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The thing was, my partner was difficult—not some kind of monster. That’s what I’d been telling myself for too long. You’re a bird-witted romantic.

“Hon,” Gerry called from the hall in his there’s-a-problem voice. “You left your makeup tote in the bathroom—did you remember?”

“Oh, yeah.” I cleared my throat. “Actually, can you come sit down with me?”

“Now? I’m a little busy.” His door shut.

He’d watched porn in his office all morning. For the last month, he’d made it a part of our daily lives—at bedtime, before dinner, and right after kissing me. A woman moaned behind his door.

“‘Courage is the price that life exacts for granting peace,’” I read aloud, staring at a black-and-white print of Amelia Earhart’s twin-engine plane propped up on my dresser with the quote printed on the bottom. Those were her words, not something I’d ever think of.

I stepped out of our townhome’s big bedroom with another packed bag bumping against the door jamb. My shoulders tensed to granite—Gerry hated it when anything banged on the walls.

Leaning sideways into the bathroom, I managed to grab my tote with two fingers. I rushed down the stairs, the zippers on my bag rattling. On the main floor, I halted, staring at the living room set I bought three months ago.

It doesn’t matter that you have cute couch cushions. Get the hell out. I’d built my own cage and trapped myself in a relationship like a penguin in a desert zoo enclosure.

Heavy footsteps came down the stairs behind me. I swung around too fast. My hairbrush flew out of the tote and crashed onto the floor.

“Kelsey,” Gerry said, standing by my pile of bags, frowning at me like I’d left broken glass on the carpet. “What is this?”

He went into the kitchen, his slippers scuffing on the floor, and put his Coke can in the recycling bin. His short, auburn hair was combed and gelled into place, as usual. There was a bit of a flush on his pale, freckled skin. Stupid of me for still noticing how handsome he was.

I let my bag slip off my shoulders and thump on the ground. Taking a deep breath, I looked down for a moment, pulling my sweater straight. What I’d found out the day before changed everything.

Swallowing, I met the gaze of his dark gray eyes. “You have a week. Then I’m pressing charges.”

He reeled back, his mouth gaping open. “What are you talking about?”

Heat burned in my cheeks. God, he was such a good liar. “I’m an accountant, Gerry. I have proof.”

“What—that I paid our bills?”

I stared at him. He’d drained our mutual account—after hacking into my personal accounts and transferring my savings into it.

He held his hands out to me, palms up. “Okay. I had a high-interest loan to pay off. We talked about it at dinner last week. Don’t you remember?”

We hadn’t. “My credit cards are maxed out.”

“Not me.” He leaned forward, his eyes open wide.

I was already disputing the charges with my credit card companies, but the process would take weeks. “We need to sell the townhome right away. If you’ll leave, I’ll handle it.”

“Jesus.” He stormed over to me.

I flinched when he reached out and grabbed my shoulders. “Let go.”

He gripped them tighter, shaking me a little.

I stared at his chin, clenching my teeth.

“Stop.” He crouched down so that we were eye level. “I love you. I’m going to make this right.”

Everything in me wavered. His hands slid down my arms—I’d missed being touched. My chin snapped up, and I stepped back.

“No.”

He crossed his arms. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re blowing this all way out of proportion. I know I’ve…struggled lately. It’s work—not getting the promotion. Don’t do this—it’s cruel. I need a little help, okay?”

I couldn’t meet his eyes any longer. The truth was, I didn’t know what to do or where to go. You’re sleeping in your car because you make stupid choices.

“Hey.” He put a finger under my chin. “I’m sorry. Give me another chance?”

“One week,” I mumbled, stepping away from him. “And you’re sleeping in your office.”

He frowned, putting his hands in his pockets. “Alright.”

Leaving my bags on the floor, I walked out the front door to sit in my car and try to breathe.


CHAPTER TWO
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Heart still thumping, I drove to my refuge—the Indian Creek Trailhead, a lush greenbelt that ran across my town. I pulled on hiking boots and a ballcap from the bag stashed in my car and grabbed my binoculars and journal for birding.

When gravel crunched under my shoes on the path, my chest finally seemed to open all the way and I could take in a full breath. Big oaks stretched above me with crimson and gold leaves. A fluffy white Samoyed grinned at me as he trotted by with his human.

“Lady bug,” a toddler shouted at her mother.

My stomach tightened. Twenty-eight years old and starting over…

I walked faster, part of me automatically scanning the trees for birds but mostly staring down, watching the terrain as my feet ate up miles. My walks were always solitary. Gerry hadn’t hiked with me since we’d first started dating.

My youngest sister’s ring tone went off on my phone—American Robin bird call. I stopped, sucking in air and wiping the sweat off my forehead.

“Tilly,” I said.

“Kelsey? Are you jogging or something?”

“Speed walking. How are you?”

She blew out—cigarette smoke, probably. Damn. It seemed like smoking was going to stick. “In midterm hell. Housemate hell. And I’m probably fired from my job.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“What are you doing for Christmas?”

I made it to the park bench that overlooked the river—miraculously empty—and slumped onto it. Then forced myself to sit up straight. “Not sure.”

“Well, can I sleep on your couch or whatever?”

“Yeah, always.” I ground dirt under the toe of my sneaker. “But things are…changing for me. Would you keep it private for now?”

“What’s going on with you?”

I stared up at where an Osprey nest had been last year. “I’m…leaving Gerry.”

“Shit—really?”

“He stole money from me.” The admission came out of me, and it was like a bell tolling through my head. I’d said it. There was no taking it back now. Through all my years with Gerry, I’d never admitted my doubts about his character. He hadn’t been physically abusive—it wasn’t easy to explain. “On top of everything else…”

“What, you mean the fact that he’s a shady asshole? Jesus, it’s about freaking time.”

Tilly had missed the parts of Gerry that I’d loved—or maybe depended on? He’d paid attention. Before the porn had taken over, our kinky sex had been a dirty secret between us that seemed to keep us close. You were addicted to it. I’d kept hoping he’d grow past the need to control the petty and small matters of our everyday lives.

“He won’t leave the townhome. I’m not sure what’s going to happen.”

Actually, I had a bad feeling that I did. He wouldn’t budge until I forced him to—and it would cost us both more than we could pay.

“Damn. I’m sorry, Sis. Can’t you change the locks on him and throw his shit out a window?”

“No. I can’t force him to leave—and I can’t stand to be under the same roof as him.”

“Why’d he steal money?”

I blew out a breath. “He spends too much.” Called it networking, but it boiled down to chasing around the very wealthy and trying to be on the inside. “Started gambling, too.”

“Did you, like, freeze your accounts or whatever?”

“Yeah.” I’d had to take Friday afternoon off work to frantically call my credit card companies and go into my bank. I opened a private mailbox and changed all my account numbers. I emailed a lawyer.

“So now you’re broke and basically homeless? Shit, we’re in the same boat.”

“Pretty much. Wait, you’re not homeless, are you?”

More smoke blowing. “I’m behind on rent. They forced me into the basement.”

“Is it a finished basement?”

“Not really. But it’s dry. Don’t worry about it—so, no, not really homeless.”

I put a hand over my eyes. “I’m going to try and figure out Christmas. And Thanksgiving at Audrey’s.”

Audrey was our oldest sister, an engineer living in Portland with her wife. If the weather was good, they hosted big Thanksgiving gatherings in the yard of their tiny bungalow.

Tilly grumbled something about tofu that I didn’t catch. “Yeah, keep me posted. Not sure I’m in the mood for an Audrey lecture…but it’s probably better than staying here. Talk soon.”

Stomach growling, I hiked back to my car and drove to the library. Why hadn’t I put the bags I’d packed in my car? Because you’re a coward. Gerry had been staring at me, and I’d fled.

Surrounded by a park, the library was a beautiful old brick building with a view of the Columbia River. I filled up my empty bottle and gulped down water, sloshing some onto my shirt.

“Kelsey? Oh, it is you.” Deedee Fisher was one of the librarians—the one who knew my secret book hobby.

I wiped my mouth with the sleeve of my sweatshirt. “Hi. Sorry, I’m a sweaty mess.”

Deedee squinted at me. “Working out?” she asked dubiously.

“Hiking.” I pulled a leaf off my arm and glanced around for a place to toss it.

“Ah—great weather for it. Anyway, take a look in the section. You won’t be sorry.” Deedee adjusted her purple-framed glasses and blew out a low whistle. “Bunch of new ones.”

I forced my mouth into a smile for her. “On it.”

She grinned at me, then cocked her head, her smile fading. “Are you alright, dear?”

My eyes burned—no, not now. I gulped, shaking my head a little. “Just a breakup. I’ll be fine.”

Her eyes opened wider. “Oh—honey, I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks.”

She patted my arm, looking me over. “Go sit down. I’m going to bring over some cookies that I made last night. I always put them in the staff room, so I’m not the only one gobbling them down.”

“That would be amazing.”

Head spinning, I had to go to a picnic table outside and eat my cookies right away. I picked the crumbs out of the plastic bag and mentally kicked myself for not eating anything before stranding myself outside my home. Going back was my only option—Gerry would be waiting, ready to concentrate on wrapping me back around his finger…

My phone vibrated in my pocket and made the Budgie bird call—Maria’s ring tone.

“Kelsey,” she sang out cheerfully. “What are we doing today? I woke up recently and can’t let Saturday pass me by without day drinking.”

Maria Adamos was my best friend—which would be news to her since she probably considered me little closer than an acquaintance.

About two years ago, we’d been introduced at a networking event for women professionals. A core group of us still met for drinks on Thursdays. People might consider Maria the party girl and me the designated driver. I’d always thought she had a deep well of compassion, along with her bright smile.

I cleared my throat. “Actually, can I come over? I, um, need a break from running around.”

It sounded so awkward in my meek voice. I’d never been to where she lived. Was it too much? Nice, push her away with your weirdness.

“Oh—yeah,” Maria said. “You don’t care about messes or anything, do you? I mean, I’d get up and try to make this place presentable, but I wouldn’t really get anywhere…”

“I really don’t. Thanks. Text me your address?”

“Sure…my gut is telling me something is happening with you. You’re going to talk to me when you get here, right?”

“I can talk,” I said, trying to sound witty—and not pulling it off.


CHAPTER THREE
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Maria’s home shocked me. I pulled into the driveway and wondered if I’d stumbled onto an old-world-style luxury hotel.

I was checking the text she’d sent me when Maria appeared beside what appeared to be a giant five-car garage the size of a house, detached from the mansion next to it. Wearing slippers and a bathrobe, her long dark brown hair loose, she waved and pointed to where I should park next to the garage.

She hugged me as soon as I stood up out of my car. “It’s my parents’,” she said airily, waving at the mansion behind her. “I live in the apartment over the garage.”

“Thanks for letting me stop by,” I said, tugging at my sweat-stained hoodie. “Sorry I’m such a mess.”

Maria waved a hand around. “Ha—they wouldn’t let me into a Walmart with what I have on.” She eyed me, flipping her hair to one side. “This is a different look for you—soccer mom or something. I’m going to stop talking now and bring you inside before Pippa, my stepmother, pounces on you and tries to feed you up. Down this path to the back of the garage and there’s my door. Come on.”

We climbed up outdoor stairs to a balcony with a black iron railing. There were ceramic flowerpots full of faded blooms and a table with a blue-striped shade umbrella and chairs.

Maria’s apartment turned out to have nearly as many square feet as the townhome I owned with Gerry. She had a full kitchen, with two barstools at the counter, and a living room with three big windows and attractive midcentury modern furniture. There was one bathroom, a laundry room, and her large bedroom.

“This is so cute,” I said.

She shrugged. “It suits me. Hang on—I have some seltzer water with mint and lime juice—you’re going to love it. Sit down.”

I collapsed onto one of her chairs. My eyes closed as soon as she went into the kitchen, and I put my head in my hands. If I stayed with my sister in Portland, I’d have to leave her house at seven to get to work on time and sleep on her couch with the dogs.

Ice cubes rattled in a glass next to my face. I sat up fast, then swayed back as my vision went fuzzy.

Maria crouched down next to me. “You’ve left Gerry, haven’t you?”

My face scrunched up, and I flattened a hand against my heart. “S-sorry.”

After scooting the other chair closer to mine and placing a box of tissues in my lap, Maria settled next to me with her arm around my shoulders.

“I’m really sorry.” I honked my nose. “Y-you don’t deserve this.”

“Psht. No more apologizing. I’m glad you’re doing this, leaving Gerry, I mean. I don’t know him well. Even so, I don’t like him. My gut is famous for unbelievable judgment. I can tell what’s happening is good.”

I gathered my pile of used tissues into my hands and stood up to find the garbage.

“Don’t judge me by my kitchen,” Maria called out. “It came with the house.”

“Pretty bouquet,” I managed to say, wiping at the wet still streaming down my face.

Maria popped into the kitchen. “Hang on—I have cheese. And unopened crackers. Maybe even some grapes…” She opened the fridge and started rattling around.

I shuffled over to a bar stool.

A glass of chilled rosé appeared in front of me. “Drink a little,” Maria said. “I’ll feed you, I promise.”

There wasn’t any resistance in me. Maria told me a story about meeting up with Autumn the night before. They had drinks bought for them by a raunchy group of tourists, and then they’d snuck out through the alleyway to avoid them.

By the time I followed her over to the couch with a full plate and glass, I was contained once again.

Maria raked her hair back with her fingers, sprawling out on the cushions. “So, tell me. What did it?”

I blinked, my nose stinging again. My fingers tried to smooth out the wrinkles in my chinos. “It’s not something I want to broadcast around. Gerry would become impossible.”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “Why does that matter?”

I blew out a breath. “We own a townhouse together. And he owes me money.”

“Ugh. You’re practically married.” She took a sip of her wine. “Listen, I’m not going to blab about it. My gut is saying I need to know. To help you.”

My wineglass clunked on the coffee table when I set it down. My hands were shaky. “He stole money from me—my accounts, personal credit cards.”

“Holy shit. Seriously?”

I nodded.

She flopped back into the couch cushions. “Wait, why aren’t you going to the police?”

“I gave him a week.”

“Do you have somewhere to stay?”

“No.” I closed my eyes. “I mean, I told him not to go in our bedroom… He has an office.”

“You’re staying here.” She slapped a cushion with her hand.

“What?”

“Yes. I’ll talk to Pippa and Daddy sometime this weekend—there’s a guest room in the big house that will be perfect. Has its own entrance. It’s close to my apartment, too.”

“Oh, no. I couldn’t⁠—”

“Yes, you will. No refusing. It’s all happening. You are going to Marialand, a wine-soaked getaway from assholes. First, we’ll get your things. Don’t leave anything for him to steal. Then we eat. Do you know what’s the best way to forget a man? No? Get drunk and sleep with another.”


CHAPTER FOUR
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Iparked in front of my townhouse and stared at the empty spot where Gerry’s car wasn’t. Maria jumped out of the minivan she was driving, speaking fast and waving her hands around. I blinked. Bluetooth earbuds, dummy.

Fumbling with my keys, I got to the front door and unlocked it.

“Pippa says yes,” Maria said. “You’re part of the family now—required to gain ten pounds by next week. Big dinner tomorrow at five.”

I gaped at her. “What? But they haven’t met me.”

Maria shrugged. “I told her you’re leaving a bad man.” She put her hands up. “That’s it. All I said, I promise. Focus—now we raid. How much of this stuff is yours?”

“All of it.” I glanced around, my chest cracking open. My cushy sofa set, glass coffee table, and oak dining set couldn’t come with me.

“Clothing first?”

I nodded. My professional wardrobe took up all the space in my car and spilled into Maria’s minivan. I grabbed jewelry, electronics, the expensive coffee maker, photos, and my framed picture of Earhart’s plane.

“Don’t worry,” Maria panted, bent over with her hands on her knees next to the cars. “We’ll be back. Come on, my gut says we should leave.”

I hightailed it out of there, my pulse drumming a staccato rhythm. We passed Gerry’s car, I thought, a few blocks from the townhouse. I exhaled.

A middle-aged woman with glasses and short, wavy caramel brown hair feathered around her face stood in the driveway at Maria’s house.

“Kelsey, this is Pippa,” Maria said as we met in front of the garage. She put her arm around her stepmother and kissed her cheek.

“Mrs. Adamos, thank you,” I said, putting my hands on my cheeks. “I hardly know what to say—this is unbelievably generous. I’m happy to pay⁠—”

“No.” Pippa shook her head. “You’re welcome.” She pulled me in for a quick hug. “Call me Pippa, everyone does.”

“Thank you.” My smile wobbled as my eyes watered.

She raised her chin and looked me over. “I can tell you will be no trouble. Yes, this is good. And you will keep an eye on our Maria for us. She needs a lot going on, or she gets sad.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Come on. Let’s go see your room.”

Pippa opened a locked gate and led me down a path to a massive raised deck that spanned the back of the house. Close to the stairs were French doors that opened into a guest suite.

The large space was decorated in shades of taupe and warm gray. A full-sized bed was on one side and a gas fireplace on the other, with a flat-screen television mounted over the mantel. I gasped my appreciation, taking my shoes off before entering.

“Your own bathroom,” Maria said, pointing at the door. “Unless my brothers are here. You’ll have a key to this door and my apartment so you can use my kitchen and laundry.”

“Thank you,” I blubbered, blinking hard.

“You’re welcome in the big house, too,” Pippa said, patting my back.

Behind Pippa’s back, Maria shook her head slightly. “Daddy’s territorial about his kitchen. He’s golfing. You’ll meet him tomorrow.”

I trekked back and forth to my car, stumbling more than once, not really believing my luck. You don’t deserve this repeated in my head like a litany.

Maria insisted on taking me out to dinner at a dressy place downtown. “Live music,” she said, grinning at me.

I pressed my lips together—I’d had about four hours of sleep the night before. Maria was already closing the deck door of my new bedroom.

When we left, she wouldn’t let me drive, insisting on ordering us a ride. “Tonight, you forget. You’re gorgeous in that black dress and your tan trench. Autumn is meeting us. Phoebe, too.”

What had become one of the longest days of my life ended in a swanky rooftop restaurant. I picked at tapas plates and tried not to drag down the conversation. Maria laughed with Pheobe and made friends with anyone who glanced her way.

Phoebe and Autumn were core Thursday meetup friends. Phoebe called our weekly meetup ‘holiday thirstday.’ Like Maria, they ate out often, and the three of them spent a lot of time together out on the town.

Arriving as our starter plates were cleared away, Autumn slid into the open chair beside me. She was dressed in a red wool pantsuit, her layered and highlighted blonde bob shining. “Guess who just sold a house. This girl. Damn, I love making money. Don’t let me drink too much—I’m excited.”

I nodded, smiling.

“Hey,” Autumn said, waiting until I glanced up and met her eyes. “You alright?”

“Sorry.” I fiddled with my necklace. “I’m a little off.”

Autumn jerked her head forward. “Well? What happened?”

There wasn’t any help for it—not telling Autumn would imply I didn’t trust her. Everyone would know soon enough. “I’ve left Gerry.”

Autumn wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed me into her side. “Dang. I’m sorry that didn’t work out.”

“Thanks,” I said, praying she wouldn’t ask more questions.

The server arrived. My shoulders dropped a couple of inches as Autumn turned her sharp gaze away from me. Out of nowhere, everything that had happened hit me like a punch. I flinched and knew I had to move.

“Excuse me,” I choked. I stood up and slid between the chairs of my friends and the other diners, the edges of the room seeming to close in around me and the babble of voices echoing in my head. My chest was tightening. I couldn’t get in a full breath. Damn it—not now.

I walked toward the restroom in the lobby outside the restaurant, trying not to stagger, then veered off to an empty alcove.

“Oh no,” I whispered, shoving my hand against my chest. There was a pair of chairs, and I slumped onto one of them.

The whirlwind in my head had me in its grip. I tried to blow out my breath slowly. You’re alone, the snake-like voice in my head hissed. You’ll never make it. Useless worm…

A throat cleared behind me. Male.

My eyes snapped open, and my back straightened. Heat crept up my neck. I glanced behind me—and my breath caught.

He was tall and dark-haired, wearing a fitted navy suit. His facial hair was grown in just enough to be an attractive shadow, emphasizing his chiseled jaw and sharp cheekbones. My cheeks flamed as his eyes seemed to caress down my body.

“You dropped this.” He held up my silver bluebird charm that hung from my purse. “When you left the restaurant.”

“Thank you,” I wheezed, lightheaded and struggling to meet his gaze—it was mortifying to be caught like this.

Instead of handing it to me, he sat in the chair beside mine. “Is it a Stellar Blue Jay?”

“Yes, it is.” I panted a little, my heart beating too fast under my hand. Run into the bathroom like a coward, why don’t you?

He fingered the charm, sitting back and crossing his legs. “Why a Blue Jay charm?”

I pulled at the skirt of my dress. I could smell his woodsy cologne. Our legs were nearly touching. “Well, I like them.” You’re so pathetic—can’t you manage to speak to an attractive man? “I’m…a birder.”

The edges of his mouth turned up slightly. “This is a good place for it, I understand.”

“Yes.”

Our eyes met, and I held my breath. There were faint lines at the corners of his faceted brown eyes. He was probably closer to forty than thirty. My skin tingled, and my heart beat loudly in my ears. My belly clenched, dropping and fluttering like I’d dreamed of stepping off a cliff. It was one of the strangest moments of my life—as if I’d found water in a desert—staring into his serious face.

He took a deep breath, and then I did. “Are you feeling better?”

I blinked. The panic attack was gone. “I am. Um, thanks.”

“My pleasure.” He held the Blue Jay charm out to me at last.

Our fingers touched, and a jolt of tingling awareness shot into me. I pulled my hand away fast. God, I’m embarrassing.

He stood up. “My aunt is waiting at our table. Keep breathing, bluebird.”

I watched him walk away until he disappeared through the restaurant doors.


CHAPTER FIVE
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Icouldn’t go back to my table and try not to stare at the man who had returned my bluebird charm. Instead, I started walking back to Maria’s.

It was only about three miles. Maria called me after I’d texted her.

“What happened? Are you alright?”

Answering that question was beginning to make me flinch. “Just tired. I barely slept last night.”

“Wait, you’re walking—in heels?”

“They’re low. I’m a good walker.”

She sighed. “Now I feel like a jerk for dragging you out.”

“No—please don’t.”

“Okay. Wouldn’t have lasted long anyway—I’m really good at pretending it never happened. What’s your plan for tomorrow?”

I paused on the uphill sidewalk. “Multnomah Falls in the morning. Grocery shopping.” Except I didn’t have any money. You’re so screwed.

“Morning hikes are not my thing. Or mornings, in general. Wait for me to shop—and I should clean out my fridge. Dinner with my parents, don’t forget. They’ll want us there at five on the dot.”

“Right, I won’t forget.”

A little nervously, I made my way around the grand house, trying to walk slowly and confidently like I belonged there.

“Is that you, Kelsey?” Pippa called from the far side of the big deck behind the house.

Pressing on my racing heart, I cleared my throat. “Yes. Headed to bed.”

“Are you hungry? Thirsty? I have cookies.”

I smiled a little. “No, thanks, Pippa. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, honey. You’re a good girl.”

I snorted softly and went into my room.

Halting, I glanced around. It was as if I’d been transported to a vacation rental. I turned on the gas fireplace after putting on my soft flannel pajamas. For a moment, I could see through the tunnel of my doomed life to the light on the other side.

It’s your fault for staying. You were too much of a coward to do anything.

Needing to distract myself, I opened my laptop. There was a notification that I had a new message—from my high school sweetheart.

Brad


Hi, Kelsey. Just wanted to check in with you and see how you are. It’s been a long time. Brad




A little tingly warmth spread out in my chest. Brad Swanson had made high school bearable. We’d huddled together, both of us far too reserved to enjoy school—unless we were alone.

Me


Hi, Brad. It’s nice to hear from you. I’m in River Gorge, working as an accountant. Are you in Troutdale? Does the farm have all the grass in for the season?




There wasn’t an immediate reply. He’d sent the message early in the afternoon. The Swansons had a big grass seed farm, and if he was working for his father, he’d be on his tractor by five in the morning.

I closed my computer and sank into the mountain of pillows on the bed. Brad had been engaged a few years ago, the last time my mother mentioned him. She’d given me a sharp glare and a shake of her head for running away from a good farm life to chase a career in the city.

In the morning, I woke up and had to get outside. I started my coffee maker, which I’d kept in my bedroom. Moving very quietly, I let myself into Maria’s apartment for juice and toast—some of the food I’d grabbed from the townhouse. By eight-thirty, I was on the road and on track to be at the waterfall park when it opened at nine.

Multnomah Falls was the most visited park in the entire Pacific Northwest. Surrounded by lush rainforest, the falls drop over six hundred feet, with a concrete footbridge arching over the span of the lower section of basalt cliff. Late October qualified as the off-season, and early in the morning, I could trek the two-and-a-half miles up to the top with long stretches of the trail to myself.

By the time I made it back to the base, I was staring longingly at the restaurant lodge—why hadn’t I thought to bring a peanut butter sandwich?

I turned away and stared up at the falls, still close enough for the mist to pepper my skin. A flock of slate-gray American Dippers rose from the pool of water at the base of the falls. I anchored my tripod pole in the ground and hit record on my phone, capturing the birds’ chubby little bodies darting in and out of the spray.

A throat cleared behind me—oddly familiar. I glanced around and startled. It was the man who had found my bird charm.

“Good morning,” he said.

Immediately, my face flushed. I stared at him, my brain producing static. In the dark stillness of my bedroom, I’d thought about him for too long during the night—imagining all the adventurous things I might have made happen. If I wasn’t a coward.

“Hi.”

His eyes crinkled at the corners, his mouth slightly quirking up. “Strange that we’re running into each other again.”

I turned my camera off. “Very strange.” I swallowed. “Is this your first time at the falls?” The question came out of me almost involuntarily as I struggled for air—and to appear like a normal woman. Are you really going to chat with a strange man? A thrill ran down the back of my neck.

He nodded. “It is. I’ve been waiting until the off-season to see it.”

“Right.” My waffling was almost painful—should I ask more questions? My stomach clenched.

“You left last night.” He propped himself on the railing next to me and stared toward the water. “I’d been planning to coax you into having a drink with me.”

Coax? He made me sound like a timid animal. I forced myself to stand up straighter. Wait, he’d wanted to have a drink with me? I pulled on my ear lobe, my face flaming even hotter. “It was a really long day.”

He glanced at me, and I looked away before our eyes could meet. “Well,” he said. “Can I buy you lunch?”

The waterfall crashing onto the rocks was too loud in my ears. I adjusted the brim of my ball cap. Was he serious? I snuck a peek at him—was that amusement on his face?

“Oh, um…” My stomach growled.

He cleared his throat. “My aunt is holding our table. I recognized you and ran out here.”

I bit my lip, the tips of my ears burning. He definitely had not run. My heart thumped wildly in my chest. I didn’t know a thing about him. Your mother would slap you for thinking about it.

“Well,” I said, my voice squeaking, still not sure what I was going to say. A Blue Jay landed on the railing behind him. My shoulders dropped and I raised my eyes to about his chin. “I could come in for a bit. Maybe have a coffee.”

His mouth curved up into a sardonic seeming smile. What’s happening? Why had this man zeroed in on me, of all people? He appeared expensive, even while wearing jeans and a sweater. His aquiline nose, his confident bearing, the sparkle of his watch, all indicating to me someone who was probably a dangerous playboy who liked to slum around.

“No pressure. You can fly out of there any time you choose.”

I huffed. Did he have to acknowledge my jumpiness so openly? “Do you do this sort of thing often?”

The narrow-eyed look he gave me made the tips of my toes tingle. “Not really.”

I didn’t believe him. We kept staring at each other. My nipples were tight—and probably showing through my shirt. My chest constricted. God, I hate flirting.

“Come,” he said. “I’m very well-behaved. In public.”

I gasped but took a step in the direction he indicated.

“My name is Dominic,” he said conversationally as we walked toward the lodge.

“Kelsey.”

“My great-aunt Ophelia…” He sighed. “Is eccentric. Says she has a right at her age.”

“I like eccentric.”

“Wonderful,” he said dryly.


CHAPTER SIX
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Dominic paced himself to walk at my side and held open the lodge door for me. Inside the restaurant, he took the lead, weaving through the tables with supple strides.

He moved like he owned the space around him, his face remote and his expression a little severe when I glimpsed his profile. His body was lean and long, broad shoulders square in his cable-knit sweater.

My hands were clenched inside the pockets of my jacket. It was like I’d decided to follow a tiger. I was breathing too fast, a little dizzy and lightheaded.

At a window table with a view of the waterfall sat an elderly woman with a thick cap of platinum waves around her done-up face. She wore round gold-rimmed eyeglasses and a sour expression.

“So,” she said in a deep hoarse voice. “You convinced her. Well, child, sit down. I’m Ophelia. You know my nephew?”

I cleared my throat. “No. I really don’t.”

She gave a honk of laughter. “Too true. You’re pretty enough. How old are you, girl?”

“Kelsey,” I said, glancing at Dominic. He had one eyebrow raised at his aunt.

“Well…Kelsey?”

I folded my hands on the table. “I’m twenty-eight, ma’am.”

She snorted. “Good. You look younger. Call me Ophelia.”

The server sped over with water for the table. Ophelia put in her lunch order before he’d finished setting down the glasses.

The server turned to me. “And for you?”

“Coffee, thank you. Cream and sugar.”

“For you, sir?”

“Baked mushrooms for the table, an order of fish and chips, and the wild trout entrée.” He closed his menu and handed it over. “In case you change your mind,” he said to me.

I took a sip of my water, far too aware of him sitting beside me at the table. All signs pointed to a controlling man—not what I wanted. I had made a conscious choice not to let another one lead me along.

“I’m glad we did this, Dominic,” Ophelia said, raising her chin while glaring at him. “Spent the night in River Gorge and saw a landmark. One last hoorah for a dying woman.”

He leaned back and crossed his arms. “You’re getting treatment, and they caught it early. You’ll get through this.”

“Colon cancer,” Ophelia said to me.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Is it too much to ask one thing of my nephew?”

I raised my eyebrows.

“He needs to marry.” She slapped the table. “Produce a child. This family is dying out.”

My mouth gaped.

Dominic shrugged. “There are more than enough people on the planet to replace us.”

Ophelia shook her head. “I told him I’ll leave my estate to his cousin if he won’t shape up. Doesn’t seem to care about that either.”

“Your choice.” Dominic appeared completely unconcerned.

I blinked, feeling a bit like I’d been dropped into a soap opera. My coffee was delivered to the table, and I cupped my cold hands around it.

“Why aren’t you married?” Ophelia barked at me.

“Ophelia,” Dominic said, frowning.

“What?” she said. “I want to know.”

I set my cup down. “Well…I’d like to be married.” I didn’t look at Dominic.

Ophelia nodded at me, her heavy-lidded eyes seeming compassionate.

“Two days ago, my partner made it impossible for me to stay with him. I don’t want to say why.”

Ophelia drummed her fingers on the table. “Did he steal from you?” She nodded at my shocked expression. “Happened to me too. A beautiful man with a heart like a weasel. Give him hell, girl. Don’t go soft.”

I smiled, ridiculously reassured to hear that this dragon of a woman had dealt with a Gerry, too. “I’m trying.”

The food came, and with both of them telling me to eat, I knuckled under, as usual, and picked up a piece of fried fish. Also, I was starving. The granola bar in my car wouldn’t come close to anything on that table.

“His cousin,” Ophelia continued as if it was the most natural thing in the world to fill me in on the family drama, “is worse than Dominic. Spoiled. But Sebastien hasn’t committed himself to this saving the planet nonsense. Who are you saving it for, huh?”

Dominic ate slowly. His eyes met mine as soon as I glanced at him, and it was like electricity shot down my spine. “It’s where I prefer to focus my energy and resources.”

Harrumphing, she dabbed at her mouth and pushed her soup aside. “A family makes you care more, not less. Right, Kelsey?”

