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Author’s Note



If you’re a reader who appreciates learning about sensitive content ahead of time, this note is for you. Otherwise, please skip ahead to the prologue!


. . .


. . .


Still here? All right, this is what you should know:


At First Spite addresses grief and clinical depression. It also mentions the accidental death of a young child, although that death does not occur on the page. If you’re sensitive to any of those topics, please read with care, and please know that I’ve done my best to balance the painful bits of the book with lots of laughter and love.


For more detailed content guidance concerning this book and all my books, please visit my website: oliviadade.com/books/content-guidance.


Hugs and [image: Illustration],
Olivia










Prologue



After exchanging generic, polite greetings with an older couple and accepting their congratulations on her engagement, Athena retreated to a dimly lit corner of the museum, pushed her glasses to the top of her head, and produced her phone from her dress’s deep pocket.


Finally. Ever since she’d driven over the tall, windswept, godforsaken bridge that led to this island, the question had been niggling at her.


Abbott Island Bridge Maryland, she discreetly typed into Professor Google’s search box. Safety issues.


A few link-clicks later, she had her answer.


Very few vehicles had hurtled over the narrow crossing’s low barriers and sunk into the dark river far, far below. Which surprised her, since that wide riverbed should be bristling with rusted-out trucks and submerged SUVs. Like a reef, only with fewer rainbow-hued fish and more bumper stickers proclaiming proud parentage of schoolchildren.


Reluctantly, she slid her phone back in her pocket and perched her glasses back on the bridge of her nose.


In general, she didn’t try to hide her search-engine inquiries—curiosity isn’t a polite hunger, content to be fed at convenient, socially acceptable intervals—but even she knew better than to conduct research during her own damn engagement party. If the guests at this gathering noticed her in the corner, discreetly tapping at the screen of her cell, they might interpret the sight as boredom, rather than what it was: an insatiable need for information.


To be fair, also a certain amount of boredom.


But to be fair to her, her boredom stemmed from entirely justifiable causes. Everyone in attendance seemed to know each other already, and after introducing themselves to her, they’d immediately clustered in insular little groups. Her pediatrician fiancé, Dr. Johnny Vine, had vanished into one of those groups half an hour ago, swallowed headfirst by crowds of friends and well-wishers. No surprise there. Johnny could charm a tree out of its growth rings, and he’d been born and bred in this area.


Harlot’s Bay, the water-steeped southeastern Maryland town that had raised her fiancé, lay just over that too-narrow bridge. It was the nearest community to Abbott Island, whose small but elegant art museum was hosting their happy event.


Her own friends were celebrating the holidays in Virginia with their families. Her parents were at a cardiology conference, she was an only child, and her remaining relatives lived too far away to attend, so . . . there would be no familial backup that evening either. Not for her, anyway. Eventually, Johnny’s older brother—Matthew, who co-owned the pediatrics practice where both men worked—would arrive from an after-hours appointment that ran late, but she neither knew nor liked the man.


Thank goodness for Professor Google, tireless purveyor of information, dependable provider of undemanding company.


With a sigh, Athena lovingly patted her phone-filled pocket. Then she girded her loins, or whatever part of her contained her willingness and ability to generate small talk. Crowds didn’t normally bother her, and she wasn’t shy. Johnny or no Johnny, she needed to make an effort.


Emerging from her tucked-away corner of the room, she approached a nearby couple. The two women appeared to be in their late thirties, close to Athena’s own age, and they smiled in welcome as she drew near. Smiling back, she shook their hands, introduced herself, and thanked them for coming to the party.


“Well, we heard there was an open bar,” the taller woman said dryly. She winced as her companion elbowed her in the ribs. “We also wanted to support Johnny and welcome you to the community, obviously. I’m Yvonna, Matthew’s friend and business partner. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Athena.”


Athena did her best to keep smiling.


Ugh. Matthew.


She wouldn’t know her fiancé’s brother from Adam. They’d never met, and she’d never seen a photo of him either, not even on Johnny’s cell. Which she’d normally consider a bit odd, since the brothers lived in the same town and worked together, but her romance with Johnny could accurately be termed whirlwind. He’d proposed only two months after they’d first met. Even following their engagement, between the three-hour driving distance separating their homes and her packed teaching schedule, she’d only been able to visit Harlot’s Bay twice before today.


Matthew’s schedule hadn’t accommodated a meeting. Either time. Johnny had blamed that on his brother’s workaholic tendencies, but she knew better. Matthew had been criticizing her to Johnny, sight unseen, ever since they’d gotten engaged in October. Frankly, he sounded awful. Rigid. Judgmental. Controlling.


But she’d do her best not to hold that against Yvonna, his friend.


The museum’s soft lighting set the other woman’s smooth ebony skin aglow, and her black-coffee eyes were sharply focused on Athena, friendly but assessing. Her partner, a bespectacled woman with a tawny complexion and a glorious Afro, was watching Athena too, curiosity bright in her warm, golden-brown gaze.


“I’m Jackie, and I work at the university library,” she told Athena. “What my wife meant to say is: We’re delighted to celebrate your engagement, and we wish you and Johnny a lifetime of happiness.” She paused. “I don’t care about the open bar. The buffet, however . . .”


Athena grinned. “I’m a high school teacher, so I get it. Offer us soggy deli subs and limp potato chips, and we’ll all trample one another to attend mind-numbing, endless after-school staff meetings.”


Heaven help everyone if a cookie tray made an appearance. Then it was basically Black Friday at Walmart, only with more stapler-based weaponry.


Jackie laughed. “Librarians are exactly the same. By the way, we’ve been admiring your lovely dress all evening. Is that silk?”


“Yes.” When Athena gave them a little twirl, the dress floated around her in a bell. “Thank you so much. It’s new, and I love it.”


Her wardrobe was simple. Flowing cotton dresses in pretty patterns and colors that she wore with or without a cardigan and leggings, depending on the weather. Tonight, however, her flowing dress in a pretty little strawberry print was indeed made of silk, and her crimson cardigan was cashmere, because that was how you could tell it was fancy. She’d even made an effort with her grooming: red lipstick, black winged eyeliner, hair blown straight.


She was still wearing her usual Keds, though. Her best pair, bright white and unscuffed. As Emily Dickinson—and later, Selena Gomez—had informed them all: The heart wants what it wants. As did the feet, Athena had discovered.


“We hear you’re moving to Harlot’s Bay next summer,” Yvonna said. “Do you know how our town got its name?”


