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For love . . .


Because it’s too beautiful to be hidden in the closet.






For my whole life, we never crossed the line.


Only friends in my mind, but now I realize . . .


It was always you.


—MAROON 5, “IT WAS ALWAYS YOU”
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NATHAN PUSHED THROUGH the undergrowth into the Fort of Solitude, wondering how someone could run away from their own thirteenth birthday party. He and Preston had found the small clearing created by a circle of trees while playing a warped version of cops and robbers his cousin Caleb cooked up one summer, where the robbers actually escaped into the woods and the cops had to hunt them down. It was their special place—where they could escape when life wasn’t particularly cooperative. Usually it was used for afternoon homework sessions and disappearing acts from pesky piano lessons.


Balancing a porcelain plate with a slice of the richest chocolate cake known to man in one hand—which should be considered a sin to eat, according to his mother—he used the other to shake out the leaves that hitched a ride on his hair and the cerulean cashmere sweater he’d bought specifically for the occasion. The color brought out his eyes. In fact, he’d gotten several compliments on it already.


Sitting against the trunk of the largest tree was the birthday boy. Beside him lay his discarded blazer. His sun-kissed blond hair tumbled over hooded eyes. With a stick he’d no doubt picked up along the way, he drew patterns on the ground. The other arm was neatly tucked into a sling as blue as Nathan’s sweater. Beneath the crisp white shirt was a tight bandage around his shoulder to make sure he didn’t further injure the rotator cuff he’d torn from overtraining a week ago.


On any normal day, the atmosphere at their hideout was light. Airy even. That day, a heavy black cloud hovered above Preston. It was as if the world had just ended, despite the celebration being held not a hundred yards away. Nathan picked up the heavy silver fork and swiped the tines through the inch-thick sugar icing that generously coated the slice he’d brought with him.


After a lick of sugary goodness, he grinned and said, “You know, it’s not a birthday party when the birthday boy is out here sulking.”


A snort was the response.


Okay, clearly Preston wasn’t ready to explain himself; although Nathan had an idea where the sudden need to be alone had come from.


“Have you ever seen such a grand birthday party?” He glanced over his shoulder. Preston continued doodling on the ground, creating a collage of disturbed soil, scattered leaves, and a smattering of pebbles. Sighing, Nathan returned his gaze toward the Grant Estate. “I’ve decided. I’m going to be a party planner.”


Another snort, then the words, “That’s not a party.”


Nathan turned around and faced the depressed mound. “What are you saying? It’s brilliant! The food is delicious. Drinks are flowing like a river. And the decorations. Don’t even get me started on the decorations. You have to give me the name of your mother’s florist.”


Finally Preston lifted his piercing green eyes and focused them on Nathan. The thin line of his lips quirked into a snarl as he said through his teeth, “It’s stupid.”


“Were you expecting a bouncy house, a magician, and a pony?” Nathan asked in a cooing tone.


“Go-karts,” Preston grumbled.


“Can you really see your mother at a racetrack, handing out lemonade in red plastic cups?”


This time when Preston snorted, there was clear humor behind it. He dropped his gaze back to the forest-floor art he had been creating, but the motion of the stick didn’t seem as deliberate as before.


Then he pointed the stick toward his house. “Anything is better than whatever the hell that is.”


“Aren’t you forgetting one important thing?” Nathan indicated his own shoulder with the fork he held.


Preston threw the stick away and ran the fingers of his free hand through his hair, making the perfectly combed strands stand in different directions. “Screw the party. I didn’t want one anyway.”


A soft smile stretched across Nathan’s face. “Believe me, I’m on your side, but to be honest, I love all of it. Mark my words. I’m going to be planning parties even grander than this one. I’m even going to plan one for your mother.”


“You know the guy who planned today actually broke down? Last I heard, he checked himself into a facility.”


The warning only infused more determination into Nathan’s declaration when he said, “Every knight needs a dragon to slay. You’ll see.”


