old acquaintance. He might even pretend to not remember me at all. Maybe he doesn’t.

      He looks different. There are lines around his eyes that weren’t there before and a tension in his shoulders. I wonder why. I also want to be the one to rub out the tension, but I’m not saying that out loud.

      His shaggy blonde hair is a little longer, and it’s strange seeing him dressed in jeans and a casual buttoned shirt. His lean muscles are on full display, as well as the tattoo on his forearm of a broken compass. I close my eyes for a minute and remember what he looks like without a shirt on, which doesn’t help my current nervousness.

      My dog, Sugar, pushes past me and noses his mom, Deka. There’s another Doberman next to her that I’ve never seen before. It must be David’s dog. Seth and all his friends have Dobermans.

      I step into the kitchen, and four pairs of eyes land on me. Seth, Noah, and Mark don’t have any visible reaction. But David? Oh no, his eyes flicker with a desire so intense it could probably light the stove.

      It’s that look—the one I can’t stop replaying in my head at night when I think about… well, everything we did. Great. Now my cheeks are heating up.

      “Do you remember my friend David?” Seth asks.

      “I do. He went to New York with us.” I try not to let on that I feel anything for him at all, but it’s hard. That man ruined me from ever appreciating another man again. Any time another guy would even try to talk to me, I’d immediately compare him to David, and that’d be the end of it. He’s also my baby daddy. No one knows that though. Not even him. Fun Fact: Jane Austen never married, despite writing some of the greatest love stories of all time. Maybe she, too, had her expectations ruined by fictional men.

      Seth leans against the counter, arms crossed. “Yeah, he came out here to help Noah earlier in the year and fell in love with the place. Didn’t take much convincing to get him to stick around.” He turns to David, nudging him with his elbow. “I knew you were ready to get out of the rat race too.”

      David’s gaze flickers from Seth back to me. That look from a moment ago—full of heat, full of something I can’t quite name—lingers just beneath the surface, but he schools it quickly.

      “Yeah, well… city life isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” His voice is smooth, but there’s a weight to it, something unspoken that makes my stomach flip. “And I’m grateful to be able to help out around here while I figure things out.”

      Seth claps him on the back. “You won’t regret it, man. Ethan needs the help. And that house you bought is going to be stunning after the remodel.”

      “You’re moving here?”

      Seth grins. “Yeah. He bought a house in Maple Hollow.”

      No, no, no. He can’t move here. He’ll find out about Lily and bolt. Or he’ll stick around, and my brothers will kill him because he’ll ignore her. They’re going to find out. Everyone is going to find out.

      His whole “never wanting a family” promise still rings loud and clear in my ears, like a bad song I can’t stop humming.

      He and I will never be a thing. We’re two people with wildly different dreams of happily ever after—mine’s cozy and full of family, and his probably involves solo adventures and the occasional postcard.

      For a moment, I thought maybe my life would be like his. That’s why I left in the first place. I wanted all the adventures. I wanted to produce movies. But I know better now. That’s not the life for me.

      I’d never admit it out loud, but those months were some of the hardest of my life. Sure, I learned a ton about the world of filmmaking, but I also learned something even bigger: I want no part of it.

      Turns out that living in a high-stakes, high-stress environment isn’t exactly a kid-friendly lifestyle. Plus, it was lonely. Like eating-microwave-dinners-alone-while-watching-reality-TV lonely. No thank you.

      Here at Whisper Springs, it’s different. I’ve got an amazing support system—a village of people who actually care about me and Lily. I don’t want to give that up, not for anything.

      Yeah, it means letting go of my big “Hollywood director” dreams, but honestly? I’m good with that. I want to stay right here with my family and whoever else we rope into this beautiful, chaotic circus when my other brothers get hitched.

      But David being here. That changes everything.

      This is not good. Like, Titanic-meets-iceberg levels of not good.
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      Seth keeps talking about how he convinced me to move up from Florida after he found the perfect home for me to buy. Abi shifts from foot to foot, the nervous energy practically rolling off her. Sleeping with men like me wasn’t her style then, and I doubt it is now.