Of course Athena knew. Five seconds after Johnny had mentioned the town where he lived and worked, she’d feverishly consulted Herr Professor, because Harlot’s Bay?


She wanted to move to Johnny’s hometown for so many reasons, most of them selfish beyond words, but the siren song of that name would have drawn her there no matter what. And when he’d told her the name of his practice, Strumpet Square Pediatrics—Strumpet. Freakin’. Square!—she’d nearly burst with joy, like a gleeful human glitter-bomb.


So, yes, suffice it to say that she’d done her research. Nevertheless, she shook her head, in hopes of prolonging the easiest conversation she’d had all night.


“If you want all the details, come visit me at the library’s archives,” Jackie said, and the invitation sounded sincere. “This is just a quick overview.”


“Quick. Right.” Yvonna snorted again. “I’ve heard you tell this story a dozen times, and it usually requires hours.”


Jackie’s eyes narrowed as she regarded her wife. “I can be quick.”


“About some things, maybe. Not history.”


“Watch me.” Jackie turned back to Athena. “In its current iteration, the town was founded in the late 1690s by two runaway women, Sarah Marshall and Eleanor Abbott, in cooperation with the remaining Piscataway inhabitants. And at some point—”


“They became a couple,” Yvonna interrupted. “Even though, until just recently, historians and biographers kept insisting they were simply friends. Friends who spent decades living with one another, slept in the same bed, and wrote letters that were the colonial equivalent of sexting whenever one of them traveled.”


Jackie’s head tipped to the side. “I thought you wanted this explanation to be quick.”


Yvonna raised a shoulder. “Sue me.”


“Anyway.” Jackie returned her attention to Athena. “Somehow, word got around about the tiny new settlement, and other desperate and runaway women began arriving. At first, they called their town Ladywright, because of a local shipyard. Then, in the 1760s, the British colonial governor changed the name to Harlot’s Bay, in condemnation of the town’s founders and citizenry.”


“But the joke was on him, because apparently everyone living there liked the change,” Yvonna concluded. “That’s been our name ever since.”


Jackie nodded. “And to this day, Harlot’s Bay contains more than its fair share of people, especially women, who’ve moved there to start over after burning down their lives somehow.”


“It’s our thing. We attract hot messes of all genders.” Yvonna smiled. “But you’re still welcome in our town, Athena, even though you have your life together.”


Athena almost choked on thin air. Shit, if only they knew. She might have a fiancé and a home waiting for her in Harlot’s Bay, but as far as work . . .


Well, there were probably sentient mold colonies who had their professional lives more together than she did. Once the school year ended and she moved, she had no further plans. No plans and no clue what to do next.


“That’s an amazing story,” Athena told the two women, and she meant it. “Thank you for telling me, and thank you for welcoming me to Harlot’s Bay.”


“What do you know about our local spite house?” A new gleam lit Jackie’s clear brown eyes. “Because if you haven’t heard the story, you should. It’s—”


“Dearest.” Yvonna smiled down at her spouse. “Athena’s engaged to Johnny, who shares an actual wall with the Spite House. I’m sure she knows the story.”


Yvonna was right. Athena had already seen the bizarrely narrow row home—hard to avoid it, since it was attached to her fiancé’s house like a ten-foot-wide, four-story-high barnacle—and heard about its colorful history. Johnny had shared the tale during her first visit to Harlot’s Bay, then discussed the house at regular intervals since then.


“The next time the Spite House is for sale, I want to buy it,” he’d mused on multiple occasions. “Just think how amazing it would be to tear down the dividing wall and have all that extra space and sunlight.”


“I know the basics, but I’d love to hear the perspective of an archivist, Jackie,” Athena said. “It can be hard to separate speculation from facts actually confirmed by surviving documentation.”


“The next time we meet, I’ll set Jackie loose on you.” Yvonna ducked her head and planted a consoling kiss on her wife’s temple. “But for now, we’ve monopolized the poor bride-to-be long enough. Let’s eat some mini-crabcakes and claim our free booze.”


Jackie heaved a clearly fake sigh. “Fine. For the sake of minicrabcakes, I’ll go. Athena, it’s been a pleasure, and I look forward to chatting with you again once you’ve settled into your new home.”


“Have Johnny give you our numbers,” Yvonna said with a firm nod. “Nice meeting you, Athena. Best of luck with your move.”


After a few more words of farewell, the couple turned toward the buffet, and Athena was alone again. Alone and—after all that talk of crabcakes—increasingly hungry.


Well, her parents had paid for the food. She shouldn’t waste their generosity.


Along her path to the hors d’oeuvres table, she stopped for casual chitchat with other guests. She didn’t linger, though, because . . . there they were, at long last. The centerpiece of the entire event, as far as she was concerned. Crispy potato medallions topped with chive-flecked smoked salmon and crème fraîche. Most had already disappeared, and she didn’t intend to wait any longer for her share of the bounty.


From a potato crisp’s perspective, the rest of this evening was about to become Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None.


To her left, another guest stood perusing the offerings. When she glanced his way, she couldn’t quite recall whether they’d already met, probably because he was kind of . . . generic. A besuited, tie-clad white guy, maybe in his late thirties. Medium height. Dark hair cut short. Lean. Pale. A few crinkles at the corners of his equally dark eyes, probably from frowning rather than smiling, since he looked like the solemn sort.


Hmmm. If they’d already met, introducing herself again would tell him she didn’t remember him, and that was rude. Better to proceed as if they’d already encountered each other at least once before.


“When the Romans talked about the ambrosia of the gods, they clearly meant fried potatoes.” She popped a medallion in her mouth and considered the matter as she chewed. Once she’d swallowed, she added, “Although I’m not actually sure whether Europe had potatoes back then. It’s not a question I’ve ever posed to Professor Google. Do you happen to know?”


The stranger swiveled to face her, blinking.


Then . . . he smiled, and good gravy.


That man wasn’t generic. Not in the slightest.


Freed from what seemed to be a habitual frown, his lower lip turned full and soft, and the planes of his face transformed from severe to finely sculpted. His eyes, when lit with amusement, weren’t merely dark, but the warm brown of a beer bottle held to the light.


“I’m not certain,” he said, his voice low. Velvety. “And now that you’ve raised the question, not knowing the answer will bother me all night. We should look it up.”


It was her turn to blink at him.


Johnny, bless his heart, only cared about exactitude when it came to medicine. Any other topic, he was more than willing to throw out his best guess, usually based on nothing.