“Hm. Care differently, I think.” I wiped my greasy fingers off on my napkin. “I have three sisters—and a lot of cousins. I like having family in my life.”

“Only child,” Dominic said.

“Yes.” Ophelia thumped her glass down on the table. “The root of it all.”

“Wasn’t my choice,” said Dominic.

“Now most of our family is gone.” Ophelia reached out and patted Dominic’s hand.

He sat as still as a statue and didn’t say anything.

“Catholic?” Ophelia asked me.

I nodded.

She sniffed.

The server tried to entice us with dessert, but we all shook our heads.

“My rotten stomach. Can’t eat the good stuff.” Ophelia held out her hand to me. “Kelsey, help me to the restroom.”

“Of course.”

Dominic stood up when we did. “Thank you,” he said.

Ophelia gripped my arm with one hand and used a cane with her other. “What do you do, dear?”

“I’m an accountant.”

“And you live in River Gorge?”

“Yes.”

“We’re in Portland.”

I held open the bathroom door, a little nervous when she had to let go of my arm. We both used the facilities without mishap, and then I guided her back to her nephew.

“Park me in front of the waterfall,” Ophelia commanded Dominic. “You young people can go do whatever.”

“I should get going.” I gripped my car keys in one hand. “Thank you for lunch.”

“I’ll walk you to your car,” Dominic said.

Once Ophelia had settled onto the bench she wanted, Dominic and I set off down the wide concrete steps toward the parking lot. I shivered when our sides touched, pressed together by a busload of tourists streaming up to the falls.

“Thanks—again,” I said as our feet stirred up fallen leaves on the trail down the slope.

“Thank you for taking some of Ophelia’s fire.”

“I didn’t mind.”

“Your ears are red again,” he said prosaically.

I halted, glared at him and his bland expression, then kept walking.

“It’s really cute.” His elbow bumped mine. “Makes me feel a little bit special.”

I tried to repress a smile as we stepped onto the concrete parking lot. “Is that why you bought me lunch?”

A car turned toward us, moving a bit fast. Dominic put his hand on my lower back. I jolted, pressing my fingernails into my palm. He guided us onto the sidewalk.

We stopped, staring at each other, his hand still pressed against me. My lips parted—it was hard to breathe.

“No,” he said.

My eyes darted up to his, a rich sepia brown flecked with amber and ringed with dark lashes. No—that was right. I shouldn’t want to kiss him so much my thighs were clenching.

“Not for the blushes, although I like them.” He leaned down, and I froze, watching his lips come closer. His mouth turned, and he whispered in my ear, “I want you…to tell me your name.”

“My name?”

“Yes.” He took a deep breath and stepped away. “I’ll message you.”

“Oh.” I wanted to lean into his chest—he’d smelled like pine and frankincense. Swallowing, I tried to focus on what he was saying. There was a slight smile on his face again. “It’s Owen.”

His eyes traveled over my face. “The next time I see you, Kelsey Owen,” he said, “will be for more than lunch.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Iput the car in park and checked the gas tank indicator gauge again as if it might say something different. Now look what you’ve done.

Nine days until my next paycheck. I tapped my finger on the steering wheel.

The blinds were still closed, and the lights were off when I opened the door of Maria’s apartment. I tiptoed to the kitchen to set down the glass I’d picked up in my bedroom, then pivoted back toward the door.

“Kelsey?” Maria croaked from the bedroom.

“Yes. Good morning.” Well, early afternoon. “I’ll let you sleep and come back later.”

“I’m up—be out in a minute. Damn, it’s really late. Would you please start my kettle?”

“Sure.”

Maria emerged a half hour later, holding a washcloth against her forehead. “Why did I drink so much? There’s a hammer in my head. You know what? It’s Phoebe’s fault. She kept buying us ‘solstice shots’…whoa. What happened?”

I handed her a mug of coffee. “I’ll do kitchen duty while I’m here.”

“Shazam. Damn, it’s, like, basically decent now.” She turned around slowly, mouth hanging open at the clutter-free countertops and clean, empty sink. “I’d hug you, but I reek like day-old solstice shots. But, hey, what’s mine is yours. Eat anything from this kitchen. Check the date first. You’ll be doing me a favor.”

“Really?”

“Hell, yes, really. There’s tons of pasta stuff.”

“I could make a pasta salad for our lunches.”

“Oh my God, yes.”

I opened the pantry and blinked at the overflowing smorgasbord spilling out from inside. Capers, olives, sun-dried tomatoes, artichoke hearts, and fusilli pasta all came out on my first pass. “Thank you.”

“Psht, are you kidding me? This is good for both of us. How was your hike? Chat up any hot guys?”

I startled and dropped a pasta bag on the floor—still closed, luckily. “Uh…”

“You look a little guilty. Come on, spill it.”

My ears were hot again. I grabbed a big pot from the ceiling rack. “Yeah. Went to lunch with one.”

“Ahh,” Maria screamed. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.” I turned the faucet on to fill the pot.

“A stranger?” Maria shouted.

I nodded and turned the water off. “Actually, I sort of met him at the restaurant last night. He found me in the hall and brought a silver charm I’d dropped.”

“What’s his name?”

“Dominic.”

“Ow, sexy. Dominic what?”

My stomach lurched. “Don’t know. But he saw me at Multnomah Falls this morning, and I had lunch with him and his aunt.”

“Damn. Now we can’t stalk him.” She sighed dramatically. “So you like him?”

I put my hand on top of my head. “Yeah. I’m—it seems wrong.”

Maria nodded, her eyes bright. “Nice. Ha, your face. Relax. The universe has dished up this yummy man for you. What’s the problem? Can opener’s in the drawer by the stove.”

“It’s…well…” I stared up at the ceiling.

“What? You don’t like to break the rules?”

“Exactly.” I opened a cabinet, searching for a big bowl. “I’d like to find someone like me—not another Gerry. Controlling.”

“Ah ha. Bowls? Look in the drawer by the pantry.” She sat on a bar stool. “But yeah, that makes sense. Something entirely different from Gerry.”

“What about you?”

“Me. Well, I feel like I’ve slept through all the available men in town—the ones at the bars. I’m kind of at a dead end.” She leaned over the counter to grab the coffee carafe and refilled her mug. “Raven’s bachelor auction is this week. You have a ticket, right?”

“I do.” A ticket and an empty bank account.

Maria blew on her coffee. “Do you think Raven would be sad if I bid on Travis Dashiell?” Our friend group had known for months that Raven was chasing Travis and that it never seemed to go anywhere.

“Oh.” I chewed on my lip.

Maria raised an eyebrow at me.

“I think,” I said slowly, “she’s involved with Beau Martin.”

“Oh my God.” Maria thumped her elbows on the counter. “I love that.”

“Me too.” Raven had rented a room in the handsome police officer’s home, and they’d started a fling. She was staying very quiet about it.

Her phone rang, and she scampered off to her bedroom. The shower started a few minutes later. I made pasta salad and wondered how I’d get through the next week and a half with zero money.

Maria insisted on shopping that afternoon, so I rode with her to the Treebird Organic Grocery Store, which she liked to shop at. I bought nothing. Instead, I waited for twenty minutes to get the bottle deposit for the fancy sodas Maria drank—earning a whopping forty cents. Maria commanded me to keep it.

My nails bit into my palms when Gerry rose to the surface of my mind. Your fault. You don’t know who to trust. People will take advantage of you your whole life…

He’d left a voicemail. I glanced at the transcription, and it was his typical everything’s perfectly fine blather. His smug lack of concern made me grind my teeth—and want to cry. Why wasn’t he worried about the theft? I picked at my fingernails, teetering between taking action with the police right away and trying to stay civil with him.

Pippa welcomed us with open arms at the door to the big house when we walked in at five. “Come in, Kelsey. Welcome. What a pretty dress.”

“Thank you for having me,” I said, clenching my hands together as I stared into her warm face. “I’m sorry to come with nothing. This is not what I would normally do.”

She hugged me. “We take you as you are. Don’t worry—you’re here. Lucas, this is Kelsey, Maria’s friend.”

Maria’s dad was medium-height and slender like Pippa, with a long nose, short salt and pepper hair, and square glasses. He didn’t smile, only nodded and gestured me forward. “Come in and meet the boys.”

“Thank you.” I tried to smile, my mouth quivering.

It was a gorgeous interior space. The entry opened into an almost church-like great room with a beamed ceiling about three stories high and a curved staircase that wound up. Rich wood details were everywhere, along with flower bouquets, thick rugs, heavy furniture, and large pieces of artwork on the walls.

We went deeper into the house and came to the dining room next to a wall of windows with a view of the river and mountain. Two dark-haired young men were at a long dining table, staring at their phones.

“Nico, Alex,” Maria called. “Meet my friend, Kelsey.”

“Hi,” said the one wearing a black leather jacket with longer hair that flopped over his forehead. He grinned at me.

The other, more clean-cut one glanced up and nodded.

“Nico’s a musician,” Maria said, pointing at the rocker. “And Alex is in medical school.”

“Nice to meet you both.” I sat down in the chair Pippa held for me.

“What do you do, doll?” Nico asked.

Maria rolled her eyes at me.

“Accountant,” I said.

“Yeah? Sweet. Where’d you go to school?”

“Portland State.”

“Nice, me too.” He held out his knuckles to me across the table.

I managed to bump one of my knuckles against his. “Go Vikings,” I said, a little wistfully.

There was already food on the table—all Greek dishes, I was informed. Everything from the cucumber salad to the fresh pita bread was beautiful.

“You like lamb?” Pippa asked me.

“Yes,” I said, taking the platter of lamb shanks from her hands. “Thank you. This is incredible.”

She smiled at me. “Try the potatoes.”

“So, Kelsey,” said Mr. Adamos. “Where is your family?”

Maria cleared her throat and handed me a glass of wine.

I sat up straighter. “They’re east of Troutdale, sir. They have a small farm there.”

“Ah.” He spooned salad onto his plate. “Are you close?”

Maria visibly stiffened next to me.

“Not close,” I said, leaning forward. I gave Maria a reassuring smile when she glanced over. Parental interrogations felt right at home to me. “They’re disappointed that I don’t share their strict views on religion.”

He nodded, seemingly satisfied.

“Here’s to Sunday dinners,” Maria said. “Cheers.”

We all clinked glasses then dug in. Maria’s father focused mostly on grilling his sons about their educational progress. Alex had many, and Nico had few. Maria and Pippa smiled and laughed, telling me about the epic amounts of Halloween candy they handed out each year. They already had ten pounds waiting for next weekend. Maria’s father, a doctor, shook his head.

After dinner, Maria invited me to watch an episode of an epic fantasy show that had just been released. I helped Pippa and Lucas clean up as much as they’d let me, and then I went to Maria’s apartment. We settled on her couch, and she turned on her show.

My mind kept wandering until I gave up and pulled out my phone. Dominic hadn’t messaged me on any of my accounts. I hunched and pressed my lips together tightly. Definitely for the best.

There was a new message from Brad.

Brad


Thanks for writing back. Accountant, wow. That’s really great. I’m on the farm. We’re squeezing in as much as we can, racing the weather for another crop. Hey, River Gorge ain’t that far. Any chance I could take you out sometime?





CHAPTER EIGHT
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Brad’s message halted me like I’d run into a wall. My shoulders curled together. Oh, get a grip you idiot.

I took a deep breath. Brad was so…solid. Muscular and a little sunburned over his freckles. Under a blanket, in the back of his truck, had been my favorite place our senior year.

Me


Catching up sounds really good. I’m not sure when—going through a separation right now. Wasn’t married, but we own a townhouse together. Just moved out. Normal life stuff but I’m rattled and sort of flattened… Anyway, just need time, I think. Great to hear from you. What are you listening to these days while you’re on the tractor?




Biting my lip, I stared at my message. A rejection wrapped up in too much information and padded with encouragement. Classic passive Kelsey mealy mouthing. Why wasn’t the man married?

Monday morning, I hiked to work, lugging a big bag with my packed pasta salad and a fresh shirt in case I funked up the one I was walking in. I had to put my hood up and cinch it tight to keep the chill wind from freezing me solid.

Gerry cornered me in the parking lot.

“Kelsey,” he shouted from where he stood by his car, parked on the far side of the lot. He waved at me urgently. “Come over here.” Would he whistle next?

I trudged over. My frozen fingers clenched into fists in the pockets of my jacket.

The start of my relationship with Gerry had reminded me of the romance between Rory and Logan from the Gilmore Girls, a show I’d binge-watched with my sisters. In college, he’d been the wealthy playboy I had a class with and said no to several times before we started dating. I’d been flattered by Gerry’s pursuit and very attracted to him. Being with him had felt like entering a bigger life—until I’d begun to see the depth of his dishonesty.

“What are you doing?” he asked, his mouth hanging open and his forehead wrinkled. “Get in the car and warm up.”

I stayed where I was, chilled through. “I walked because I don’t have enough money for gas. What do you want, Gerry?”

“Where are you staying?”

Work started in five minutes, and I wasn’t ever late. I shook my head, glancing over my shoulder.

“Hon, this is killing me. I just need a little time. Please come home. I can’t let this become a story at work—you know how it is. We’re in a rough patch. It’s private.”

I stared at the perfect parting he’d combed into his hair. A month ago, he’d made me change my dress before dinner at his golf club because he’d thought my arms looked fat. It was like the man had cast a spell that diminished me a little more with each year that went by.

“Five days,” I said, my voice harder than I’d heard it in a long time. “I won’t announce your theft at work, but I will take legal action.”

His face went red, and his jaw clenched. He smiled and waved at someone across the parking lot. When he turned back to me, the real Gerry was on his face.

“Listen to me. We’re done with this. Get your ass home, tonight.”

I took a step back. “No. We’re over.”

“You’re forcing me into a corner here.” He held his hands out, palms up, a sneer on his face. “Do you think your boss would like to hear that you make videos about dirty books?”

My eyes widened. Crossing my arms, I shrugged. “HR would be more interested in your crime.”

He leaned forward, his breath puffing white in the freezing air. “Not when they see that you’ve been selling naked pictures of yourself. Posted to porn sites online.”

Pain stabbed into my chest. I stumbled sideways. “What?”

Eyebrows pinched together, he stared at me. He stood up straight and smoothed out the sleeves of his jacket. “Let’s head in. Your nose is red.”

“You…” I shook my head. “You have pictures of me?”

I didn’t believe him—what pictures? I’d never given him any or let him take them. Still, my stomach burned, and I thought I might throw up.

He sniffed. “I love you, Kelsey. We’re going to work this out.”

I turned and ran across the parking lot.


CHAPTER NINE
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Knock, knock.

“Kelsey, are you alright?” My coworker Lori cleared her throat. “Can I get you something?”

I blew my nose with the rough tissue in the bathroom stall. “Sorry,” I croaked. “Just need a minute.”

“Okay. Let me know.” Her shoes clicked across the floor, and then the bathroom door slammed shut—it always closed with a whomp.

“Damn. Damn. Damn it.” I put my head between my knees, forcing myself to take ten deep breaths.

Are you going to roll over and die? Get to work.

I stood up. My vision fuzzed out and swam sickeningly—I crouched over and grabbed the toilet paper dispenser, bumping my head into my big bag hanging from the stall door.

Hunched over, I made it to the line of sinks under the long mirror. My face was red and splotchy, my nose too painful to look at. My fingers scrubbed away the smeared mascara under my eyes.

How could Gerry do that to me? The money is gone. He’s desperate. My eyes, glassy and swollen, blinked as I stared at them in the mirror.

Head down and eyes on the floor, I scurried to my cubicle. The day was hideous. I huddled at my desk and immersed myself in financial statements, checking off every mindless task I could come up with.

At lunch, I ate my pasta salad at my desk so that I could email my lawyer and research how to stop a blackmailer. The food was dry and hard to swallow.

The lawyer I’d been talking to emailed me back that afternoon. You need to take action immediately. I gulped—and knew she was right.


CHAPTER TEN
[image: ]


Gerry watched me from his car when I left the office at five. I stumbled, my heart stuttering, and veered sharply to the right.

Mouth dry, I scanned the parking lot. Lori was at her red Honda CR-V, the headlights flashing as she beeped it open.

I ran over, staying close to the east side of the building and out of Gerry’s sight. “Lori,” I panted.

She halted with her driver’s side door about to be closed. “Kelsey?”

“Sorry.” I bent over with my hands on my knees. “Do you think you could drop me off about a mile west?”

“Sure.” She waved me into the car.

I scrambled in and closed the door. “Thank you.”

Gerry’s car roared by behind us, then turned fast onto the road.

Big-eyed, Lori stared at me, twisted around, low in the seat. She cleared her throat. “Yeah…”

I sat up and buckled my seatbelt, blowing out a long breath. “Men are pigs sometimes. Aren’t they?”

She huffed. “Definitely.” Her car engine revved to life. “Is Gerry being a bastard?”

I nodded, rubbing my forehead and squeezing my eyes closed.

“Damn. You two seemed so…calm.” Bracelets jangled on her wrist. “Where can I take you?”

An attractive blonde in her late thirties, Lori was a little hard to read sometimes. She could be kind and friendly one day, like checking on me in the bathroom, and then be tense and short-tempered the next because the copy machine was low on toner. Instinctively, I didn’t want to show her where I was hiding from Gerry.

Lori insisted on driving me all the way home. Still, I hopped out a block away from Maria’s, not wanting to create even more gossip about the flashy house. I knew Lori would spread my breakup around the office, and I’d made a huge spectacle of myself that morning. That’s only the beginning.

I paced in my room, then was afraid I’d bother someone in the house and went to Maria’s apartment. She typically worked until at least seven at the gift store and pharmacy she managed for her parents. I cleaned her kitchen and vacuumed the floors. If I stopped moving, my eyes started to burn.

Finally, I forced myself to cook something—the chicken thighs and frozen ravioli I’d unearthed from her jammed freezer. I dumped a bag of frost-burned vegetable medley in a pan to steam.

Maria came through the door with Phoebe, both of them laughing. “Oh hey,” Maria called to me. “Smells good in here.”

“Hey.” I forced a smile. “Food’s about ready. There’s a bunch.”

“Nice,” Phoebe said, chucking her purse on the couch. “Can I have some? I smell broccoli, and I need something green. Feeds my brain for trivia night.”

“Sure—if Maria doesn’t mind.”

“Of course I don’t. Want to come?” Maria asked me, her eyebrows raised.

I shook my head. “Long day at work. I’m bushed.”

“Wine?” Phoebe opened a cupboard and glanced over the bottles inside.

“Open the Merlot.” Maria breezed into the kitchen. “I’ll make a quick salad.” She grinned at me—then her face fell as she stared at me.

“I’ll get out of your way.” I slid by Phoebe and sat down on a barstool.

Maria put on music, and we dished up dinner.

“Nice cooking,” Phoebe said. “My take-out containers will be jealous I cheated on them.”

“Sounds like the subject for your next painting,” Maria said.

“Expired egg roll—my soul cracked when I had to take out the trash. Oh, bam—look at the time. Trivia starts in ten minutes.”

I pushed the food around on my plate while they jumped up to dump their plates in the kitchen sink. Phoebe dashed into the bathroom.

“Hey,” Maria said. “You going to be alright tonight?”

“Yeah.” I glanced up at her. “Gerry… I’ll tell you later. Do you have an old jacket I can borrow?”

“Anything in the coat closet. There’s a bazillion in there.”

“Thanks.”

She gave me a quick hug. “Of course. Grab hats, too. For a disguise?”

I nodded.

She frowned. Phoebe hustled in and they were both out the front door in the next minute. I cleaned the kitchen, then went back to my room.

I sat down with my laptop and started the process of blocking Gerry from all of my social media accounts—I’d already done my phone. I wanted to curl up on the floor. How had nearly eight years together turned into this?

There was a new message from Brad I’d put off reading, like a guilty treat I’d saved. I bit my lip and opened it.

Brad


Country music on the tractor, as usual. Not much else out here. Still using a radio. Guess I’m lazy with tech gadgets. What do you do for fun these days?




Sorry about your separation. Hang in there, you’ll get through this. You guys are done, right? I’ve been single for a spell. Almost two years. Took it hard and got messy. We were back and forth for a while but we’re done now. Kind of a relief she’s moved on with somebody.




I’m a patient man. Do you remember when I first started sitting at your lunch table in junior year? It took two weeks for you to look at me. Would have helped if I’d spoken to you. Still think about you more’n anyone.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
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The next day I walked to work an hour early, wearing an old black windbreaker out of Maria’s closet. Warming my hands around a mug of tea, I nodded at the other early arrival and then was able to tackle a tricky report on my to-do list.

I kept my head down and plugged away, then slipped out the front door at four with my hood up. Maria called early that evening as I was finishing preparing my spaghetti and leftover chicken dinner.

“Hey,” she said, upbeat as usual. “Come out to dinner tonight, my treat. I’m going straight there after work. Can you meet us?”

“I’m eating now. Sorry I’m such an old lady.” I yawned.

“What’s been going on? Is Gerry harassing you?”

I stared at my pile of dishes in the sink. “Yes.”

“Oh my God—what are you doing?”

“My lawyer sent him a letter today. I’ve blocked him—and filled out a police report.” I’d started the process of taking Gerry to small claims court for the money he’d stolen from me and filed for a restraining order.

“Good. That asshole.”

We hung up, and I picked at my dinner, then put most of it in a Tupperware to bring to work the next day. What I hadn’t done was report Gerry to HR at work—it seemed too nuclear.

That evening, the handsome man who’d bought me lunch kept percolating through my thoughts. Dominic. He hadn’t contacted me. Maybe it was better to keep him a fantasy, someone I could think about late at night and never have to face during the day.

I didn’t know what to do with Brad’s message. I found myself thinking about him, remembering the rough texture of his hands. He’d always smelled like hay.

Me


For fun, I walk and bird watch, mostly. Pretty boring. Sorry about your relationship. Your words were good to hear, thanks.




The message was stark—but I didn’t know what to say to him. I closed my laptop and lay flat, staring up at the ceiling. You’re gullible and naive and don’t even know what you want.

Wednesday passed much the same as Tuesday, except I had to turn down a lunch invitation from Lori.

“Sorry,” I said, squeezing my hands together. “I…have to save money right now.”

“No problem.” She put her chin up, her bearing stiff. “See you.”

I rubbed my forehead. Then I shuffled over to the battered old microwave in the staff room and nuked my leftovers.

Maria and I watched a show in her apartment that night after a frozen pizza dinner from her freezer. A direct message alert popped up on my phone—from Dominic Lockwood.

Dominic


I’ve been cataloging the birds I see on my balcony since I saw you. Bushtit, California Scrub Jays, Black-capped Chickadees, and Crows. Strange that an entire class of animals reminds me of you. I was wondering if there’s a place I could travel to without hollow-boned feathered vertebrates. Iceland perhaps?




I had decided that I should stay away. I’m not boyfriend material. You obviously need a kind and patient person in your life with similar goals. I’m not that. But I am a really good distraction.




There’s a bachelor auction event tomorrow night. I want you to come and bid on me. I’ll pay the donation. There’s a picture on this site of you smiling, and I can’t stop staring at it. Sometimes you have to see where attraction takes you. Will you come on an adventure with me?




My hand was over my mouth. Pinpricks of heat tickled my skin—I bit my lip to keep from smiling.

“You aren’t watching,” Maria said. “That guy just got his nipple cut off, and you’re smiling.”

“Sorry.”

“Well? What’s going on? You look happy.”

I put my phone down. “The guy that bought me lunch sent a message.”

“Yes!” Maria put her hands up in the air and did a shoulder shimmy.

Blushing, I hugged a couch pillow against my chest. “He wants to hook up. Says he isn’t boyfriend material.”

Maria tossed her hair. “They all say that.”

I snorted then covered my face. “I’m too…shy, I guess, for this type of thing. The stress—I don’t know…”

She sipped her wine. “Not a bad way to broadcast back-the-fuck-away to Gerry. Might inspire him to do the same.”

“That’s true…” Except Gerry was vicious when jealous.

“What does he want to do?”

I grabbed my phone and read the message again. “Raven’s bachelor auction tomorrow night—wants me to bid on him. Says he’ll pay.” My hand dropped into my lap. “What if he doesn’t? God. I don’t think I can trust another man with my money.”

“Huh—that’s fun though. You should do it. I’ll cover you if he’s garbage.”

“Wow.” I put my hands on my hot cheeks.

“Do you think he’s good for it?”

My back snapped straight. “I have his name. Dominic Lockwood.”

“Oh yeah…”

We both stared at our phones, sifting through search results. “This is him,” I said, holding up his picture from a Google search on my phone.

“Nice. Mediterranean features…with an English name. I like big hawkish noses on men.”

I turned my phone around so I could look at him. Those eyes…

“Aha,” Maria said. “There are some gossip pieces about a wealthy investor in Portland named Dominic Lockwood. Owns a restaurant and a nightclub.” She read for a minute. “Apparently, he’s slept around and caused a tizzy.”

“Huh.” I bookmarked the article on my phone and put a Google Alert on his name.

“He has money. He’s a climate change activist? Okay.”

I stood up and cleared our plates into the kitchen. “I’d been planning to skip the bachelor auction.”

“What? No—now that you’re actually single? Raven wouldn’t like it.”

I clenched my fists. Gerry will find out.

“Put on a cute dress and see what happens. Besides, I’ll need moral support. I plan on embarrassing myself bidding on Travis.”

“Can’t imagine you embarrassing yourself.”

“Stick around longer when I’m drinking. But,” she held up a finger, “he won’t notice anyway.”

“I doubt that.” I put our plates and glasses in the dishwasher and started it running.

“We’re going. I’m even leaving the shop early and letting my employee close—a total gamble with my parents’ money.”

“It’s…dishonest. Me, I mean. Setting me up to bid on him? Making everyone think I’m spending money that I don’t have—wouldn’t use that way even if I did…I don’t think. Why doesn’t he just ask me out?”

Maria leaned on the counter with her chin in her hand. “Maybe he’s a thrill seeker? Still, it’s fun. Beats ‘let’s get a drink and go screw’ any day.”

Screw? My ears were burning. It would take me a while to be ready for that—as in weeks of steadily increasing physical contact.

“I’d better head to bed,” I said. “Thanks for dinner.”

“Thanks for cooking. And be ready tomorrow by six.”

I smiled weakly at her and slipped out the door. In my room, with a cup of herbal nighttime tea, I faced Dominic’s message again.

Me


Hi. I didn’t think I’d hear from you. Not sure about your plan—it’s a little zero to ninety for me. I guess I’ll think about it.




The typing bubbles appeared. I bit my knuckle, my stomach clenched.

Dominic


It’s a great plan. Will you be there?




Me


Maybe. I bought a ticket but hadn’t planned to use it.




Why wouldn’t you use it?




Not ready to think about bachelors. My breakup has tied up my finances. Bidding right now is dishonest for me.




You’re worried I won’t cover the donation?




My ex made trusting anyone with my credit a stretch.




I see. Can I transfer money to you ahead of time?




No!




I’d like to support this charity but I don’t want to go on a date with anyone but you. I’ll have to back out if you’re not at least attending.




Blackmail?




Truth. They’ll do well enough without my money. But I would give them a nice boost. Up to you.




Wow




I need to see you.




I’m pretty boring actually.




Not to me.




I’ll go tomorrow. But I’m not promising to bid on you.




If you let some other woman snatch me up, you’ll regret it. YOLO




I’m living through a rough patch. Feel like I need to keep my head down and get through it…




No. Tragedy is an excuse for excess. Like letting a wealthy, slightly older man pamper and spoil you.




Spilled my tea. Can’t believe you just said that. Well, wrote it. Except I’m betting you’ll get distracted.




Probably will. But we’ll have some fun first.




You’re something else.




I’m the man you’re going to buy tomorrow. Spend at least a thousand.





CHAPTER TWELVE
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Ileft work the day of the auction wondering if the fluttering in my stomach would lift me off the ground. All he wants is sex—stop turning it into a romance.

Even if it was a blip out of my grim reality, I couldn’t seem to keep my mouth from curling up. I would see him. Whether or not I’d bid on him, I’d decide later.

“Nice dress,” Maria said when I entered her apartment at quarter to six, my heels clicking on the floor. “Off the shoulder is so cute.”

“Thanks.” I smoothed down the tight, split skirt maxi. My black long-sleeved dress, with a cut-out middle and crisscross bodice, wasn’t anything expensive. With silver heels and a sparkly clutch, it passed for semi-formal—and was a bit flirty.

“That’s a gorgeous emerald green,” I said.

She spun around, and her ruffled mini dress flared out up to hip level—but she had on pantyhose. And really cute boots. “Let’s go objectify some men for charity.”

Maria drove us out to the big retirement village on the edge of town, surrounded by gardens and centered around a massive main building. We followed the glittering signs to the entry of the ballroom, decked out with an enormous balloon arch.

“Wow,” Maria said. “This is special.”

The ballroom was decorated with miles of tulle, massive bouquets of flowers and fruit, feathers—tons of sparkle everywhere you looked. I turned in a slow circle. “It really is.”

We spotted Raven, in a glittering black gown, directing preparations by the stage. She glanced up, and we waved. After a word with the woman testing a raffle machine, Raven strode over.

“You two are about the cutest things in here,” she said, grinning at us. “At least one of you is going to win—or there is something seriously out of whack with the universe. I’m going a mile a minute. Come over here—I’ve saved the best table for you and our friends.”

“When do we get to ogle the men?” Maria asked.

“They’re over there drinking up courage. Not all are here yet—late for their own auction, can you believe it?”

She waved before we could answer and dashed off. Peppy pop music played on the speakers as Maria and I made our way over to the bar—she insisted on buying me a drink.

As our friends showed up and Raven took to the stage to start the event, Dominic still wasn’t there. I slipped into the hall to check my phone.

Dominic


Ophelia had a difficult treatment today. I’m late but I’ll be there. Have your bidding paddle ready.




I used the bathroom and freshened my makeup. He was so late, he’d be missing the auction before long. I tried to smile at myself in the mirror and flinched. Don’t force it. My light brown hair curved around my shoulders and down my back prettily enough, but my face was hollow-cheeked and too solemn.

Staring at the ground, I stepped into the hall outside the ballroom. It was wrong to bet on Dominic. I already had a broken heart.

“Kelsey.”

My head snapped up. Dominic was ten feet in front of me, a barely there smile on his face. I stopped, gaping at him.

He strode forward, crossing the distance between us. His eyes ran over me, and my skin tingled to life. I wanted to touch the crisp tuxedo covering his chest. You’re too simple for what he wants.

“You’re stunning,” he said.

My eyebrows rose. “You’re the one in a designer tux.”

He stopped inches away from me and shrugged. “Seemed appropriate.”

I inhaled his woodsy cologne. “How’s your aunt?”

His eyes seemed to stare into me. “Grumpy. But glad I’m here.”

“I hope she feels better soon.”

His hand rose, and the back of his fingers brushed my arm. I shivered. His mouth quirked up into a crooked smile. “I thought of another reason you should bet on me.” He took my hand, holding it loosely in his.

“Oh?” My heart was trying to fly out of my chest.

“So your ex knows he’ll have me to deal with.”

“What?”

He couldn’t mean it.

“I don’t like men who bully women.” His other hand touched an end of my hair.

Blowing out a breath, I tried not to lean into him. “I can’t think when I look at you.”

“What is there to think about? It’s only a date.”

I shook my head. “I’m not like you.”

He put an arm around my waist, and I stumbled into his hug, which plastered our fronts together. “I’ll be nice.”

My chest froze, and I stopped breathing. He huffed a little, his hand light on my back.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, pulling back. What are you apologizing for?

He held me close for another moment.

“We’d better head in. They’re about to start.”

He sighed. “Please don’t make me spend an evening with a stranger.”

I pressed my lips together, grasping my clutch close to my side. “I’ll…think about it. Should you go in first?”