Chuckles replaced the earlier snorts, and Preston covered them with a closed fist. Mission accomplished. The dark cloud above him looked more gray than black, slowly dissipating. Gone was the knot between his eyebrows. But almost immediately a groan stifled the laughter.


Heart in his throat, Nathan rushed to his friend’s side. His hand hovered over Preston’s uninjured shoulder.


Afraid to touch him for fear of causing more pain, Nathan asked, “What can I do?”


Preston grabbed his bound shoulder and breathed, each inhalation coming in deep and fast. A light sweat coated his forehead—agony clear on every line of his pale face.


“Come on,” Nathan urged. Seeing usually tanned skin ashen was a cause for great alarm. “We need to get you to the hospital.”


“I’m fine.” Preston resettled his back against the tree, eyes closing.


“You don’t look fine.”


“Leave it alone, Nate. I said I’m fine.”


“What if you tore something again?”


A tired laugh escaped Preston’s lips, confusing Nathan enough to sit down, plate still in hand. In the distance, strains of Chopin from a string quartet hired for the event floated toward them, breaking the uncomfortable silence that followed.


“There’s nothing left to tear,” Preston finally whispered, color returning to his cheeks. “There’s nothing left.”


“I don’t understand.”


“I’m quitting swimming.”


“No,” Nathan said.


“There’s no point—”


“No!” he cut Preston off. “You are not throwing away years of training just because of a rotator cuff injury.”


“Fuck that. People quit all the time.”


“Quitters don’t succeed. And what kind of friend would I be if I supported every stupid idea that came into your head?”


“But—”


Nathan put on his I-don’t-give-a-fuck face, interrupting Preston again. “Aren’t you being way too overdramatic about this?”


“You know! If I didn’t train, I wouldn’t have gotten into that swimming camp.”


“And are you in that swimming camp now?”


Preston swiped his free hand down his face. “Fu-uck! I hate this.”


“With proper physical therapy, you will swim again. In fact, your shoulder will be stronger than ever, which can only be a good thing, considering we’re aiming for Olympic gold here. I did the research.”


“We’re aiming?” Preston arched an eyebrow.


“I’ve taken it upon myself to see you fulfill your dreams, Preston Ulysses Grant.”


“Oh?”


“Don’t ‘oh?’ me like I’m joking! I will personally search for the best physical therapists in the country—”


“I think my parents have that covered.”


“And I will be at every session,” Nathan continued, as if his friend hadn’t spoken. “You are going to heal, and you are getting back into the pool. I promise you that, or my name is not Nathan Parker—”


“Future party planner extraordinaire.”


“You’re catching on.” Nathan picked up his fork again and helped himself to a bite from the slice lying on its side.


But before he could bring the piece to his mouth, Preston stole the fork.


“Hey! No fair. Get your own cake!” Nathan protested, but the bite was long gone.


Levering himself up onto his knees, Preston stabbed the slice and pushed almost half of it into his wide-open mouth, causing a rain of crumbs and icing down his front.


In order to keep from ruining his own clothes, Nathan fell back in disgust.


“Good thing you came,” Preston said, happily chewing. “I thought I was going to starve to death out here.”
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NATHAN WAS RIGHT where he wanted to be—hands clasped and biting down on the tips of his thumbs in a futile attempt at settling the tendrils of nerves coiling in his stomach. Maybe at the moment it didn’t seem like he wanted to be where he was, considering his legs bobbed as he sat among the multitude of family and friends cheering on loved ones currently competing for a coveted spot in the Bennett Club. But yes, he was right where he needed to be—aging ten years in a matter of minutes. He wouldn’t be surprised if he walked out of that facility with gray at his temples. God forbid.


The prestigious, privately owned swimming club in Colorado that Preston was trying out for boasted of producing the best of the best. Any kid who dreamed of being a champion swimmer dreamed of being coached by Bobby Bennett. Banners suspended along the walls of the gigantic state-of-the-art facility featured twenty-foot pictures of past Olympians—medals and fists raised in triumph. They were undeniable proof of results.