The evening they’d first met—she was visiting her parents in Bethesda; he’d been invited to the informal reception they always held after the annual pediatrics conference in D.C.—Johnny had joined her in the kitchen, studied her childhood home and its sleekly curved, simple teak furnishings, and confidently complimented her family on their elegant art deco aesthetic.


“Midcentury modern,” she’d told him flatly.


He’d grinned, entirely unrepentant. “What’s a few decades between friends?”


They weren’t friends. They weren’t even acquaintances. But by the end of the night, he’d coaxed her into giving him her number. Soon enough, he’d coaxed her into giving him much, much more than that.


And from the very beginning, from that very evening, his careless imprecision had driven her to distraction. Her occasional soliloquies sharing the results of a rendezvous with Professor Google did the same to him, though, so fair enough.


It wasn’t that she wanted to change her fiancé. Just that . . . she wouldn’t mind him displaying a bit more curiosity about their world. More of a preference for factual reality over conjecture. But he was so young still, thirty to her thirty-six, and maybe that made a difference.


The man beside her now, his lean form clad in a slightly-too-loose navy suit and subtly striped tie, looked close to her own age. Possibly even a year or two older. Not that it mattered.


She swallowed before belatedly responding to him, her throat suddenly drier than a staff meeting on attendance policies. “We should definitely look it up. To save you from further emotional distress, if for no other reason.”


“You’re a true humanitarian.” His smile widened into a near-grin. “While I’m a shameless pedant, as my brother frequently informs me. My apologies.”


She frowned in exaggerated puzzlement. “I don’t see what’s pedantic about discovering the geographical origins and historical spread of a very important staple crop via a consultation with Professor Google.”


“During a party,” he added wryly. “The natural setting for research concerning ancient Roman agriculture.”


“What better time and place to celebrate the acquisition of new knowledge?”


He actually laughed then, the sound halting and rusty but . . . warm. So warm. “Touché. We really have no choice, then, do we?”


Her cheeks heated with the pleasure of it. The playfulness. The shared desire for information, not because it might serve some practical purpose, but for its own sake.


She hadn’t become high school valedictorian or graduated summa cum laude from college because she’d dreamed of harnessing one single aspect of her education and putting it to work. She’d just . . . loved learning. Surrounded by boundless fields of knowledge, she’d soaked up information and bloomed, a sunflower turning its face to the bright sky.


Which was all well and good. It had served her admirably in the classroom. Outside academia . . . not so much. But that was a problem for Future Athena, once she was comfortably settled in Harlot’s Bay and her new life.


Right now, she intended to enjoy this conversation with her dark-haired stranger.


“Correct.” She smiled back at him. “We have to figure out whether Caesar ate spuds.”


“Well, then. Let’s check with . . . um, Professor Google, wasn’t it?” Producing his phone from a back pocket, he slanted her a sidelong glance of amusement.


“You’re a man after my own heart,” she told him, with more sincerity than she’d have wished. “But I don’t want to be rude, so despite the appropriateness of celebrating information acquisition at a party, I’m trying not to take out my phone where anyone can see.”


A strand of her long bangs fell in front of her glasses, and she pushed it aside.


“Fair point,” he conceded, then hesitated. “We could find a quiet spot for our research, if you’d like?”


“I know just where to go.”


He followed her to the dimly lit corner she’d occupied earlier that night, drawing closer as they passed a particularly rowdy group. Without touching her, he extended his arm between her and the partygoers, ensuring she didn’t get jostled. And fuck, something about that . . .


The way the fine hairs on her body stood at attention, he might have been a conductor on his dais, orchestrating her physical responses with a single, controlled sweep of his hand.


Then they were standing alone in that shadowed corner, halfway behind a stunning statue. A pale marble depiction of a veiled woman, her head turned sharply to one side, as if in disgust or horror. Still clutching her plate in one hand, Athena pushed back her bangs again and studied the stranger consulting his phone.


“Let’s see . . .” he murmured. “Were there potatoes in ancient Rome? Instruct me, Professor Google.”


After setting her plate on a nearby bench, she conducted her own research and quickly received a definitive answer from a trustworthy website.


“Nope,” they said in unison.


Looking up, he smiled at her again, and this time she felt it like an electric bolt. A searing flash of heat and light that could incinerate her if she weren’t very, very careful.


“Evidently, ancient Romans led empty, sad lives of deprivation, unaware that crispy potatoes even existed.” He nodded toward her phone. “That’s what you discovered too?”


“Yes,” she whispered, then cleared her throat in an attempt to speak more normally. “Yes. Unfortunately for them.”


Nudging aside her stubborn hank of bangs once more, she wavered.


A wise woman would leave. Just go, rudeness be damned, because she shouldn’t be feeling this way when—


“Which raises another question.” His smile had faded, but his eyes remained warm, and they rested on her with a gentleness she couldn’t resist. “What was ambrosia, really?”


“I wondered that too.” It seemed like something she should know. A matter of cultural literacy, one might say. “Was it an entirely fictional invention, or something based, however loosely, on a real substance?”


So she stayed. Five minutes more. Ten. Fifteen.


They talked about ambrosia. They talked about the statue. They talked about that damn bridge, which he considered not just worrisomely narrow, but actively terrifying.


Heavens to Betsy, he was smart, and not in a careless, tossed-off kind of way. His intelligence was born of patience, of information painstakingly gathered and evaluated.


He was so very careful. With his words. With his gestures. With her.


Which was why she was so very startled when, before she could brush aside her rebellious lock of hair for the umpteenth time, he did it for her, his fingertips grazing her temple in the lightest possible caress.


His breath audibly hitched. So did hers.


He didn’t linger over the contact. His arm dropped to his side immediately afterward.


Their eyes locked, and her mouth parted to say—something. Hopefully goodbye.


And that was when Johnny found them.


“Athena! So this is where you’ve been!” He wrapped an arm around her stiff shoulders and gave her an enthusiastic squeeze, then offered a fist-bump to her companion, who returned the gesture very, very slowly. “Obviously, you’ve already met Matthew. Good, good. Glad to see you two getting along so well.”


It landed like a punch to her diaphragm.


Johnny’s brother. Matthew.


Her intelligent, charming, dark-haired stranger was going to become her brother-in-law in August, after he served as best man for her fiancé. Even though, as he’d repeatedly told Johnny, he thought she sounded irresponsible and questioned whether she’d make his brother a decent wife.


“Have you tried the crabcakes yet, bro? Because they’re fucking delicious. Just enough Old Bay, and not much filler. Athena planned the menu, and—”


Johnny continued talking, but the insistent, rhythmic rush of blood in her ears obscured his actual words. He sounded slightly tipsy, that much she could tell, which was probably to her benefit, since her face felt kind of funny. Somehow numb and hot and oversensitive, all at the same time.