      That night in New York is burned into my memory. It wasn’t just the sex—though, yeah, that was unforgettable. It was everything. The way she looked at me like I was someone worth knowing. The way she ran ahead through the empty streets, twirling in the glow of streetlights, pulling me into her orbit without even trying.

      I remember the way she kissed me—wild, desperate, like she’d been waiting for me her whole life. And I’d been so damn sure I’d never see her again that I let myself believe it was just a night, just something fleeting and beautiful and nothing more.

      I was an idiot.

      Now she’s standing in front of me, and I feel like I just got sucker-punched by a memory I’ve been trying to outrun for years.

      Seth claps me on the back. “So the house part was easy. And now he’s changed from criminal law to property law and is setting up a practice here. After that mess with Noah, he decided it was time to make sure that Judge Miller starts playing by the rules. He’ll be staying in the house next to yours until his is ready.”

      Abi stares at me with mortification on her face. I hope what she’s thinking is the same thing I’m thinking. If we live next door to each other, there’s no way in hell that we don’t end up in bed. That night we spent together in New York was probably the most memorable night of my life. It comes back to me in dreams, and sometimes I swear I can smell her sweet scent on my pillow.

      But maybe she’s married now. Maybe there’s a boyfriend in the picture. I shouldn’t care. None of it is my business.

      But I do care. More than I want to admit. Because all I can think about is a repeat of that night. She’s like a drug I can’t shake, and I need just one more hit. Though I’m not sure once more would even be enough.

      “That’s nice.” I cross my arms and take a step back. I don’t want Seth thinking there’s anything between us.

      She’s beautiful—anyone can see that. Her blue eyes and long dark hair are striking, but it’s her freckles that make her stand out. In New York, she wore a lot of makeup, and while I noticed them, they were subtle, almost hidden.

      Here, in her mom’s kitchen, they’re impossible to miss. They soften her somehow, make her look younger, even prettier. It’s like seeing a different side of her, one that’s simpler, unguarded. I desperately want to close the distance between us and pull her into a hug or maybe even a kiss. I grind my teeth. I should not be having those thoughts at all.

      She takes her eyes off me and looks at Seth. My heart stutters. Maybe we won’t end up in bed together. Maybe she’s not as enamored with me as I am with her. That would serve me right.

      “What’s up?” Seth asks Abi.

      “I need to know if there’s anything special you want me to post on socials today. If not, I’ll just do a few aesthetic posts. I know Hannah’s been doing a lot of them, and I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be posting now.”

      “Stick with aesthetic this week. Next week we’ll launch a recruiting campaign for the summer camps. Most are full already, but I’m talking with Mark about squeezing in one more. Mae thinks we should start booking out multiple years in the future.”

      “That’s a good idea. We should. We can start pushing it but say we’re booking for next year. I don’t think we should do more than five years in the future, and we can always put people on a waiting list if earlier spots open up. We can talk more about it at the meeting tomorrow, yeah?”

      I didn’t think I could find her more attractive, but hearing her so professional, so sure of herself, changes everything. It’s like seeing a completely different side of her. When I met her before, she was young and carefree. Wide-eyed and innocent in a way that almost felt unreal. Now, she seems sharper, more grounded. And yet, somehow, she looks younger here. Those freckles probably help with that.

      But she’s grown up. That much is obvious.

      I keep my face neutral, not letting anything show. If I act like I care, Seth will see right through me. Still, the questions nag at me. I want to know what the last few years have been like for her, if she got her happily ever after, or if she’s still chasing it.

      I don’t ask. I can’t.

      Her eyes flick to mine, just long enough to stir something I’d rather not name. Then she’s gone, disappearing out of the kitchen. The conversation shifts back to my impending move, but my focus lingers on the empty doorway.

      “You know that property practice might not happen,” I say once she’s left the room. I expect that I’ll never be able to practice law again, and I’ll just rot away in my big house alone and purposeless.

      Seth shrugs. “That’s just a technicality. You have other skills you can use if you can’t get your license back. I’m glad you’re here. You’ll like it.”