He rubbed his cheek, staring at me. Then he turned around and walked away.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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“Hey, Kelsey,” Lauren Martin said as I sat down at our table. She’d arrived while I was gone and claimed her seat next to me. “Everything alright—whoa. Are you dizzy?”

I nodded, gripping the edge of the table. Seriously? You’re going to faint? Lauren patted my back and pushed my water closer to my hand. I took a shaky sip. “Sorry,” I muttered. “Need to catch my breath.”

Lauren nodded. “I get that sometimes, too.”

“How are you?” I managed. “How’s your baby?”

She smiled. “Really great—and preventing me from sleeping like a normal person.”

“Can I see a picture?”

I stared at the infant on Lauren’s phone, wrapped in a floral blanket. Brad seemed to stand up and wave at me in my mind. He’d give you children—not make you nearly pass out.

Lauren and I caught up a little in between speeches at the microphone. She’d mostly dropped out of the Thursday night friend group after becoming pregnant last winter. I’d heard about her a bit from Raven, who she was very close to. Her brother, Beau, was one of the bachelors.

Dominic was like a speck in my eye, scratching at my awareness. He and Raven spoke to each other, and it hit me that he knew her somehow. They were looking at each other, smiling and chatting.

My shoulders tightened, and I had to stare down at my hands. Jealous? Poor, pitiful you. You think this is bad? It will only get worse.

“Is Beau here, Lauren?” Autumn called across the table, her blonde hair bright against her red dress.

Lauren shook her head. “No, but I think he’s supposed to be.”

“You’re bidding on him?” Maria asked, settling back in her chair with her wineglass.

“I am.” Autumn grinned. “And I’m ready to spend what it takes.”

Maria and I looked at each other, our eyes big.

“I want the firefighter,” Phoebe said, slapping the little riding whip she was carrying against her palm.

“Mason?” Lauren coughed, picking up her water glass.

Raven’s brother, Mason, was also being auctioned off. I’d only ever seen photos of him, a dark-haired firefighter who lived one town over to the east.

“Yeah,” Phoebe said. “He’s hot and looks naughty. What’s the matter—aren’t you married?”

Lauren waved a hand. “Just surprised. I’m not bidding tonight. Except on my brother. I could use a winery dinner.”

Autumn shook her head. “He’s mine.”

Lauren raised her glass. “May the biggest bank account win—no, wait, that would be yours. Obviously. How about this, may you come to your senses and go for the news broadcaster instead…”

Autumn smirked. “He’s a bore. And that hair is fake.”

Phoebe laughed. “I need hair I can pull.”

Lauren slumped next to me. “Oh well,” she said softly.

I glanced down at Lauren’s hand and saw that she’d taken off her wedding ring. See that? Love is a fantasy. You’d better be practical.

My eyes drifted over the room until they found Dominic standing alone. He met my gaze, and it was like I’d been shocked by a live wire.

I struggled to focus on what was happening for most of the night. Raven stopped by our table and announced that Dominic was a late addition. Everyone started talking about him. “Oh my God, he’s, like, rich rich… Thirty-seven. That’s not old, is it? Owns a vegan restaurant—okay, didn’t see that coming…that man is definitely a devil…”

The bidding started, and Raven was as charming on stage as she was in person. Phoebe won the date with Mason. They went off to a quiet and dim part of the ballroom to sit together at a private table—after she’d lashed his butt with her little whip.

“That’s…rude,” Lauren said, leaning in close. “I mean, would she like to be treated like that? Did she ask him?”

“I see what you mean.”

Lauren huffed.

Travis Dashiell’s turn came up, and Maria bounced in her seat, fanning herself with her paddle. She pointed at her chest and mouthed at me, “My turn.”

I’d always thought Travis looked like a diplomat or a fashionably dressed lawyer, pasty under his dark hair with solemn eyes. His clothing wasn’t flashy but beautifully made and tailored. He seemed like a serious and sincere person—it surprised me that Maria was interested in him.

Hands in his pockets, Travis finished his speech with, “I’m truly looking forward to what the night has in store for me.”

Maria winked at me. I grinned.

On stage, Raven seemed a bit tense. Wasn’t she with Beau now? I saw him propped against a wall, staring at the stage with his eyebrows drawn together.

“Here we go, folks. Fifty?” Raven called. There were bidders all over the room. “Seventy-five…one hundred, one-hundred-fifty, two hundred?”

As the bidding continued and passed five hundred, Travis glanced at Maria more than once. She stubbornly kept her paddle up, smiling and tossing her hair.

An older woman in the back of the room stood up and shouted, “One thousand smackers.”

Maria put her paddle down. She rested against her chair and took a sip of her wine. Even though she put on a cheerful, unaffected face, I thought she was crushed.

“Odd,” Autumn said.

Maria nodded. “Maybe they’ll flame out fast.”

Autumn won the date with Beau. Raven was silent at the microphone for a long time—until the other MC took over and did another raffle.

“I can’t believe what people are spending,” Lauren said to me.

I gulped, catching sight of Dominic chatting with a woman by the bar. She was an attractive blonde. Surely, he wouldn’t mind spending an evening with her? My gut twisted.

Then it was Dominic’s turn. Raven projected a picture of him grinning on a snowy mountain, ski goggles pushed to the top of his head. He stood gracefully on stage, the open-collared white shirt a sharp contrast to his black tux.

Everything about him pulled at me. His cool confidence, the strong lines of his face—even his dark, thick eyebrows. Why him?

Raven bent to the microphone for her introduction speech. “Dominic is new to our Northwest community. He came here from New York City after deciding to retire from investment banking. With a master’s in finance from Notre Dame University, he’s a highly educated and sophisticated bachelor. Currently, he owns an eclectic and fascinating Portland restaurant called Sidus and the hip club, Invocation. He’s a board member of two environmental justice charities. Dominic is a thoughtful, generous man who obviously needs a River Gorge woman in his life.”

I sat up straighter as the crowd cheered—I wanted to know why he’d left New York.

Dominic took the microphone. “Thank you. It’s only fair to say that I’m pessimistic about love and not likely to settle down. You might call me a devil. However, this has been a surprising night. Thank you for including me. I promise to provide an exciting and special date. And I will double the donation of my bid.”

I fanned my face with my paddle. There it was: confirmation that he didn’t believe in love and wouldn’t be interested in anything long-term. How much time would I get with him—a night?

Women were bidding all over the room. Dominic stared at me. Didn’t he understand I was a straightforward bird wanting to mate for life? That I couldn’t wait to build a tidy nest?

The bidding passed six hundred and slowed down. I hadn’t raised my paddle. I bit my lip hard. Dominic glared at me, his forehead wrinkling.

“Seven-hundred-twenty-five,” Raven called. “Do I have seven-fifty? Okay, seven-twenty-five going once. Going twice⁠—”

“One thousand,” I shouted, on my feet without realizing I’d stood.

“One thousand,” Raven echoed, grinning at me. “Last chance. One thousand, going, going, gone!” She banged down her gavel.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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My foot wobbled in my heel, and my hand shot out and gripped the back of my chair. What had I done?

Clapping.

Maria gave one of her piercing whistles.

Dominic was striding across the floor.

He stopped in front of me, taking a deep breath. His eyes seemed to soften as they stared into mine. One side of his mouth bent up. “Ready?”

I fumbled for my clutch as Lauren gave me a big smile, her hands clasped together under her chin.

“Dominic,” Maria called, winking at me. “Can you give Kelsey a ride home?”

“Yes.” His hand pressed on the small of my back, and my belly clenched. “Planning on it.”

We walked across the ballroom in silence, navigating through the tables and people until we reached the candlelit far side of the room. Still trying to catch my breath, I sat down at the last open table, Dominic holding my chair behind me.

“What would you like to drink?” he asked.

I hesitated, the zeros in my bank account flashing in my mind. You’ve trusted him this far… “A glass of Riesling, thank you.”

Dominic spoke to the server approaching us. I smoothed out the skirt of my dress. Breathe. Don’t crumble before he’s even sat down.

He adjusted his chair so it was next to me. “I’ll try not to stare at you. Even though I want to.”

I huffed, looking down at my hands gripped together on the table. “You’re always teasing me.” Why did I say that?

He sat back and crossed his legs. “You…bring out a different side of me.”

“How so?”

“Last night, I watched a documentary about escaped parrots living in San Fransisco. Cherry Headed Conures.”

“The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill?” I couldn’t keep my eyes off him—the way his cheeks curved sharply around the planes of his face. There were dimple-like hollows by his mouth.

“Yes.” He glanced at me. “You remind me of that story.”

“Because it’s about birds?”

“Because…I like to worry about you.”

I turned away and stared at a stack of pumpkins against the wall, pressing my lips together. Did I bring out some kind of protective side in him? You’re obviously useless.

The server arrived with our drinks and slid them onto the table.

When we were alone, I said, “Bidding on you…threw me.” My heart was still beating too fast. “I’m not normally this jumpy.” Sure you aren’t.

He sipped from his glass. “I was about to drop to my knees and beg you.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Letting a stranger choose me would have been a novel experience.”

“How did you hear about the auction?” I asked, not sounding nonchalant at all.

“Raven and I met up a few weeks ago. She invited me to participate.”

“You were dating?” My shoulders hunched, preparing for the blow.

He shrugged. “We met online, had dinner once, and she left early. It was friendly.”

“Oh.”

Smiling a little, he turned to me. “Jealous?”

I pulled at my necklace. “We’re very different women…”

“I like you.”

My eyes met his velvety brown ones, my pulse hammering.

He reached over and took my hand, lacing our fingers together. “You’re beautiful, but it’s…a kind of connection. I’m not sure why it’s so easy with you.”

“Easy?” I inhaled. “I’m very—distracted.”

He was staring at my mouth. My lips parted. I swallowed, my limbs heavy. What was it about the man that took all the air out of my chest?

The crowd cheered about something that had been announced. His hand was warm, his touch light. We leaned a little closer to each other.

“Time for a dance,” Autumn called close to our table.

I sat up fast.

Dominic nodded and stood, still holding my hand. “Come. The host asked us.”

“Not really a dancer,” I mumbled, but got to my feet.

He started leading me to the center of the room, my cheeks flaming hotter with each step. Smiling faces stared at me as we weaved by.

Then Dominic pulled me against his body, our clasped hands rising up between us, his other hand sliding down my back. I inhaled his exotic, woodsy cologne. What do I do? I was as rigid as a piece of wood. He placed my free hand on his shoulder.

He moved confidently with the beat, shuffling side to side in a simple step that nonetheless made the hairs stand up on the nape of my neck. Our fronts were nearly pressed together. My nipples ached. His breath tickled my ear.

“Why fight this?” The puff of air from his words tingled over my skin. “I’m extremely deliberate, Kelsey. You’ll always know where I stand.”

His jaw grazed my temple as I turned my head. “What is this then?” I asked. “You want to spend a night together?”

I bit my lip, shocked at what I’d just said. It wasn’t like me to ask pointed questions. With him, I had to push—maybe to force him away.

His lips feathered over my temple. “I’m not sure. We should start there. Tonight.”

“Tonight?”

He pulled away to stare down at me. “Yes.”

I gasped, shaking my head a little.

He guided my other hand, clasped in his, up to his shoulder and let go. Both of his arms slid around my waist and pulled me closer. And I could feel him, hard and aroused.

One of his hands rubbed a circle low on the skin above my hip. He sighed. “Date first?”

I cleared my throat. “I’m…not up to your speed.”

That was how it always was with me. It took half a year with Brad. With Gerry—well, I didn’t want to think about him.

His fingers ran through the ends of my hair. “Will you go hiking with me on Saturday?”

Blinking, I stood up straighter. “Hiking?”

He almost smiled. “Yes.”

“Morning or afternoon?”

Eyes narrowing, he cocked his head. “Late morning.”

I smiled at him. “Going to sleep in?”

He pulled me closer. “That smile. Makes me want to kiss you.”

My eyes widened. Yes. Do it. “In front of half the town?”

He shrugged. “We need to force your ex to back off.”

I sagged, glancing away from him. Gerry. Arg.

“Hey,” he said, waiting until I met his eyes again. “Anything you need. Ask.”

When I looked at him, my body wanted things I wasn’t ready for. “Can we go soon?”

He leaned forward, our eyes locked together. His face turned, and he kissed my cheek lightly. “Of course.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Dominic paid for my bid. I took a deep breath, my shoulders dropping.

My coworker Lori waved at me, and I went over to her table.

“Wow,” she said, slurring a little. “Congrats.”

“Thanks.”

“A little confusing—I thought you were low on money. Is this what you were saving for?” she asked, her eyes narrowed.

“No,” I blurted, then took a breath. “Dominic promised to pay if I bid on him. I…well, decided to do it at the last minute.”

“Really.”

I held my hands up. “Strange, isn’t it? Did you have fun?”

She shrugged. “I bid a couple times. They should have had more bachelors.”

“Hopefully there’s another one of these sometime. See you tomorrow.”

She nodded and reached for her glass.

I walked away, staring at the ground, my arms stiff. What would Lori say at work?

Dominic waited for me by the doors, the gold, purple, and red balloon arch behind him. My steps slowed. For a disorienting flash, I had a vision of him as a dad—at a school function. My chest tightened. Wake up. The man obviously doesn’t want a family.

We looked at each other. He’s too controlling. You don’t want another Gerry in your life. One side of his mouth quirked up. He put his hand on my back, and we walked out.

His fingers explored the cutout of my dress, dipping into the low curve over my bottom. I shivered, heat pooling low in my belly. He smirked at me, a wicked glint in his eyes.

“Come with me,” he said as we stepped outside. “You won’t regret it.”

My ears were burning. I could picture it—both of us impatient and going too fast. Between my legs throbbed and clenched. Dominic and more wine? Dominic and a dim hotel room with a wide bed in the center…

“It’s Thursday,” I croaked. “Work starts at eight tomorrow.”

His hand left my back. “Right. My aunt told me that you’re in accounting.”

I tried to take a deep breath. There was a side of me that couldn’t wait to get in bed with a man—and she would stay pushed down inside me. Dominic brought her closer to the surface than anyone ever had before.

He led us to the far side of the parking lot. The lights flashed on a sleek dark blue sedan with the words Lucid on the front.

“Kelsey.”

I spun around, my head jerking at that voice.

“You and I are talking,” Gerry said, his face red and his eyes squinted. “Right now.”

The hair lifted on the nape of my neck. My breath burst in and out. I crossed my arms, steadied by Dominic standing next to me. “You can email my lawyer,” I said shrilly.

He looked odd—his hair mussed up and the collar on his polo shirt crooked. His face was puffy, and there were dark bags under his eyes. He’d probably been drinking at his country club down the road.

“Damnit, Kelsey. I need you back. This is fucked up.”

I shook my head, lowering my eyes to his shoulder. “No.” This is your fault. You let him get worse and worse. Why would he respect you?

“I am not fucking giving up,” Gerry said, stepping toward me. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

Dominic moved closer to my side and put his arm around my waist. “You’re being recorded,” he said levelly.

“Who is this prick?” Gerry staggered away a couple steps. “We’ve been separated for two seconds. Fucking unbelievable.”

Dominic pressed lightly on my spine and guided me around Gerry like he was a mere inconvenience. My heart raced in my chest. Gerry spit on the ground behind us.

Ignoring him, Dominic opened the passenger door and waited until I was seated inside to close it. I pressed on my chest where it ached, bending forward to try and take a deep breath.

“Touch her,” Dominic said, “and I’ll end you.”

“What the fuck?”

“Your career. Your investments. The people you think you’re in with won’t speak to you. Back off. Act like a man.”

Gerry sputtered. I pressed a hand to my forehead.

Dominic got into the car and drove us away. Gerry stood there with his mouth open and his fists clenched.

“Are you alright?” Dominic asked.

I gazed at him—my head was pounding. Sucking in a shaky breath, I clenched my hands around the clutch in my lap. “That was…thank you. I, um—sorry, I can’t…”

“Breathe.”

I had to close my eyes and put my face in my hand. Cringing, I tried to press away the stinging in my eyes. What Dominic had said… Why did it make me want to curl into a ball?

“Thank you,” I said, around the lump in my throat. “I never thought—he’d do this.”

Dominic nodded, his face hard. “And you hate conflict.”

“Y-yes.”

“Tissues are in the glove compartment.”

“Thanks.”

At an all-night convenience store, he insisted on running inside to buy juice and a hot drink for me. I stayed in the car, staring at my red and splotchy face in the visor mirror and dabbing away the smears of eye makeup.

Dominic opened the driver’s side door and slid into the car. He handed me a bottle of juice and put a to-go cup of tea into the cup holder.

“Sorry.” I twisted off the cap on the grape juice. “I’m not normally this bad.”

He rested his head against the car seat behind him. “Is he scaring you at work?”

I gulped, then had to cough. “Sorry.” I turned away from him. God, you’re embarrassing.

Eventually, I cleared my air passage enough that I could give him Maria’s address. The car rolled almost silently onto the road and zipped up to full speed in seconds.

“Is this an electric car?” I asked, desperate to distract us both from my meltdown—and his question.

“Yes.”

“How many miles on a charge?” Small talk—I really didn’t want to say Gerry’s name again. Ever.

“The Lucid Air can get about four hundred twenty miles on a charge. Sometimes more or less, depending.”

“That’s high.”

“Good for touring.”

We wound our way up the hill to the Adamos’ home while I sipped on my tea. “Park on the street, please. I don’t want to wake anyone up. It’s Maria’s parents’ home.”

“You’re living here?”

“For now.”

“I’ll walk you closer.”

He seemed withdrawn—the electrifying sexual tension gone. On his side, anyway. Realized what a limp rag you are.

There wasn’t any lingering in the car—as I’d half hoped there would be. He helped me gather up my things and carried the juice for me.

We walked in silence to the locked gate between the house and garage. Maria’s apartment looked dim and empty. I stopped and turned to him.

“That was a fun night,” I said. “Surprising. Thank you.”

He stared down at me, reaching out to brush my hair off my face. “I’m…realizing my ideas about us aren’t right for you.”

“Oh.” I swallowed, dropping my gaze to his shoulder. Don’t you dare start crying again.

His finger lifted up my chin. “We’re hiking on Saturday. I’ll pick you up at ten.”

“Okay.”

“Kelsey.” His hand cupped my cheek. He bent over, and my mouth lifted—that tingling finally back. He kissed my forehead. “Get some rest.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
[image: ]


People stopped by my desk at work on Friday to congratulate me on winning a bachelor. They all seemed to already know about my split with Gerry.

“So,” said Nicki, another CPA, holding a steaming cup of noodles in one hand, “he’s a nightclub owner?”

I slumped in my chair. “Yeah. I think I heard that last night.”

Dominic would be canceling our hiking date any minute, and I wouldn’t get the chance to ask him about his club. I wrapped my hands around my mug of tea. He realized what a wet blanket you are.

“Fun.” She leaned closer to my desk. “I heard Gerry wrecked his car last night. Hit a tree.”

“Oh my God.” I half rose in my chair, ready to run and find him. I plopped down. “Is he alright?”

“He’s working.” Her phone rang. She took the call and walked off toward her desk.

I slumped forward onto my elbows. Gerry’s Escalade, which he couldn’t actually afford, had always given me a mild case of heartburn. That car was everything to him—seemingly necessary to his sense of self. I rubbed my arms.

My lawyer had emailed again, wanting me to speak with HR about the threats Gerry had made in the parking lot. I straightened the bird ornament on my desk. It was a resin piece that resembled stained glass. A set of three Robin-like birds perched on a branch, it had been last year’s Christmas gift from my sister Audrey—when my family had thought Gerry and I were engaged. I’d wait to speak to HR. Poor Gerry? You’re so pathetic.

That afternoon, I stepped out into the windy cold to walk home with the black hood of Maria’s jacket cinched down tight over my head. Gerry stood next to Lori’s car, speaking to her. He bent over and said something close to her ear.

My stomach dropped. I turned around and strode the other way, forcing myself not to run. My phone rang as I crossed the street to take the long way to Maria’s using side streets away from the main road.

“Hey,” Maria said. “Are you still downtown?”

“Hi.” I took a deep breath, trying to slow the frantic hammering of my pulse. Why was I so scared? Because you’re a coward. I didn’t want to confront Gerry—if he touched me, I thought I’d scream. “Walking to your house now.”

“Wait—come to happy hour. I’ll cover you. Everyone’s dying to know how it went last night.”

“Thanks, but I didn’t sleep well. I’m exhausted. Not much to tell… I think he realized how uptight I am.”

“What? You’re not going to sleep with that fallen angel? Why not?”

I cleared my throat. “I don’t know…I’m nervous?”

“That’s what alcohol is for.”

I snorted. “Yeah. I wish I could loosen up. It’s…been too much. Have fun tonight.”

She sighed. “Fine. I’ll drink one for you.”

On impulse, I veered off to the library. My friend Deedee wasn’t working. I smiled at the other librarians and made my way, in a slightly circuitous route, to my favorite section. Romance—the smutty kind. Twenty minutes later, I left with a tote full of reads.

A bubble bath, the last of Maria’s boxed wine she’d told me to finish, and a stack of romances to work through wasn’t a bad weekend. I read everything from contemporary to fantasy—as long as there was a love story and a happy ending.

What I hadn’t told anyone, except Deedee, was that I did book reviews. I should say, my alter ego LoveBird did—she was sassy and unashamedly adored the dirty. It had been too long since I’d posted.

Gerry had walked in on me filming videos a couple times. One time, he’d thrown away a stack of my books—in a rage that I’d gone out with friends instead of meeting him at his golf club. After that, I’d kept my books in the closet. Do you really think you’re done hiding?

With LoveBird’s pink wig and big glasses on, I set up my filming stage in front of the gas fireplace in my room. After leaning around a stack of books, I pulled an open one down from in front of my face.

“Hello, book friends,” I said, grinning, sprawled out in a cushy chair, wearing a comfortable sweater dress and leggings, and holding a half-full wineglass in one hand. “I’m back with romance recommendations, reviews, and what’s on the docket for the weekend.”

I pressed stop on the remote to end recording. My video style had evolved over the years—I aimed for cute and a bit artsy. Most of my equipment and props were in a tote in the closet of the townhouse. One of the many things I wished I’d grabbed.

The process of filming, editing, and posting would take me several days. That evening, I sat down with my laptop at the desk in my room to start editing, eating the rest of the leftover pasta salad for my dinner.

“Let’s go,” I mumbled to myself.

The process was a bit like baking—everything in the right order. I paused, staring at my too-pale face on the monitor. LoveBird liked to throw her head back and laugh, often at her own corny jokes. I hadn’t managed that this round.

A message alert popped up on my screen. I jerked up—it was from Dominic.

Dominic


My aunt would like to see you again. Do you have time this weekend?




I blinked, chewing on my last bite of pasta salad.

Me


I’m surprised. Didn’t you say goodbye last night?




Biting my lip, I watched the dancing ellipsis as he typed.

Dominic


No. You’re hiking with me tomorrow. And I’m taking you on an extravagant date at some point.




I thought hiking was the date…




Hiking is exercise.




I was sure my crying last night had derailed everything…




It changed my idea that your breakup was normal.




Thank you again. For everything.




You make me feel like I’m capable of being a good person. It’s surprising me how much I like it.




You don’t consider yourself a good person?




Not really. Not caring about other people gives you a kind of freedom. I’ve enjoyed it.




You care about your aunt.




I suppose.




I care. Too much at times.




Opposites attract?




I was grinning, staring at my screen with my skin flushed. He was attracted to me? Come on, Kelsey. Try to be a little bit hip…

My phone rang.

Me


Hang on, phone call.




“Hello,” I said, expecting Maria’s voice. “How’s the bar tonight?”

“Kelsey? It’s Autumn.” She cleared her throat. “God, I’m slurring, shit. We had too much.”

“Are you alright?” I stood up and started pacing across my room.

“Fine. I mean, to get home. With an Uber.”

“That’s good. And Maria?”

“Why I’m calling.” She hiccuped. “She’s a little passed out.”

“Where are you?”

“Whiskey Tango.”

I wasn’t sure I had enough gas to drive downtown. “Is her minivan parked there?”

“Er—yeah?” There was a long pause. “At the store.”

“Wait.” I put my hand on my forehead. “How am I going to get her up the stairs to her apartment?”

“Make her throw up?” Autumn cackled with laughter.

“Stay with her, okay? I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Yep.” It sounded like the phone had dropped onto the floor.

I sat down for a moment, considering asking Pippa…no. I didn’t want to embarrass Maria, even if it meant a five-mile hike.

Me


My friend drank too much and needs my help. Have to go so I can walk down there. See you tomorrow.




Dominic


Walk? It’s raining here and cold. Why are you walking?




My face scrunched up. Why did I tell him I was walking?

Long story. I’ll tell you tomorrow.




I’m ordering a ride for you.




No—it’s fine. Really. I like walking.




Ordering it now. I’ll ask them to wait on the road.




I put my face in my hands.

Fine. Thanks.




With that ungracious remark, I pushed my laptop closed and stood up to take off my pajama pants and put on jeans.

A new-looking Kia SUV waited for me when I jogged out. “It’s already paid,” the driver said when I asked how the billing was set up. I hadn’t really ordered rides before. “Says in the notes, for as long as you need it. All paid. No problem.”

We zipped downtown, which was crowded with people. The driver insisted he would wait for me to return with Maria and drive us home. Too tired to resist, I hopped out into the frigid night air. At least it wasn’t raining. River Gorge was a lot drier than Portland.

Weaving through loud people with my hands in my coat pockets, I made my way into the Whiskey Tango Bar. I spotted Autumn by the pool tables, laughing with a big, bearded guy in biker leathers.

“Hey,” I said, walking up beside her.

“Kelsey!” Autumn threw her arms around me and lifted me off the floor. We staggered sideways into the bearded guy. “You came. Fucking fast.”

“Yep.” I pulled myself free of her. “Can we go? I need your help.”

“Help?” Autumn took another swig of her beer. “Yeah, okay. Thanks for the drink,” she said to the bearded guy, side-bumping him with her shoulder.

“Anytime, blondie.”

“She’s over here.” Autumn led me to a table in the corner. A couple of servers stared at her and shook their heads. “Hey,” Autumn called, rushing over. “Is okay. We’re taking her home. Right now.”

They nodded curtly and sped off, their trays full of empty pint glasses.

“Sheesh,” Autumn said, bumping the table.

“Maria,” I said, sliding into the booth beside her and patting her hand. “Hey, wake up.”

Her eyes slid open, and she smiled, her mouth burbling something.

We had to prop her up, one of us on each side, gripping the waistband of her jeans and holding her arms over our shoulders. Luckily, she could sort of totter and lurch on her feet. We pushed through a back door to a smoker’s patio and made it into an alleyway.

Maria jerked, hunching forward. Autumn and I jumped away just as Maria vomited next to a dumpster.

“Nice.” Autumn glanced at a compact from her purse. “Better here than the car.”

“I’ll get our ride closer.”

Eventually, we loaded Maria up, with Autumn coming along to help move Maria up her stairs.

“She’ll be okay,” Autumn said, watching me put a hand on Maria’s forehead. “Doesn’t do this much anymore.”

“Was she upset?”

Autumn shrugged. “Maybe a little disappointed about the auction. I don’t know. Do you think I should go to Beau’s house? Tonight…I know where he lives.”

I bit my lip, holding Maria’s clammy hand in mine. “Did you text him?”

Autumn groaned, flopping against her seat. “Don’t have his number. I gave him mine—last night.”

“He’s a police officer, right? Probably working the night shift.”

She harrumphed. “I won’t do it—too desperate. Besides, it’s a damn small town.”

“Are you selling tomorrow?”

“Shit, I am. Thank God you got me out of that bar.”

Right when we’d gotten Maria to the top of the steps, Pippa walked over from the big house, frowning and in a bathrobe.

“I’ll stay with her,” I promised.

Pippa hugged me, then left, her arms wrapped around her chest.

Autumn ran back down to the ride Dominic had paid for, gleefully taking advantage of a free lift home.

I went to my room and made preparations to sleep on Maria’s couch, grabbing my laptop so that I could message Dominic. You’re checking in with him. Deluding yourself.

Me


Thanks again. Back home.




I had notifications for a bunch of emails from Google Alerts. My throat tightened—I’d put the alert on my name. There were naked pictures of me posted all over the internet.
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Crying, I stayed up half the night trying to get the naked photos of me taken down.

He’d hidden cameras in our bedroom and bathroom. There were images of me getting dressed and in the shower. Worse were the ones from the nights I’d let Gerry tie me up, trying out light bondage fantasies and role-playing. After seeing those, I’d run to the bathroom and retched over the toilet.

I contacted the websites, along with customer support, on Google, Facebook, and Instagram. Everything was reported to law enforcement, including the FBI, and I emailed my lawyer. I even applied for copyrights of the images—any tool I read about to force those images off the internet.

When my alarm went off at nine, I had to force my eyes open. I stumbled to the coffee maker.

“Kelsey?” Maria called hoarsely. “Is that you?”

“Yeah.” I went to her door. “How are you?”

Her hand massaged her forehead. “Headache. Would you help me find some painkillers please?”

“Of course.”

Maria’s kitten-like snores had reassured me as she slept through the night. I set her up with plenty of fluids, along with Tylenol.

By the time Dominic pulled up in front of the house in his sleek electric car, I was caffeinated enough to shuffle outside to meet him. Only one of the photos had been removed. A hamster wheel in my head spun frantically. I contemplated going to the townhouse during a workday to search Gerry’s computer. I closed my eyes before opening the passenger door, trying to put it aside. It’s disgusting. Dominic won’t want you when he finds out.

“Good morning,” he said, his eyes moving over me.

He was so strong and invincible seeming. I bit my lip hard. “Hi.”

“Where should we go?”

I sucked in a breath. “Have you been to Spirit Falls?”

“I haven’t. Let’s do it.” He used the car’s navigation system to bring up a map. “About twenty minutes away. On the Washington side of the river.”

“Yes.” I buckled my seatbelt.

He glanced at me then started driving, pulling out onto the road. “Something happened.”

I pulled the brim of my ball cap down lower over my face.

His hand touched my arm. “Tell me. And is your friend alright?”

“She is.” I squeezed the bridge of my nose. It was better to tell him while he could still end our date easily. I should have canceled it myself.

“What did he do?” His voice was hard.

“Gerry posted photos of me online. He’d hid a camera in our bedroom… I didn’t know.”

The car swerved off the road and jerked to a stop. “Last night?”

“Yeah.” Pressure swelled behind my nose. Gasping, I pulled out the handkerchief I’d brought and covered my face with it. How could you let this happen? It was like I was being erased—turned into a dirty smear. I wanted to run, change my name, do anything to get away from what Gerry had done to me.

His arms wrapped around me. “Are they traceable to him?”

“No.” My head was spinning—I couldn’t get in a full breath.

“Breathe.” Dominic rubbed my back. He pulled me closer and kissed my head.

“S-sorry.”

“No. Not your fault. Have you eaten? Let’s stop and get something.”

Dominic took us to a Starbucks drive-through and insisted on buying me pastries and a sugary drink. His hand rubbed my back as we waited in line—it surprised me that he was such a toucher.

I told him what I’d done so far to get the images removed as he drove to Spirit Falls. He rubbed his cheek and seemed to listen carefully. My eyes started to burn again—his presence gave this illusion of safety and care. I wanted him to be a reformed rake from one of my romance novels, a hero who cherished me when not overcome by bouts of blinding lust…

Too blotchy and stuffed up to face my reflection in the passenger mirror, I blotted my face with my handkerchief and blew my nose into a napkin. God, you’re disgusting.

We parked at Spirit Falls with Dominic withdrawn into his own thoughts. The hike was a challenging uphill trek on a narrow, slippery trail that forced us to walk single file. I was grateful when my chest burned and that it was hot enough to sweat under my jacket. Gulping in air, I tried to focus on the forest around me.

“Wow,” Dominic said as we reached the falls. “Beautiful deep blue pool.”