Any hint of a smile had disappeared from Matthew’s lips, as if it had never existed at all. He’d turned bone-white, the jut of his facial bones sharp enough to wound.


Now that she’d seen them together, of course they were brothers. Of course.


Johnny was the more handsome of the two men. They had the same dark hair, the same dark eyes, but the younger Vine was taller, more muscular, his skin lightly bronzed by the sun, his haircut and clothing more modern and stylish.


He was also less of an asshole than his older brother, no matter how the last fifteen minutes might have temporarily misled her.


“Athena?” Johnny’s familiar voice prodded. His hand on her upper arm squeezed a little tighter. “Babe?”


Apparently her fiancé had finished speaking, because both men were looking at her now.


Mouth drawn into a thin, firm line, Matthew extended his hand. “Nice to officially meet you, Athena.”


“The pleasure is all mine,” she said, although she still couldn’t hear much over the rapid thud of her heartbeat. “Johnny has said so many good things about you.”


There. Her words were polite beyond reproach.


Their handshake was fleeting. Rushed. Her sweaty palm, his ice-cold fingers, a lackluster grip. How such minimal, unpleasant contact sent a jolt down her spine anyway, she had no clue.


It was an unmistakable insult, how quickly he released her hand. How fervently he wiped his own hand against his pants leg. How grimly he frowned in her general direction. How assiduously he avoided further eye contact with her.


Brother-in-law? More like jackass-in-law.


The three of them talked about the wedding for a few awkward minutes. Athena remained civil and tried to summon her usual enthusiasm for all the details—the lovely, intricate DIY centerpieces she hoped would save her parents some money; the weight of card stock she’d chosen for the simple but elegant invitations; the dozen or so catering companies she was currently considering for the reception—with limited success. Johnny interjected occasionally, and Matthew simply stood there like a suit-clad monolith, silent and stony.


After a while, he turned to his younger brother during a pause in the conversation.


“Johnny.” With two knuckles, he rubbed at the hinge of his jaw. “Could we speak privately for a minute?”


She waved the men off, grateful for a reprieve. Hungry for distance from both of them while she regained her footing in a world suddenly tipped topsy-turvy for reasons she didn’t want to ponder.


So she wouldn’t. Over the past year or so, she’d become very skilled at avoiding unpleasant or difficult thoughts. Keeping very, very busy helped. So did reading, watching television, and imagining her new, magical existence in Harlot’s Bay.


Harlot’s Bay. Where Matthew also lived.


Fuck.


The bathroom. She should find a distant, unoccupied bathroom, run some cold water over her wrists, and get her shit together.


Only . . . when she followed the security guard’s directions and neared that far-away bathroom, she heard voices around a corner in the hallway. Men’s voices. Two men’s voices, to be exact.


And there they were, all of a sudden. The Vine brothers. Huddled together, their backs to her. Their voices quiet, but not quiet enough.


She should have left. Right then. Either that, or let them know she was a half dozen steps away from them. One of those two options.


She stayed instead. She listened.


“—not what you say she is,” Johnny whispered a touch too loudly. “You’re not being fair to her, Matthew.”


Shit, she thought, not this again.


According to Johnny, his brother had opposed their engagement from the start, and she’d heard all about Matthew’s doubts before. Still, his criticism would probably sting more now that they’d actually met face-to-face. After they’d talked and . . . connected. Or so she’d thought.


Matthew dug his fingers into his jaw again, posture stiff. “She’s a thirty-six-year-old who’s never held the same job for more than three years. Isn’t that right?”


Shame heated her cheeks, her ears, scorching her from the inside out.


“Three and a half,” Johnny muttered. “She’s had her current job for three and a half years now.”


“And she wants to leave that one too, once you get married.”


Quietly, she retreated just around the corner, where she could still hear them, but they couldn’t see her. It was a bad decision, sure to hurt her horribly, but she had to know. Anyone who’d do otherwise either deserved sainthood or had been body-snatched by an alien.


“Stop me if I get something wrong.” Matthew sounded weary beyond words. “Her parents have financially supported her all this time. They covered her tuition and living costs while she earned her degrees. They’re paying for the wedding. Hell, they sprung for this damn party, even knowing they’d be out of the country while it happened, because their daughter wanted to have it over the holidays.”


At that, Johnny’s voice turned impatient. “Don’t be an ass, Matthew. She needed to schedule it while she was on break, because she can’t take much time off during the school year. My asking for the party to be held near me, rather than in Virginia, made finding a good time even harder, and her parents said they didn’t mind.”


A moment of vindication. It almost stopped her hands from shaking. Almost.


Matthew made a dismissive noise. “From the beginning, I thought she sounded . . .” An audible sigh. “Careless, I guess. And maybe she’s a good person, but that doesn’t mean she’d make a good spouse. At some point, if you’re an adult, you have to take responsibility for yourself, and she hasn’t, Johnny. She just . . . hasn’t.”


Her chest contracted violently, and she bent at the waist, trying to absorb that gut punch of a condemnation. Her eyes prickled and filled.


Why was she doing this to herself? He wasn’t saying anything she didn’t already know, so why listen to it?


Why couldn’t she seem to leave?


“I get why it sounds that way,” Johnny said with an edge to his tone, “but you’ve met her now. You’ve talked with her. Does she seem irresponsible to you? Does she seem careless or spoiled or . . . whatever you’re accusing her of?”


No response.


She held her breath and didn’t even know why.


Then Matthew said, “She’s too intense about the wedding.”


The wall was cool against her wet cheek as she sagged against it.


“Who cares?” Johnny snorted. “Bridezillas are a stereotype for a reason, bro.”


“It’s not that.” Frustration dripped from Matthew’s every word. “I don’t think she’d bully the people around her or become unpleasant. But when she was talking about the ceremony and reception earlier, her focus on all the details seemed a bit too . . .”


“What?”


“I don’t know.” He hesitated. “Desperate, maybe. Like she’s more interested in the wedding than a marriage. And the wedding is one day, but a marriage is meant to be forever.”


For the past few months, she’d immersed herself in wedding and honeymoon plans, mostly because her preoccupation allowed her to forget what came after Hawaii. A new town. A new home. A career path even the world’s best satellite GPS couldn’t locate for her.


Desperate was a bit harsh, but it was fair. Shit, it was fair.