His gaze slipped to the empty seat next to him, where his sister Natasha would have sat had she not made some lame excuse for not coming along. In fact, they all should have been there cheering Preston on. But Caleb had classes at Loyola he couldn’t miss.


Nathan sighed. He could still remember the absolute determination on Preston’s face when the invite had been delivered via special courier. The envelope came a couple of days after his cousin canceled their European adventure to sweep Didi—now his girlfriend—off her feet. Only about a hundred were given out every year. And only a handful of swimmers were actually chosen. It was akin to finding the golden ticket wrapped around a chocolate bar. Preston hadn’t even finished reading the letter before he had dropped everything and started packing.


For years one of Nathan’s favorite things to do—besides planning magnificent parties—was watch Preston swim. It was like watching performance art. The way his arms sliced through the water, each stroke pulling him forward with speed and precision. The way his back muscles flexed took Nathan’s breath away every time. It must be the closest someone could get to the perfect balance between physicality, endurance, and concentration.


Well, maybe not right this instant, since the swimming god was completely botching things.


“What the hell are you doing?” Nathan yelled, jumping to his feet and shoving his fingers through his dark brown hair—a Parker trait he shared with his twin sister and cousin. If strands happened to separate from his scalp from pulling too hard, he didn’t care.


His shoulders tensed when Preston finished third in the hundred-meter freestyle. He removed his goggles and swimming cap in one smooth pull. Panting, he looked up at the digital board displaying lap times.


Even from afar Nathan could feel the frustration radiating off his friend. To qualify for Team USA, a swimmer had to finish at least second in his respective event. Anything less was unacceptable.


Time for an ass-kicking.


To say Preston ate, slept, and breathed swimming was an understatement. It wasn’t even a stretch to say he devoted every waking moment to the sport. As soon as he was old enough to figure out how to hold his breath underwater, he’d been a swimmer. He knew nothing else. Didn’t want to do anything else. Watching Michael Phelps bring home seven gold medals in a single Olympics set his benchmark. His ultimate goal.


And what a complete loser he’d been all day.


Beyond frustrated, Preston slapped his hands on the pool’s edge and heaved himself up. He hadn’t always been this wobbly in the water. Coming in third? He couldn’t even remember the last time that had happened. He should have been kicking their asses. There were only a few heats left. If he didn’t make something happen soon, he could kiss joining Coach Bennett’s team good-bye.


Sure, he might still be able to train elsewhere in preparation for the Olympic Trials in June next year, but it wouldn’t be the same. Being part of the Bennett Club would give him the edge he needed. It was already the end of August. Many of the other private clubs were full, and he’d said no to all the collegiate team coaches for this, his best chance at becoming an Olympian—and he was sucking spectacularly. Maybe he should have kept his options open.


Fuck.


He snorted into the towel thrown at him by one of the staff. As far as he was concerned, Coach Bennett was it. The dream coach. If he couldn’t make it into the Bennett Club, then what else was there for him?


Nothing.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


He lifted his face from the towel to stare into the blazing blue eyes of the one person unafraid to call him out on his shit. At five foot ten, Nathan was in full battle mode.


“I just can’t seem to gain my stride,” Preston said, irritation at himself leaking into his words.


“Of course not,” Nathan said. “You’re too in your head about this.”


Preston slanted a glance over to the silver-haired man in a blue jacket watching the swimmers with a keen eye and a stern expression. “I thought maybe . . .”


The slap on his chest forced him to return his gaze to Nathan. In a lime-green sweater and white slacks, he stood out among the men and women strutting around in tight Speedos. Yet something about the confidence in his stance made him fit in anywhere.


“Don’t think about Bennett. No one cares about him.”


Um, maybe I do? Preston thought.


But maybe that was it? That he cared way too much?


“Nate—”


“No!” Nathan interrupted, wagging his finger. “I don’t want to hear any more excuses from you. I’m fed up seeing you lose.”