“Forty-foot drop. I saw a kayaker descend it once.”

“Did he make it?”

“Yeah.”

Dominic put an arm around my back. “That color reminds me of your eyes.”

I leaned into his side and put my head on his shoulder.

“Kelsey.”

“Yes?”

“I can’t stop thinking about you.”

“I’m sorry.” But was I?

“Are you?”

We turned and faced each other. The waterfall roared below us, the air charged and moist. His hand cupped my cheek as he bent over and pressed his lips against mine.

My ball cap fell backward off my head, and I think I was smiling. It was like the clouds had parted, and the sun burned away every other thought in my mind. His mouth moved in a slow dance across my lips. He tasted like cinnamon.

A twig cracked on the trail behind us, and we pulled apart. He gazed down at me, one side of his mouth turned up as he retrieved my hat. My heart levitated in my chest. It was just a kiss. Don’t get your hopes up.

We made room for the other hikers and then started back to the car, walking much faster for the return journey. Dominic took the lead, holding back branches for me to pass. I tried to remind myself of all of my doubts—instead of staring at his butt.

Surrounded by the lush greenery of firs and hemlocks, we drained our water bottles at the car.

“Where am I taking you to lunch?” he asked.

I smiled, glancing at him out of the corner of my eye. “You’re spending too much money on me. I’m used to paying my own way.”

He pinned me against the car and knocked my hat off my head. “I pay.” This time, he thrust his tongue into my mouth, gripping the back of my neck to hold me in place. It shot a bolt of heat straight between my legs.

Oh, I kept thinking, this is Dominic in bed. So refined and careful and then…ruthlessly carnal. The kiss was on the edge of bruising.

He pulled away and pressed his forehead against mine. “Don’t get the wrong idea about me. I’m in charge.”

I panted, trying to sort words out of the haze in my head. “Um…”

He sighed. “I’m not sure we should do this.”

“Go to lunch?”

His eyes narrowed. “We’ll go to a brewery.”

I nodded and bit my lip. Isn’t he exactly the kind of man you don’t want to be with—again?

He wrapped his hand around my ponytail and tugged so that my face turned up. “I’m not going to change.”

We were the only ones in the parking area. Wind gusted, rustling his dark brown hair. A Wood Thrush whistled from a tree nearby. He was tense, his body hard against mine. And aroused.

“Okay.”

“But…I want something with you. An arrangement.”

Say what? “I don’t know…”

He brushed his lips against mine. “Sexual partners. With no other obligation between us.”

My body arched into his almost on its own. There were so many questions—I didn’t want to ask any of them. He groaned and let go of me.

“Get in the car.”
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Bit by bit, what just happened trickled in as Dominic drove, both of us silent. I stared out the window, my T-shirt too tight against my chest.

“I’ve had two other arrangements like this before,” Dominic said. “The last one ended three months ago. Kelsey. Look at me.”

“What did you have with Raven?”

“That was one date. Not an arrangement.”

“Ah.”

He pulled over at a vista point overlooking the Columbia River, the sparkling blue water so wide it was like a choppy lake. The engine slipped into silence.

“We have chemistry,” he said, twisting in his seat to face me. “I want to enjoy it. I’m committed to staying unattached, but I want to explore what’s between us.”

I shook my head slightly. “I’m sorry. That’s not for me.” It was like my body had turned to lead—I ached and didn’t want to move. It would be useless to pretend I could manage something like that, even though it made me sick to have to end things with him.

His eyebrows drew together, and his forehead wrinkled as he watched me. Finally, I faced forward in my seat, staring at my hands clasped together in my lap.

“It was too soon.” He tapped on the steering wheel. “You needed to know what I can offer…”

Already grieving losing him, I stayed quiet. I wanted to recline in the luxurious car seat, close my eyes, and float in the limbo land before the goodbyes.

“We’re going to lunch.”

He drove us to a brewery restaurant on the waterfront, and I followed him inside as docile as a lamb. When he picked a booth seat and sat beside me, I leaned into his warmth. He wrapped an arm around me.

We ordered food and pints of beer. I liked being on the inside of the tall booth, out of sight of the door and bar. You like the cuddling.

“Do you have any questions?” Dominic asked, back to his urbane and detached self.

I turned the coaster under my frosted pint glass. “I really like you. But I’m not considering it.”

His lips brushed the shell of my ear, and I shivered. “Dating is more of a gamble,” he said. “I’m straightforward. There’s a lot I can offer.”

He thinks he can pay you.

Sighing, I put my head on his shoulder. “I bet.”

“I’m not going to disappear because you said no today.”

My fingers twitched. I had to put them in my pockets to keep from touching him. With a monumental effort of will, I sat up, prying myself away from his warmth.

We should both move on—the words stuck in my mouth. Easier to write it to him in a message. I’m a simple farm girl. Not a rich man’s…whatever.

Our salads arrived, then his fish and my burger. “Are you a pescatarian?” I asked.

“For the most part. There’s plenty of fresh seafood from the Oregon coast.”

Too busy paying off debt, I rarely bought seafood. Dominic and I were worlds apart in so many ways. I cut my burger in half.

“Ophelia wants to see you. She’s demanding that you visit today.”

“In Portland?”

“Yes.”

“I’m…not using my car this week.”

“Why? Although you don’t need to. I’ll take us.”

I rubbed my forehead. “It’s a little embarrassing. I’d rather not say.”

He took my hand and squeezed it. “What happened? Hey.” His eyes bored into the side of my head. “Tell me.”

The man made it seem like a crime to want a little privacy. I blew out a breath, crumbling under his stare. “My ex drained my accounts. I’m waiting until I get paid—on Monday—to fill up the car.”

“Jesus.” He shook his head, letting go of my hand.

“Yeah.” I finished the dregs of my pint.

“Don’t you have credit?”

“I do.” I’d worked hard to build that credit. “He maxed out my cards—I’m disputing the charges.”

Dominic scoffed and pulled at the collar of his sweater.

My stomach shut down. A seagull swooped by outside the window as I slowly blew out my breath.

“Would you like a box?” our server asked.

“No—”

“Yes.” I pinned a minuscule smile on my face. “A box would be great.”

As we walked out of the restaurant, Dominic put his hand low on my back. My throat tightened. I needed journal pages and a week of quiet evenings to process everything he’d said—his arrangement. That kiss. How much you liked it. Goodbye was already moments away.

“We need to talk,” Dominic said, pulling out of the parking lot. “I’m taking us to the waterfront.”

I hung my head. The take-out container slid between my feet, the smell of the food wrong in his new car.

Dominic found an empty spot by the water. “I need your help,” he said.

“You do?”

“My aunt is distressed. Fixated on the family’s future. I’m not sure she’s…going to recover.” He clenched his jaw. “She’s frailer than I’d realized.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I want you to pretend to be my girlfriend.”

“What?”

Dominic huffed, one side of his mouth turning up. “Give her what she wants. Hopefully, some peace.”

I rubbed my hands together, blinking at him. “She…well, at lunch, I thought she wanted to see you settled. A girlfriend—isn’t the same thing.”

He shrugged. “True. But it’s a step in the direction she’s hoping for.”

“I suppose.”

“You’re probably wondering if it’s about the inheritance.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“It is.” He smiled at my open-mouthed expression. “The most important thing is putting her mind at ease. She’s fretting. It might hold back her recovery. I want her to relax and have the satisfaction of winning.”

“She’ll believe you?”

He held his hands up. “Maybe. The real issue is Sebastien. My cousin is—wild. Has addiction problems Ophelia doesn’t know about. I don’t want to tell her. I’d like to create a trust for him with her money. Manage it for that branch of the family. If Sebastien has children someday, there’ll be something for them.”

“Huh.” Was he serious? “We’d pretend for today?”

“It’s a start. We’ll see what happens.”

“I…” Didn’t know what to say to him. His eyes were like a smoky quartz gemstone, hard and sparkling. “Guess so.” Procrastinator. You don’t want to face your problems.

He grinned at me—the dimples in his cheeks were stunners, hitting me like arrows.

I sank down, resting my cheek on the soft leather upholstery. Blinded by his shiny exterior? Actually, it was the whole package.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Ahorn blasted, and my eyes flew open.

“Traffic,” Dominic said. “Everything’s fine. You can go back to sleep.”

“Oh my God,” I mumbled, wiping the drool off my mouth then scrubbing at the damp spot on his buttery upholstery. “Sorry.”

He smirked at me. “You’re cute when you sleep.”

I groaned.

Dominic took an off-ramp into Northwest Portland. “Almost there.”

We drove through the verdant Nob Hill neighborhood, full of old Victorian homes, boutique shops, galleries and theaters. Rain began to sprinkle as we traveled uphill to the big hospital complex.

“I’ll let you do the talking.” I pulled down the sun visor and frowned at my hair in the mirror.

“My plan is simple. Say as many true things as possible.”

“Right. Like talking to the police.”

He pulled into a spot in the parking garage. “I prefer to imply, not lie.”

“Spoken like a mobster.”

“Politician.” He watched me frantically combing my hair. “Don’t worry. You’re gorgeous.”

Did those words ever not make a woman smile? I put on a quick coat of lipstick. “Women are harder to impress.”

“Kelsey.”

“Yes?”

“I want to keep seeing you.”

The cap clicked on my lipstick, and I placed it inside the pocket of my bag. I swallowed. “We want different things…”

He took my hand and wrapped his warm fingers around it. “You want…dating?”

Absurd fluttering in my belly. He won’t take it seriously. “Well, that’s where things usually start.”

One of his dimples flashed at me. “Fine.”

My head didn’t seem attached to my body—was he making an exception to his rules for me? Stop pretending you won the lottery. It’s just sex. “So, we’ll go on another date?”

He sighed dramatically. “Many, I suppose.”

A smile took over my face. Reckless, naive, and foolish hope swelling, I leaned over the center console and kissed his cheek. “Okay. Let’s go tell Ophelia we’re dating.”

He grabbed me and pressed his mouth against mine. A firm kiss that shot heat through me. It was over too fast. I actually followed him for a moment when he pulled away.

“We’re going to start sleeping together. Soon.”

My face flushed. “I want to, but…when I’m not around you, everything else in my life takes over. It’s…complicated.”

He rubbed his cheek. “We’ll figure it out. Come on. Time to face Ophelia.”

The cancer institute was modern and pristinely clean. Dominic and I walked quietly through its hallways. My mind reeled—we were dating now?

“There you are,” Ophelia said hoarsely as Dominic entered her room. I hung back in the hall. “Sit me up. I can see up your nose.”

“How are you today?” Dominic asked, pressing a button on her hospital bed.

“Horrible, that’s how. Where’s the girl?”

“I’ll bring her in.”

“No time to waste,” she grumbled.

Ophelia appeared to be a different person—her papery skin a pale gray and dark shadows under her puffy eyes. Apparently, she’d been wearing a wig the last time I saw her. Her scalp was bare and mottled with age spots.

I rushed to her side and took her shaking hand in mine, still a bit damp from the hand sanitizer a nurse had just pumped onto them. “I’m so sorry you’re going through this.” The mask on my face muffled the words.

Her mouth trembled. “It’s hideous.”

I patted her hand. “I’m so sorry. Tell me if there’s anything I can do.”

She sniffed. “Dominic found you. Is there hope for him?”

Smiling, I held her hand against my cheek. “He cares about you.”

“Get over here where I can see you, nephew,” she called in a wavering voice. “Well?”

Dominic carried a chair over, holding it out toward me. I sat down close to Ophelia’s head.

“We’re dating,” he said.

Ophelia nodded. “It’s a start.”

“I’ll be spending more time in River Gorge. Kelsey works during the week and I want to be able to see her. I’ll rent something.”

“Good.” Ophelia squeezed my hand.

I blinked, staring at Dominic standing next to the IV bag. He glanced at me, his eyes crinkling above his mask. If I hadn’t been sitting down, I would have stumbled.

“News to you?” Ophelia asked me.

“Yes.”

“It’s good.” She coughed, pulling her hand out of mine to grip the bed railing. Her whole body shook.

A nurse came in and calmly examined her, checking the various tubes attached to Ophelia’s body. “Time for your medication, Ms. Ophelia.”

“She means,” Ophelia croaked, “it’s time to knock me out.”

“You need your rest.” Dominic patted her leg.

I stood up. “Rest well. I’ll be thinking about you.”

“Bring her again, nephew.”

“Yes. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Fine.” She waved her hand. “I like your idea. The trust, for Sebastien. I know he’s a screwball.”

“Good. I’ll bring a computer.”

Dominic’s eyebrows were a bit pushed together as we disposed of the paper masks and walked through the building toward the parking garage. I tripped as we stepped into the elevator and he put his arm around me.

“Sorry.” I suppressed a yawn. “Didn’t get much sleep last night.”

He kissed me softly on the mouth. “I’ll order a car for you to go home.”

“Oh.” My chest tightened.

“Hey, look at me.” His eyes searched mine. “I want you to stay. You’re not ready.”

I pressed my lips together and nodded. It was like a knock to the stomach. You’re not capable of good decisions.

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. Dominic took my hand and pulled me out into the main floor lobby. He took out his phone and quickly swiped and tapped at the screen. With a shrinking heart, I used the restroom.

In front of the building, he pulled me into his arms. “There’s business I have to do before I leave Portland. Mostly in my home office. A meeting on Monday—damn. Message me when you’re home tonight.”

“Sure. Thanks for a fun day. I almost forgot about what’s waiting for me.”

He cupped my face with his hands. “I’ll see you in a couple days. Can you stay out of trouble until I get there?”

“Probably not.”

How am I pining for this man before I’ve even left him? There was a charged current between us, its force drawing us together.

“Get some sleep.” He brushed his lips against mine. “And think about how good it’s going to feel when you’re in my bed.”


CHAPTER TWENTY
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“You alright, hon?” asked the cab driver, her salt and pepper curls bouncing as we flew down the highway.

“Mostly. Do you mind if I eat in here?”

She scoffed. “Have at it, kid.”

The funk of my cold burger from lunch blended into the older Prius’s ambient aromas in an almost pleasant way. I nibbled at it, watching for Blue Herons in the Columbia River as we drove east toward River Gorge.

“That hunk didn’t want to take his hands off you.” The driver grinned at me in the rearview mirror. “Good lookin’ guy.”

I raised my eyebrows, the burger hard to swallow in my too dry throat. Dominic... It was as if my stomach thought we were on a roller coaster that had dropped off a cliff. “He’s trouble.”

She honked a laugh. “Yeah?”

Nodding, I hunched over my take-out box. We hadn’t even exchanged cell phone numbers, and he was thinking about renting something in River Gorge? The way he’d pinned me against his car with his fist in my hair… I squirmed in the seat. What’s wrong with me?

I yanked out my phone and texted Maria to ask if she wanted company. If she didn’t, I’d wear a hole in my room pacing.

Maria


Hell yes I want company. We should think about dinner…




Me


I’ll cook out of your freezer again—if you don’t mind?




Don’t bother asking. Do it!




You have frozen baguettes and meatballs. Add a jar of marinara from your pantry… I think I saw Parmesan somewhere too.




You’re a genius. There’s ready bake bread in my freezer? Can’t believe I forgot. I love that stuff.




When I knocked and entered Maria’s apartment, she was in the shower. I grabbed dirty dishes from the living room. After a week of cleaning her kitchen, the place almost felt like home. I turned the oven on and set about clearing the counters and loading the dishwasher. I’d brought over some of my laundry, so I went ahead and finished Maria’s clothing that she’d started.

With the meatballs roasting, I faced my laptop. None of the remaining naked photos had been taken down. I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed hard.

“Hey—wow, that smells really good,” Maria said from the bathroom doorway. “You know what? I have gouda. Can’t freakin’ wait for these sandwiches. I’ll be out in a minute. Pretty damn cold today.”

“Okay.” I fanned my face, closing my laptop and setting it aside. I stood up and put the bread in the oven.

My phone flashed with a notification—a message from Dominic.

Dominic


Home?




Me


Yes.




Alright?




I don’t know. I’ll write more later. About to have dinner with Maria.




He didn’t respond.

“Wait.” Maria came out of her room in a purple sweat set. “I have an English cucumber in the fridge, too.”

“Great.”

“Oh my God, that bread baking is making me so hungry. How are you? What have you done today?”

I dumped the meatballs into a saucepan with the marinara sauce. “Dominic asked me to go hiking with him. We went to Spirit Falls.”

“No way—how was it? Did you check out his bum?”

I smiled at her. “It’s muscular. Would you like me to slice the cheese?”

“Kelsey.” She handed me the gouda. “Is that all you’re going to say about your first date? Give a girl a few crumbs here.”

I stared down at the cutting board while my ears grew hot. “He’s…” I cleared my throat. “Controlling, I think. I’m not sure now…”

“Controlling? Wait—I have some wine. Hold on, sister.” She crouched and rooted around in her wine cabinet.

“Sorry. I’m pretty shy about this stuff.”

Her hand waved around in the air above her head. “You’re private. I’m the one that should be apologizing. But I love this shit too much to be ashamed. Ha—Merlot. I knew this was still in here.”

“Nice.”

She stood up and gave me the side-eye. “My gut is telling me you need to talk.”

“It’s Gerry. He…” I pressed on my knotted stomach. “Posted naked photos of me on the internet last night.”

“What?” The bottle slipped in her hand, and she lunged to catch it. “Phew. He posted—that fucker!”

“Yep.”

The oven bell dinged. My face was almost as hot as the inside of the oven as I pulled out the golden baguettes.

“Jesus.” Maria yanked out the wine cork. “Can we go slash his tires or something?”

“He crashed his car last week.” I smiled weakly at her. “I’ll be talking to my lawyer tomorrow.” Except she’d probably want some kind of payment, and I had nothing.

“So you found the photos yesterday?”

“Yeah. Stayed up all night trying to have them taken down. When Dominic picked me up, I…cried. We hiked, had our first kiss by the waterfall.”

“Ahh. What happened next?”

“Then, at his car, he tells me he wants an arrangement. What did he say…” I cleared my throat and attempted his baritone. “Sexual partners—no obligations between us.”

Maria cackled. “Holy shit. And then?”

“I said no.”

“You did?” She handed me my wineglass.

I took a big swallow. “He’s tempting. Like…well, never mind. He insisted on going to lunch. Then he asks me to pretend to be his girlfriend. For his great-aunt, who’s very sick and really wants him to settle down.”

Her head jerked forward. “Soap opera level here. Please keep going.”

“I said yes. I’m a total pushover. We get there, and kiss, and he upgrades his offer to dating. I don’t know—it’s nuts.”

Maria crunched on a piece of cucumber. “So…why controlling?”

I cut open the bread and filled it with cheese slices, followed by saucy meatballs. “Um…he likes to dominate. Sexually.”

“Ah.” She grabbed a piece of cheese. “Do you like that?”

I bit my lip, and my face scrunched up. “Yes—but that’s how Gerry was. I want to try something more…vanilla.”

Maria covered her mouth, chortling. “Sorry. I’m just…I don’t know. Sometimes, the quiet ones have the most interesting sex lives.”

I hung my head. “That’s a kind way to put it.”

She elbowed me. “What? It’s true. I’ve never had anything like that. I’m usually the one demanding action. Too many drunks—oh well. Anyway, it’s okay for you to want hot sex. As long as he’s respectful and all that—which, when Gerry wasn’t, you left him.”

I shook my head. “It took me too long.”

She put an arm around my shoulders. “The townhouse made it complicated.”

“I don’t trust myself anymore.”

She jiggled me a little. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Seriously. Repeat after me. I am enough.”

I stared at my reflection in the microwave. “I am enough.”

“I attract happiness into my life.”

“I attract happiness into my life.”

She leaned her head against mine. “That’s our assignment—we both need positive affirmations. Everyday.”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah. Maybe so.”

We broke apart, and I cut the sandwich in half. “I don’t ask you enough. How are you?”

She flashed a smile at me. “You do. And you’re the best listener.” Her face fell. “I’m…embarrassed about last night—that I blacked out. Thank you for helping me. Really, thank you so much.”

“Of course.” I wished I knew what to say to her. She was so self-aware and yet seemed unable to control her drinking.

“I’m telling myself I’ll start exercising. Even though I know it’s not true. I opened a dating app on my phone today—but couldn’t bring myself to register. It’s…like taking on a yucky job. Too many icks. Then I’m trying too hard and can’t stand myself.” She shook her head. “Come on, let’s eat.”

“Raven and Dominic met on the apps.”

“Seriously?” She raised her eyebrows.

“Yeah. She went on a date with him a few weeks ago.”

Her plate clicked down on the counter in front of a barstool. “Okay…maybe I’ll try the apps.”

I smiled and ate my dinner. Talking to Maria had popped open a vent hole in the pressure chamber inside me. My shoulders dropped further as I drank wine and watched trashy reality dating shows. I texted with Tilly, and she seemed to be well—still had her job anyway.

“KELSEY!”

I jerked up on the couch, gaping at Maria. Her eyes were open very wide. Gerry was shouting at me from the driveway.

“Kelsey, fucking get out here. NOW.”

A pillow tumbled off my lap and fell to the floor as I lurched to my feet. “How did he find me? Oh no—your parents. Oh my God.”

“Call the police,” Maria said. “You’ll want a record of this. Don’t go out there.”

I nodded and grabbed my phone.

“Kelsey Owen. I know you’re in there—you selfish bitch. Look at this fucking place.”

Maria’s phone rang, and she answered right away. “Yeah, it’s him… She’s calling the police. No—tell Daddy to wait. Pippa. Gerry’s drunk…”

I peered out the window with a view of the driveway. Gerry staggered on the road in front of the house. A red Honda CR-V was stopped in the street behind him. Lori’s car?

More lights flicked on in the circular drive in front of the house and garage. Gerry put a hand up in front of his face.

Mr. Adamos stepped out of the front door and shut it behind him. “You need to leave. Now.”

“Who the hell are you?” Gerry shouted, slurring.

I covered my mouth. How could he do this?

“I’m a doctor. This is my private property, and it’s after dark. Go home. Take a hard look at yourself. It can get much worse.”

The high beams flashed on Lori’s car. Gerry scanned the windows. I dropped the curtain and jerked away, pressing my back against the wall. An engine revved. When I peeked through a crack, Gerry was gone.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Icollapsed on the couch, pressing on my chest.

Maria sat down next to me with the phone to her ear. “Yes. He’s gone. No, he didn’t see her…okay, yeah. She’s upset. I’ll ask.” Maria held the phone away from her face. “Will you speak to Pippa for a moment, Kelsey?”

“Yes,” I croaked.

Maria handed me the phone, patting my shoulder.

“Hi, Pippa.” I put a hand over my face. “I’m so sorry—I can’t believe he did that. Please thank Mr. Adamos for me.”

“Honey, I’m glad you’re here and that we could help you. I’ll tell Lucas. He’s like a rooster right now… Anyway, are you alright, dear?”

“I don’t know.”

Maria pressed my wineglass into my hand, and I took a sip.

“Rest,” Pippa said. “You’re safe.”

“Thank you.”

“How do you think he found you, honey?”

“My coworker.” I sniffed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “She gave me a ride here after work last week. I think they’re seeing each other now.”

Pippa scoffed. “I hope she dumps him after that stunt.”

“Yeah.”

“What did the police say?”

“Not much.” I took a tissue from Maria. “I told them he left. They said to fill out an online report. I’ll do that tonight.”

“Okay. Try not to worry. You’ll get through this. We’re here with the security system on.”

I handed the phone back to Maria. She ended up going into her bedroom—I think to receive a lecture about drinking too much the night before.

Wine poured down my throat too fast. I lay on the couch and stared at Dominic’s last message. He’d wanted to know if I was alright.

Me


I’m not in a good state to be dating anyone.




I hit Send before I could stop myself, then buried my face in my arms. My phone dinged with an incoming message.

Dominic


Did something happen?




Me


Yes but I was already thinking about it.




What?




Gerry was here. Drunk and shouting at me from the driveway.




Jesus. Are you safe?




He’s gone now.




I don’t like it. Wish I was there.




I stopped myself from writing me too.

Dominic


I’ll be there early next week. No decisions about us tonight. Too much has happened.




My phone dropped onto the couch cushion next to me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my forehead.

“Hey.” Maria came out of her bedroom. She put her hands on her hips and stared at the floor. “Tea and television. Do I have anything sweet in that kitchen?”

“Biscotti in the pantry.”

“Yes.” She fist pumped. “Pippa’s compulsive food gifting is paying dividends.”

“Thank you, Maria.” I sat up and hung my head. “Gerry’s…not who I thought he was. You’re really saving me. I don’t know what I would have done…”

She sniffed, and I glanced up to see her crooked smile. “Really glad I can help. Oh, and Pippa wants you at the family dinner tomorrow. Five o’clock, as usual. Pick something to watch, would you? I’m actually very good at making tea.”

Later that night, I struggled to fall asleep in my comfortable bed in the Adamos house. I had a feeling that I wouldn’t be staying there much longer. And I had no idea where I’d go.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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“All I need is within me,” I said to my reflection in the mirror Sunday morning. My eyes narrowed. As if.

I spent the morning drafting a letter to HR at work, letting them know I was filing for a restraining order against Gerry. My stomach churned, and I stood up from the desk to pace around my room. My boss, Valerie, would not offer me sympathy—she might use it as an excuse to shove me out the door.

A direct message popped up on my phone. From Brad. I sat down.

Brad


Hey, I’m in River Gorge. Can you meet up today?




I tapped on my chest and spun around in the office chair. Dominic wouldn’t like it—which sort of made me want to do it more. My feet landed on the floor.

Me


I’ll be downtown in thirty. Care for a walk?




We met at the waterfront park. Brad was in an orange and black plaid shirt and dark blue jeans, standing by a tree with his hands in his pockets, facing the water as I walked up behind him. He’d put on some weight and a lot of muscle.

“Brad?”

He whipped around, a big smile breaking out on his bearded face. “Kelsey. Damn, you only got prettier.”

My cheeks heated. “Thanks. How are you?”

“Good.” He rocked back on his heels. “Nice to get off the farm for a change. How are you?”

“I’m okay. Want to walk for a bit?”

“Yeah, sure. You always did like walking.”

I shoved my hands in my coat pockets as a cold breeze hit us from the water. Brad seemed…like a different person. The shy, lanky teenager was gone, replaced by a burly man with an easy smile. “How’s the farm?”

He blew out his breath. “It’s good. But every year still feels like a gamble. Glad we got the last field in before the rain hit. I’ve got a dog now. He keeps me company on the tractor.”

“What kind?”

“A lab.” He grinned at me. “Wanna see a photo?”

“Yes.”

We stepped to the side of the path and huddled over his phone. A big chocolate brown Labrador sat on its haunches with a pink tongue hanging out of its mouth. Brad’s arm brushed mine and I could pick up his scent—hay and engine grease and soap.

“Can’t believe he’s already seven.” Brad swiped the screen and showed me a selfie he’d taken of himself on a tractor with the dog next to him.

I tried to keep myself in the moment and really notice the man next to me. Part of me wished I hadn’t come. It was like I was dragging around a storm cloud. “What’s his name?”

“Spud. What about you? Any animals?”

“No.” I sighed—I’d missed having an animal for a long time. Gerry hadn’t wanted the mess. “Glad at the moment since I’m moving.” I stepped back onto the path, and he followed.

“How’s that going?”

“Not great.” I summoned a smile for him. “Are breakups ever easy?”

“Ours wasn’t too bad.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve had some doozies, though.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Almost got married.” He pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Then we figured out we couldn’t live together. You ever worry we just ain’t as…patient as our parents?” He huffed, shaking his head.

I nodded. “I think I know what you mean. Things have changed a lot.”

“Hey, can I buy us some coffee? I could use a warm drink.”

“Oh—”

“Sorry, was that too fast?” He turned his body to grin at me as we walked.

“No…” I swallowed. My ears were hot under my knit hat. “But I have plans with the family I’m staying with. I’m sorry.”

“Right—no problem.”

“They’ve really helped me. And I’m…I don’t know, kind of a downer at the moment. I’m sorry. Going through a rough patch.”

His hand rested on my back, and it was warm and comforting. “Hang in there. And it was really good seeing you.”

We hugged, and my resolution wavered. Get thrown a scrap of affection, and you grovel like a starving dog. “Nice to see you too.”

I trekked back to Maria’s house, Dominic’s deep brown eyes seeming to stare at me in my mind. There hadn’t been chemistry for me with Brad. With Dominic…I wondered if that’s all we had. And yet, what was I so afraid of? He doesn’t need you, and you’ll fall for him.

Pippa greeted me with a warm hug when I arrived for Sunday dinner with the Adamos family. Mr. Adamos gave me a solemn nod when I thanked him for confronting Gerry. To my relief, football and the store Maria managed dominated the conversation.

The twins were late and rushed in after we’d already started eating.

“It’s this asshole’s fault,” said Alex, jerking his head at his brother.

“Language.” Mr. Adamos glared at both of his sons.

Alex jerked his chair out then threw himself into it. “Got kicked out of his apartment. Springs it on me when I’m there to pick him up. Just needed a few minutes to pack. Now my car is crammed with his crap.”

Pippa’s fork dropped onto her plate. “What?”

Nico shrugged, a roguish smile on his face. “The girls kicked me out. Women are ruthless.”

“What about your job?” Mr. Adamos crossed his arms.

“They let me go. Haven’t had any luck finding a new one.”

Maria passed Nico the garlic bread. “Sorry, bro.”

Nico started eating like he hadn’t had a meal in a while. Pippa had a hand over her mouth. “You’ll come home,” she said, her eyes glistening as she stared at her husband.

There was a long silence. Mr. Adamos cleared his throat. “With rules.”

“Thank you, Dad.” Nico slumped in his chair.

“You’ll work for me until you find a job. Cleaning the house, if I ask you.”

“Okay.”

Mr. Adamos rubbed his mouth jerkily with his napkin. “It’s too many people in the house. Kelsey will stay with Maria.”

Maria gasped.

“Of course,” I said quickly. “Should I move out of the room tonight?”

His forehead wrinkled, and his eyebrows drew together. Mr. Adamos glanced across the table at Pippa holding Maria’s hand. “No. Next week.”

“Dad—” Nico started to say.

“Yes. I’ll do that.” I did my best to smile at Maria and Pippa.

Maria’s chair scraped across the floor as she shoved it back and shot to her feet. She grabbed her plate and walked toward the kitchen.

“What a night.” Pippa picked up her wineglass. “Alex, pass the chicken to your brother.”

I finished my dinner quickly, then was told not to do the dishes. After changing out of my dress into sweats, I found Maria in her apartment. “Hey,” I called through the open front door. “Do you want company?”

“As long as it isn’t my father. Come in. I’m already opening a wine bottle for us.”

“Thanks. And…I don’t blame him. The way he stood up to Gerry last night—I’ve been a lot of trouble.”

She scoffed. “He’s a tyrant. With an enormous house. But don’t worry. We’ll figure it out. Pippa will help. Want to watch our show before Nico shows up?”

“Sure.”

I started looking at shared housing on my phone and crunching numbers. The townhouse mortgage payment was still half my responsibility. I rubbed the back of my neck, my chest tight.

A new message came in.

Dominic


Hey




Me


Hi




How are you today?




Glad I’m getting paid tomorrow. How are you? Did you see Ophelia?




She’s the same. Asked about you.




Can I see you soon?




I realized something today. You’re kind of irresistible. I don’t think I can say no.




Good. I hate that word.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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It rained Monday morning in a sideways deluge. I walked to work huddled under a plastic emergency trench coat I’d found in Maria’s closet. Paycheck…paycheck…

I kept my head down all morning. Lori flounced by my desk once, her strong perfume leaving a sour taste in my mouth. What was the point of confronting her at work? I was already terrified of how my boss Valerie would respond to the email I’d sent about Gerry and me—and if anyone had seen the photos Gerry had put online.

At lunch, my phone flashed a steady stream of incoming text messages.