Johnny snapped, “She wants me, Matthew. Not just a wedding.”


“Hmmm.” It wasn’t a hum of agreement. “You two haven’t really spent much time together. Just a few hurried weekends and six days over Thanksgiving. So tell me: How well do you actually know her? Once she leaves her job and moves here, are you prepared to have her entirely dependent on you?”


Athena counted out a full minute before her fiancé responded to that.


Every second that passed was another small cut. By the time he spoke again, she half expected to look down and see her dress soaked in a thousand individual droplets of blood.


“It’ll be fine. I love her, she loves me, and we’ll be good.” Johnny didn’t sound certain anymore. More like a man trying to ape certainty. “Enough, Matthew. I need to get back to the party.”


Silently, she retreated to a different hallway, a different bathroom, before they could spot her.


Fixing her tear-ravaged makeup took a few minutes, but she managed. When she returned to the party, the music had begun, and she arrowed straight through the crowds, directly to her fiancé. He laughed as she tugged him onto the dance floor, wrapping her in his strong arms and whirling her around the marble floors in dizzying, slightly unsteady sweeps as she tried not to stumble.


Eventually they passed Matthew, where he sat all alone at a table, still rubbing his jaw, an untouched plate of food set in front of him. She stared at him over Johnny’s shoulder, willing him to look up. To meet her eyes.


He did.


The smile she gave him should have drawn blood. He flinched, and she was glad, glad, glad. Then Johnny whisked her into another turn, and she laughed loudly enough for the sound to carry to the most distant tables as she danced far away from Matthew.


If living well was the best revenge, as George Herbert had advised back in the sixteenth century, she intended to be the most joyful woman alive. Contented. Successful. In passionate, enduring love with Matthew’s brother.


And all her happiness?


She hoped Dr. Matthew Vine the Fucking Third choked on it.
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Eight months later


So far, Athena’s first-ever real estate purchase was not living up to her entirely reasonable expectations.


To her mind, the owner of a spite house should spend her days reclining upon a sleek settee. One upholstered in satin, or possibly velvet brocade. Whichever fabric most clearly told observers I am a woman of both ineffable power and ineffable pettiness, and thus bought a fancy elongated chair-thing.


Sadly, Athena’s double-parked moving van contained precisely zero Settees of Indeterminate Upholstery. She did not, in fact, currently own any furniture that hadn’t been sold to her along with the property, and she didn’t have the money to buy—anything, really. But even without an intimidating divan, a spite house owner should be stretched out somewhere, relaxed and basking in her well-earned vengeance. Dripping with malicious glee over her property-related machinations.


Athena was dripping with something, all right. Sweat, most noticeably. Despite an intermittent breeze from the waterfront, the mid-August afternoon in Harlot’s Bay shimmered with heat. And given the charcoal-tinted clouds now roiling overhead, she figured she’d be dripping with rainwater soon too. As would the many cardboard boxes of books she’d refused to sell or donate, even knowing they’d prove a major pain in her ass when she moved.


Speaking of pain: Her back ached from hauling previous boxes of books. Her thighs ached from repeatedly climbing up and down three ludicrously narrow flights of stairs. Her scraped elbow ached from when she’d inadvertently slammed it against an interior brick wall, because not hitting things in a home that narrow was essentially impossible for someone her size.


Her heart ached from . . . well, everything.


She might be the not-so-proud new owner of a nineteenth-century spite house, a brick-and-mortar celebration of revenge upon one’s enemies. But as the clouds above loosed their first splattering drops, she couldn’t help but feel the universe was spiting her instead.


“I heard someone had bought this place.” A pause. “Wow, that’s a lot of books.”


Athena was bent over at the waist, stretching to reach another box—labeled, yes, BOOKS—in the back of the van, when the unexpected commentary made her jerk in surprise and straighten. Last she’d noticed, no one had been nearby or walking her way. The brewing storm had cleared the streets, sending tourists back to their cars and her new neighbors scurrying into their homes.


“At a glance, they seem to be—what? Eighty percent of your belongings?” The crisp voice sounded thoughtful. Considering. As if the stranger were calmly doing calculations in her head, untroubled by the imminent downpour. “Clearly, you’re living the dream, and I can only applaud your life choices.”


That made one of them.


When she turned around, there was a woman standing a foot or two away, peering into the van with evident interest and approval. An edgy, elegant, Asian Audrey Hepburn, wearing a full-skirted dandelion-yellow dress that perfectly complemented the colorful tattoos swirling down both bare, golden-brown arms.


“My book collection was procured through devious means, sadly.” Athena leaned her hip against the van’s back edge, willing to ignore the approaching storm if Audrey was. “I robbed the Beast before fleeing the castle. Somewhere, a talking candlestick is calling me that yellow-skirted bitch and cursing my ancestry.”


“Ah. You must be Beauty. I’d thought so.” Audrey’s dark brown eyes twinkled. “You managed to successfully flee with an entire library’s worth of books in tow? Even more impressive.”


“Thank you, my good lady.” She curtsied. “If only my fellow villagers looked upon me so kindly.”


The other woman laughed, then held out a slim, long-fingered hand.


“I’m Victoria Nguyen.” Nice, firm grip, released at the perfect moment. “Lovely to meet you . . .”


“Athena? Athena Greydon?” inquired another unexpected voice from the sidewalk, at the precise moment the leaden skies above her inevitably opened and released torrents of driving rain. And this newcomer—damnation, this one she knew.


His low, controlled voice shouldn’t be instantly recognizable to her, not after a single, disastrous meeting over half a year ago. But it was.


She stilled as the pounding rain soaked through her tee and shorts. Took a deep, deep breath before swiveling in his direction.


“Dr. Matthew Vine,” she said, then raised a mocking eyebrow. “The Third. How wonderful.”


Victoria snapped open a small umbrella and offered it to Athena, but didn’t argue when Athena declined to take it. Instead, Victoria positioned it over her own head and gave it a little twirl.


“Hey, Matthew.” After flicking her damp bangs away from her face with her forefinger, she offered Matthew a smile, while Athena fought the urge to offer him an entirely different finger. “You two already know each other?”


“Yes,” Matthew confirmed with a deep, deep frown.


Athena offered Victoria a saucy wink. “Much to our mutual delight.”


Her ex-fiancé’s older brother hadn’t changed much since the engagement party last December. At first glance, he was still a generic white guy in a suit, one with a few crinkles at the corners of his eyes.


Not from smiling. Somehow she’d known that, even before she’d known who he was.