“But—”


Nathan crossed his arms and cocked his hip to the side, displaying his best I-don’t-give-a-damn-what-other-people-think stare. “We did not fly all the way to Colorado just so you could choke at the very last second. Third? Seriously? When was the last time you placed third in any race?”


“Then what do you think I should do?” Preston asked, heat creeping into his tone.


Nathan rolled his eyes as if the answer was obvious. “Maybe calm the fuck down?”


It dawned on Preston all at once. “I’m a fucking idiot.”


“Exactly! Stop thinking too much about Bennett and focus all your energy on swimming.” This time the slap against his chest was one of reassurance. “It’s what you’re best at. Stick with the butterfly for now.”


“But those aren’t until later.”


The butterfly was the most challenging stroke, so the fly heats were always slated for last. Competitive swimmers had to be proficient in all styles, but everyone had a favorite stroke. Preston just so happened to possess the shoulder strength and the arm span that made him lethal at the one he enjoyed most.


Nathan tilted his head. “Better for you to rest up. How many heats are there?”


Preston did the mental count. “There’s the hundred-meter and the two-hundred-meter.”


Nathan’s eyes grew saucer wide, as if he suddenly understood something he might not have at the beginning. “The freestyle has six heats, while the butterfly usually only has two. Somehow you got it in your head that being in the water more will show Coach Bennett what you’re made of.”


The last part sounded more like a question, but Preston knew it wasn’t. “Maybe.”


“Pres, you are one of the best swimmers I know.”


“I’m the only swimmer you know.”


“You can’t afford to suck any more than you already have,” Nathan said. “You’re making me look bad.”


Preston kept his expression blank, but inside he was wincing. Maybe even dying a little. But not from the obvious joke at the end of Nathan’s words. He knew just how much he was sucking. The truth hurt like a punch in the gut.


Showboating. That was what he had been doing. Sure, he could deny it all he wanted, but it didn’t mean it wasn’t the truth. He wanted to be top dog. Unfortunately, he’d bitten off more than he could chew. Damn it all to hell.


“Switch gears,” Nathan continued. “Show Bennett and everyone in this building why I flew a thousand miles just to watch you swim.”


The corner of Preston’s eye twitched. “Of course you’re making this about you.”


“Hell yes, this is about me.” Nathan shot him one of his better grins. The kind that hid nothing from the world. “Don’t embarrass me out there, Pres. Show them what you’re really made of.”


Preston snorted.


Nathan’s features softened. “You’re too stiff. Remember, just have fun. I know this is your dream. I know it might feel like the world is over if you don’t get onto this team, but if you don’t have fun, then it wouldn’t be worth it either way. Trust your training. Breathe and loosen up.”


And just like that, Nathan turned Preston’s humiliation into renewed purpose. His fingers closed tightly around the towel he’d been holding. He faced the fifty-meter pool currently filled with his competitors. Somewhere along the way he’d let his nerves get the better of him when he should have been concentrating on what he did best.


“The bastards won’t know what hit them,” he said, meaning every word.


“That’s what I like to hear.” Nathan turned on his heel. As a parting shot, while walking away with a strut like only he knew how, he said over his shoulder, “Give them hell, Pres. Give them hell.”


Heart beating in his throat, Nathan excused his way back to his seat. The final heats of the day would begin any minute. Preston’s expression after Nathan had left him was all too familiar—stone-cold stoic. It was the one he always wore when he was about to dominate in the pool. Nathan should be more confident that he’d done all he could in the motivation department, but looking at the competition made it hard.


A horn blared. Just a short burst, but it was enough to quiet the crowd’s murmuring.


Through the speakers, someone announced the first heat for the hundred-meter butterfly. Nathan pushed to the edge of his seat. This was it.


The spectators came alive again as one by one the participating swimmers strode to their lanes. Whistles and cheers followed. When Preston appeared, Nathan’s thundering heart all but stopped in his chest. Preston looked good. More relaxed. He had a sureness in his stride. That was the image Nathan always had of Preston—a force to be reckoned with. Calm. Collected. Ready to annihilate.