Maria


Raven was in the hospital yesterday! She’s okay. Learning more…




Shit—a stalker tried to kidnap her. I didn’t know she had a stalker, did you?




Autumn is blowing her top. Raven told her that she has a thing with Beau.




Raven is living at Beau’s house? Dang. News to me.




I’m going to drink with Autumn tonight to talk her out of violence. You know you should come.




You went to bed so early we didn’t have a chance to talk. Nico and I think it’s all going to work out. So stay where you are and trust the process…




Me


Poor Raven. I could make some pasta salad to bring over.




No bar for me—I’m counting the seconds until I see money in my bank account again. And then it all disappears to bills. Thanks for the invite though.




“Kelsey.”

My head snapped up. “Hi, Valerie. What can I do for you?”

“Come to my office.” She frowned—which she always did, but it was like frowning on steroids.

“Of course.” My stomach rolled.

Valerie quickstepped back across the floor, her rigid hair not daring to spring away from her tight bun. I shut my computer and stood right away. The office was fairly empty with most people having left their desks for lunch. Adjusting my necklace, I took a deep, slow breath. You’re fired.

I forced my feet to carry me through the cubicles to Valerie’s office, and I tapped on the door.

“Enter. Close the door, Kelsey, and have a seat.”

I folded my hands in my lap and waited, my chest tight.

“First of all,” Valerie said, “I’m sorry you’re in an uncomfortable situation with Gerry Sagan.”

“Thank you. Like I said in my email, I don’t want it to interfere with work.”

“Right.” She sat back and crossed her arms. “But it has because I’ve also had a complaint about you.”

“From Gerry?”

“An anonymous source and another one that requested to be anonymous. They’re claiming that you’re an indecent person to work around, who sells lewd photos of herself online and writes porn reviews while you’re at work.”

I closed my eyes and scoffed, my jaw clenching, pressing a hand on my chest—it was like I’d been punched. “It’s Gerry. He threatened to do this if I left him. Can I have my lawyer contact you? I’ve filed three police reports and contacted the FBI about the photos he posted of me online.”

“And the other thing? Porn or something…”

“I write book reviews as a hobby. Never at work. You can look at my online history on my work computer.”

“Huh.”

“If it was Lori, I think she’s in a relationship with Gerry now. On Saturday night, she drove him to the place where I’ve been staying. He was drunk and abusive. I had to call the police.”

“Why would she do that? It doesn’t make sense.”

I pressed my lips together, my eyes burning. “Gerry is…manipulative.”

Valerie harrumphed and held a tissue box out to me.

“I value my job so much. This will blow over. I will not be confronting anyone here. I just really want to move on.”

She drummed her fingers on the desk. “I’m going to suspend you. Pending investigation. I’m sorry, it’s policy. Mr. Sagan will be suspended as well. Of course, this is why workplace romances are such a problem. Have your lawyer email me. I think it would help have this cleared up quickly.”

I nodded, my throat too tight to speak, and stumbled out of Valerie’s office.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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An American Crow landed on the sand in front of me, cocking its head and staring at me with one brown eye.

“No treats.”

The crow hopped back and cawed. I rubbed the back of my neck, swaying back and forth on the rock I’d perched myself on.

A little sun broke through the blanket of gray clouds. “I am a magnet for success and abundance,” I said into the quiet around me. The crow flew away. I put my head between my knees and snorted. My bills were past due, I was homeless, and Gerry had destroyed my career.

My phone pinged with an alert, a new message from Dominic.

Dominic


I’m taking you out for dinner tonight. Will be in there in two hours.




Me


Lost my job today. I’m not sure what to do with myself. Can’t think. Probably can’t talk. Would you like a rain check?




I’m exactly what you need. No talking necessary.




Good luck with that. I’m a mess.




I’d like to see messy Kelsey. And I have a surprise for you.




Um…you don’t mean in your pants, do you?




That isn’t a surprise. It’s a reality.




Sorry. I’m sort of fragmenting…




You’re going to be fine. I’ll see to it.




It’s the breakup from hell. Maybe this is rock bottom.




Been there. That dickhead will be out of your life soon. Permanently.




Why did you lose your job?




I’m suspended because of a complaint that I’m indecent to work with. Gerry’s photos. He’s saying I sold them. Also he linked me to my online hobby. Under an alias, I write reviews for smutty romance books and do videos for readers. FYI so you can run the other way.




I’m intrigued. Will you recommend books to me?




Possibly




I’d like that. Try not to worry. Management will see through Gerry, your lawyer will make sure.




Thanks, I hope so. My online stuff doesn’t bother you?




No. It’s sexy.




Huh.




I want to hear about you.




Of course, that’s when the messages stopped. I picked up my bag and the stained glass bird ornament I’d taken from my work desk and trudged back to Maria’s.

My ears were ringing, and my legs dragged. The snarky internal voice that liked to point out my flaws was mostly silent, metaphorically curled into a ball with the blanket over her head. I’m screwed, repeated in my mind. Dominic was overlooking one key thing—my firm could use it as an excuse to bring in a new lower-paid employee.

My feet carried me into the bedroom I was no longer welcome in. I collapsed on the bed and wrapped the top blanket around myself. Shivering, I pulled my knees up to my chin.

On my phone, I checked for an email from my lawyer. I’d asked if I could delay payment, but she hadn’t responded yet.

There was a new email from my mother.

I’m praying for you, daughter. Your God-given partner contacted us with his concerns. He told us that you’re being tempted into terrible sin and won’t let him help you back into the light. Your father and I are very disappointed.

I don’t approve of how you’ve lived your life. Make yourself right with God. Your father and I are done with you until you set a better example for your sisters.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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My parents disowning me made official what had been my unspoken reality since I’d left for college. Still, I clenched my hands into fists and fought nausea.

“You look gorgeous,” Dominic said, holding his arms open when I met him in the driveway. “I’m disappointed. I thought I was going to see messy Kelsey.”

“Maybe next time.” I stared at him, putting my hands on his arms. “Is this our date then? From the auction.”

He tugged me against him, and my arms wrapped around his waist. “No. This is the casual prequel.”

I closed my eyes and held onto him, inhaling his woodsy cologne. He ran a hand up and down my back. How had this man appeared in my life—right when it was falling apart?

“What sounds good for dinner?” He rested his chin on my head. “Name it, and it’s yours.”

Huffing, I held him tighter. “I don’t think I can eat⁠—”

“Yes. And I’m hungry.”

“You pick then.”

His fingers ran through my hair. “Something with seafood.”

I tried to muster the will to pull away from him. “Thai food. It isn’t fancy, though…” Why is it like this with him? As if I’d known him forever.

He chuckled. “Modest and frugal. Well, spoiling you is going to be a challenge.”

“You’re unreal.” Unfathomable. A mystery. Possibly leading me on…

“Should I pinch you?”

“Maybe later.”

“Yes.”

Finally, I stepped back and smoothed out my caramel trench. Having the soft wool on, instead of disguising myself in one of Maria’s old jackets, was like reclaiming something—the worst had happened. Maybe I was done hiding from Gerry. Ha.

Dominic put a finger under my chin. I stared up into his dark eyes. The garage floodlights cast severe shadows over the angles of his face. “Trust me.”

The oddest thing was, I probably did. I raised my eyebrows. “I…want to know more about you.”

His face seemed to shutter. “Let’s go to dinner.” He took my hand, and we walked to his car.

We were both quiet as he held my door for me. His electric car came to life with a soft jingle. After he put the restaurant address into the navigation system, we rolled forward almost silently.

“My ex-wife cheated on me with my best friend.”

I gasped, hunching forward.

“I found them. It was the same day my parents…died in a small plane accident.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus. I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine…”

He nodded. “That was two years ago.”

I exhaled, patting my chest. “Wow.”

“Now you know. I was married for four years. I don’t want to talk about it more.”

“Right. Thank you for telling me.”

He nodded, scowling.

I stared out the window, pulling on my necklace. He’ll never recover from something like that—especially with a pushover like you.

“Did Sagan cheat, that you know of?”

I glanced at him. “Gerry…was surprisingly loyal. His porn addiction became worse over time. The way he went about it felt like cheating.”

Dominic nodded.

Resting on my side, I watched him drive. “How’s Ophelia?”

“Struggling with an infection. And possibly pneumonia.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“She told me she’s determined to live until someone has a baby.”

I smiled. “I believe her.”

He parked, and we went into the restaurant, a converted old Victorian home painted in vivid shades of red. We both ordered seafood Pad Thai with medium spice and hot tea.

Dominic’s phone flashed. “That’s my cousin, just a minute.”

I glanced at my own phone. Maria had texted me a few times.

Maria


Autumn is nutso. Please come and help me.




She’s ready to murder Raven.




We’re at the taqueria on 13th. Pretty please?




Our server delivered a teapot and pretty porcelain cups. I glanced out the window—Maria and Autumn were less than a block away.

Dominic sat back in his chair and crossed his legs. “My cousin is getting married.”

“Sebastien?”

“Yes. One of my aunt’s conditions for the inheritance.”

My eyes widened as I stared at Dominic calmly sipping his Jasmine tea. “What do you think?”

He shrugged. “If we can get the trust set up in time, at least there will be something managing the money. It’s Ophelia’s decision.”

“Huh.”

“She doesn’t get to meddle in my life that far.”

Our food was delivered to the table, the service incredibly fast, as usual.

“Will you go to the wedding?” I wrapped spicy noodles around my fork.

“Probably not. It’s going to be in New York soon. I prefer not to fly. And it’s not my favorite time of year to drive across the country.”

“That’s, what, three days of driving?”

He nodded, his eyes lingering on the collar of my sweater. “It is. I’d prefer to see this area. We’ll go on a road trip.”

I blinked. “Where do you want to go?”

“Down the 101 highway, along the coast. Or over to the high desert in the east. Crater Lake. Depending on weather, take your pick.”

A smile tugged at my mouth, and I dabbed at it with a napkin. “What about work?”

“Mine is portable. You’re on vacation.”

“Vacation is not what I’d call it.”

“Start sleeping with me and it will be.”

I coughed, a spice catching in my throat. Dominic refilled my teacup. “Sorry,” I croaked. You’re so embarrassing.

“Tomorrow, we’ll do local. I want to see what you love about this place.”

“My friend Raven calls it Waterfall Canyon.”

His leg pressed against mine under the table. A jolt shot into me.

“That fits.”

We stared at each other. His fingers brushed over mine on the table. I was in trouble—the man was addictive. Going to dinner with him made one of the worst days of my life fade into the background. I shivered and pressed my knees together.

“To-go box?” Our server held up two different sizes.

“Yes, thank you.” I took the smaller one.

Dominic shook his head and handed her a credit card.

“Thank you for dinner.”

“My pleasure. Next time, we’re going to a place that doesn’t use Styrofoam.”

I resisted rolling my eyes. The man probably had no idea what living on a small income was like. “A few of my friends are at a taqueria a half block away. What do you think about stopping by for a quick hello?”

“Sure. I could do a Mexican beer.”

I smiled as we stood and put on our coats. It’s too easy. There’s a bomb coming.

We stepped through the side door onto the empty patio beside the restaurant. Dominic grabbed the lapels of my trench and pulled me against him. Standing on tip toe, I wound my arms around his neck as he leaned over and kissed me.

His hands pushed inside my open coat as our mouths gently nibbled and pressed. It was like I was in a hot air balloon, losing my breath as we rose too high.

He pulled away and stared down at me. “Not tonight, Kelsey. But soon. I want to wake up with you.”

I blinked, my heart lifting, still attached to a balloon. “You do?”

Closing his eyes, he nodded. A family stepped onto the patio, and we dropped our arms. Dominic took my hand. “Where to?”

The taqueria was two houses down in the old residential neighborhood that had been converted to businesses. The outdoor area was strung with warm globe lights and surrounded by a black wrought iron fence. Gas firepits burned merrily at a few of the tables.

I spotted Maria at the bar, grinning while she leaned forward and spoke to the bartender. Phoebe was next to her, speaking to a guy in a hoodie. Autumn sat at a table by herself, frowning down at her phone.

“Hi,” I said to Autumn. “Is there room for us?”

Autumn held open her arms for a hug. “Hell yes, you better sit here. How are you—oh, hi.”

I glanced at Dominic. “Autumn, this is Dominic. We just had Thai food down the street.”

“Can I buy you both a drink?” Dominic asked.

“Margarita, with salt.” Autumn tossed her hair. “Thank you.”

“I’ll do the same.”

He nodded and headed off to the bar, tall and straight-backed.

“Damn,” said Autumn. “Congrats on that one. How’s it going?”

“Good. But he doesn’t want long term.”

“Ah, one of those.” She put her head in her hands.

“Hey, can I ask you a real estate question?” I clasped my hands together, my stomach clenching.

“Shoot.”

“Gerry and I own a townhouse. We need to sell, but he’s…well, I’m filing for a restraining order.”

She sat up straight. “Shit. I’m sorry.”

I gave a jerky nod. “He’s out of money—stole from me, actually.” I waved my hand around as she stared at me with her mouth open. “Can I list it? I think if an offer came in, he’d budge. Right now, he’s still telling me to come home.”

“Dang.” She narrowed her eyes, staring at me. “That asshole. He’s living there, and you aren’t?”

“Yes. He isn’t paying his half of the bills, as of today.” I’d called my bank when my paycheck was finally deposited. “He’s…drinking too much. Not being rational.”

My lawyer hadn’t made any headway with Gerry. Or even had a response.

“Email me,” Autumn said. “Technically, I can list it for you. But my firm…well, I’d have to work around them. Can’t make any promises. And Gerry would have to sign for the sale to go through. I couldn’t even show the house if he’s against it.”

“Thank you for considering it.”

One side of her mouth quirked up. “I’m in the mood to be nasty. Gerry would be perfect.”

Dominic returned with drinks, and Maria and Phoebe were at his side.

“He bought us all a round,” Maria said, grinning at me. “Way to deliver the sugar daddy.”

“Do I look that old?” Dominic pushed a salted margarita across the table to me.

“Not a bit,” said Autumn, winking at me. “Cheers.”

We all clinked glasses. Dominic pressed against my side and put an arm around my waist. They were headed to trivia night next, and Maria launched into a story about a guy there who picked at his nose while he thought. Phoebe said that putting a finger in her ear helped her brain.

I leaned on Dominic, the thumping salsa music reverberating in my belly. His dark eyes were watching me when I set down my empty glass. It was finally time for his surprise.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Dominic’s surprise wasn’t far from the taqueria. He parked in the upscale neighborhood above downtown, referred to as The Heights, behind a brand new building with a view of the river and Mt. Adams.

“This,” Dominic opened his hand toward the townhouse building, “is my vacation rental.”

“Really?” My cheeks were hot. He’d actually done it.

“Come inside and see it?”

I nodded, pressing my lips together. My throat was tight. Sure, seems romantic, but all he wants is sex.

It was a serene and quiet street. Dominic put his hand on my back as we went to the front door patio under a modern awning created by the second-story pop-out, lined with honey-colored wood.

“This first floor has a bedroom, and the garage was converted into a rec room with a pool table.”

“It’s so large. How many bedrooms?”

“Four.” Dominic shrugged at my incredulous look. “The top floor has the kitchen and living room. After you.”

The stairs were a steep climb up. We were actually alone—I bit my lip, and the hair on the nape of my neck stood up.

“Very nice,” I squeezed out of my tight throat as I stepped onto the upper floor.

There was a view over downtown to the cerulean blue of the Columbia River with Mt. Adams to the north in the misty background. Everything inside the spacious living area and kitchen was sleek and modern, from the glistening white cabinets to the high vaulted ceiling and stark furniture.

Dominic came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my front. His scratchy chin nuzzled my temple. “Stay with me. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” You sound like a nervous parrot.

His lips brushed my ear, and I shivered. “Tomorrow.”

“Um, I don’t know…”

His arms tightened around me. “Drive over in the morning for breakfast. I’m taking you out. Come prepared to spend the day and night. I’ll do my best to convince you.”

I wanted to arch back into him. “Can we talk a little?”

“Yes. And I’m not kissing you.”

“Oh?” I blinked. Get a hold of yourself.

“No.”

“Okay.” My knees were loose. If he did kiss me, I might fall down—hopefully on a bed.

“Do you want to know why?” His hands slid under my sweater onto the bare skin of my belly.

I gasped, my head falling back on his shoulder. “Yes.”

His hands glided down over my hips. “Because I wouldn’t be able to stop. Come.” He kissed the top of my head and gripped my shoulders. “Let’s go sit on the deck by the firepit table.”

Struggling against a sharp disappointment—that made me want to turn around and force him to kiss me—I swallowed hard and let him guide me across the room with a hand low on my back. Talk, remember?

“Can I get you something? A glass of wine?”

“No, thank you.”

His eyes narrowed at me. “Are you upset?”

I opened my mouth and closed it. Shaking my head, I smiled at him. “It’s me…my reaction to you.” I sat down in a wicker chair. “Sorry, I’m not… It’s hard for me to open up.”

He flipped a switch, and the firepit came on. The chair next to me scraped as he pulled it out and sat down. He took my hand in his. “Keep going.”

Staring at the flames, I took a deep breath. Just force it out. “I’ve been telling myself that I need to be sensible. When I’m around you, I…can’t think.”

His thumb ran over my knuckles as I glanced at the smirk on his face. “Yes.”

“I’m not sure what to expect from you. Do you…have a timeframe in mind?”

The corners of his mouth turned down. He looked at the fire. “Whatever happens, I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

I blinked, studying the aquiline slope of his nose. Take care of me?

He turned so our knees bumped together. “Come and stay with me. Your ex won’t know you’re here. You’ll be safe.”

I was almost lost in his dark gaze. The pull to go to him was like an ache.

“Think of it as a vacation.” His legs wrapped around mine. “I’m not here for a single night.”

My cheeks were hot. “Well, I’ll be here for breakfast.”

He smiled, and I thought my heart would float out of my chest. “Good. And give me your phone number.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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“Are you alright?” Dominic asked, his turn signal clicking.

My neck twinged. I squeezed the top of my shoulder. “Just my life falling apart.” I tried to force a smile.

He frowned. “Your life wasn’t working. It’s going to be better.”

I pressed on the center of my chest. “Going with you tomorrow…I don’t know. It’s too fast for me.”

His car glided to a stop by the sidewalk in front of the Adamos house. He took my hand. “We’ll start by spending the day together. Now go soak in a bath.”

Taking a deep breath, I stared at his square-jawed-too-handsome face. There were a few lines etched into his skin. I cupped his cheek with my hand. “You’re unbelievable.”

His lashes lowered as he stared back at me. “I’ll settle in.”

I huffed, then leaned forward and brushed my lips against his. My heart wasn’t falling for him, it was sliding down a mountain in an avalanche. You’re so screwed.

Moving quickly, I propelled myself out of his car.

“Kelsey.”

Swinging around, I glanced in the passenger window.

He gazed up at me, his forehead wrinkled. “See you in the morning.”

“Yeah.” I held up a hand, then turned and hurried to the house.

Dominic was still there when I locked the gate. My face flushed.

Inside my room, I stood in the middle of the carpet and stared at my things stacked in piles. There was a room on a lavender farm that I’d messaged the owners about on Sunday—but even if they picked me, the space wouldn’t be available for a few weeks.

Go with Dominic? I put my hands on my forehead. You want to. What’s the problem?

I went into the bathroom and started filling the tub with hot water. It was like I was a snail that had tumbled off a rock onto a speeding train—I was still in shock about what had happened three hundred miles earlier.

My clothing came off in layers, the warm air prickling over my chilled skin. I stared at myself in the mirror, pale freckled skin and long, light brown hair. You want what’s bad for you. You’re too much of a coward to find a man who will respect you.

“Happiness is a choice,” I said to myself.

Turning away from my shadowed face, I stepped into the hot water and sank down slowly.

A fist banged on my bedroom door, and I sloshed water onto the floor. “Kelsey? It’s Pippa. Are you in there?”

“Yes. Coming.” My head swam as I stood up too fast. Hunched over, I stepped out of the tub and put on my robe.

Pippa was wringing her hands when I opened the door leading into the house. “Hi, dear. Your ex is here again.”

“Here?” I followed her down the hall, and then I heard him. Gerry was shouting my name in front of the house.

Pippa put an arm around my waist. “It’s okay. Stay up here.”

“God.” I covered my mouth. What was wrong with him? “Should I call the police?”

She shook her head, patting my arm. “Lucas has them on the phone. He wanted them to hear the shouting.”

“I’m s-so sorry.” I gulped, wrapping my arms around myself.

“Hang on, there’s tissue right here. Not your fault. No—take a deep breath. I think he’s gone now.”

My vision was blurry. Why won’t he leave me alone? Pippa guided me to a chair, and I stumbled into it. In all of our years together, I’d never imagined I’d need to go to a women’s shelter to leave Gerry—that he’d tear down both of our lives.

“I’ll l-leave tomorrow.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I have a friend I can stay with.”

Pippa patted my cheek. “You come back here when you need to. We’ll miss you.”

More tears burned my eyes. “Thank you. I can’t thank you enough.”

She hugged me and helped me back to my room.

Maria called ten minutes later.

“Jesus,” she said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I croaked.

“That fucking asshole. Pippa said you’re leaving—where will you go?”

I cleared my throat. “With Dominic—if…I don’t know, I can handle it. Or I’ll stay with one of my sisters for a couple days.”

“What about work?”

“Gerry—well, I’ve been suspended. They’re looking into a couple complaints. And the naked photos online. It’s him.”

She whistled. “We need to think up some serious revenge. It’s too much.”

I gulped, squeezing my eyes shut and shaking my head.

People cheered close to Maria. “Do you want company? Pippa just got ahold of me.”

“No, thank you. I’m going to bed.”

“Let me know if you change your mind. And come back to us anytime. I mean it.”

“Thank you. Really.” My throat was too tight—I wanted to say so much more.

“Hey, there’s a corner of the garage where you can put some stuff. Wake me up in the morning. I’ll text Pippa now about it. Sleep. You’ll get through this—or some Good Samaritan will murder Gerry, whichever comes first.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Dominic’s text messages started early the next morning.

Dominic


Good morning. I thought about you all night.




I don’t want to wait any longer.




Tell me you’re ready.




Me


I don’t know. I thought about you too.




I have to take care of some things here. See you in a few hours.




What’s holding you back?




I want you too much, and I’ve been promising myself to think about the future… Every time I’m with you, my heart thinks it can wrap you around me and my brain is shaking its head (lol-this is getting confusing) at what a dummy I am. I want a simple life. You’re a detour with dangerous pitfalls. And I’m a little strange after not sleeping much last night. Gerry was here again, shouting for me. Maybe I’m traumatized?




You want me. That’s what matters.




We’re doing it.




You need distracting. I need you. Now.




I didn’t tell Dominic I was leaving Maria’s. I’d woken up early to pack and clean the room I’d been using. Moving my work clothing, wrapped up in garbage bags, and other things into a corner of the Adamos garage under Maria’s apartment took longer than I expected.

My car was packed to the ceiling, and my stomach was growling when I left Maria’s. This is where you live now: your car. Good job.

Heart beating too fast, I parked next to Dominic’s sleek car and stared at it. My nipples tightened. You’re more ready for it than you want to admit.

Me


Here. Should I wait in the driveway?




Dominic


No. I’ve ordered food for us.




Swallowing, I pulled down my tight turtleneck sweater. I’d been sexually active since I was sixteen years old, but with Dominic, it was…heady. The way he took control was intoxicating—it turned me into a needy version of myself I could hardly stand to think about.

Biting my lip hard, I opened the door. “Morning.”

“Get up here.”

Face burning, I took the stairs two at a time. What an obedient little bitch you are. “Smells really good.”

At the top of the stairs, I paused, taking in Dominic lying on the couch with his laptop on his chest, wearing a T-shirt and hiking pants. There weren’t any lights on, just diffused sunlight from the overcast gray day coming through the wall of windows facing the river.

His eyes narrowed at me. A chill went down my back and met the heat simmering in my middle. Oh wow.

He held a hand out to the kitchen. “Eat.”

There were eggs benedict, a gorgeous platter of fruit, fresh orange juice, and champagne. I grabbed a piece of pineapple and chewed with my eyes closed. “Thanks.”

Rustling sounded, and I opened my eyes to see him stalking toward me. “You’ve kept me waiting.”

I popped more pineapple in my mouth. “Sorry⁠—”

He pushed me back against the counter until he had me pinned with his body. “You’re going to have to make me feel better.”

Heat rose in me like a fever. Swallowing, I put my hands on his back and slid them under his T-shirt. “Yes.”

His mouth crushed mine. I shivered—he was hard, pressing himself against me. I forced my aching breasts against him, sucking on his tongue as he thrust it into me.

He pulled away and stared down at me. “We’re going to fuck now.” He peeled my sweater off over my head, crouched, and yanked my leggings down and off. His hands slid up me as he stood. He turned me around to face the counter.

I panted when his body pressed into my back, and he cupped my breasts—rubbing them so perfectly—the wanting thrumming and pulsing in me. My head dropped forward as I burned for him between my legs.

He unclasped my bra. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, and I trembled, hungry for his hands on my bare skin. They slid over my aching breasts as he kissed my neck.

“Ah. I like that.”

“You want this.”

“Yes.”

“Take your thong off.” He stepped back, and I eagerly pushed the straps down. “Bend over in front of me.”

He put his hands on my hips, pulling me away from the counter. I bent forward stiffly, blood rushing to my head, ashamed of myself and pulsing even harder.

“Yes. Kelsey—God.” His pants unzipped as I straightened back up.

Desperate to see him, I turned around. He pulled his T-shirt off, and his chest underneath was cut and hard. A patch of dark hair trailed down to flat muscular abs. “You’re gorgeous.”

He smirked at me, his pants dropping down to reveal muscular legs and tight black boxers. “Take my shorts off.”

I went to him, wrapping my arms around his back and kissing his chest. It was like I was drunk—trailing kisses over his stomach as I pushed his boxers down in that dim kitchen. He sprang out hard and long and thick, rigidly upright. My hands slid over him.

He scooped me up so my legs wrapped around his waist and our mouths locked together, his hands gripping the bottom of my thighs. He carried me to a clear section of the kitchen counter and set me down.

Pushing my legs wide apart, he dropped down and put his mouth on me. I gasped, arching back, propping myself up with a hand on the counter. His tongue flicked and sucked, and when his finger slid inside me, I came hard, quivering, watching his dark head move, the rasp of his facial hair an erotic scrape. “Yes—Dominic. So good.”

He stood up, his eyes glinting at me. “There’s a stool here for you to stand on.”

I bit my bottom lip and nodded at him. He moved the stool into place and helped me to stand on it.

“Turn around.” He kissed my neck. “Bend over, Kelsey. Yes. You make me so hot for it.”

I glanced behind me as a condom packet ripped and watched him slide it on.

“Put your chest on the counter.”

I did, the surface cold on my burning chest and tight nipples. Between my legs was hot and throbbing, positioned at the height of his groin. “Mm.”

He pushed into me in a sharp thrust that filled me completely and held there. “Fuck,” he groaned.

I rubbed back against him, wanting more, then moaning when he pumped in and out of me. He put his hands between me and the counter, and still it was rough, the slight pain of the hard surface spinning me harder and faster. His body thrust into mine while I skated the edge.

He pulled out, and I found myself scooped up again and carried to a bed. He crawled on top of me, pinned my hands above my head, and pushed into me. I writhed and pushed against him, staring up into his hooded eyes. Our hips worked frantically together, and I came—disintegrating in a flight of bliss, my toes curling.

He let go of my hands and pumped a few more times before dropping onto his elbows and grinding into me as he spent himself.
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Dominic’s forehead touched mine while his chest heaved. My mind was too fried with pleasure to do anything but coast along, my body heavy, pinned down by his hips on mine. We both panted, catching our breath.

He rolled off me onto his back. “I told you so.”

I smiled. “What did you tell me?”

His eyes met mine. “We have chemistry.”

My smile grew.

“And you need distracting. So do I.”

The urge to snuggle up against him was almost overpowering. I resisted. “I liked it. A lot.”

He reached out and combed hair off my face with his fingers. “I want to ditch the condoms.”

I blinked. “Um…”

“Are you on birth control?”

“Yes. The pill.”

“Do you always remember to take it?” He moved my hair so it draped over my breasts.

“I do.” My routine was solid. “I need to stop by my townhouse and pick up more packets—and a few other things.”

“My last checkup was three weeks ago. I’m clean.”

I stared up at the ceiling. No condom? Gerry and I hadn’t always used one, but we’d been together for years. He’d also been paranoid about pregnancy—in addition to me being on the pill, he’d pull out.

If a pregnancy happened…it would be a dream come true for me. That’s what you think now. “I’m clean too.”

He kissed my shoulder. “Let’s go to my condo in Portland.”

I put a hand on my forehead. “For a night or two?”

“Until we figure out what’s next.” He stood and left the room. I heard the bathroom door close as I lay there, a little stunned that our conversation was over.

Stomach grumbling, I found one of his shirts and put it on. Down the stairs was another full bath that I used to take a quick shower. My thoughts were boxed in by all of the questions I didn’t have answers to. Dominic was detached. And I was…falling for him. Admit it, you think he’ll come around if you cling to him hard enough. You’re wrong.

Dressed again in my turtleneck sweater and leggings, I ate while both of us stared at our laptops, sitting next to each other at the table. My limbs were so light I thought I could float up if I flapped my elbows. You’re ridiculous. I curled my fingers into a fist to keep from touching him.

“We’ll do your errands.” Dominic closed his computer on the table. He came up behind me while I washed my plate in the kitchen and wrapped his arms around me. “Otherwise, I’ll be distracted. You’re irresistible in the kitchen.”

I leaned into him. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.” He kissed my neck.

“Do you like being touched?”

He turned me around. “I like being touched by you.”

I leaned back with my elbows on the sink. “I’m a shameless cuddler.”

“Glad you told me. Perhaps I’ll buy you a teddy bear.”

I frowned. “Not the same.”

“When you touch me, I get a hard-on.” He kissed me, his lips soft and pillowy on mine, but pulled back before I could find out if he was telling the truth. “Let’s go. I’ll drive.”

We went to my bank, where I found out that Gerry still hadn’t paid his half of the bills. I met with a bank manager and talked through the situation—there was sympathy but not a lot of leeway. However, they assured me that they’d do what they could, and I made a partial payment toward the mortgage.

Dominic had gone to a local farm stand while I’d been in the bank. I found him arranging bags of fruit in his trunk, chewing on an apple. “Alright?”

I shrugged. “It’s a mess. Lawyer’s office next.”

He tossed his apple core in a bin. “Can you smell those cantaloupes? Great year for them.”

“I can. That’s a lot of fruit. Are you a frugivore when you’re not being a pescatarian?”

“Yes. Trying to eat seasonally. Fresh berries in the supermarket produce section bring on the cold sweats. I’m working on breaking my habit.”

“Huh.” I tapped the next address into the car’s nav system. “Doesn’t seem like a bad habit to me.”

He accelerated fast out of the parking lot. “I’m saving up for my ticket to eco-heaven.”

“Ah. I’m headed for eco-purgatory. Endlessly sorting recycling on its way to a landfill.”

He snorted.

My lawyer, Ms. Rebecca Burns, had a cluttered office filled with books, and toys for the resident feline. Her sleek gray-haired cat trotted over to greet me when she opened her door.

“Ms. Owen, come in,” she said, pushing clear-framed glasses up her nose.

“Kelsey. Thank you.”

“Right, have a seat. This is Esquire—no, stay off her lap. Sorry, I’ll feed him and be back in a jiffy.” She rang a bell, and Esquire leaped off my lap and darted through the door she held open for him.

I slumped in the chair, wishing I could have petted the cat longer. Stop. You’ll have a cat someday. The lawyer wasn’t much older than I was, yet she stood a mountain above me in what she’d accomplished.

“Right,” she said, coming back in while she wiped her hands off on a towel. “I really can’t do this pro bono.”