She’d made him smile, though, hadn’t she? Hell, she’d even made him laugh once or twice. At least, until he’d found out who she was.


Back then, a second glance had revealed more. Enough to make him memorable. Appealing, even. That thick, dark hair, trying so hard to curl despite the severity of his cut. Those warm brown eyes, the color softer than was fitting for someone like him.


She should have ignored his eyes and paid attention to his bone structure instead. Should have heeded those distinct and brutal lines, taken warning from the hollows beneath his high cheekbones. In a movie, he would play either the hardened spy or the archvillain: Someone powerful and dangerous and without pity. Someone unafraid to hurt others.


Someone unafraid to hurt her.


“Listen, unless you want some help unloading the van, Athena, I should probably . . . go?”


Oh goodness, she’d forgotten about Victoria.


When Athena turned back toward the other woman, Victoria was watching an increasingly waterlogged Matthew from under her umbrella, her eyes bright and curious.


“Thank you, but I’m good,” Athena lied. “That said, you don’t have to g—”


“Victoria’s boyfriend, Akio, is a CPNP in my practice.” At Athena’s blank expression, Matthew clarified, “Certified pediatric nurse practitioner. He’s the triage nurse who answers panicked calls from parents.”


“I’m told his voice is the aural equivalent of an Ativan.” Victoria’s lips tipped upward, her affection for her boyfriend unhidden.


“He’s the best,” Matthew said simply. “Have a great weekend, Victoria. Stay dry.”


With that sort of finality in his tone, he might as well have said: My conversation with you is done now. Please leave.


Did he actually believe he had the right to simply . . . dismiss company Athena had been keeping and enjoying? At least, while she still remembered she had company?


“Victoria . . .” she began apologetically, then couldn’t seem to find the words to continue.


“You too, Matthew.” The younger woman offered Athena an oddly conspiratorial smirk. “I’m sure I’ll see you again soon, Beauty. Take care, and welcome to Harlot’s Bay.”


Then Victoria was gone, and Athena was left with—him.


Dr. Matthew Vine the Fucking Third.


His hometown wasn’t that small. Why was he even here, on his brother’s street? Was he caring for Johnny’s empty house, watering plants and whatnot, or had Matthew somehow known where and when to find her?


And why wasn’t he saying anything? Welcoming her to Harlot’s Bay too, or apologizing for the destruction he and his brother had wrought in her life, or taking the opportunity to insult her again, this time face-to-face?


He simply stood there, rigid and sodden, head slightly tipped as he studied her. His deep frown carved vertical creases above the inner edge of each dark eyebrow. With his mouth pressed into such a stern line, his lower lip thinned and hardened. If she hadn’t met him before, she’d never have guessed the soft fullness of that lower lip when he allowed himself to relax.


There was nothing, absolutely nothing, soft about him now. He might have been a Michelin-starred chef spotting a roach in an otherwise immaculate kitchen. A seventeenth-century judge pronouncing her a witch and ordering her dragged in shackles to the nearest stake.


It was the same look he’d had after Johnny introduced her as his fiancée.


Fine. If he wouldn’t say anything, she’d do the honors.


“Why are you wearing a suit?” She flicked a hand at his clothing. “It’s a million degrees outside and a Saturday, for cripes’ sake. Do you spend your weekends crashing other people’s weddings, so you can object and ruin everything for them too?”


Stifling a sigh, she scratched a wet mosquito bite on her arm.


Upon moving to Harlot’s Bay, she’d understood that a confrontation with both brothers was inevitable. That said, she hadn’t meant to reveal her resentment quite that openly or quickly, because even broke, betrayed women had their pride.


But . . . whatevs. Matthew had earned that resentment. Now it was his to handle.


Slowly, he closed his eyes, exhaling a long breath through his nose. Then he gave a little nod and looked at her once more. “Johnny told you about our conversation.”


“Which one?”


There were so many to choose from, really. The museum incident last December, of course. The final, decisive confrontation a month ago, where Matthew had broken his brother’s resistance by suggesting he might move from Harlot’s Bay if the wedding went ahead.


Even apart from those two conversations, Johnny had suffered through—and told her about—a dozen additional discussions with Matthew concerning her unsuitability as a wife. No doubt Matthew had impugned her character on various other occasions too. On holidays and weekends and on Mondays, just for funsies.


“Which . . . one?” He flinched a little, and a surge of vicious satisfaction eased her aches. “Please tell me he didn’t . . .”


“What?” she prodded when he didn’t continue. “He didn’t what?”


Falling silent again, he tipped his face to the sky and let the downpour wash over him. Unwillingly, she noted the dark hollows under his eyes and wondered why his suit still fit a bit too loosely, except where it stretched across his broad shoulders.


He looked tired. Nearly pared down to the bone.


Well, that made two of them. She was a music box wound so tightly, even a quarter turn more would damage the spring irreparably, but she had no choice. She had to stay poised only a small twist away from complete failure, because if she allowed herself to wind down, she didn’t know if she’d ever make a sound again.


A mere four weeks ago, she’d had a fiancé. A future. The promise of a comfortable home and the time and space and financial cushion she needed to figure out her next step.


Now she had a practical joke of a house she’d bought as a wedding gift for a husband-to-be who became a husband-who-wasn’t. She had a nearly empty savings account and the shame of having wasted her parents’ money yet again. She had a minimum-wage job at a local bakery starting on Monday morning, because she had no time to rest or settle in or unwind even a fraction of a turn. COBRA and mortgage payments weren’t fucking cheap, and she couldn’t afford to wait.


And he’d done that to her. The unspeaking, rain-slicked man in front of her.


Dr. Matthew Vine the fucking Third.


If only he’d been this silent about her wedding with Johnny.


The ceremony would have happened two days ago. Thursday evening, exactly one year after she’d first met Johnny in her parents’ home. She’d have boarded a plane with her new husband yesterday morning and arrived in Honolulu in the early afternoon, Hawaiian time, then flown to Maui. Right now, they’d be returning from an excursion she’d booked, a trip to the summit of Haleakalā at sunrise, and—and—


Johnny was there. This very second. Fresh from having watched the world renew itself in paradise, blithely enjoying the honeymoon of her dreams. One planned in its entirety by her in full faith they’d experience it together.


Instead, she was here. Dripping and hurting and moving into a ten-foot-wide home that shared a wall with his, because row houses were a thing in Harlot’s Bay. Talking to the man who’d convinced Johnny to abandon her a month before their wedding.


Or, rather, not talking to him. That statuary garden on Abbott Island, at the art museum where they’d held her engagement party, had contained more voluble sculptures. At least the ones with fountains burbled, for heaven’s sake.


