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​Summary
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I’ve had a crush on Brody Hale for as long as I can remember—my dad’s best friend, the town’s hottest firefighter, the man with shoulders as broad as the Fourth of July sky.

And completely off-limits.

He never looked at me as anything but the kid who followed him and Dad around.

Until last Fourth of July.

One kiss under the fireworks turned into a night that changed everything.

A night I replayed a thousand times while running my hand over the secret growing inside me.

I left town before anyone could see the truth—before Brody could look at me with regret.

Now I’m back.

And my baby girl has his storm-gray eyes.

Brody isn’t shocked. He isn’t angry.

He’s... determined.

Determined to be in her life.

Determined to be in my life.

Determined to claim what he says was always his.

But if my dad finds out?

If the town finds out?

Fireworks were supposed to last one night.

I didn’t expect them to follow me home.
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​Trigger Warnings 
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This romance contains mature themes intended for adult readers.

Please read with care if any of the following may be distressing:


●  Age-gap romance (legal, consensual, FMC 20–22; MMC late 30s/early 40s)




●  Dad’s best friend / forbidden romance dynamics




●  Secret pregnancy / single motherhood




●  Mentions of complicated family expectations




●  Mild small-town judgment / gossip




●  A brief verbal confrontation with a disapproving parent




●  Sexual content, including explicit scenes




●  Possessiveness and protective behaviors from the MMC




●  Mild medical scare involving the baby (non-graphic, resolved)






This story ultimately contains love, healing, found family, and a guaranteed happily ever after.
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​Dedication 
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To every woman who ever swallowed her feelings, hid her heartbreak, or kept her magic quiet because she thought she wasn’t enough.

You are more than fireworks — you are the whole damn sky.

And to the readers who love forbidden longing, soft men with rough hands, and happily-ever-afters that feel like coming home—this one’s for you.
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​Ellie
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The oppressive stillness of the house wrapped around me the moment I stepped over the threshold, a heavy, unfamiliar quiet that swallowed the faint sounds of the street and even the soft coo of my daughter. I always forget how profoundly quiet this house gets in the afternoons, a silence so deep it feels like an absence, a void where laughter and arguments and the cacophony of growing up used to echo.

Maybe it’s because I haven’t truly lived here since I was nineteen, a lifetime ago, before the world fractured and reshaped itself around me, before everything I thought I knew about my future irrevocably changed. Or maybe it’s simply because I’m currently balancing a baby carrier, with its precious, slumbering cargo, in one hand, while the other grapples with enough free-floating anxiety to choke a grown woman, leaving no room for trivial observations.

“Home sweet home,” I whisper, the phrase tasting like a bitter irony on my tongue as I nudge the heavy oak door shut with my hip, the soft thud reverberating faintly in the quiet space.

Riley, nestled in the carrier, stirs at the sound. Her eyelids flutter open, and she blinks up at me with those storm-gray eyes—Brody’s eyes, a stark, undeniable replication of his gaze. A jolt of familiar, acute pain, mingled with a fierce, protective love, squeezes my heart the way it does every single time. She doesn’t know. She can’t know the complex, dangerous truth woven into her very being. And I hate myself a little for keeping the truth from her, for building a fragile wall of silence around her origins, even though she’s far too young to understand any of it, even a fraction of the heartbreak it could cause.

But I know. And seeing those eyes here, in the familiar, comforting, yet now somehow menacing, space of my father’s living room, makes everything feel too close, too precarious. The air grows heavy with unspoken history, pressing in on me like a physical weight.

“Ellie?” Dad’s voice, rough with age but warm with expectation, calls from the kitchen. I can hear the distant clink of dishes, a familiar comfort. “That you?”

“Yeah,” I call back, my own voice feeling thin against the sudden vastness of the room. “We’re in.”

He appears in the doorway a moment later, a faded dish towel slung casually over his shoulder. His hair is grayer than I remember, threaded with more silver, and the lines around his eyes are deeper, a testament to sleepless nights and worries I’ve undoubtedly caused. But his expression, as he spots Riley, softens into something so profoundly tender it nearly undoes me on the spot, threatening to shatter the brittle composure I’ve painstakingly constructed. Dad was never the mushy type, never one for grand shows of affection or sentimental words... not until Riley arrived and unlocked a part of him I never knew existed.

“There’s my girl,” he says, his voice a low, fond rumble, reaching for the carrier. And even though he clearly means the baby, a small, unexpected warmth blooms in my chest, a spark of the secure affection I’ve always craved from him.

He takes the carrier from me with a reverence usually reserved for spun glass, his touch impeccably gentle. He croons a low, rumbling greeting to Riley, a sound so utterly loving it makes my throat tighten. My daughter, usually so demure with strangers, responds instantly, a full-bodied, unadulterated grin spreading across her face as she kicks her feet wildly in delight. She never smiles that hard for me unless I’m actively feeding her.

“Traitor,” I tease, a soft, playful accusation escaping my lips as I brush my fingers across her perfect cheek.