“No, no, I don’t expect that⁠—”

“And the public defenders won’t be able to help you for half a year.” She popped a candy-coated piece of chocolate in her mouth then held the bowl out to me.

“No, thank you. Ms. Burns, I will pay you. And I have money for you today⁠—”

“Right. Fine. Here’s the thing, the most profitable thing for you is to settle splitting the property with Mr. Sagan outside of court. We’ll keep chipping away at everything else. Keep me apprised.”

“Anything new—about my job?”

She shook her head, the pencil in her bun jiggling. “No. I’ll let you know immediately I hear anything.”

I left the office, a bitterly cold wind pummeling me as I walked to the car. “The townhouse now.” I shivered as I buckled up in the warm car. “I’ll go in if Gerry’s car isn’t there.”

Dominic frowned. “I’ll be with you.” He glanced at me. “Do you still have feelings for him?”

My head jerked back. “Feelings? Yes—anger. I can’t stand to be near him.”

He nodded.

I’d stopped loving Gerry before he’d stolen from me—it was so clear in retrospect but had seemed overwhelming at the time. Maybe he’d known. Both of us hadn’t wanted to face reality.

Gerry’s car was not in the driveway. I sat frozen in the passenger seat. “His car is probably still at the shop. He might be in there.”

“Time to find out.” Dominic got out of the car and waited for me by the front door.

Swallowing, I forced myself to move, my limbs as stiff as a mannequin’s. I knocked on the door. Then I rang the doorbell. Hands fumbling, I shoved my key in the bolt and opened the door.

“Oh, God.” I waved a hand in front of my face. “What a mess.”

The kitchen counter was covered in beer cans and liquor bottles, and there was practically a green haze in the air from rotting garbage. Gerry, the neat freak, was living like this? Obviously, you completely spoiled him.

I clenched my fist. “I’ll find my things.”

Dominic coughed. “I’ll be outside.”

My eyes burned as I ran up the stairs. There were new stains all over the carpet. The bed was stripped to the mattress, the sheets and blankets in a heap on the floor. He’d gone through my things in the closet and left them scattered on the floor.

Face scrunched up, I stumbled into the bathroom and braced myself on the sink. The mirror was smeared with some kind of white paste—had Gerry lost his mind? I stared into it. “All I need is within me.” My voice was hoarse.

I found the packets of birth control pills tucked away in the cabinet under the sink. Gerry’s rampaging hadn’t gotten that far. My winter parka was on the floor of the downstairs coat closet, with a muddy footprint stamped on it, but it was otherwise undamaged. I took my bundle of things out to Dominic’s car and shoved them in the backseat.

Dominic was on a call, pacing in the driveway. With a shuddery breath, I rolled the garbage can to the door—which hadn’t been set by the curb since before I’d left. Then I marched back inside to search out the rot in my kitchen.

In ten minutes, I had the place smelling less like a landfill and more like Lysol and the cold air blowing through the open windows. I washed my hands at the sink, my shoulders tight with knots.

“Kelsey?”

I whipped around, knocking my hand painfully against the counter.

Gerry held his hands up, then reached behind him and closed the back door. He’d snuck up on me from the deck. “Relax. I just want to talk a little.”

Jerkily, I turned off the faucet and wiped my hands on my leggings. My kitchen towels were all ruined, left in a pile of spilled beer.

Gerry stopped on the other side of the kitchen island and shoved a hand into his hair. “It’s good to see you. I need…closure.”

I sucked in a shaky breath. The restraining order I’d filed for still hadn’t been processed. “What do you want to say?”

He put his hands in his pockets. “First, that I’m sorry. I never thought… I love you so much. It’s killing me.”

Crossing my arms, I waited, swallowing the reaction he wanted from me.

Keys rattled in his pocket. He cleared his throat. “If you’ll drop the charges, I’ll sell. Okay?”

My mouth dropped open, and I glared at him. My stomach clenched. “After we sell, I’ll consider it. If you stop trying to contact me.”

His eyebrows pinched together. “Jesus, Kelsey. Fucking take the offer.”

“Sell first.” I grabbed the bag of things I’d collected from the kitchen. “And take those pictures off the internet.”

“Eight years together, and I don’t get a fucking conversation? No—don’t walk away from me, you bitch.” He stormed toward me.

“Stop.” Dominic stood in the doorway. “Back up, Sagan. Now. Unless you want the police involved.”

Gerry turned to me with an expression of revulsion on his face. “Fucking some stranger already?”

“Kelsey,” Dominic said calmly. “Do you need anything else in here?”

I closed the living room windows, not trusting Gerry to do it. “I’m ready.”

Gerry broke something as I walked through the front door. I didn’t turn around to see what it was.
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The passenger door of Dominic’s car closed beside me, and I hunched over, struggling to breathe.

“Hang on.” Dominic left the townhouse, the electric car accelerating fast.

“I can’t believe…why didn’t I know he was like this?” I dug around in my bag for a tissue.

Dominic shook his head. “Not your fault.”

You did know, but you kept your eyes shut. I’d decided he was my family—so much had been right for a long time. He’d been self-absorbed, but his love had made me seem inseparable from him. You were too weak to walk away.

The car stopped, and I pulled the damp tissue away from my face. We were back at the rental.

Dominic helped me inside, up the stairs, and pulled me onto his lap on the couch. His arms wrapped around me.

I leaned my head on the couch cushions beside his shoulder, inhaling his woodsy scent. “So much crying since I met you. I’m surprised you’re still around.”

His hands slid up my back under my sweater. “Don’t be.” He undid my bra clasp.

Underneath my bottom, he was hard. It was like I suddenly took a sharp turn off the misery highway, narrowly avoiding those yellow sand barrels. Instead, heat blossomed up from my core. I leaned back and opened my legs.

“Yes.” His other hand slid between my thighs and cupped me. “Kelsey.”

I turned my head, and his mouth found mine while his hands slid my sweater up over my breasts. My eyes closed. I wanted to forget everything.

Dominic pulled my sweater off over my head. Then he put me on my feet and yanked my leggings off. He stripped off his own clothing.

I was unresisting, putty in his hands. When he pulled me back and positioned me over his shaft, I slid down onto him. “Ah.”

“So beautiful. You feel good. Yes. Move on me.”

My back arched, and I rocked on him, thick and long inside me. His hands cupped my breasts. When his fingers massaged my clitoris, I jerked and bounced in bursts of need, the leisurely pace gradually building. “Mm.”

His hand pressed harder, the rubbing and deep penetration lifting me into shuddering pleasure.

“Bend over. Yes.” He guided me forward on the couch so that my hips were high and my shoulders low, with my head resting on a cushion. “Fuck yes.”

He plunged back into me and pumped hard. It pushed me into another orgasm. And then he came, buried deep inside me.

Even through my haze of pleasure, it shocked me—he hadn’t pulled out. After he collapsed on the couch, I turned onto my back, boneless and heavy. I put my knees up to keep from making a mess.

“I’ll get a towel.” He stood and walked to the bathroom, his long, muscular body moving gracefully.

I blinked up at the ceiling. Stop thinking about babies. Nothing will happen. About seven out of a hundred pill users got pregnant each year.

A towel landed on the couch next to me. “Tacos, darling? What kind?”

I cleared my throat. “Fish. Thanks.”

He pulled on his clothes while looking at his phone. “Have you eaten here?”

I looked at the photo on his phone. “Yes. They’re usually busy.”

“Going to drive over there. Be back soon.” And he left without a second glance.

Dominic seemed untouched by our intimacy. It was like there was an emotional wall between us. I cleaned up, trying to wrap my mind around what was happening. He wasn’t rude or mean, just…not particularly affectionate.

Dressed again, I called Autumn.

“Kelsey,” she answered, “give me some good news.”

“He’s ready to sell—I think. Tried to force me to drop the charges. I said no.” I knocked on the wooden dining room table. “But I said I’d consider it after we sold.”

“Okay. I’ll move fast. Send me his contact info. I’ll play go between—done it before.”

“Thank you.” I rubbed my shoulder with one hand. “He’s unstable. I’m really sorry to ask this of you. And the townhouse is a mess.”

“Drinking?”

“Yes. I was there today. Couldn’t believe it… I cleaned the kitchen. Then I had to go because Gerry showed up.”

“You know what? I’m going to schmooze his ass. Leave it to me. I’ll get some cleaners in there—no, don’t worry about it. I know you don’t have any money. Stay away from that asswipe. Watch your email, I’ll have forms for you to sign this evening.”

“Thank you. You’re amazing. I’ll make this up to you.”

“Eh. I’m happy to do some good. But the market is sluggish. High interest rates and not many buyers.”

My stomach clenched. “Right. I understand.”

“You sound better. How’s your hunk?”

I rested a shoulder against the big window facing north and looked out at the river. “He’s…complicated. But we’re having fun.”

“Well, he’s a big fish. I looked him up. Very wealthy.”

“Recently divorced. It was bad.”

“Hmm. Good that you found each other—don’t let him off the hook too easily.”

“Um—”

“Gotta go, client’s here. Have too much fun for me.”

Dominic came back with tacos, and we ate them on the deck. We talked about our plans—where I’d park at his condo and so on. I found myself both relaxed and giddy around him. It still didn’t seem real that he’d gathered me into his life. It’s temporary. Stop falling in love, you ninny.

As I followed Dominic’s sleek gray sedan out of River Gorge, there was a bittersweet pull in my chest. Would I be back? My friends, my job, my walks—it was home. But I didn’t want to be there if Gerry was.
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Dominic’s condo was in a big building a couple of decades old on the waterfront in downtown Portland. The underground parking garage had an EV charger for his car. I took the empty spot next to him.

“My storage unit has space.” Dominic waved his hand at a locked door. “And you can take over the spare bedroom in the condo.”

I blinked at him. Take over? “Thank you.”

He unlocked his storage unit and brought out a pull cart. We loaded it up with his fruit and some of my things. He crisscrossed my bags over his shoulders.

Wide-eyed and gripping a box, I followed him into the modern and luxurious building—at least it was to me. Massive pieces of art were everywhere, like a fused art glass wall with a tinkling cascade of water.

An elevator zipped us up to his floor near the top. His door opened onto a bare-walled foyer—with gleaming hardwood floors.

Dominic pointed to the left. “The spare bedroom is through here. It has a big closet.”

The room was empty. I set my box down by the wall, and Dominic piled my bags next to it. “Okay, I have to see the view.”

He jerked his head to the door. “Go explore. Look anywhere you like.”

The living room wall of windows faced the Willamette River, reflecting gold, red, green, and blue lights from the city into the dark night. The Portland skyline sparkled in the distance. Yachts were parked in a marina below his building. I turned in a slow circle around the space—an open floor plan with a large kitchen and dining area next to the living room. His office was on the other side of the hall, with a big desk facing the view.

“Wow.” I smiled at him over my shoulder. “Who needs television when you have this to look at?”

He stacked fruit on the white marble counter tops. “Honestly, I miss watching football on something besides a tablet.”

“There are so many windows. I can’t wait to see it in the morning.”

He came to me and wrapped his arms around me from behind. I bit my lip hard, my heart swelling with hope.

“Should we order in or eat out?” he asked.

“Oh…whichever.”

“Okay. I’ll order in. Is salmon alright?”

“Thanks.” I turned around in his arms to face him. “I feel like you’re spoiling me.”

“Spoiling?” He cocked his head a little. “I’m feeding you to keep your energy up.”

“What for?” I smiled up at him.

His eyes narrowed. “Whatever I think of. Go unpack before I drag you into my bedroom without your dinner.”

I kissed his jaw. “Very sensible.”

His hands tightened on me for a moment as I pulled away. I left him taking out his phone in the living room. Wandering over to the office, I admired the built-in cabinets and popped my head outside to look at the balcony. I peeped in the main bedroom at his king-sized bed when I went down the hall. The walls were empty in there, as they were in much of the condo.

In the spare bedroom, I found the walk-in closet and began stacking boxes and hanging my clothes. The window faced the exterior wall of another condo building. I closed the curtains and took a few deep breaths. Don’t unpack too much. You might be out on your butt tomorrow.

My phone rang with a call from my youngest sister. “Hey, Tilly. How are you?”

“Hi, Kelsey.” She inhaled and blew out. “I’m…eh. Can you talk for a minute?”

“Of course. What’s going on?”

“General shittiness. Sorry. I don’t want to just gripe your ear off. How are you?”

I found the birth control packs and set them on a shelf. “Part shitty, part good. I’m seeing someone new, and I’m at his place right now.”

“What? No way.”

“It’s true. I’m…shocked with myself. We’ve been moving really fast.” My mother’s stern face came into my mind. She used to hit the back of my hands with a switch if she caught me looking at a man.

“Okay, obviously you can’t tell me everything with him there or whatever. You’re going to have to text me. Please.”

“Yeah. But what’s going on? How’s school?”

“School is…hard. You’d think an art major would be a piece of cake. But it’s not.”

“I wouldn’t think that.”

She sniffed. “It’s so damn cold. And I’m working all the time. But don’t have any money. Can’t seem to sleep at night without drinking…I don’t know.”

My mouth opened and closed—there was so much, I didn’t know where to start. She was drinking every night? I squeezed my eyes shut. “You’re cold? Like where you’re living?”

“Yeah. And I bicycle or bus everywhere. I tried calling Mom, actually.”

I stared at my pile of things still on the floor. Our mom didn’t approve of college. “How did it go?”

She snorted. “Bad. Told me I was on my own, as usual. Then we argued about you. I don’t think I’m expelled from the family, but I’m close.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I can’t stand them. Not sure why it still hurts me when they’re so heartless.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I have some time this week. I’m going to try and see you. What’s your schedule like tomorrow?”

After I hung up with Tilly, I went out to the living room where Dominic was unpacking our salmon and mashed potato dinners that had been delivered. He had a basketball game playing on a large tablet. I told him to keep it on—it was the end of the fourth quarter. We ate while sitting on the kitchen barstools. He opened a bottle of white wine, one of the most delicious things I’d ever tasted.

“So, tomorrow,” he said as I searched for the garbage can in his sparkling kitchen. “That cabinet by the sink slides out.”

“Ah. Oh—is this compost? Right.” I sorted everything into the proper bins. “My little sister called from Eugene. She’s doing a bachelor’s down there.”

“Are you close?”

“Very.” I picked up my wineglass and leaned over the counter toward him. “I’m worried about her. I’m thinking I’ll drive down there. I don’t think she has a warm jacket.”

He picked some grapes off the bunch in front of him. “A road trip to Eugene tomorrow? I’ll see about a hotel.”

I grinned at him. “There you go. Spoiling me again.”

He bent forward and held up a grape in front of my mouth. I opened my lips and let him push it inside. “Not yet. Come to bed, and I’ll rub your shoulders.”

I groaned. “Stop. It’s too good.”

He smiled, and it was like I’d won the lottery. The man seemed genuinely happy for one of the first times since I’d met him. His teeth were large and white, one side of his smile a little higher than the other. I rested my head in my hands, staring at him.

“Go get your pajamas on,” Dominic said.

My slip didn’t stay on long. He spread a large towel over the bed and poured oil in a warm line down my spine. His big hands dug into my back and the muscles of my bottom, over my legs and calves. When his fingers finally glided between my legs, I moaned and squirmed, lifting my bottom up higher.

“So hot for me.” He pumped two fingers into me, and I cried out.

“Turn over and open your mouth.”

I rolled to lie on my back. He crouched over me, and I guided his shaft into my mouth. There was almond oil on my hands as I squeezed up and down, his tip pushing in and out of my puckered lips.

He pulled out and moved down my body to push between my legs, both of us gasping as he thrust inside. The pace was fast until his back was damp with sweat. He ground against me, and I came, clenching and lost in searing pleasure. Shuddering, he pressed deep into me, his eyes closed as he held himself still.

When he lay next to me and pulled me against his chest, I kissed his shoulder and wrapped myself firmly around him.

“There, some cuddling for you,” he said. “But don’t get used to it.”
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Sex with Dominic was sweaty and fast in the morning. He kissed my cheek after, then left. I lay on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, my body sated. He might not be capable of emotional intimacy, but physically…I’d never experienced anything like it.

He went to the building’s gym, and I left for a walk, carrying my binoculars to watch the river. The paved path was short, and traffic sounded like a roar. I’d never been much of a city person. Still, away from Gerry, my chest was loose for the first time in months. I took in a deep breath. The air smelled like the river and was crisp after an early rain.

I returned to the condo then halted in the dining room, my mouth hanging open. With a hand on my chest, I stared at the array of colorful and beautifully prepared wedges of fruit on platters covering the counter, surrounding two steaming plates of scrambled eggs and toast. The carafe of coffee looked like something from a resort. “You cook?”

He glanced up from slicing cantaloupe, unaffected by my awe. “A bit. Help yourself. I need to make some calls before we go. We’ll leave after lunch.”

“Thank you.” I smiled at him.

He shrugged and turned his back to me.

We sat in front of our computers for the rest of the morning. Rain pounded down from the gray sky when we left for the two-hour drive to Eugene. Dominic played classical music as he navigated the congested city streets onto the freeway.

“Who is this?” I’d heard it before.

“Mozart. ‘The Marriage of Figaro.’” Dominic accelerated around a slow-moving truck, zipping through traffic. “Makes me feel like I’m in a car commercial.”

I grinned. “Yes. Except you should be in the Italian countryside, not stuck behind a tractor-trailer.”

He sighed. “I’m there in my head.”

Before we’d left the sprawl of the city, Dominic instructed the car to put on the news. He listened to articles from the Wall Street Journal and The New York Times, with a focus on finance. I stared out the window, swallowing the questions I wanted to ask him. What’s the point? He isn’t interested in your future.

Dominic took a call from Ophelia as we passed into the farmland of central Oregon. “Hello, how are you?”

“Dominic?” Ophelia said, her voice on speaker. “I’m horrible. They’re giving me too many damn antibiotics. Lord help me.” She coughed. “Your cousin set a date. Early March something.”

“In Manhattan?”

“Yes. Said he hopes I can be there. Ha. Such a twit. I’ll be dead or still in this bed.”

Dominic rubbed his face. “I hope he knows what he’s doing.”

“He’s trying to please me, that’s what he’s doing. Marriage is fine, but I want babies. How’s Kelsey?”

“She’s here.” Dominic glanced at me.

I cleared my throat. “Hello. It’s good to hear you.”

“So, you’re still together. It gives me hope.” Ophelia sniffed. “Do you want babies, girl?”

“Ophelia,” Dominic said.

“Yes.” I swallowed down the lump in my throat, keeping my eyes straight ahead. “I want a family, badly.”

“We’re dating, Ophelia.” Dominic took a deep breath. “And, as I’ve told you many times, I’m unwilling to have children. The planet is overpopulated.”

“Yes, by idiots. Oh, here comes my torture team. Come visit me, both of you.”

The silence in the car after the call ended made the buzzing in my ears too loud. Stop overreacting. It isn’t a slap in the face—it isn’t even a surprise. What were we doing? He hated the idea of a family, yet he risked it a little when we had sex. I desperately wanted a baby and was with a man who couldn’t offer me a future.

“She sounds better.” I pulled at my necklace, the chain sliding over my tight throat.

“She does.” His hand rested on my arm for a moment. “Are you alright?”

I glanced at him—the sharp angles of his face, his thick dark hair cut in that classic business style, blended taper down the sides. His short growth of beard gave him a roguish appearance that warmed up my belly even as I knew we weren’t right for each other. I clasped my hands together and stared down at my nails.

“I’m a little shaky these days. I don’t think I deal well with change. Probably why I like numbers—a system with rules.”

“Hm. Things will settle down.”

We checked into our downtown hotel, and when Dominic pulled me into his arms and kissed me in our room, I didn’t hesitate to wrap my arms around his waist. You’re a hussy like your mamma always said. I really liked him—doomed relationship or not. Saying goodbye was in the near future, but I’d try to enjoy our time together while I could.

Tilly worked at a Starbucks and we arrived right as her shift ended. “Kelsey,” she shouted in the parking lot and ran across the asphalt to me.

I opened my arms. “It’s so good to see you.”

We hugged, rocking back and forth while I breathed in coffee, cigarettes, and caramel. Her frame seemed a bit bony, underweight. My heart clenched.

I kept an arm around her shoulder. “Tilly, this is Dominic—who’s offered to take us out to dinner. Your choice.”

“Hi.” Tilly was, in general, shy around men.

“Hi.” Dominic smiled faintly. “Can we take you anywhere before dinner? Is there anything you need? I’m at your service.”

Tilly blinked. “Thanks. I bused today—so I don’t have my bike. Can we go by my place? I’d like to change out of my work clothes…”

“Of course.” Dominic opened the car door for her.

“How was work?” I asked, glancing at the backseat as we buckled our seat belts.

Tilly lifted one shoulder. “Fine, I guess. The manager likes to play favorites, trying to pit us against each other like we’re third graders. But I’m used to it.”

The bungalow she lived in wasn’t far from the coffee house. There was a pile of bicycles on the front porch and a croquet course set up in the ragged grass of the front yard.

Tilly took us around the side yard to a basement cellar door. She swung the two doors on the ground open to reveal crumbling and water-stained concrete steps.

“Wait, are you living down there?” I asked as Tilly descended to the door.

She glanced back at me, the old wooden door creaking as she pushed it. “I know. It isn’t pretty.”

We followed her, my mind racing a mile a minute. It wasn’t safe. Dominic pulled on the cord of a construction light hanging from an exposed ceiling beam. It didn’t turn on.

Tilly coughed. “The electricity down here goes out if someone runs the dishwasher while I have the lights on. Hang on, I’ll flip the breaker.” She clicked on a flashlight.

I bent over with my hands on my knees. Dominic rubbed my back for a moment.

A string of Christmas lights came on. “There we go.” Tilly closed the metal box of the electrical panel.

Mouth hanging open, I stared around at the dark, damp space filled with spider webs. I wouldn’t want to store holiday decorations in that basement. “I need to talk to whoever has the lease. Are they home?”

Tilly opened a plastic tote on the floor. “That’s Sarah. Stop freaking out—it’s temporary.”

“What’s Sarah’s last name?” Dominic asked.

“Gibson.”

He nodded. “I’ll be on the front porch.”

I collapsed on her futon as soon as he left. “Why didn’t you ask me for help sooner?”

She exchanged her black turtleneck for a green sweater. “I don’t know…it was, like, really embarrassing. I’m failing at this.”

“Your classes?”

“No. In general.” Her shoulders hunched. “I should give up.”

“Hey.” I pulled on her ponytail. “I’m proud of you for finishing the term.”

She ran her fingers through her shaggy bangs. “Is that guy⁠—”

“Dominic.”

“Oh, right. Is he, like, an older rich dude? That car…”

“Yeah.” I grinned at her. “But he doesn’t seem old to me.”

“Dang.” She sat down next to me. “Are you happy?”

My heart twisted. “Well, it’s been fun. But I don’t think we’ll be together long.” I picked a leaf off the top of her sleeping bag. “Being away from Gerry—it’s like I’m remembering who I am. I feel…sick that I stayed with him. Like he had a spell over me.”

Tilly leaned into my side. “Mom wouldn’t stop going on about you breaking your engagement like you’d doomed yourself to hell or something.”

For the first four years of our relationship, I’d lived for the day Gerry would finally propose. He’d known, of course, and had used it to control me. Then I’d started making money, and the script changed. He announced to my parents that we were engaged a couple of years ago without speaking to me first.

“I never thought I’d be lucky to not be married. For the last three years, I thought if I loved him enough, he’d change.” He hadn’t, but I had—or more like I’d deteriorated.

Sighing, Tilly twisted her fingers together in her lap. “It’s hard to trust anyone. Maybe that’s why I can’t seem to do anything…romantically.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s—well, I have. I’m not a virgin. Kissed a girl, too. But I don’t know what I want. I don’t think I want anyone. When I’m sober.”

I nodded. “Well, the upside is it gives you more time for your art.”

She smiled at me. “You know, I feel like I could tell you anything. Let’s go to dinner. I haven’t really eaten anything today.”

We left the basement, Tilly closing the cellar doors to keep rain from flooding in. We interrupted a scene as we walked around to the front of the house.

Dominic stood on the front porch, calmly speaking to a red-headed young woman with her arms crossed. He held up his phone screen in front of her, and she nodded.

The redhead spotted Tilly and said, “Jesus. You could have talked to me first, you know. Move your shit up. And next time you’re late on rent, I’ll put your crap on the sidewalk.” She stomped into the house, slamming the front door behind her.

Dominic smiled, lazy and satisfied, as he came down the steps toward us. “I offered to report her to city code enforcement. She declined. Let’s move your stuff up before it gets any darker.”

Tilly laughed, then slapped a hand over her mouth. “Holy shit.”
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By the time we dropped off Tilly late that night, she had groceries, rain pants, new boots, and an electric blanket—Dominic had insisted on paying for all of it. I’d had a credit card ready, the one with a tiny balance available. He’d stared me down until I put it away. He’d also paid her rent through to the end of the year.

“Thank you so much.” Tilly smiled at him, blushing, then staring at the ground. She leaned forward and gave him a quick hug.

“Of course.” Dominic patted her back a couple times.

Tilly threw her arms around me. “I really like him,” she whispered in my ear.

“I’m glad.” I squeezed her tighter. “No more creepy basements.”

“Yeah. Once was enough.”

“See you in a couple weeks for Thanksgiving.” I forced myself to let go of her and step back.

“Great. And thanks—not sure what I’d do without you.”

“I had Grandmother before she died when I was in college. I’m proud of how hard you’re working.”

Shrugging, she picked up her bags. “Thanks. See you.” She trotted up the steps to her door, rosy-cheeked and smiling, wearing the winter parka I’d found in the townhouse.

Dominic slid an arm around my waist, startling me. “How old is she?” he asked.

“Twenty.” I leaned into his side, my eyes burning a little—he’d seemed like a different person with my sister. “She was my parents’ last effort at producing a boy. They had four daughters.”

“Ah.”

I turned to face him. “Thank you. That was…life-changing for Tilly. She was going to drop out.”

He stared down at me, one side of his mouth turned up. “With you, I’m a good person.”

With you, I’m safe. I closed my eyes and shook my head a little. “You’re amazing.”

“Thank you.”

“There’s a farmers market here in the morning, I think. Getting low on apples yet?”

He picked me up so my feet dangled off the ground. I grinned, scrambling to grab his shoulders. “Not really. But we’re going. Any chance you’ll bake fruity desserts?”

“Apple cobbler tomorrow.”

He kissed me. We pulled apart when a pack of college students swarmed past us. “Come on.” He put a hand on the small of my back. “Let’s go have another glass of wine in the hotel bar.”

The next morning, we made it to Eugene’s downtown farmers market. We strolled around drinking coffee and browsing over the tables piled high with corn, squash, pears, and apples. He bought a jelly-filled croissant and convinced me to eat half of it.

He used his thumb to wipe away a smear of jelly from the corner of my mouth. The more sex we had, the more he touched me in casual ways. There was a constant awareness between us, an electricity that made a single look shoot sparks down my spine.

In public, Dominic was calm and withdrawn. People, especially women, glanced at him wherever we went. He was like a mountain lake, serene, reflecting back the busy energy around him undisturbed. I wanted to stretch out beside him and relax.

I checked my email while Dominic waited in line to buy a bag of locally grown kiwis. There was an email from my manager. I held my breath as I clicked on it.

Good morning, Kelsey,

The investigation has concluded, and you were found not to be at fault. We’d like you to return to work as soon as possible.

Valerie

Pressing the phone against my chest, I hunched over, dizzy and my chest tight. It was over. Right. You still have a job—with people who won’t be able to look you in the face. The naked photos of me were still on the internet.

Dominic took my elbow. “There’s a bench over here.”

I stumbled after him until I could sit down. “I’m cleared at work. They want me back right away.”

He frowned, not sitting down—probably because the bench was wet. “Is Sagan still there?”

“Not sure. I’ll call in a minute…” My head was spinning. Did I have something I could wear to work? Did they expect me there today? Where would I sleep?

“Tomorrow’s Friday.” Dominic sighed, gazing down into my wide-open eyes. “Oh well. Back to Portland it is. You’ll commute from my condo.”

I stood up, wiping futilely at the wet on my pants. “Thank you—I’d like that for now. I’ll have my own place soon.”

His eyes narrowed, then he turned around and strode toward the hotel. I scrambled to keep up, barely seeing where I was stepping. It was an hour’s drive from his condo to River Gorge, without traffic, and could slow down to a crawl around the city.

As Dominic checked us out at the reception desk, I called my manager.

“Valerie here.”

“Hello, it’s Kelsey Owen.”

“Ah, good. How are you?”

“Really happy to see your email this morning. Thank you. I’m looking forward to being back at work.”

“Yes. It’s behind us now. All I’ll say further is that the situation has strengthened management’s position that workplace romances are problematic.”

“I understand.”

“Good.”

“I am out of town today, helping a family member. Is tomorrow morning soon enough for me to return?”

“Of course.”

I swallowed. Ask, you coward. “Um, should I expect to see Gerry in the building?”

She cleared her throat. “Gerry Sagan will not return. I can’t say more than that.”

“Right.” I blew out a breath. “Thank you for telling me.”

“See you tomorrow.”

We hung up, and I put a hand over my mouth. How unhinged is he going to be now?

Dominic came over to me from the counter and picked up my bag. “Well?”

“Gerry was fired.” I took a deep breath.

He nodded. “Good.”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go.”

Baffled, I stared at his stiff back as he stalked off in front of me. We listened to the news again in the car, Dominic remote beside me. I updated my lawyer in an email then called my bank to see if Gerry had made his share of the mortgage payment. He hadn’t.

Autumn emailed me that she had listed the townhome using old photos from the last time it had sold, and a for sale sign was placed in the yard. She hadn’t been able to track down Gerry. Actually showing the home was stalled, along with cleaning the interior. I closed my eyes and prayed that he would cooperate.

Back in Dominic’s condo, I searched through my clothing, not happy with the choices I had for my first day back at work. I’d packed to be flirty, not sit in an accounting firm.

I found Dominic crouched over his computer in his office while he ate an apple. “Hey.” My hand twitched—I wanted to run my fingers down his back. “I’d better drive back to River Gorge tonight. I need to pick up some of my work wardrobe. It’s stashed in Maria’s garage.”

He straightened up, tossing the apple core in a bin. “Where would you sleep?”

“Maria’s couch. That will give me time to go through my things⁠—”

“No.”

“What?”

He sat down on the edge of his desk and crossed his arms. “You sleep here.”

I gazed at him, not believing what I was hearing.

He reached out and pulled me between his legs. “Not on some couch. You,” he said, his hands sliding under the back of my sweater, “belong in my bed.”
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Iwoke up at five the next morning and used the guest bathroom to shower off the lingering traces of sex. Propping myself against the glass, I drank coffee and stared out the big window at the river, dimly illuminated by city lights before sunrise.

There hadn’t been any cuddling last night. We’d had sex on his desk after he demanded I stay. Then he’d turned on a basketball game and started cooking—a paella with shellfish and an arugula salad with nuts and fruit. I’d worked on my laptop, editing one of my book review videos, and drinking a glass of wine. We hadn’t talked much at all.

Rinsing out my coffee mug in the kitchen sink, I didn’t understand how I could seesaw from falling hard for him to not being sure I should be there… Ready to end it? Ha. The man I’d had a glimpse of in Eugene was the one I wanted to be with.

I left before Dominic woke, munching on one of his apples as I took the elevator down to the parking garage. That early, it was an easy drive back to River Gorge. I had a couple hours before work would start—I didn’t have an access code to enter the accounting building early anymore.

My shoulders tight, I drove to my townhouse and parked across the road. There wasn’t a car in the driveway, and all of the upstairs lights were off. The yard had oak leaves coating it like a blanket, and the driveway pavement hardly showed.

I texted Autumn that I was there and had a call back a moment later.

“Good morning,” she said. “How does it look?”

“Like no one’s here. And messy.”

“I’ll get something scheduled for next week. Are you inside?”