At long last, he set his hands on his lean hips and met her stare. “Why are you in Harlot’s Bay, Athena?”


“You know why,” she told him, unwilling to let him evade his responsibility for forcing her here, to this place, to this despair.


His eyes narrowed, and that distinctive shade of brown no longer appeared warm or soft. Not light through a bottle, but the bottle itself, broken into sharp, jagged shards.


He moved a step closer, then two, and his height might not be noteworthy in general, but the man clearly knew how to loom menacingly. “Are you hoping to reconcile with Johnny? Is that why you came? Because—”


When she began laughing—bitterly, hysterically—he cut himself off and waited.


“I never . . .” Another paroxysm of hilarity shook through her. “I never want to see him again. If I had a choice, I’d never see either of you again.”


He was studying her face, in search of a lie that didn’t exist. She wouldn’t waste her breath trying to convince him. He’d believe what he wanted to believe. That much, at least, she knew about him.


“All right.” His voice was the tonal equivalent of beige. Offensively neutral. “In that case, I’m not sure I understand what’s happening.”


“It’s not that hard, Dr. Matthew Vine the Third.” A sweep of her wet arm indicated the van behind her. “I’m moving in. It’s pouring. I’m double-parked. The van is due back in an hour, and I can’t afford parking tickets or late fees. I’m done with this conversation, so either bring stuff inside or leave.”


She turned her back and reached into the van, not even waiting for him to walk away, because she had work to do and he wasn’t going to help her. No one was. In large part because she hadn’t told the people who would actually offer help—her parents, her friends in Virginia, even Victoria—that she needed it.


Pride might be cold comfort, but it was all she had left. Other than, of course, a ridiculously narrow row house built for fraternal vengeance.


A crack of thunder ripped through the air, and she straightened again, incredulous. Really? Really? A biblical deluge wasn’t enough?


She raised both middle fingers high to the heavens. “Fuck you too, universe.”


The universe answered with visible lightning in the distance, then another ground-shaking rumble of thunder.


“So help me, I’ll go Ben Franklin on your ass,” she told the sky. “Don’t try me.”


As she studied the worsening storm, drops of rain caught in her lashes and blurred her vision, and no amount of blinking seemed to resolve the issue. Clearing her throat, she swiped her eyes with her knuckles.


That was when large, warm hands clasped her shoulders gently but firmly and moved her aside. After climbing nimbly into the van, Dr. Matthew Vine the Third scooped a box of books under each arm. He eased himself back to the ground and started toward her house without saying a single word.


She stared after him, flabbergasted. Too stunned to even follow him.


When lightning struck somewhere nearby, the roar of thunder almost simultaneous, he jumped and gave a little yelp, his shoulders hunching. His progress toward her front door—which wasn’t really a front door at all, because it opened onto the four-foot-wide alley separating her row of houses from the next one—hastened abruptly.


Depositing the boxes inside took only moments. He reemerged into the alley, then jerked violently at the next blinding flash and earsplitting crash. After a quick glance in her direction, he stepped to the side of the alleyway, up against the brick wall of her new home.


Out of her sight.


Until she moved a few feet to the left, anyway.


There he stood, where he thought she couldn’t see him. Eyes closed, hands clenched at his sides. Chest rising and falling as he took several very, very deep breaths. Then, expression impassive once more, he strode back her way. Another thunderous roar from the heavens barely caused a hitch in his stride.


Those hands, though. Those hands were fisted tight enough that his knuckles jutted white and sharp against his dark suit trousers.


He was trying his best to hide it, but he was terrified. Of this storm, or maybe storms in general. He was helping her anyway.


Probably in an attempt to assuage his well-earned guilt or shame her for the grudge she held, or maybe because her double-parking offended his rigid sense of order, but fine. Under the circumstances, she wouldn’t quibble. Even if he stopped at two boxes, that was two boxes she wouldn’t have to move herself.


Slipping off her rain-streaked glasses, she hung them on her collar and pretended she’d seen nothing. For all her manifold, grievous faults, the thought of mocking someone—anyone; even him—for their fears turned her stomach. Especially since she . . .


Well, she got it.


Her own fears were as plentiful as her flaws, and much better hidden.


“What now?” he asked calmly when he’d returned to the back of the van.


Okay, then. Apparently he wasn’t going to stop at two boxes.


She said, “Can you climb inside the van again and move all the remaining boxes within arm’s reach? I’ll carry them into the house.”


Because she might be angry, she might despise him, but he was assisting her, and she wouldn’t let the Vine brothers turn her cruel. If the storm distressed him, she wouldn’t make him endure it without some kind of shelter.


“I . . .” He trailed off, brow crinkled. “Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


She rarely said anything she didn’t mean, other than It’s fine; I’m fine; I don’t need help, thank you very much.


“I can carry more than you with each load,” he informed her, as if she didn’t already know that.


He stripped off his dripping suit jacket and tie and set both atop a nearby plastic storage bin. Next, he unfastened the cuffs and the top two buttons of his white shirt and rolled his saturated sleeves to the elbow. Each movement of his long, agile fingers was unfussy but precise.


Not that she was staring, but he could definitely carry more than her. Heck, those strong, hair-dusted forearms alone, his lean muscles shifting beneath the skin—


Shame on you, she told her id. Now is not the time, and sakes alive, this is not the man.


“I think you underestimate the strength of my arsenal.” When confusion creased his face, she flexed one of her biceps, then the other. “I hate to brag, but my guns are fully loaded and ready for action.”


In reality, they’d run out of ammunition about a dozen boxes ago, and they hadn’t accommodated an especially high caliber of bullets to begin with, but whatever.


Assuming a bodybuilder’s pose, twisted and bent slightly at the waist, she flexed again.


“And the crowd goes wild!” she proclaimed in the authoritative tones of an announcer, then approximated the sound of a cheering audience. “Yaaaaaaay.”


She could have sworn his lips twitched before he rolled them between his teeth.


When he lifted a hand to scratch the back of his head, his soaked shirt clung to the hard muscles of his chest, and dammit, her id needed to calm the fuck down already.


“I don’t suppose you’d let me handle any late fees or parking tickets,” he finally said. “We could wait out the storm inside.”


“Nope.” She popped the p, hoping it made her sound jaunty. Not racked with longing simply to dump all her problems in his lap—anyone’s lap—and take a nap for a year or two. “But you should head home or wherever you were originally going. It’s dangerous being outside in weather like this.”