Once at their respective lanes, the competitors began stripping out of their warm-up jackets and pants down to their jammers. And damn if Preston, at six foot two, didn’t look the best in them. They started at his hips and stopped above his knees. The way the cut of the material emphasized the V of muscle below his six-pack was enough to drive anyone insane. And that glorious perpetual tan he sported made him stand out. Nathan could stare all day and not get tired of what he was looking at.


Another short blast of the horn signaled the swimmers to get on their marks.


Preston stepped up onto the starting block. Like he always did, he rotated his shoulders forward, then back, followed by twisting his head left, then right. He bent his knees and flapped his arms until his hands slapped his shoulder blades. Then he touched his fingertips to the edge of the block. Patiently waiting, he faced forward with singular focus.


Nathan hadn’t breathed since Preston took his position. Nothing could tear his gaze away from lane four until the race was over.


A hush spread across the bleachers. All eyes were glued to the pool with its bobbing red and yellow buoy lines that separated each lane. Anticipation crackled in the air, causing goose bumps to crawl up Nathan’s arms. Again he clasped his hands together. This time it was for an entirely different reason.


A whistle blew.


Like a whip crack, Preston pushed off the block—the long line of his body arching through the air.
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WATER WAS PEACEFUL. Water was purpose. Water was all.


Preston found a sense of contentment and clarity when he swam. It was as if nothing could touch him. At the same time, water was his battlefield. His arms and legs transformed into lethal weapons, propelling him with a single-minded purpose. All his muscles were attuned to what his brain wanted, which was to win. To dominate. In a particularly fierce fight—like the one he was currently in—he focused on the only vital thing in that moment: breathing control.


It began with a sharp inhalation. A short hold that provided much-needed oxygen to his limbs. A quick exhale to expend the CO2. And beginning again with another inhale as he crested the surface. A beautiful cycle that drove him until he reached the edge of the vast expanse fifty meters created.


At the end of the red five-meter marker, he tucked over and under until he faced the direction he had come from. He’d done it so many times during the course of his swimming career that he no longer had to think as his feet touched the opposite wall. Muscle memory kicked in and he was thrust forward—a speeding torpedo headed for home.


Why he’d insisted on swimming freestyle was totally beyond him. It shouldn’t have taken Nathan coming down from the bleachers to remind him what he was the best at. The reason he had gotten the invitation to try out in front of the infamous Bobby Bennett in the first place was that he was a record-breaking butterfly champion, shattering statewide and countrywide lap times as if they were merely a suggestion.


With his height and arm length, fifty seconds was all he needed to finish a hundred-meter heat. His best time came at just over forty-nine, but he’d already been swimming all day. As long as he came in first, lap time mattered little at this stage.


He pushed all his regrets out of his mind and channeled his frustration into flying across the pool. Breathing through each stroke, he didn’t worry about his competition. They all knew him by reputation. The swimming world wasn’t all that big. And he would crush them. Without mercy.


In his periphery, the five-meter red buoys bobbed.


With each new breath he inhaled, he counted down. With the last rotation of his arms, he shifted all his strength to his legs for one final dolphin kick.


His palms made contact with tile.


Like a bullet out of a gun, relief shot through him. Pulling off his goggles and cap, his gaze scanned the digital board. He was a full two seconds ahead of second place. And most gratifying of all was his shattering of the current world record set in the last Olympics. He roared in triumph.


The swimmer in lane five slapped his shoulder, calling him a beast. He was beyond hearing anything else when he noticed Coach Bennett staring straight at him. It was like looking at the face of God. Certainly for swimmers.


That caught his attention, Preston thought.


Satisfied, and maybe a little too full of himself, he pushed out of the pool. With the number of swimmers participating that day, the organizers had to divide tryouts into several races. He would swim in another hundred-meter, then a couple of two-hundred-meter heats.


Regaining his confidence, Preston padded toward one of the showerheads lining the wall and rinsed off. Ten minutes until he would be back in the water.