“No.” I couldn’t force myself to go in. Don’t be stupid. Wait until you aren’t alone.

“Good. Stay safe.”

I lingered over the early morning special at a cheap diner, watching a morning show on an old flat screen mounted crookedly to the wall. An email came in from the couple renting a room on their lavender farm. They wanted to meet me. I messaged back right away, offering to stop by after work.

There were more than a few side glances and outright stares at work. I kept a cardigan on over my tight sweater even though it was too warm. Trying for a serious appearance, I put on my blue screen glasses—which looked like grandmotherly reading glasses. My desk was too empty, and I had to wait for Valerie before I could log into my work computer.

Lori came in a bit late and I almost did a double take. She wore a short skirt and bright evening-style makeup—which looked good on her but was a sharp change from her previous professional style and stood out in our somewhat conservatively dressed office. She raised her eyebrows at me before I glanced away.

No one talked to me all day. Not that I tried to speak to anyone myself. I kept my head down and worked through lunch, busy catching up on all of my accounts.

Maria called as I walked out the door. “I saw your messages—congratulations. Tell me you’ll come out to celebrate with me?”

“I’d love to, but I’m going to look at a room for rent.”

“Well, you have to eat sometime. And sleep on my couch. It’ll be fun. Anyway, Pippa is expecting you.”

“Thank you, I’m headed over now.”

“So, how are things with Mr. Big?”

I laughed. “If only I had Carrie Bradshaw’s shoes.” There certainly was plenty of sex in the city between Dominic and I. “Things are confusing but also really good. How are you?”

“Ugh—not enough details. I’m the same mess as last week. Come have a drink with me at seven. Please?”

“Not sure, I’ll text.” I unlocked my car. There hadn’t been a peep from Dominic all day, but I had implied that I’d stay with him again that night. It would be tough to do that drive later in the evening.

“Fine.” She hung up—harsh for Maria.

I hung my head and covered a yawn. It was a day for being in the doghouse with everyone. Lori glanced at me as she stalked by, a little wobbly in her high heels, with her phone to her ear. Slumping, I rubbed my chest. Gerry had changed the way I dressed, too.

At Maria’s, Pippa met me in the driveway with her arms open for a hug. I went into them very willingly.

“So,” she said, squeezing me in tighter, “are things any better?”

“Yes.” I smiled at her as she leaned away to look at me, still gripping my arms.

She nodded. “I can see it in your face. Come here if you need us. You’re part of this family now.”

“Thank you.” I blinked hard. “That means so much to me.”

She patted my arm. “Maria misses you. But such is life. Let’s get your things.”

I was able to cram nearly all of my clothing into my car. Even though they were all rumpled, I breathed easier with my work wardrobe at my fingertips.

The thirty-five-acre lavender farm was situated on a lovely country road about ten minutes out of town. The farmhouse was decorated with chrysanthemum flowerpots, pumpkins, gourds, and garlands of red and gold leaves. A couple in their early sixties, the Roberts, met me on the porch with a pitcher of lemonade and an elderly dachshund that flopped down on top of my feet when I petted her.

They showed me the small, simply furnished attic bedroom, and we chatted about what I did for a living and my schedule. It was a more cheerful version of my parents’ house, with flower bouquets and gingham tablecloths.

We returned to the porch, and Mrs. Roberts sank into a rocking chair, folding her hands in her lap. “Well, dear, I think you’re a good fit. The only thing is, I don’t think you’ll be here long.”

Mr. Roberts cleared his throat. “You are young. This is a, uh, one-person bedroom.”

I nodded. “I completely understand and won’t have anyone staying the night here.”

“Right.” Mrs. Roberts smiled at me. “We’ll email you soon.”

In my car, I checked my phone. There were several texts from Maria telling me she could leave the shop early to meet me. Am I a shitty friend?

I called Dominic. He picked up after several rings. “Hi,” he said. His deep voice rumbled in my belly. “How was work?”

“Hi. It was a little awkward. A relief not to have my ex there. How are you?”

There was a good amount of noise where he was at, including a screaming child. “Grocery shopping. Are you headed back?”

I pulled my necklace away from my throat. “Actually, my friend Maria wants to meet for a drink.”

“But you’re driving.”

“Yes—I’ll have an iced tea or something. See you around eight-thirty.”

“Fine.” He hung up.

I stared at my phone for a moment. Was he angry with me? Gerry hadn’t liked it when I went out with friends either. My stomach twisted—yet another sign that Dominic and I weren’t right.

The pharmacy and gift store Maria managed for her parents was situated in an old section of downtown, next to clothing boutiques and little restaurants, one of the last independent pharmacies in the state. The big store window displayed toys, candies, flowers, and unique River Gorge gifts—it was one of my favorite places to find a gift and card.

“Kelsey,” Maria shouted as soon as I walked through the door, bells tinkling. She ran around the display tables and threw her arms around me. “Give me five minutes. Lucinda Osborne came in—grandkid birthdays.”

“Of course. I love browsing in your store.” Even if I didn’t have two nickels to rub together.

After she was done, we walked half a block to a barbecue place Maria loved and took our place at the end of the line. “My treat,” she said. “Their pulled pork is pure heaven.”

“Thank you. Someday soon, I’m going to take you out.”

She bumped me with her elbow. “Don’t worry about it. How was the lavender farm?”

“Doable. Like a kinder version of my parents. As long as I’m perfectly well behaved and chaste, they’ll put up with me.”

Maria snorted. “Oi. Not something I’d be capable of.”

We put our order in, then found an open table and a rack of barbecue sauce bottles. The aroma of meat roasting had my mouth salivating. “I’m looking forward to this too much,” I said. “Dominic’s a pescatarian—I feel bad eating meat around him.”

“Wow. Is he a health nut?” She took a drink of her frosty pint of dark beer.

“Definitely.” I took a sip of my lemonade. “I like it.”

“Things are going well?”

“Can’t tell. He’s…a little moody, I guess. And doesn’t talk much.” I swirled a napkin around on the table. “It’s—well, probably naive of me—or maybe arrogant—but I feel like he needs me. Like, if I can get through the rough patches, he’s worth it. Because of the connection we have. Except, right now, he’s shutting me out, and I don’t know what to do… Sorry, I’m rambling on.”

Maria shook her head. “Are you kidding? I live for this kind of analysis.”

I chuckled. “I’m not any good at it.”

“Sounded fine to me.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “You’re a bit like Persephone and Hades, without the kidnapping. He’s sullen and brooding and needs you to crack open his darkness.”

“Lord of the Underworld? He does have a nightclub.”

Maria cocked her head. “That’s right. Have you seen it yet?”

“No. He’s basically a hands-off financier.” I stirred my drink. “He’s against having kids.”

“Oh, no.”

“I wasted so much time with Gerry… I’m not sure I’ll keep seeing Dominic.”

“Wow.” Maria sat up and took a sip of her beer. “Huh. You don’t think he’ll change his mind?”

“I don’t want to end up trapping him into something he doesn’t want.”
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Iknocked on Dominic’s door at eight-thirty. Hands in my pockets, I waited, wondering which Dominic would greet me.

He answered, wearing slacks and a button-up flannel shirt, his face calm and inscrutable. “There you are.”

“Hi.” I walked in past him.

“Did you eat barbecue tonight?”

My mouth dropped open. “You can smell it?”

He raised his eyebrows. “I’m half bloodhound. Was it good?”

“Excellent.” I carried my pile of work clothes into the empty spare bedroom, where I kept my things. “What have you been doing?”

“Video games.” He propped himself on the door jamb. “The Witcher on my computer.”

“Was it fun?”

He came closer. “It’s a good story. And I get to kill monsters. Are you ready to relax?”

I leaned against the wall, his body boxing me in. Apparently, we weren’t wasting any time. “Very.”

His hands slid down my sides. “Let’s get you into something more comfortable.” Moving slowly, he inched my sweater up over my belly.

I put my arms up while he ran his hands over my skin.

He moved the sweater up so that it was bunched around my forearms and wrists, then pushed my bound hands down behind my head. “So pretty.”

At last, he kissed me, his mouth leisurely on mine. I was flushed, clenching my thighs together, the buildup working too well on me. A moan slipped out, and I wrapped a leg around his calf.

He pulled away, chuckling, his hands working at the button of my chinos. “A little patience.” His mouth began kissing down my body, lingering on my chest while he sucked and pinched my nipples.

I squirmed. “Are you upset with me? This feels like really good torture.”

He pushed my pants down and off my feet. “We’ll both feel better. Eventually.”

When he put my leg over his shoulder and his mouth between my legs, I cried out. His tongue was teasing against the fabric of my underwear—flicking gently then pulling back. He moved my thong aside and pumped a finger into me, and it was all I could do not to grind against his face.

Abruptly, he stood up and pulled the sweater off my arms. “Ah, here’s your robe.”

I was ready to pull him down onto the carpet. “So cruel.”

He moved my stiff arms into the sleeves of my robe and tied it shut. Taking my hand, he pulled me out of the room. “I am, sometimes.”

I squeezed his fingers, trying to veer us toward the bedroom. He ignored me and led me in the opposite direction.

In the dim living room, he sat on the couch and pulled me onto his lap. “Tell me about your day.”

“I rescued my clothing from Maria’s garage.” I started kissing his neck. “Why are your clothes still on?”

He lay down and stretched out his legs. “Because I’m lazy.”

“I can help with that.” And I really, really, did.

After working him with my mouth for a few minutes, I climbed on top of him and rode him until we were both sweaty and spent. It was different, more playful than what had come before. I couldn’t stop kissing him—his shoulder, his chest, the corner of his chin.

“You’re turning me into a hussy,” I said, rubbing my cheek against his bristles.

“Hmm. Sounds bad.”

I stifled a yawn against his shoulder. “Maybe I should stop fighting it. Give in.”

“Definitely.”

“Ugh, I can’t keep my eyes open. Sorry, long day.”

“Go to bed, my hussy. I’m going to kill some more monsters.”

I pecked him on the mouth. “Goodnight.”

Dominic wasn’t a night owl exactly, but he did tend to stay awake longer than I did. My parents had kept me on farm hours all of my childhood with eight o’clock bedtimes and five o’clock mornings. As an adult, those early mornings had become one of my favorite times, watching birds while the sun rose.

Saturday morning, I bundled up and went out on the balcony with my binoculars to watch the Willamette River. A flock of Cackling Geese flew overhead, and a Merlin swooped by over the water.

Second mug of coffee in hand, I eventually settled in front of my laptop. There was a new email from the Roberts at the lavender farm.

Hello Kelsey,

We’re ready to welcome you into our home. If you’d like to move in right away, we’ll prorate the rent for this month. Let us know soon.

Warmly,

Lisa and Nigel

I sat back in my chair, staring at the screen. Dominic shuffled into the kitchen, yawning.

“Did you bake something?” He went over to the stove to see what I’d made.

“Apple cobbler. You had everything I needed.”

“Nice. I’m getting hard just thinking about it.”

“Baked apples turn you on?”

“No, that’s you making dessert.” He poured coffee into a mug. “How’s your morning been? You looked like something had happened when I walked in.”

I went to the kitchen counter and slumped forward on my elbows. “An older couple has a lavender farm outside of River Gorge. They rent out an attic bedroom in their home.”

Dominic turned his back to me. “Right, you applied.”

“Yes. I met them yesterday after work. It went well—or at least, I fit what they’re looking for. They offered me the room this morning. Available immediately.”

He turned around, and his face was inscrutable again. “You’re going to spend your weekday evenings cooped up in a tiny bedroom?”

My eyebrows rose. Did that mean he wanted to keep seeing me on the weekends? “I’ll be using their kitchen and the living room—I think they want the company. They do have a cute dog.” I held a hand out to him. “But I’ll be trying to sell the townhouse. It’s a mess.”

His eyebrows scrunched together, and his forehead wrinkled up. “You’re not going into the townhouse alone.”

“Yeah.”

He glared at me.

I held both hands up. “I didn’t yesterday—just drove by. He seems to be living with his girlfriend. Autumn is scheduling cleaners for next week.”

“I’m going to work out.” He walked out of the kitchen.

Three hours later, I was pacing the length of his apartment, not sure what to do with myself. Dominic wasn’t talking to me. I’d barely seen him since our stilted conversation that morning.

At last, he entered the kitchen, dressed in a Gaelic sweater and dark gray trousers. Everything in me softened. You’re such a pushover.

He put a key on the counter. “I ran out and had keys made for you and registered you at the front desk.”

“What?”

Rubbing his cheek, he came across the room and took my hand. He led me over to his couch, and we sat down. “I’m giving you a key to my condo.”

Blinking, I swallowed several times. “Thank you. I’m surprised—I thought you viewed us as a temporary arrangement.”

“We’re dating.” His eyebrows pulled together.

Giving in to the pull in my chest, I rested my head on his shoulder. I needed to tell him that I didn’t think we were right together—that I had to focus on the most important goal I’d made for myself, having a family. But I didn’t.
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Ileft Dominic’s bed pleasantly sore Sunday morning—he’d woken up early. Then he’d insisted on having breakfast together.

I hummed to myself as I drove east, the sun still low in the sky. It was foolish, I knew it was, but there was warmth in my belly and a haze of contentment in my head. Despite his moodiness, I really really liked Dominic Lockwood.

After he’d given me the key, we’d gone out to a farmers market, then visited Ophelia, and had a sushi dinner out. We’d gone to a jazz bar for a drink and live music. We’d talked a bit about our childhoods—he’d spent his summers in Nantucket and knew how to sail. Mostly, he’d sat next to me, close, and seemed lost in his own thoughts.

The Roberts were expecting me when I arrived at their lavender farm. I gave them a check, draining my checking account down to pennies.

“The linens are fresh on the bed,” Mrs. Roberts said.

“Thank you.”

“Our son will be here soon for lunch.” She smoothed down her apron. “Raising his little boy on his own. Wish he was closer.”

“You’re welcome to join us,” Mr. Roberts said.

“Oh, thank you, but I don’t want to intrude. And I have a lot of running around to do.”

They nodded, then returned to their various chores—which were endless on a farm, as I well knew. I moved my pile of work clothes out of my car and up the stairs to the attic bedroom. It quickly became clear that I’d need a garment hanger in addition to the closet space.

I went to a grocery store and used my credit card with a bit of a balance to buy food and a few toiletries. Spending money on the garment hanger made me cringe—I was getting trapped in broke territory. The credit card companies still hadn’t cleared most of the charges Gerry had put on my accounts.

It was a rare sunny day, almost warm, for November. When I returned to the lavender farm, a man was in the basketball court, holding a giggling toddler over his head. The little guy threw a ball toward the hoop, making the Roberts’ dachshund frisk and jump on the ground.

My eyes didn’t want to leave them. The brown-haired man glanced my way, and I forced myself to open my car door and step out. I schooled my face to smile and nod at him, but he was taken up with retrieving the toddler’s ball.

Staring down at the ground, I carried my bags into the house. “Hello,” I said to Mrs. Roberts, who was sliding cookies off a baking sheet. “I’ll put my food away and be off again.”

“No rush. Try one of these peanut butter cookies, dear.”

“Thanks.”

The door opened, and a little voice said, “Milk, Dada.”

I glanced up, and my heart almost melted all over the floor. The toddler, with a head of brown curls, sucked on his thumb, his cheek resting on his dad’s shoulders. The man was attractive—even with a somewhat long beard and buzz-cut thick dark hair. His muscled arms had tattoos, and his clothing hinted at a cut figure.

“Kelsey,” said Mrs. Roberts, “this is Jacob, our son.”

“Call me Jake.” He came forward and held his hand out to me.

I shook his hand, not sure why I was blushing so furiously. “Very nice to meet you both.”

The little boy pointed at his chest. “I Charlie.”

“What a good name.”

“Cookies,” Charlie said, pointing at the pile on the kitchen table.

I nodded, smiling.

Jake was still looking at me, his light green eyes a little intense when I glanced at him. “Alright, buddy,” he said. “One cookie with your milk.”

“Did this little cutie miss his morning nap today?” Mrs. Roberts held up a cookie, grinning conspiratorially at Charlie.

“Sure did. I’ll put him in his chair so he doesn’t make a mess on your floor.”

Throat tight, I put away the rest of my food then slipped out of the house. You’re not cheating on Dominic because you noticed another man. The problem was that Jake—apparently a single father—seemed like a lure conjured from my deepest desires. Tattoos…wow.

I had to leave, it was too much. Maria and I had been texting, and I went to her house to get the rest of my things from her parents’ garage. We went for a walk on my favorite urban trail, and she filled me in on her dating app progress.

“Writing a profile is so…marketing, branding—I’m tempted to do a clickbait tagline like, ten things I can do that will shock you. Or, you won’t believe the size of my…I won’t say what. Then I’ll proudly display my tiny breasts in the profile pic in a tight shirt. A subtle burn to the boob obsessed.”

I grinned. “I can’t imagine you with someone who doesn’t have a sense of humor.”

She harrumphed. “I’m too in my head about it. And I hate the lack of romance. A man saying hello to me in a bar gets my heart beating. A stranger with a selfie he took in a badly lit bathroom messaging me hi—that’s it, just H and I—gives me the icks. I’m impossible to please. It’s hopeless.”

“Don’t give up before you even try.” I took a slug from my water bottle. “That should be one of our mantras.”

“Ha. Fine, you’re right. First, though, I’m going to draft at least three more possible profiles. Then you read them. Honest feedback.”

“Of course. But I’m not a good judge—I’m too shy and serious.”

“Are you kidding? You’re a man whisperer.”

“I’m really not.”

Maybe Maria’s words gave me a shot of courage because I decided to push Dominic a little that evening. Or perhaps I was finally internalizing some of the life lessons that came out of the Gerry situation. Namely, I had to stand up for what I wanted, not wait around for someone to love me enough.

Dominic started messaging me while I was ironing my work clothes for the week.

Dominic


I need to see you midweek.




Me


I miss you too. I’ll make that happen but this week might be a little tough. How was your evening?




All right. I surprised the restaurant by dropping in. I like keeping them on their toes. It’s vegan food. I’m working you up to it.




Lol. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten a completely vegan meal…




How was your day?




Busy. Moving and shopping. I met the Roberts’ toddler grandchild—that was the highlight for me.




Ah.




I couldn’t do children. I value my quiet life too much.





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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It was a tuna salad kind of week, the large discounted can kind, which was what I packed for lunch. I kept my head down at work and put in extra time to catch up on my accounts.

Autumn called me on Tuesday. “Hey, carpet cleaners tomorrow. Can you meet them early and let them in? At eight?”

“Yes, of course. Thank you.”

Autumn cleared her throat. “So, Dominic Lockwood. How’s it going?”

I glanced around the cubicles, mostly empty during lunch hour. “Pretty good.”

“Nice. He generated some buzz at the bachelor auction. People are wondering if he might move to town…”

“Seems unlikely.” I glanced up and saw Lori staring at me from across the room. She looked away.

“Well, mention me if it ever happens.”

“I will.” My finger adjusted the now restored resin bird statue on my desk. “Count on it.”

“Thanks.” Autumn sighed. “Think you’ll go to drinks on Thursday?”

“I want to, but I’m still broke. Maybe I’ll come anyway and see if they kick me out for drinking water.”

“Come—I’ll spot you.” What sounded like a soda can opened on her side. “Raven will probably be there.”

“Right. It’s been, what, a week now since the attack?”

“Yeah. I heard her assault case was thrown out.”

I blinked. “Wow, forgot about that.”

“I’m happy for her, but…I’m not okay with what happened. She should have pulled Beau out of the auction.”

“Hmm.” I stood up to stretch my legs. “There was a lot going on for her.” She hadn’t known her own heart, a blind spot I knew too well. Apparently, it had taken almost losing Beau in a knife fight against her stalker to bring them back together.

“I suppose. Anyway, let’s aim for an open house this weekend. There’s a new minion in the office who can’t wait to earn her chops.”

Later that afternoon, one of the investment bankers from the top floor waved at me in the parking lot. He rushed over, holding out a business card.

“Hi, Ms. Owen. I’m Brian.”

I took his card so that he could put his arm down and moved a step back. “Hi.”

“Sorry to spring it on you like this.” His face pursed like he was pained. “There’s a rumor that you’re close to Dominic Lockwood. You know, the firm would be thrilled to work with him. I can offer some amazing incentives. Would you pass that along to him?”

“Oh.” I backed away to my car. “Got it. But I wouldn’t bring up that sort of thing with him. Goodnight.”

Without waiting for a response, I got into my car and locked the doors. It was irrational, perhaps, but my heart was beating too fast.

Dominic called me that night. “When are you coming tomorrow?”

“Hello.” I hugged my mug of tea close to my chest. I was sitting out on the porch swing wrapped in an old quilt. “Well, the townhouse is getting cleaned tomorrow. Autumn can do an open house this weekend.”

“You’re hiring people for that.”

“Autumn’s helping, yes. But I need to be there with the cleaners to arrange the furniture and put away the clutter. She texted me that window cleaners and a landscaper can be there tomorrow afternoon from four to six.”

He huffed. “That damn property.”

“Yeah.” I rocked myself a little. As much as I hated to mention money to him, it was the biggest reason I wasn’t driving over to see him more often. “Between paying for it, and my new room, I’m a little tight. Just until the next paycheck.” Which would be too small since I’d been forced to take a week without pay. Ugh.

“Are you trying to tell me you can’t afford gas?” He sounded incredulous.

My teeth clenched. “It’s a little awkward. I don’t want help—I’m working again.”

There was a long silence on his end. “When I offer help, you’ll take it.”

I rubbed my forehead. “You’ve already done too much.”

He scoffed.

“I’ll be there on Friday.” I tried to clear the meekness out of my voice. “Will do my best to drive over straight from work. I can’t wait to see you.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Really. I miss you.”

He exhaled. “I’m sending a credit card. No arguing. You will use it for all of your vehicle expenses. And whatever else you want.”

“But—”

“Kelsey. I need to see you. This relationship won’t work if I don’t.” Then he hung up on me.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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Clutching the steering wheel too tight, I was at the townhouse by seven in the morning. I told myself I’d only tidy up the yard, but there was so much to do.

I spent ten minutes in my car bouncing my foot and watching the house for any sign of Gerry. Finally, I slowly approached the yard with my phone in my hand. The garbage and recycling bins were still at the curb, where I’d left them a week before. I rolled them up to the garage, watching the upstairs windows.

There was plenty to do around the outside of the house. I put away garden hoses and picked up Gerry’s beer cans and cigar butts. He’d thrown up on the back patio. There was broken glass in the side yard.

Biting my lip and my heart thumping, I pounded on the door and rang the doorbell, then ran to my car and locked myself inside. Nothing happened. Not even a light switched on.

That’s when I decided to break my promise to Dominic. I opened the door and shouted inside. Glancing around, the townhouse appeared about the same as when I’d left it a week before.

Luckily, the carpet cleaners arrived about ten minutes later. The father and son team moved fast while I raced around, clearing off surfaces. I found the spare sheets for the upstairs bed and threw away the linens Gerry had ruined and left on the floor.

I cracked the door of his office and peeked inside, my shoulders so tense my neck twinged. It was the only room in the house he hadn’t trashed. On his desk was an envelope with my name on it. I opened it.

Kelsey,

I am writing to ask for mercy. Don’t you think you’ve punished me enough? I’m letting you sell our home. Allow me to walk away without a criminal record. There isn’t anything for me here anymore. I’m going to ask my father for a job. Managing his grocery store is a step down, but that’s all you’ve left me.

Gerry

“Ma’am?”

I startled, whipping around to see the older man staring at me. “Yes?”

“We’re ready to clean the stairs. Okay?” he asked.

“Yes. I’ll get out of your way.”

He shrugged. “We’ll change the fluid first. In about five minutes.”

I checked over the room for Gerry’s magazines or paraphernalia. Apparently, he’d taken most of it with him. His little sex statues I put in the closet, along with the clutter he had lying around. All of his intensity seemed extinguished when I was done, and it was just a room with a desk and a couch.

“We’re ready now,” the older man called up the stairs.

I ran down the stairs and rushed to change for work in the small bathroom. By the time I’d finished carrying out some recycling, the carpet cleaners were done.

After work, I went directly back, changing into the grubby clothing I’d worn that morning. I tackled the garage full of Gerry mess—a collection of golf clubs, odd things he’d never touched, and empty boxes.

Autumn stopped by with paperwork to leave for the open house. “Looks good. Do you think he’ll stay out?”

I walked with her into the spotless kitchen that smelled of lemon wood soap. “I hope so. He hasn’t been here much. Everything was how I left it last week.”

“Excellent. And that stain on the carpet by the stairs came up. Good.”

“Thank you so much for your help with this.”

She gave me a quick side hug. “We’ll get it off your hands.”

Even though I was filthy and starving, I texted Dominic as soon as I got in my car.

Me


Want company? I can leave now.




Dominic


Yes




An hour and a half later, I dragged myself into his condo. There had been traffic. “Hi,” I called. I took off my shoes and jacket and tossed them in the spare bedroom.

“Dinner’s ready.”

I found Dominic in the kitchen, tossing a green salad. There was baked salmon and potatoes on the stove. I wrapped my arms around his waist and kissed his back. “You’re amazing.”

He leaned sideways to glance down at me. “You smell like cleaning fluid and dust.”

“Disgusting, aren’t I?”

“It’ll wash off. Eat first, then I’ll scrub you down myself.”

I kissed him some more.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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The extra driving and missed sleep caught up to me the next day. I slumped at my computer, my stomach too queasy for coffee.

I’d brought two tuna fish salad sandwiches in, so that I had one for lunch and dinner, and then couldn’t bring myself to eat either. I broke down and bought myself french fries. You’re getting spoiled.

Raven and I were the first ones to the bar, as usual. She strode in, her long dark brown hair glistening and a roguish grin on her face. We hugged, holding onto each other.

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said, my eyes burning. “And Beau, too. I’m sorry I haven’t visited.”

She held me at arm’s length. “Things have been changing for you.”

I nodded. “It’s been a whirlwind. Are you sure you’re okay? I can’t believe that creepy guy held you at knifepoint.”

“We’re recovering. Well, Beau’s grumpy because he’s still tired all the time. But he’s better. Come on, let’s sit down. And I want to hear about you.”

I told her a condensed version. Feeling lighter, I didn’t even swear her to secrecy to protect myself from Gerry’s wrath. Do you finally have a backbone?

“Wow.” She sank back into her chair. “That’s a cautionary tale. I’m so sorry you’re dealing with his mess.”

I huffed. “Thanks. How’re Lauren and Athena?” I hadn’t seen Lauren since the bachelor auction when she showed me a photo of her baby, Athena, and I noticed her missing wedding ring. Maria had mentioned that Lauren’s marriage hadn’t worked out—gossip circulated fast in our town.

“Good. I bullied her into letting me plan a sip-and-see party for her next month. Save the second Saturday in December if you can. Invites coming soon.”

“I will.”

“I have a favor to ask.”

“Name it.”

She swirled wine around in her glass. “I hate that Autumn was hurt—because I made a stupid mistake. She isn’t responding to my emails. I don’t think she’s reading them, and I don’t want to hassle her work number.”

I nodded, not sure what to say.

“Will you pass this card on to her? When it feels right.” She pulled an envelope out of her purse and handed it to me. “It’s an offer to do a social media push for her business—my gift.”

“Yes, I’ll do that.”

Her cheeks dimpled. “Thank you.”

Phoebe arrived then, the tips of her short black hair a deep indigo blue. “Hey, all.” She slid into the seat beside Raven. “I’m so thirsty. I’m like a goldfish that jumped out of its bowl.”

Our server arrived as if she could sense Phoebe’s longing. I stuck to my lemonade.

“Hey,” Raven said, pushing a water glass at Phoebe—who picked it up and drank greedily. “What’s happening with you and my brother?”

Phoebe shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Raven cocked her head. “That’s it?”

“I mean, he’s hot. Like fire.”

The server dropped off a basket of bread and we all grabbed at it. “Thank you,” Raven said to our server, who smiled then bustled off. “I think that’s Beau’s ex-girlfriend’s second cousin.”

“Now I feel guilty,” I said. “And should order something.”

“Let’s split a happy hour plate.” Raven opened the menu. “Deep fried zucchini?”

“Yes.” I was suddenly ravenous.

“Mason,” Phoebe said, staring off into space, “is shy.”

“What?” Raven made a face.

“I want a man who will pursue me.” She made a fist in the air. “Want me so badly he actually calls.”

Raven and I blinked at each other. “You mean instead of texting?” I asked.

“Exactly.” She nodded. “But I’d sleep with him again. I don’t know. It would be better if he came out to the bars.”

Maria arrived then, arm in arm with Autumn—who took one look at the table and veered off to the bar.

“I’ll be back in a few,” I said, glancing at Raven’s frowning face. She nodded.

Maria winked at me. “Just call us the drama club. I’m ordering food for the table—nothing like Italian to bring enemies together.”

Her face set, Autumn glanced at me as I sat down on a barstool. “Hey. How are you?”

“Pretty good.” I pulled the envelope out of my purse and held it out. “Raven asked me to pass this on to you. It’s a marketing gift from her.”

She stared at it for a while. Huffing, she snatched it out of my hand and tossed it in her purse. “Yeah, fine. I’ll think about it.” Her phone buzzed, and she took it out. “Sorry, I need to look at this.”

“I should check mine, too.” Dominic had sent me a few messages.

Dominic


Hello, beautiful. What are you doing?




Are you out?




Where are you?




Autumn stood up. “Well, shit. I better go. My buyers want to move on a hot property—at the last damn second. See you.” She marched to the door without glancing at the group’s table.

“Can I get you something?” the bartender asked.

“Oh, no. Thanks.” I rushed out to the lobby and sank into a chair.

Me


Hi! I am out with friends. A group of us meet up most Thursdays for happy hour and sometimes dinner. How are you?




Why was I so nervous? His reply came back quickly.

Dominic


You didn’t tell me where you are. Are you trying to hide it from me?




What? No, not at all. It’s a place called Romulus.




I expect exclusivity from you.




I’m glad you brought that up. I’d love to be exclusive. I would have been anyway.




It doesn’t go both ways if I don’t see you enough.




I can’t believe you just said that.




He didn’t respond.


CHAPTER FORTY
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Iknocked on Dominic’s door the next evening, my stomach churning. Pushing my purse strap up my shoulder, I turned my body away from the door camera and waited.

Sleep had eluded me for most of the previous night. My eyes were dry, and my head pulsed with a dull ache. I didn’t know what I was going to do.

The door opened and he was there, gorgeously dressed in slacks and a dress shirt, the collar unbuttoned. “Come in.” His jaw flexed. “You know you don’t need to knock.”

I followed him inside, stopping to drop my things in the empty bedroom.

“Glass of wine?” he asked.

“No, thanks.” We walked into the kitchen, and I slid onto a bar stool.

He rubbed his cheek, staring at me. “I wasn’t sure you were coming.”

I stared down at my hands.

He put his arms around me. “I’m glad you did.”

Then he was kissing me, and I sank into him—glad to escape from the confrontation that we needed to have. He carried me to bed and made love to me—it felt like an apology. Especially when he pulled me against his chest afterward and cuddled until I was ready to fall asleep. I think I passed out at eight o’clock.

In the morning, I wandered around with my mug of coffee, marveling that I was already starting to feel at home in a place like his condo. I made him another apple cobbler and watched the sunrise on the balcony—until it started raining, and I ducked inside, chilled.

Dominic woke up and we both pretended like there wasn’t anything to talk about. He made a big breakfast, and I did the dishes with one of his news programs on in the background.

“We’ll look at furniture today.” He swung his gym towel over his shoulder. “For the spare bedroom.”

I nodded but wished that he had asked me. It was always declarations or orders. The front door shut behind him, and I took myself to the couch for a nap. I wasn’t a take charge kind of person, but Dominic’s bossiness felt off—like a front he was hiding behind, or armor. And he hadn’t apologized.