      I keep my expression neutral. Both Seth and Noah know what happened to me, and I’m sure the rest of his family will as well before long. It’s not a secret, but it’s not something I go around broadcasting either. I just hope I don’t screw things up here the way I did back in Florida.

      That’s part of why I offered to help Ethan with the fall festival, even though the idea of hanging out with anyone makes my skin crawl. I need Seth’s family to accept me, maybe even look out for me, because if I have them in my corner, I won’t need anyone else. At least, that’s what I tell myself. Ethan’s been good to me though. He puts me on jobs where I can’t think too much about my problems, and he never expects us to talk while we work.

      I’ve never done a lot of physical labor before, and I was surprised to find that I like working with my hands. I like the t-shirt and jeans, even though I probably pay way more for mine than Ethan does for his. Everything is outside, and most of the work right now is cleaning things up and picking pumpkins.

      There’s a part of me that feels like I’m using them. The thought makes my stomach churn, but I don’t know how else to survive this. I’m in uncharted waters here, and for all I know, the next storm could wipe me out completely.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t see Abi the rest of the day, which is probably for the best. My own house won’t be ready until next spring. The place needs to be gutted and rebuilt from the ground up. Until then, I’m renting the place next door to her. It’s already furnished, so unpacking didn’t take much effort. My clothes and shoes are about the only things that I brought with me. Well, that and my kitchen stuff. I don’t have much, but what I do have is high quality. I’m not trading my Vitamix for a Walmart blender.

      Dinner with Seth and Mae was… fine. Their daughter Reese is cute, but she didn’t seem all that interested in me, which worked out fine. I hope I wasn’t too much of a downer. I’m sure they noticed how quiet I was, but small talk doesn’t come naturally these days. Seth even tried to talk me into coming along on a trip with our frat brothers in a couple of months, but I have no desire to be the only single guy there. That whole group is now all having kids too, it seems. It’s just one more thing that makes it harder to relate to because I’m not crazy about kids.

      Ollie’s the exception. I don’t know what it is about Jacob’s son, but he has this way of cutting through my bad moods without even trying. Hannah invited me over tomorrow and specifically pointed out that Ollie would be there.

      On my way home, I stop in front of Abi’s house. The yard is filled with fake tombstones, and the house is covered in giant spiders. There’s a witch on the door that looks like she crashed into it.

      Eppie trots ahead of me, her tail wagging as she sniffs around the tombstones. I glance at Abi’s windows, the warm light spilling through them, and wonder what she’s doing.

      It’s not too late—only nine, but I still worry that I’d be imposing. I have to know if she’s seeing anyone.

      I have to know if we can recreate the magic we had in New York. I don’t know if that’ll be good or bad. If it’s bad, then I can move on. But if it’s good… then I don’t know what I’ll do because I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop at just once.

      In a lot of ways, I measure my life by that time with her in New York. There’s before Abi and after Abi. Something shifted in me that day, something I haven’t been able to shake. It’s like she reached in and rearranged everything, leaving me to deal with the aftermath. I’ve never lain in bed and talked with a woman before. It was intimate, real, and raw and very nearly had me reaching for my phone the next day to ask Seth for her number. But I didn’t.

      Pesky feelings. I hate them. She’s not the first woman I’ve felt something for, but she is the first one I crossed that line with. I don’t sleep with women I could fall for—too messy, too risky. And from the second I laid eyes on her, I knew Abi was dangerous. The kind of woman you don’t get over.

      So I shouldn’t have slept with her.

      Because nothing has been as good since.

      I can still picture the exact moment I realized I’d fallen for her. We were standing in the middle of New York City, surrounded by noise and chaos, and she was there—stammering, innocent, and convinced there was something wrong with her.

      There was nothing wrong with her. She was practically perfect.

      Well, aside from the wanting twelve kids thing. Most people would run for the hills at the thought of it, but somehow, it only makes her more… Abi. She was ready to conquer the world, and I wonder if she’s done it yet.

      I’ve never done this before. Gone after a woman more than once. It makes me uneasy, but the last few months have been one long string of uncomfortable firsts—most of which weren’t my choice. I walk up to the porch. Might as well add another to the list.