In all the excitement, Nathan hadn’t noticed his phone ringing until the crowd quieted down. He did a quick search and found Preston resting in the Jacuzzi, chatting up other swimmers. His heart lurched.


In his mind he could already imagine the attention Preston would get when his career took off. Could Nathan really stand aside while someone else captured Preston’s heart? Nathan wasn’t blind to the lustful stares Preston had been getting.


But in the movies, when a friend fell in love with a friend, it usually spelled the end of the friendship. The thought of having feelings for Preston beyond the platonic scared the Prada loafers off him. There were two points for potential disaster that he could see so far.


One: Nathan could find the courage to finally confess, risking their friendship. What if Preston didn’t feel the same way?


Two: If Nathan managed to keep his feelings to himself, there was a great chance he would lose Preston anyway. If he didn’t speak up, there was no guarantee he ever would.


Again his phone rang, jarring him away from the impossible knot he found himself in. Lose-lose didn’t even come close to describing his situation. Ah, crap.


Instead of answering the call right away, he eased out of the bleachers. There was no way he was talking to whoever it was from inside the facility. He might as well be at a rock concert for all the noise.


Too bad the call ended just as he stepped outside into the unseasonably chilly early autumn air. It was the kind of cold people got sick from. Biting. Relentless. Unforgiving. And it wasn’t even the dead of winter yet.


As chills reached into his skin and rattled his bones, he found himself silently thanking the universe that he didn’t live in Colorado. His body wasn’t made for subzero temperatures. And he would rather die than wear a parka. Not flattering at all. Although Preston did look good in a knit beanie.


It was with that tantalizing image that he returned the video call. The face of a gorgeous blond popped onto the screen almost immediately.


“Hi, honey,” she said cheerfully. “What’s got you smiling like a loon?”


All the blood in his body seemed to rush to his head. “Mom!”


That was the last time he was making a call without checking caller ID first. Stella Clark-Parker was a perceptive woman in a petite package. Natasha was the spitting image of her, except with the signature Parker dark hair and blue eyes.


“I called because I thought you’d like to know that Eleanor will be hosting the Society of Dodge Cove Matrons luncheon this year,” she said in that singsong voice of hers.


It was finally Preston’s mother’s turn. Excellent. Nathan’s mind immediately clicked into party-planning mode. The DoCo Matrons luncheon was easily the biggest event of the year. To host it was a huge honor and an almost impossible undertaking. It was a big get for party planners. With all the matriarchs in attendance, the success of the event could put a planner’s name on the map. This was it. This was Nathan’s chance to make a career out of his dream. Time to slay his dragon.


“Has she met with planners already?” he asked, rubbing his lips.


“I hear the vetting begins tomorrow and will last all week. There’s already a line despite Eleanor’s reputation.” His mother’s eyes twinkled. “I know that look.”


“Preston and I will be back in DoCo tomorrow. Can you get me a meeting with her the day after? That will give me enough time to prepare a proper proposal.”


“I can definitely do that.” Concern replaced her amusement. “But are you sure about this? I mean . . . you are just coming off planning Caleb’s birthday.”


“No time like the present to make a splash. Can you imagine what getting this event will mean for my future?”


“Of course. One recommendation from Eleanor can set you up for life. But there will always be parties to plan, hon.”


Nathan’s eyebrows came together. “I don’t get where you’re going with this.”


“Just because Caleb decided not to take his gap year doesn’t mean you can’t take yours. It took you months to plan it. Why not go on the trip and come back refreshed and inspired?”


“Mom . . .” His heart softened at the earnest concern that settled on her beautiful face. He suddenly felt the urge to hug her. “I know where you’re coming from. Honest. I just can’t let this opportunity pass. I already have several ideas that I think she’ll like.”


“Are you sure—”


“I’m sure,” he cut her off gently. “Plus, I need to be in DoCo for Preston. I get the feeling it’ll be a rough month for him after today.”


“How are the tryouts going?” she asked.