Dad chuckles, but a shadow passes over his genial expression as his eyes flick toward me with that familiar, cautious concern. It’s the same searching, worried look he’s worn like a second skin since the stick turned pink, confirming the impossible. The same look since the first ultrasound, when a tiny, flickering heartbeat appeared on the screen. The same look since he held my hand through the agonizing contractions, his grip firm, his presence unwavering, as I screamed that I couldn’t do it, that I was breaking apart.

He hasn’t stopped watching over us, a constant, unwavering sentinel, since that moment.

“You look tired,” he says quietly, his voice softened, laden with empathy that I don't feel I deserve.

I shrug, a practiced, brittle deflection. “New mom things.”

“Uh-huh.” He doesn’t buy it. He never does. His gaze is too shrewd, too experienced. “You sure you’re settling back in okay? I know coming home wasn’t exactly the plan.” His words carry a quiet understanding of how much my life has been upended, how far I’ve drifted from the trajectory I once envisioned.

“Neither was getting pregnant,” I say, the bitter truth coated in a layer of forced levity, lighter than I feel, the sharp edge of reality hidden beneath a shrug.

He winces, just barely, a faint, almost imperceptible tremor of discomfort around his eyes. He never judges. Never has, not out loud, anyway. But the subject always makes something in his expression shift—a complex mosaic of paternal instinct: fierce responsibility, desperate protectiveness, an undercurrent of helplessness. I know he fought the urge to hunt down the father for months, a silent, simmering fury burning beneath his usual calm.

“You know,” he starts, his voice carefully neutral, brushing a calloused hand over Riley’s tiny, closed fist. It’s a careful preamble, a tentative probe into forbidden territory. “You never did tell me who—”

“Dad,” I interrupt gently, my voice a low, urgent murmur. “Please don’t.” It’s a plea, a boundary I need him to respect.

He stops. He always does. For me. But the silence that follows is heavy, thick with the weight of unspoken words. Not angry. Just... worried. Sad, even. It’s a palpable shroud of paternal sorrow that settles between us.

“You deserve support, Ellie,” he says, his voice barely a whisper, filled with a raw conviction. “He does too, whoever he is.”

My throat tightens, a sudden, painful constriction. If only he knew. If only he knew the identity of Riley’s father. If only he knew it was the man standing next to him in every faded childhood photo on the mantelpiece. The man I grew up thinking could never, should never, be mine. The man whose hands had held me, trembling, like I was something exquisitely breakable, under a sky exploding with fireworks and forbidden light, just one fleeting summer night.

If Dad knew the truth, he wouldn’t just be sad. He’d be furious. A righteous, earth-shattering rage, directed at me. At Brody for his betrayal. And at the universe for its cruel, twisted sense of humor.

“Dad,” I say softly, forcing a calm I don’t feel, the lie tasting like ash in my mouth. “I’m okay. Really.”

He studies my face, his gaze sharp and probing, searching, maybe even hoping for a crack, a fissure where I’ll finally spill everything. But I don’t. Because I can’t. Not yet. The sheer, terrifying impossibility of it, the consequences, hold me hostage.

Maybe not ever.

He finally nods, a sigh of weary acceptance escaping him, and presses a gentle kiss to Riley’s soft head. She, oblivious to the silent battle waged above her, grabs his mustache with surprising strength and squeals with pure, unadulterated delight.

“Your mama’s stubborn,” he tells her, a fond, exasperated rumble in his chest.

“And your grandpa’s nosy,” I shoot back, a flash of my old self, a shared, familiar rhythm briefly restored.

He laughs—a genuine, hearty laugh—and for a moment, the fragile peace holds. Everything feels warm. Safe. Normal.

Almost normal.

Until I look down at my daughter again... and the fragile peace is shattered as I see her father’s storm-gray eyes staring right back at me, a stark, undeniable mirror, a constant, beautiful, agonizing reminder of the secret I carry.
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​Brody
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The midday sun was a blistering weight on the cracked asphalt of the supply yard, and the fine sawdust clinging to the humid air felt thick enough to chew. I was halfway through wrestling the last shipment of treated two-by-fours onto the flatbed of my dusty ranch truck, the repetitive scrape and thump usually a dull comfort, a rhythm of work I knew.

Then the rhythm snapped.

It wasn’t shouted, just delivered in the low, conspiratorial murmur characteristic of small-town gossip—a sound usually ignored, like the buzz of overhead flies. But this time, a single name cut through the static, sharp and clear as broken glass: Ellie Barnes.

The four-meter length of pine I was hauling suddenly felt like a lead beam. I froze, my shoulder muscles locking solid. My breath hitched, tasting metallic.

It’s been a year. Three hundred and sixty-five days since I last heard that name spoken aloud, since I deliberately scrubbed her images from my phone and learned to navigate the town without walking past the places we used to cut through. A year of suffocating the memory of her laugh, of convincing myself that the silence she left behind meant she was thriving, free from the constraints of this dusty place and free from... well, from me.

But then I heard it. Her name. And my body recognized it before my mind could process the sound, sending a hot, painful jolt of pure adrenaline straight to my system.