      I hesitate, my knuckles hovering above the witch on the door. I can hear her in there singing. I recognize the tune, a popular Taylor Swift song, but Abi is singing way off-tune. Somehow that makes her even more endearing.

      I listen for a few seconds more and finally knock. It feels heavier than it should, like I’m about to set something in motion I can’t stop.

      The music turns off, and the door opens after a minute.

      She’s wearing a loose tank top and running shorts, her hair twisted into a messy knot on top of her head. No makeup, just bare freckled skin. She’s stunning in a way that steals my breath. If she doesn’t have a boyfriend, I’m not planning on walking back out of here tonight.

      I lean casually against the door frame, shoving my hands into my pockets to keep them from fidgeting. Eppie squeezes past me, her tail wagging as she darts toward Abi’s dog. I think his name is Sugar.

      Abi leans down to scoop up a stray shoe from the floor, and the sudden domesticity catches me off guard. She sets the shoe under a shelf that’s covered in books. For a brief second, I let myself imagine what it’d feel like to have this—her, another dog, a door to come home to.

      But I can’t afford to linger on thoughts like that.

      “I have two questions for you.”

      She crosses her arms. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Do you have a boyfriend or husband?”

      She swallows and eyes me up and down. “No. And question two?”

      I step into her house, invading her personal space but gauging her reaction. She doesn’t move, which I take to be a good sign. I run my finger along her cheek and across her nose.

      “Why on earth did you hide these last time?”

      She scowls, and her nose crinkles. That’s not what she wanted me to ask. It’s a good sign that I’m reading her signals correctly.

      “My freckles? Because they make me look like I’m twelve, and they’re ugly.”

      I chuckle. “They do make you look a little bit younger, but in no way are they ugly. They enhance your already stunning beauty.”

      I take another step closer to her, our toes now touching. I place my hand on her lower back, but I don’t pull her into me. Yet. “It’s been a few years, but do you remember the rules?”

      Her breath hitches. “I do.”

      “Tell me,” I say.

      “Number one was only once.”

      I tug her closer to me. “Which we’re obviously breaking.”

      Her lips twitch into a small smile. “Obviously.”

      “And the other two.”

      “No telling Seth.”

      “That one still stands. And three?”

      “You’re in charge unless I say stop.”

      I slide my other hand into her hair and bring her face close to mine. My lips are just about to meet hers when she places a hand on my chest and pushes away. “There’s something we need to talk about.”

      I press closer to her. “You’re already forgetting rule number three. I don’t want to talk tonight. At all. No words. We can talk tomorrow.”

      She gives me a small nod, so subtle I almost miss it. But it’s enough. More than enough. That tiny gesture shatters whatever restraint I have left.

      My lips crash into hers, desperate and unapologetic, like I’ve been waiting for this longer than I’m willing to admit. She tastes like mint and something sweeter, something I can’t name but don’t want to lose.

      Her fingers twist in my shirt, pulling me closer, and I lose myself in the heat of it. For a man who prides himself on control, I feel completely unmoored. It’s reckless, maybe even stupid, but I can’t stop.

      We’re moving before I even realize it, her hands tugging me forward as we stumble toward the stairs. Every touch, every kiss, sends sparks racing down my spine, and for once, I let myself drown in it. No second-guessing. No doubts. Just her.

      Her breath hitches as I press her against the wall halfway up the stairs, my hands gripping her hips like she might disappear if I let go. For a moment, I pull back, just enough to see her face. Her eyes are dark, her lips swollen, and there’s something about the way she looks at me that sends a deep, aching pull through me.

      I don’t deserve this—don’t deserve her—but selfishness wins out. My lips find hers again, and we barely make it to her bedroom before we collapse onto the bed.

      The world narrows to her—her skin, her warmth, the way she says my name like it means something. And for the first time in months, maybe years, I feel like I’ve found something solid to hold on to.
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      I’ve never allowed myself to sleep in the same bed as a woman. Never. I always leave before morning, or I make sure she does. It’s a rule I’ve stuck to without fail, a boundary that keeps things from getting too complicated.