If he left her to finish the job alone, she wouldn’t blame him. For so much else, yes, but not that. She didn’t mind gambling with her own safety, because nothing was safe anymore, and she just couldn’t bring herself to care about one more stupid risk. But Matthew . . .


He might be a pompous ass, but people would miss him. He had a place. A purpose.


After studying her a beat too long, he inclined his head. “Let’s get this done, then.”


She should argue with him. Insist he put his own safety, his own comfort, before her convenience. But she didn’t. She simply let him climb into the van again and continue helping her, and it was another red mark in her life’s ledger.


Thunder shook the ground as she gathered her next load and trudged toward the house. Did tires still adequately ground a lightning-struck vehicle and its occupants when said vehicle had its doors open? She hoped so, for Matthew’s sake. Yet another question to pose to Professor Google when they were done.


A few loads later, he’d finished shifting all the boxes within the van, but the storm hadn’t abated. When she suggested he duck inside the house while she finished up, though, he ignored her. Slinging his jacket and tie over his shoulder, he hefted a huge box of her clothing and ventured back into the tempest. And with two of them depositing her possessions all over the increasingly crowded kitchen and dining room, they completed the job in mere minutes.


“My office is two blocks away, on the Square. We see patients Saturday mornings, because some parents work during our normal office hours on weekdays,” he quietly told her as they stacked the last several boxes on the scarred kitchen counter. When she frowned at him in confusion, he clarified, “Thus the suit.”


Ah. He hadn’t forgotten her earlier question.


“That explains it.” She bit her lip, then forced the grudging words out. “Thank you for your help.”


He nodded again, solemn as ever.


She didn’t want to be grateful to a man she hated, so he wasn’t taking any more risks on her behalf. She’d make sure of it. “Did you walk to work? Or are you parked nearby?”


Was his brow ever not furrowed? “I walked.”


“I can drive you home after I return the van, then.” The storm’s intensity might be waning now, but the danger hadn’t fully passed yet. She wouldn’t leave him outside and unprotected. “I’ll be back in half an hour. Sit wherever you’d like.”


He could settle at the dining room table, if she helped him clear a path there. Hell, she didn’t care if he claimed the overstuffed two-seater couch on the second floor or the reading chair on the third floor, assuming he could reach the stairs.


The furnishings had come with the house since, as one of the previous owners explained, taking everything out would be too much of a pain in the ass.


Before buying anything, you have to measure it a million times to make sure it’ll fit, the guy told her. Then either use brute force to get it inside or disassemble it and put it back together wherever you want it. I’m not a masochist, so I have zero desire to revisit that process in reverse. Enjoy the furniture and appliances in good health, Ms. Greydon.


That had been a lucky break for her, since she’d already sold her own furniture and appliances in preparation for moving into Johnny’s home. Which stood approximately five feet to her left, through a single brick wall.


The creases above Matthew’s inner eyebrows had only deepened. “You don’t know.”


She should ask for clarification, but frankly, exhaustion had her sagging against the kitchen counter. She wanted him gone. Besides, the world was downright teeming with things she didn’t know, and today’s list of queries for Professor Google was already extensive.


“Thank you for the offer. That’s not necessary, however,” he said after a few moments of silence. “I’ll go.”


No, she really didn’t want to spend more time with him. But before he exited her life again—hopefully for good—she had to share one last story. Because the man she’d first met at the engagement party would have appreciated it, even if that man had only existed in her imagination. Because, during a very difficult hour, he’d helped when he hadn’t needed to lift a finger on her behalf.


Because she had no one else to tell. Her parents and her friends back in Virginia would listen, but if she talked about where she was living and why to anyone remotely sympathetic, she’d cry, and she was done crying in company.


When she was alone, there didn’t seem to be an end to her tears.


The limit does not exist, she thought, and made a mental note to research the origins of that phrase too, because she couldn’t quite remember. Math, right? And maybe a movie?


Wait. She was supposed to be doing something. Telling one last story to Imaginary Matthew Who Once Smiled at Me.


“The dude who used to live here said he and his husband had to fold their mattress in half to get it to the third floor,” she said. “But try as they might, they couldn’t maneuver it up the spiral stairs to the fourth-floor bedroom. So they rigged it with a rope, hauled it out the third-floor window, and had a friend hoist it up and squeeze it through a window on the fourth floor. To fit the box spring, they had to—”


“Saw it in half diagonally,” he finished for her, his voice calm and sure.


It was her turn to frown. “How did you know that? Did Johnny tell you?”


“I watched it happen.”


Of course he did. Heaven forbid she have something to offer him, even something as small and insignificant as a story.


She narrowed her eyes at him, aggravated enough to demand an explanation. “Were you the friend? Or were you visiting Johnny when it happened?”


“Not . . . exactly. I can’t believe Johnny didn’t—” Matthew cut himself off suddenly, as if some internal fuse had tripped. A trickle of water bisected his forehead, but instead of wiping it away, he took a moment to straighten several nearby stacks of boxes. He re-donned his dripping suit jacket and loosely knotted his limp tie. Then, at long last, he swiveled on his heel and made his way to the door. “Good luck, Athena.”


Well, that was unnecessarily opaque and abrupt.


When she followed him outside, he waited while she checked her purse for keys, ID, and credit card. Yup. All there. Satisfied, she settled her glasses on her nose and locked the door behind them.


Unable to stop herself, she opened her mouth to remind him to find shelter if the storm worsened again. But before she could utter a word, he walked away.


From her doorway, he turned crisply to the left and quickly reached the mouth of the alley separating the two rows of homes. If he turned left again, a half dozen strides would take him past the front of her house and all the way to Johnny’s welcome mat.


Instead, Matthew turned right. Took one step. Two. Three.


Then he produced his own keys from his pocket and unlocked the door of the home directly across the alleyway from hers. The first residence in the neighboring cluster of row houses.


The alleyway was narrow as hell. If she stretched out her arms, she could easily touch both sides at once. Which meant she had a single wall separating her from one Vine brother, and—at most—four . . . fucking . . . feet between her and the other Vine brother.


No, this wasn’t blithe indifference. This was sheer malice on the part of the fates.


As she stood there, mouth still agape, frozen in shock, Matthew cleared his throat, seemingly poised to say something. But in the end, he simply raised a hand in a gesture of farewell, stepped into his home, and shut the door.


Beyond words, she thrust her arms high and raised her middle fingers to the cloud-choked sky once more. And when the weakening storm produced a last vicious bolt of lightning in response, she wasn’t at all surprised.
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