The voices belonged to Old Man Cooper and Dale the Plumber, leaning against the chipped Formica counter inside the open dock, nursing stale coffee.

“—yeah, Ellie Barnes is back in town. Saw her pull up to her daddy’s place yesterday. Big silver SUV. Looked like she’d done well for herself.” Dale’s voice was wet and smirking.

I tightened my grip on the wood, forcing myself to finish the stack. Keep moving, Brody. Don’t look up. Don't acknowledge.

But Cooper, who never met a piece of dirt he didn't want to dig up, dug deeper. “And did you hear? She’s got a baby now. Must have left town right when she found out. Cute little thing. Little girl.”

That was the sound of the world ending—not with a bang, but with the heavy, splintered crack of the two-by-four slipping from my numb hand and slamming against the steel truck bed. The noise echoed, painfully loud in the sudden, ringing silence of my ears.

A baby?

Ellie has a baby?

I stared blindly at the two men, who paused their conversation, noting the noise but not the seismic shift happening in the yard.

“She had her real young,” Cooper continued, oblivious. “Barely twenty-one, maybe? It’s been about a year, hasn’t it?”

My stomach didn't just drop; it evaporated.

A year.

Twenty-one. Ellie had turned twenty-one just before she vanished.

My vision narrowed. I wasn't in the dusty supply yard anymore. I was standing next to the chain-link fence by the river, the air thick with the smell of sulfur and burnt sugar, the remnants of the town’s annual Fourth of July fireworks display still raining down on us.

That night.

The night I finally convinced myself I deserved one selfish, reckless mistake. The night I crossed the line I swore I’d never cross—the line separating me, the older, perpetual family friend, from the girl who grew up under my watch. The night I walked away before dawn, terrified by what I had done and determined to pretend it never happened, for her security and for my best friend’s trust.

She was gone three days later. No email, no forwarding address, just a terse note to her father saying she needed a change.

And now she’s back. With nine or ten months of missing timeline represented by a little girl.

The mathematics of it were brutally simple, cutting through the shock like a surgical blade. The precision was agonizing. She left pregnant. She carried the secret, vanished with it, and gave birth to it alone.

My hands, still resting on the rough edge of the truck bed, were trembling so hard the metal rattled faintly. A cold, sharp ache sliced through the center of my chest, so intense it made my lungs seize up.

I have a daughter.

The thought was monumental, impossible, a sudden, blinding star appearing in my reality. It felt unreal, yet more solid than the concrete beneath my boots.

“You good there, Brody?” Dale called out, squinting at me over the counter.

I straightened, forcing my spine rigid, and managed a noise that sounded vaguely like assent. “Yeah. Just... sticky boards.”

Lie. It was the weakest, most transparent defense I’d ever employed.

My heart was no longer beating; it was jackhammering against my ribs. There was a roaring in my ears that drowned out every other sound in the county except for the single, echoing mantra: She had my baby.

And not only did she keep it secret, but she kept it from everyone. From me. From her father—my best friend since kindergarten, the man who trusted me implicitly. If he knew what happened on the Fourth, he would not only put me through the wall, he’d burn down the whole town around me. I had to assume he was as ignorant about the child’s paternity as I was until five seconds ago.

I dug my hands deep into the pockets of my jeans, balling them into fists. I couldn't walk over there. Not like this, wild-eyed and smelling of sawdust and panic. I had to get control. But I also couldn't wait.

I need to see her. Need to see it. Need to see the evidence of that night—the most beautiful, terrible mistake of my life.

My daughter.

The word tasted like ash and holy water.

I abruptly pivoted, slammed the tailgate shut with a vicious clang that made the old men jump, and vaulted into the cab. I didn't bother securing the lumber; it could slide off and litter the highway for all I cared.

I jammed the key into the ignition, the engine catching with a rough roar that momentarily silenced the hammering in my chest. There was only one place she would anchor in this town, the only place that could ever be her safe harbour: Barnes’s ancestral house, two miles down County Road 5.

I pulled out of the hardware store lot with a squeal of tires I hadn't made since high school. The shock was receding, replaced by a consuming, terrifying protectiveness.

She’s back. And she brought the consequence I never knew I was meant to have.

I didn't know if she would scream at me, if she would deny it, or if her father would be waiting on the porch with a shotgun.

I only knew one truth as I sped toward the Barnes property: I let Ellie Barnes walk away once because I thought it was the right, decent thing to do.

I am not losing my daughter. And I am absolutely not losing her again.
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The mid-afternoon light, thick and buttery, poured through the arched living room window, striping the dust motes dancing in the air. The room was bathed in a deceptive, hazy gold, the kind of stillness that rural life offered only when everyone else was still working. Riley was the perfect centerpiece for this illusion of peace, snuggled against my chest, her tiny breath a faint, comforting warmth soaking through the worn cotton of my favorite t-shirt. Her fingers, impossibly miniature, were tightly curled into the fabric over my heart, not just holding on, but anchoring herself to me—a small, vital weight I hadn’t known I needed until I had it.
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