      New York with Abi was the closest I’d come to breaking that rule, but we didn’t exactly sleep that night.

      Last night, though? Last night was different.

      I didn’t want to leave. I felt like the weight I’ve been carrying wasn’t crushing me for once. Abi’s face rested against my chest, her hand stretched across my stomach, and before I could overthink it, I let my eyes close.

      Now, sunlight streams through the window, soft and golden, and I blink awake. We haven’t really moved. Abi’s breath is slow and steady, her fingers lightly brushing my skin.

      My eyes shift to the nightstand, half-expecting to find a clock, but instead, I see a stack of romance novels. The titles sound like they belong in a Victorian sitting room. Of course Abi reads stuff like that. It’s somehow ridiculous and exactly what I’d expect from her.

      A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth, unbidden. I shake my head and let my eyes drift back to her, still curled against me like she belongs there.

      She glances up at me. “What time is it?” she mutters.

      “I have no idea. Daylight.” I motion toward the window.

      She squeezes her eyes shut and then opens them again. “I need to get up.”

      I hold her tighter against me. “No. It’s probably early. I’m not ready to let you out of bed yet.”

      She squirms against me. “No, really. I have to get up.”

      “Mommy,” a small voice says from the other side of the room.

      Mommy?

      Mommy!

      I lift my head up. Sure enough, there’s a little girl standing there rubbing her nose. How did I not notice that a child lived in the house? There had to be toys or some other indication.

      Well, I know… I was too busy looking at Abi when I followed her to her room.

      I lay back, and Abi grimaces. “I told you we had to talk. Let me get her breakfast, and then I can explain. You can use my shower if you want.”

      She slides out of bed. “I’m coming, Lily. Go down to the kitchen, and I’ll be there soon.”

      Abi escapes into the bathroom and shuts the door. But Lily doesn’t listen. Instead, she climbs onto the bed. I hike the sheets up to my neck. She stares at me for a minute.

      Holy shit. That curly blonde hair, those inquisitive blue eyes. Her face. I grip the blankets even tighter. Dad wasn’t sentimental. I don’t have a trove of pictures from when I was a kid… but if I did, they might confirm what can’t possibly be true.

      No. I have to be remembering wrong.

      “Who are you?” she asks.

      “I’m David,” I say.

      “I’m Lily,” she proudly announces.

      “How old are you?” I ask.

      She holds up two fingers. “On my birthday. I’ll be three.” She pronounces birthday as bwirfday and free as fwee.

      “When’s your birthday?”

      “I don’t know.” She spins around. “Mommy,” she yells. “When’s my birthday?”

      Abi comes out wearing a t-shirt and loose sweatpants. “March twentieth,” she says. Her eyes widen as she sees Lily on the bed with me. “Sorry,” she says, reaching for her daughter, but Lily scrambles over to me, putting her little hands on my face.

      “March twentieth. Mommy says I’m going to have a big birthday party. Will you come to my party?”

      Abi’s movements are quick—too quick. She wraps an arm around Lily’s stomach and pulls her off the bed in one fluid motion, like she’s trying to erase the moment before it settles. “I’m really sorry,” she says, her voice a little too light, too casual. “Let me get her some food, and we’ll talk.”

      “Mommy, who’s that?”

      “He’s just a friend of mine.”

      “Will he come to my birthday party?”

      Abi’s breath stutters for half a second. Not noticeable unless you’re paying attention. I am.

      “I don’t know, Lils. Maybe.”

      They disappear down the hall, and the sound of their footsteps fades until it’s just silence. I sit there, frozen, my mind replaying what I just saw.

      The little girl.

      She has my eyes, my nose, my blonde hair, everything. The resemblance is so stark it feels like a punch to the gut. My brain, still groggy from not enough sleep, scrambles to keep up, but the math is already there, clear as day. It adds up.

      She’s mine.

      The thought lodges itself in my throat, heavy and impossible to ignore. I don’t know what to do with it. My life is already a disaster, and now… this. A kid?

      I try to piece together what this even means. For Abi. For me. For Lily.

      And the worst part? I don’t know where to start.
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