Nathan sent up a silent prayer of thanks that his mother didn’t push the vacation issue further. “Oh, you know. It started off slow when Preston got it into his head that he had to swim freestyle.”


“But fly is what he’s best at.”


“That’s exactly what I told him!”


“And because of that he won, right?”


“Of course. He’s resting up for the next heat now.”


“Will you know the results today?”


“That’s what I meant about a rough month ahead.” He recalled what was written on the invite. “Today is for observation. Videos of the heats are recorded, and every swimmer’s performance will be evaluated. It’ll take them a while to comb through everything, so the soonest we can expect results is late September or early October.”


“That’s weeks away.” She pouted, bringing a youthfulness to her features that seemed to make her glow from the inside out. “Preston’s not going to sleep a wink the whole of September until those results are in.” She clapped her hands together once. “Oh, I have the best idea ever!”


Chills of a different kind ran down his spine. “I’m suddenly afraid to ask.”


“Take him to Europe.”


“What?” He felt his throat tighten.


“We all know Preston has a tendency to obsess. That boy has nothing but swimming on the brain. You wouldn’t want him to injure himself from overtraining again, would you?”


“Way to fight dirty, Mother.” Yet Nathan couldn’t stop the exasperated smile from forming on his lips.


Then she put on her serious-mom face, which never failed to make him chuckle. “This way you can take that vacation you obviously need and Preston is distracted from thinking about the results too much. It’s a win-win in my book.”


Nathan straightened to his full height and squared his shoulders. “I know you mean well, and I love you with all my heart, but I have to put the kibosh on your scheming. Preston isn’t a little boy anymore. He knows better than to overtrain. And I will be there keeping an eye on him in between planning this luncheon.”


“You really want this, don’t you?”


He wasn’t exactly sure what she meant, but he nodded anyway.


She tsked. “And to think, Europe is so romantic this time of year.”


“Mom!” His cheeks burned like the pits of Hades.


“Did you really think you could hide it from me?”


He shook his head in defeat. “Is it too much to ask that I keep this to myself?”


“To be honest, I don’t know why it took you this long to realize it. Just looking at the two of you, it’s obvious.”


“I don’t know about that.”


Her shining hazel eyes widened into perfect marbles. “Oh?”


“I don’t think Preston feels the same way.” There. He’d said it.


“Oh, honey,” she chuckled, “he thinks about swimming and nothing else, so of course it will take him time to actually realize what his heart already knows. But if you take his focus away from the pool, I’m sure he’ll catch up. Eventually.”


As much as Nathan wanted to believe her, he couldn’t bring himself to. “Life’s not that easy, Mom.”


“Of course not. But that doesn’t mean you can’t have fun while untangling the knots.”


“I don’t think I’m willing to sacrifice years of friendship for that.”


“If Preston stops being your friend just because you love him, then he wasn’t really your friend to begin with.”


Instead of arguing with her, he smiled and said, “I love you.”


Almost instantly after he uttered those words she teared up, placing a hand on her trembling lips. “Oh. Oh. I love you too, baby. To the moon and back . . .”


“And everything in between,” he finished.


“Okay, go.” She fanned her pink face. “I’m sure you’ll want to see Preston kill it on the two-hundred-meter.”


He blew her a kiss. “See you tomorrow. And, Mom?”


“Hmm?”


“Thank you for telling me about the luncheon.”


“Anything for you, hon. But will you please consider the vacation? Take Preston, don’t take Preston . . . just consider it.”


“Sure.” The white lie came out seamlessly.


As much as the idea of Europe with Preston tickled him, he had more important things to do. The last thing he needed was rest when his future career was on the line.
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TWO DAYS LATER, Nathan stepped out of his cherry-red roadster and faced the imposing expanse of the Grant Estate, aka the dragon’s lair. One of the biggest homes in Dodge Cove, it housed one of its richest and most prominent families. He took a deep breath, forgetting for a moment that he too came from a lineage that had sailed the ocean on the Mayflower. That day he was a potential employee, and like any professional, he set his family name aside and reached for his tablet before he closed the door.
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