My phone vibrated with incoming messages from Maria.

Maria


I forgot that I still had a Google Alert for Dominic. There’s an online article about him from the Tribune.




It’s bad. I’m sorry to mess up your day with this but I think you need to know.




Sorry to hype it and not explain the story. One of his nightclub employees is saying he sexually harassed her.




The reporter keeps hedging saying it’s unverified. Heard, ‘from a witness on the scene.’




Sorry. I feel really bad. Call if you need anything.




I found the story and read it three times, hunched over my phone and rocking. It had been published online that morning. The incident seemed to have happened Thursday night—when Dominic had threatened to sleep with other people if I didn’t see him enough.

Dizzy and reeling, I stood and paced back and forth across his living room. I went into the spare bedroom and stared at my piles of things stacked in the closet. Lip trembling, I pulled out my suitcase.

Dominic returned twenty minutes later and went straight for the shower. I waited for him in the kitchen, forcing myself to sip a glass of water.

He came in wearing one of his casual sweaters and jeans and filled a glass with filtered water from the fridge. His eyes widened when he glanced at me. “Did something happen?”

I nodded. “The Tribune posted a gossip column about you online. That an employee said you sexually harassed her.”

His glass landed on the counter with a thud. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

I waited for an hour while he stormed around, making phone calls and pounding on his computer. While he was in his office, I slipped out and loaded my car. When I returned, he was in the spare bedroom, staring at the empty shelves.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Don’t shout at me.” I don’t think I’d ever used that firm voice with anyone. “I want to sit down.”

He stomped out of the room and into the living room. I followed and sat on the couch.

“You think I’d do that—pressure one of my employees sexually?” He stared at me like he didn’t know who I was.

I took a deep breath. “You don’t think I need an explanation? The same night you texted me that you wouldn’t be exclusive if I wasn’t sleeping with you enough?”

“It was one of the managers, and the employee came to me for help.” He paced back and forth.

“Okay.” I forced myself to pause. The back of my throat ached—do it now. “I’m sorry that’s happening. But there are other issues with us.”

He turned his back on me and stared out the window. “Oh, do go on.”

I folded my arms across my chest, shaking my head at his sarcasm. “I want a partner. A family. Half of the time, you treat me like a sexual convenience.”

He flinched. “I’ve been honest about what I can offer.”

“I’m sorry, it isn’t enough for me.” My voice caught. I went into the kitchen to find something to wipe my face. “I need to change—try to do what’s best for me. Thank you…for everything. I’m sorry.”

Pressing on my chest, I waited. He stayed where he was, a hand over his eyes, angled away from me.

I left, stumbling out the door, and ran for my car.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
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The Tribune formally apologized to Dominic and removed the story. They published a glowing follow-up article about him, with an interview from the server who’d been allegedly harassed. She said she’d asked Dominic for help with a manager pressuring her to go out with him. The manager, now fired, was the one to spread the false rumor.

I didn’t want to see anyone and spent far too much time in bed. A week passed, and suddenly, Thanksgiving was days away.

“Okay, that’s it,” Maria said when I finally answered one of her calls. “We’re doing a girls’ night, and I won’t take no for an answer.”

“I don’t know, I think I’m fighting something.”

“Psht—it’s called depression. I’m leaving the shop soon and will pick up pizza. It’s Saturday, and it’s too yucky outside to do anything downtown. Bring your pajamas and stay the night.”

“Are you sure?” I blew my nose.

“Yes. My couch is actually comfortable—I wake up there all the time.”

“I feel like I’m always taking advantage of your generosity. I hate being so broke—I’m so sorry…” You’re a useless leach, aren’t you?

“Oh, my God. Stop. Wait—are you crying? No, it’s okay. Come keep me company. I’m going to make you the best cup of hot cocoa you’ve ever tasted. Put on about four layers, dash to your car, and drive to my apartment. There’s a key under the frog statue if you beat me. Okay?”

“Yeah.”

The Roberts shot concerned glances at me as I passed them on my way out of the house. I waved and tried to smile.

I did beat Maria to her apartment and busied myself tidying her kitchen as a thank you for dinner. Until the end of the month, I was perilously close to broke. It was four days until Thanksgiving, and I was struggling to find a way to pay for Tilly’s bus ticket up.

Maria bustled in, a frigid breeze blowing in behind her. “Whew—snowflakes out there. Shouldn’t be much, I heard. Wow, thank you for the clean kitchen. Okay, my turn. Look at these pizzas. Take some and go get comfortable.”

“How’s your week been?” My appetite stirred as I pulled out a hot slice covered in vegetables and sausage.

“Too quiet. Phoebe is down in Arizona, the lucky princess. What’s happening with your townhouse?”

I slouched on her barstool. “Nothing. Autumn says it will take time, especially with this weather.”

“Well, dang. What are your holiday plans?”

Swallowing, I moved my plate a half turn. “Not sure. My older sister usually does something—but they have colds. Her wife’s a schoolteacher. I’ll probably join the Roberts out at the farm.”

“Come here for Thanksgiving.” She grinned at me, plopping down on the other barstool. “With your younger sister, right? I already spoke to Pippa.”

“Are you sure your father won’t mind?”

She waved a hand around. “It’s fine. They like to make it a party—my brothers, a few cousins, friends. Dress up and come.”

“Thank you.” I smiled. “I’ll check back in with you and make sure it still works in a couple days.”

She clinked glasses with me. “It’s a done deal. Don’t worry about preparing anything. Well, you could bring a dessert if you feel the burning need. I’d love an apple pie.”

My chest squeezed. I’d avoided anything to do with apples all week. “Done.”

We settled in front of the television, and Maria, bouncing a little, put on the first episode of a show about elves that had just been released. I pulled out my phone and texted Tilly.

Me


Two Thanksgiving party invites so far. Are you off work?




Tilly


Yes, thank the universe. And I can catch a ride to Portland Wednesday afternoon. I’ll try for the bus out to River Gorge. Yay!




Yes!




How are you?




I’d let her know Dominic was out of the picture. She’d been a little sad but said she understood.

Me


Really tired all the time. Hopefully it passes soon.




Tilly


Pregnant? I read an article about the signs and kept thinking about you.




I startled. The thought had occurred to me, and I was late for my period. However, it wasn’t that likely. I took the pill every day without fail.

Unlikely.




You should go to your doctor. They do the blood tests there. That’s what the article said.




I’ll do a pee test.




Do it.




Right now? It’s snowing.




Okay. Soon. Text me right away.




I set my phone down. The television screen flashed with a complicated fight scene, and Maria leaned forward, her eyes large. My fingers drummed on the couch.

Twisting my necklace, I stood up and brought my plate into the kitchen. I washed and put it away.

“We can watch something else,” Maria called.

“No, it’s good. It’s just…”

“What?”

“I’m going to run to the store. For a pregnancy test.”

“Holy shit.” She jumped up, then bent over to grab the remote and paused her show.

My heart beat hard in my chest. “I, um, have been wondering about it a little. And my period’s late. I think it’s time to see.”

“Let’s go.”

We went to a grocery store. I scanned the cashiers to see if I knew anyone.

“I’m getting wine.” Maria veered off to the liquor aisle.

I found a test and went to the checkout counter with a bored-looking teenager. She raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything.

Maria and I rushed back to the car, putting our hoods up as snow cascaded down in a thick cloud. I pulled out slowly, windshield wiper blades squeaking. A shopping cart shot out of nowhere. My wheels fishtailed in the parking lot as I jerked the steering wheel and avoided hitting it.

“Dang,” Maria said, gripping the handle above her seat. “Mr. Nelson did that—pretending like he doesn’t know he almost hit us. Phew. At least hardly anyone’s on the road.”

“I’m sorry. This is stupid—I should have waited.” My hands ached from gripping the steering wheel so hard.

“Nope. My gut says it’s right. You need to know.”

“Thanks.” I blew out a breath, turning to start the climb up to her house.

“Have you heard from him?”

“No.”

She sighed. “Is that him respecting your wishes do you think?”

“Probably.” I pumped the brake at a stop sign. “He was angry, too.”

“I’m going to stop talking until we’re back inside. Almost there.”

After I parked, Maria grabbed a broom out of the garage and started sweeping snow off her steps. “Go ahead. Do the thing.”

I went into the bathroom and carefully followed the directions on the pregnancy test box. Breathing too fast, I left the stick on the toilet lid and went out to the kitchen.

Maria came in. “Hot cocoa time.”

“Yes.”

Leaning on the wall next to the window, I stared out at the white flakes landing on houses and sidewalks, illuminated by a streetlight. There was a strange mixture of terror and hope churning inside of me.

“Do you want to talk about him?” Maria handed me a steaming mug.

I shrugged. “He’s probably moved on already.”

She huffed. “Doubt it.”

“When we started sleeping together…” I cleared my throat. “He didn’t want to use a condom.”

“You’re on the pill.”

“Right. Except my cousin got pregnant while on the pill—on her honeymoon. It should have been basically safe. I’d assumed he’d pull out…to be extra cautious.”

“Yeah.”

“He didn’t. I was in a weird head space—and had a feeling about it. Almost…hoping for a baby.” I covered my face. “I’m so stupid.”

She rubbed my back. “No, you’re human. Did you ever talk about kids?”

“He doesn’t want them.”

“Huh. Maybe he doesn’t know what he wants. You’ll tell him of course. The man has plenty of money.”

I sucked in my bottom lip. “Well, I don’t know. Not right away.”

She blinked at me. “Why?”

“It might not take. And…I don’t want to force it on him.”

“All hypothetical.” She drank her wine. “Should I look at the stick?”

“Yes.”

She ran into the bathroom. I closed my eyes, holding my hands together in front of my face, not sure what I was praying for.

“Hey, come look at this. I can’t tell.”

I sprang up and went to bend over the toilet with her. Two lines meant pregnant, one line meant not. There was one very clear line. Next to it was the faintest hint of another.

“Can’t tell if that second line is a shadow…” Maria turned on her phone’s flashlight.

I collapsed against the doorjamb, fanning my face. “I’ll go see my doctor.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
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Tilly insisted on getting herself to the River Gorge bus station the Wednesday before Thanksgiving. She grinned when she saw me, shaggy dark brown bangs hanging in her eyes and her thick hair pulled back in a low ponytail.

“Hey, Sis.” She leaned in sideways for a quick hug, then hitched her duffel bag higher on her shoulder. “Can we grab a burger somewhere?”

“Yes. How was the bus and carpool?”

She gave a put-upon shrug then shied away when I tried to take one of her bags. “Oh no. I’m doing all the heavy lifting. My favorite niece needs your energy.”

I threw my hands up. “It’s too early to tell if I am or not.”

“Doctor next week, right?”

Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Waiting might kill me. Try not to remind me.”

I took her to a local place a notch above fast food but still affordable. She chatted about school and the graphic design project she was working on.

“You need a computer, don’t you?” I slumped.

She’d been doing her best to mask the major disadvantage she dealt with on a daily basis—having to go to the overcrowded computer lab on campus to work on her assignments.

“I’m working on it.” She dipped a fry in barbecue sauce—the smell made bile rise in my throat. “When Dominic forced that bitch to let me upstairs, somebody had to share a room with me. Of course, they picked the new girl. It’s been alright. We’re both saving money, and she’s at her boyfriend’s a few nights a week.”

“Sounds good.”

“Your eyes got all sad when I said the D word. Do you miss him?”

Swallowing, I turned my head to stare out the window. “Yeah. I’m a little sad.”

I was more than sad, I was pining and mourning and disgusted with myself. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I fall for a straightforward, nice guy—or at least one who treated me like a person with feelings that mattered? On top of it all, I might have created a child with him.

Tilly squeezed my hand. “I’m really sorry.”

“Thanks.”

“Just don’t lump him in with Gerry, okay?”

“What do you mean?”

She took a deep breath. “Gerry is fake. He’s, like, a genuine sociopath or something. Can’t think about anyone but himself. But hides it. Dominic isn’t like that.”

“You didn’t spend that much time with him.”

“Gerry never would have put himself out to help me.”

I put my chin in my hand. “He wouldn’t have, you’re right.”

“Maybe you were a little hard on him?” She raised her eyebrows.

“I wanted more from him, and he said no.” I shook my head a little, my throat tight. “Besides, I don’t trust myself. Everything happened too quickly. I need to go on a man fast.”

She harrumphed. “Unlikely. You like them too much.”

Despite myself, I smiled and blushed. “Pathetic, aren’t I?”

Her smile vanished. “No. Please don’t say that.”

My eyes burned suddenly, and I had to look away. “I’ll try.”

“Good.” She came around the table and hugged me, both of us a little stiff. There hadn’t been much warmth in our childhood home unless Tilly and I gave it to each other. She pulled away and cleared our trays off the table.

The Roberts were welcoming and kind to my sister, offering us dessert when we arrived at the farm and setting up an air mattress in my room with clean sheets and bedding. Tilly had been awake since four for an early shift at the coffee shop and fell asleep quickly, gently snoring like a kitten grumbling.

I lay awake thinking about Dominic. Gerry had convinced me that I was attracted to untrustworthy men who didn’t see me as a partner. All those years I was with him, I settled for what I could get—and hoped he would recover from whatever had made him that way. But Tilly was right. Gerry had been hiding his true self from me.

Then Dominic came along, another controlling man, except he was recovering from a recent tragedy in his life. And I’d stared into his eyes, and it had been right in a way that I’d never experienced before—like my soul was saying, this is it, love him as hard as you can and hope. And it had failed.

The next day, we parked at the Adamos house, with flower bouquets for Maria and Pippa and the pie I’d made.

“Unreal,” Tilly whispered to me, gawking at the mansion.

We went up to Maria’s to wait while she finished getting ready. “Flowers for me?” Maria grinned, smelling them. “Hello, you must be Tilly. Come in. Pour the mimosas—it’s time to start the party right.”

“Coming up.” Tilly flicked her bangs out of her face and went to the counter to pour.

“Orange juice for me,” I said, taking off my coat.

A minute later, we were clinking glasses and saying, “Cheers.” Maria put on music, and Tilly sat on a chair, her cheeks rosy.

My phone rang, and it was Autumn. She’d actually texted me twice already, and I’d missed it. “Hi, just a sec.” I put my jacket back on and stepped outside. “Hey, happy Thanksgiving.”

“You too.” She sounded like she’d been walking fast. “There’s been an offer on the townhouse—an amazing one.”

“Really? Oh my goodness.”

“It’s your full asking price. Plus, they’re offering a ten thousand bonus if you leave the property furnished. More details to come, but…wow.”

I sagged against the balcony railing and pressed my free hand against my eyes. A premonition grew in me—Is it him? Does he still care for me? “Yeah, wow.”

“We’ll move fast. They want a quick close. I’m going to start spamming Gerry’s phone. Watch your email. I’m off.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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Five days later, on the first Tuesday of December, the townhouse was officially sold. I had one more day to clear out what I wanted to keep.

It was a cold clear night as I left work. A pie plate my mother had given me years ago was still at the townhouse. My favorite coffee mug was there, too. I drove over and parked in the driveway.

After watching for a few minutes, I unlocked the door and carried in the cardboard box I’d brought. Realtor business cards covered part of the kitchen counter. Autumn had decorated with bouquets of silk flowers and taken down the few photos of Gerry and me that used to be on the walls and tables. I’d already donated the frames.

Not your home anymore. I’d lost my nest. The drawers and cabinets were mostly empty—I’d managed that over the weekend—except for what a furnished rental would need.

I stared at the pie plate. My parents had cut me out of their lives, and yet I still had a soft spot in my heart for them. One day, I’d see them again.

The door rattled, and I spun around. Gerry walked through the door.

“Hey.” He ran a hand through his hair, wobbling a little on his feet. “Good. Wanted to see you.”

My heart raced. “I’m ready to get going.”

“Can you believe this?” His face lit up with a crooked grin. “So lucky.”

I picked up my box, nodding slightly, my neck twinging.

“Babe.” He walked toward me, and I had to stop myself from running.

“Stop.” I held up a hand. “Don’t come near me. I’m uncomfortable, and I’m leaving.”

His mouth dropped open. “What? No—we’re cool. I’m even cutting you a check for the money you want. Because I care.”

Gerry had agreed to a settlement with my lawyer. After I’d been reimbursed for the money he’d stolen—from his portion of the townhouse proceedings—I’d drop the charges. The photos of me online had been taken down. The deal was a win for Gerry—it didn’t acknowledge how much more I’d paid toward the bills or that the furniture I’d bought was getting us the bonus. Or the damage he’d done to my reputation. It was worth it to be rid of him.

“Goodbye,” I said, moving toward the door. “Don’t forget there’s a box of your things in the garage.”

He lunged and blocked me, grabbing my shoulders. I screamed. The pie plate dropped and shattered on the kitchen tile.

“No,” he gritted out, gripping me tighter as I tried to wrench away.

“Let go of me.” My vision was blurry. I thought I might throw up. The pie plate crunched under my feet.

“Please. I love you—we’re so good together. I need you one more time.”

I kneed him hard, right between the legs.

“Fuck.” He hunched over, jerking and grabbing his crotch as I jumped away and ran for the door.

It flew open before I got there. Lori stomped in, her face red.

“Gerry,” she shouted shrilly. “What the hell is this?”

He flinched. “Nothing.”

“You fucking sorry ass liar. I’ve been waiting for you. You’re buying me dinner tonight or so help me…”

That was the last I heard as I rushed outside and got into my car. I backed out of the driveway too fast, then drove quickly away, turning down side streets until I parked by a Pacific wax myrtle, still dropping purple berries. Pressing a hand to my chest, I turned off my headlights, and sat, catching my breath.

Exactly what he deserves. After another moment, I sighed.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
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Iordered appetizers for the table during Thursday night drinks with the girls. The townhouse title had been transferred, and I had money in my account.

Maria raised her glass. “To new beginnings—my favorite part of the story.”

“Cheers.” I drank my sparkling water. The tie that had been binding me to Gerry was broken. I felt light enough to lift out of my chair.

“Do you know who bought the townhouse?” Maria asked.

Autumn shrugged. “An LLC. Some anonymous investor. It’ll be on the market as a rental by Monday.”

Phoebe stuck out her bottom lip. “I want to own a vacation rental.”

Maria tossed her hair. “You do. In Arizona.”

“Uh, my parents.”

My phone buzzed and one look at the sender had me standing up and leaving the table. “Be back in a minute.”

I stepped outside the crowded restaurant, shivering as the cold hit my skin. My car beeped, and I dove inside, turning on the engine to run the heater.

Dominic


I miss you, bluebird.




Gulping, I stared down at my screen. It was time to talk. I pressed my lips together and closed my eyes, trying to compose my thoughts. Then I typed out the message I’d been dreading.

Me


Can we do a video chat? Tomorrow evening or anytime over the weekend works for me. I have news I’d like to share. Sound okay?




I covered my eyes. God, my words are so inadequate. And awkward.

Dominic


I’ll meet you instead.




Biting my lip, my face scrunched up, and my stomach turned.

Me


I’d rather do a video chat first and talk about meeting.




No response.

Exhausted and tense, I left the restaurant after saying goodnight to Maria, Autumn, and Phoebe. My mind was stuck on spin, twirling endlessly on what I would say to Dominic.

Since it was still before nine o’clock when I got to the farm, the Roberts were up watching one of their hospital dramas in the family room.

Lisa sprang up when she saw me—she’d insisted on first names by that point. “Look in the kitchen, dear. The counter is covered with presents for you.”

“For me?” My mouth gaped open when I glanced in the kitchen.

Nigel leaned over the back of the sofa. “Three delivery trucks—at least.”

A massive holiday-style bouquet with red roses, carnations, cedar, bursts of white, ornament balls, frosted pine cones, and a huge red ribbon was on the counter. The card said, Forgive me? Dominic.

Lisa sighed. “Smells divine.”

“Not as good as lavender,” Nigel said.

“Three fruit baskets.” Lisa pointed at the breakfast table. “Over there.”

A big wicker basket had pears, apples, and cheese. Another one was a crate stacked with pineapple, mango, kiwis, and nuts. And as if that wasn’t enough, there was a large, printed box overflowing with citrus labeled, The Best of California.

Touching my throat, I stared at it all with my mouth hanging open. My skin tingled. I reached out and took the other notes. Because I’m not there to feed you fruit, Dominic. Notice I’ve compromised my ethics to buy you shipped produce. Will you share with me? Dominic. Thinking about you, Dominic.

“Don’t forget that big pile of other stuff.” Nigel pointed to the front door. “Got your name on it.”

He’d bought me a high-end winter parka, because I’m worried that you’re cold without me to keep you warm. I also unwrapped a beautiful handbag, because I want to spoil you.

“Wow.” I picked up all the packaging. “Please help me eat the fruit,” I called to Lisa and Nigel. “I’ll find somewhere to put it all in the morning, if you don’t mind?”

Lisa flopped her hand at me. “Go. I bet there’s someone waiting to hear from you…”

Up in my tiny room, I fell onto my bed, clutching my bag and jacket against my chest. My finger ran over the flat silver rivets running down the side of the caramel Coach handbag. I took a picture of myself wide-eyed and sent it to Dominic.

Me


I’m in shock right now. I returned home about twenty minutes ago and found everything. Thank you—that’s so inadequate. My heart is beating too fast.




The flowers, the fruit, the parka, and the gorgeous handbag—I’ve never been so surprised in my life. Thank you. I can’t believe you did this.




Dominic


I want to do more. Meet me on Friday.




Trust me. You’re going to need time to think after my news. Let’s video chat tomorrow night.





CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
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Iate fruit all afternoon to keep myself awake at work the next day. Sleep had been hard to find the night before. The exhaustion did numb the constant whirlwind of my thoughts—in a few hours, I’d be telling Dominic.

While I typed out a final email for the week, Lori bustled by my desk and dropped a note on top. He’s gone, was all it said.

Like my spine was a rubber band that snapped, I slumped, elbows landing on my desk with a thunk. Why wasn’t I happy? I should have been as light as a bird. Instead, I wanted to curl up under a warm blanket.

“Have a nice weekend, Kelsey,” called Valerie.

“Thanks, you too.”

Straightening, I started shutting down my computer and clearing off my desk. I touched my bird figurine and took a deep breath. The office seemed back to normal, or close enough. Take your wins where you find them.

Head down, I trudged out of the office wearing my new parka and carrying my handbag. My mouth curled up a little—Dominic missed me. That won’t last long once you tell him. Could I squeeze a nap in before I called?

“Kelsey.”

My head whipped up. I stopped twenty feet away from him and stared. Legs crossed and hands in the pockets of his black bomber jacket, Dominic leaned against my car.

“You’re here,” I said stupidly.

One side of his mouth quirked up. “Couldn’t wait to see you.”

I blinked and clutched my bag to keep from dropping it on the ground, barely resisting putting my hand up to check my hair. I blew out a breath. “I guess we’ll talk now.”

He stood up. “Come here.”

My eyes went blurry, and I ran into his open arms. They closed tightly around me. I took in his pine and frankincense scent and resisted the almost overpowering urge to turn my face up and kiss him. Instead, I pressed my mouth against his shoulder.

“I’ve missed you so much.” I stood on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek, then backed away. “Let’s go to the park by the river to talk.”

One of his hands ran down my hair. “Fine.” He let go of me and walked to his car while I stood stunned, watching him.

Shakily, I drove the few blocks to the waterfront park. The last of the sunset was gone, but the parking lot was lit up with streetlights and glowing candy cane holiday decorations. It was time. I had to press hard on my chest and force in a deep breath.

Dominic was waiting for me when I stepped out of my car. He held his hand out, and I took it.

“You’re cold.” He took gloves out of his pocket. “Put these on.”

“It’s okay…”

Stepping close to me, he slid them onto my hands. “It’s not. We’ll shop for gloves tomorrow.”

Snorting, I pressed my forehead against his chest. I wanted to say I love you too, but stopped myself. Standing up, I cleared my throat and pointed. “There’s a bench down there.”

I chewed on my lip as we walked down the path. It was windy and cold. My mind was uselessly stuck on figuring out where else I could tell him with privacy.

We stopped. It was time. I closed my eyes as he took my shoulders and turned me to face him. My heart was racing, and my throat was too tight.

“Tell me.” Dominic cupped his hands over my cheeks. “Whatever it is, I’m ready.”

Swallowing, I forced my eyes open. His face was dark in the dim light, a V formed between his eyebrows. Just do it already.

“I’ve struggled with constant tiredness since we…stopped seeing each other. It seemed like part of my, um, sadness that we ended things.”

He grabbed my shoulders. “Are you sick?”

“No—no.” I rubbed his forearm as some of the tension went out of it. “I’m healthy.”

Frowning and glowering down at me, he said, “Then what?”

I took in a breath. “It looks like I’m…pregnant.”

“What?”

“It’s still early.”

He stomped off down the path.

I hunched forward and put my hands on my knees, a wave of dizziness trying to knock me over. I’d been right. We should have talked about it over a video call.

He came back, and strong arms closed around me. Dominic sat on the bench, pulling me onto his lap. “Are you sure? Have you seen a doctor?”

Of course, that was when the floodgate opened, the tears falling like they’d never stop. “Yes. A blood test confirmed it.” I covered my eyes, gasping and choking. “I didn’t miss a pill, I promise. There’s no way it’s Gerry’s. It’s still too early to count on it, but…I want this baby so much. I’m praying every day for her to grow.”

“Her?” His arms tightened around me. “How can you know the sex?”

I shrugged, pulling a tissue out of my pocket—I’d needed them a lot lately. “Just a feeling.”

He rested his head on mine. “I’d like a girl.”

My breath caught. “Really?”

“Yes.”

I leaned back so I could see his face. “Are you…in shock?”

He laughed. It was more of a silent rumble in his chest. “Probably. I wasn’t expecting it.”

“What did you think I was going to tell you?”

His hands were gentle as they pushed hair off my face. “That you sold the townhouse. I thought you might be thinking of moving.”

“I like it here.”

He nodded. “After you left, I’d never felt more alone in my life. I was angry, eventually, with myself.”

“I’m sorry.”

Huffing, he pulled the zipper of my jacket up. “Don’t be. You were right—both of us needed more. And I’m done pretending I don’t have feelings for you.”

I swallowed. Then I was kissing him, his lips hot and urgent against mine.

He pulled away. “Come to Portland with me. Please.”

I smiled, wiping my face with the crumbled napkin. “Yes.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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Dominic decided I should wait for him at the farm while he picked up dinner, then he’d drive us to Portland and bring me back on Sunday. I nodded, stumbling off to my car with my head spinning.

I couldn’t stop crying. The Roberts weren’t home when I pulled in, and I exhaled in relief, then ran up to my bed and collapsed onto it.

Why wasn’t I jumping up to click my heels together? It’s what you wanted. Breathe. Breathe. Instead, it was like all the trauma of the last two months crashed down on me.

The doorbell ringing woke me out of a doze. I jolted up, a hand on my forehead, disoriented. The little attic room still took me by surprise, with all my clothing crammed in like I’d been trapped in a closet.

Dominic held paper take-out bags when I opened the door. “Are you alright?” His forehead wrinkled as he stared at me.

I stepped back. “Fell asleep, sorry. I think the, um, pregnancy is making me really tired. And emotional.”

“Ah.” He set the food down on the kitchen counter. Then he pulled me into his arms and kissed my temple. “Come and eat.”

I ate my seafood pasta, surprised by how hungry I was. The sudden intensity—and volatility—of my body was a change. Go with it. This is what you want. Cravings and rollercoaster emotions are a small price to pay.

“Do you want to keep working?” Dominic asked.

“What?” I shook my head. “Oh—yes, of course I do.”

His face softened into a bemused smile as he stared at me. “Why?”

I drank some water, trying to gather my thoughts. Here we go—a million and one decisions to make, starting now. “It’s who I am. And it gives me security. I like having a career.”

“I’ll take care of you.”

My eyes watered again, and I bit my lip, leaning my head on his shoulder. “I don’t deserve you.”

His arm squeezed me against his side. “No, darling, it’s the other way around.”

Dominic rubbed his cheek and seemed lost in thought during the drive to Portland. I fell asleep. Before I knew it, he was helping me out of the car and guiding me up to his condo with an arm around my back.

We took off each other’s clothes—it started with jackets and then he was kissing me and peeling my sweater off over my head and dropping it on the hallway floor. I was naked by the time I lay down on the bed. Dominic stood on the floor at the edge of the mattress and pulled my legs open.

He slid into me, his head tipping back. I gasped, my hips rising up, throbbing heat scorching through me. It was unhurried and lingering. I cried again after my big moment, the pleasure somehow sharp and wrenching. Dominic cuddled with me, rubbing my back until I relaxed.

Propped up on an elbow, he smoothed hair away from my face. “I realized something after you left.”

Drowsily, I blinked up at him. “What?”

“I love you. I don’t want to go through life without you.”

My heart stopped, then jumped back into action. I covered his hand with mine, my eyes burning. “I love you too. So much it hurts.”

He lay down on the pillow next to me, smiling a little. “That’s because, deep down, you know you’re stuck with a surly grump.”

I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. You’re it for me.”

“I’m bossy.”

“I’m insecure.”

“I’m jealous.”

“I cry all the time. Television commercials get me going.”

He took my hand, weaving our fingers together. “We’re going to be good for each other.”

“You know that I would never cheat—don’t you?”

“Yes.” He kissed my knuckles. “But I still struggle. And I’m going to work on it.”

“Thank you.”

“I want to live together.” He rolled on top of me.

“With a baby?”

He sighed, pinning my hands on the bed above my head. “Yes. But definitely not more than two.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
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We visited Ophelia the next day in her rehab facility room.

“Well?” She slammed down her water bottle, knocking askew the plastic bendy straw. “Back together, I see. Good. I was seconds from cutting Dominic out of my will.”

Sighing, Dominic moved a chair next to the bed for me. “She took me back.”

I kissed Ophelia’s cheek before I sat down. “I’m lucky to have him.”

“Psht.” Ophelia narrowed her eyes, glancing back and forth between the two of us. “What happened?”

Dominic held up his hands. “I sent her presents and agreed to be a partner.”

I stared at him, my eyebrows raised.

“Oh, fine.” He crossed his arms. “After I reached out, she wrote she had something to tell me.”

Ophelia slapped her hand on the rail guard of her hospital bed. “Stop toying with me.”

“I’m pregnant.” I smiled at her. “Although it’s very early.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus.” She covered her eyes with a shaking hand. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“Give me a tissue.” She blinked watery eyes at me. “Good Lord. Well, Dominic, what happens now?”

He sat down on the bed next to her. “I’m moving to River Gorge.”

I sat up straight, warmth radiating in my chest. “Yeah?”

He smiled. “I did recently buy a townhouse there.”

“That was you?” I sprang to my feet. “You bought the townhouse from my ex and me?”

“I also made it clear that I wouldn’t be investing in River Gorge if he had a job there.” He held up a hand as I stared at him with my mouth hanging open. “They would have fired him without my encouragement. Probably.”

“But the townhouse sold after we broke up…”

He shook his head at me. “Even when I was angry, I knew I wasn’t letting you go. I needed to think. And I wanted to free you from River Gorge. But,” he rubbed his cheek, “I’m willing to try living there. If you insist.”

Ophelia cleared her throat as I went around the bed and threw my arms around him. “I’d like to be able to visit. Keep it in mind.”

“If Kelsey agrees, we’ll live in the townhouse until we find something to buy. A house with a guest suite on the first floor.”

Ophelia nodded regally. “That would do.” She patted my arm. “Don’t worry, I won’t be there all the time. Need to be around other old people.”

Dominic rubbed my back, his eyes warm as he stared at me. “What do you think?”

“I…it’s a bit fast, isn’t it?”

Ophelia slapped my arm, startling me. “Hush, girl. Don’t let perfection get in the way of progress.”

Dominic angled me away from her. “I’ve been yours since you bid on me at the auction. I would do anything for you. We’ll have a family, live in a small town—anything.” He cupped his hands around my cheeks. “My angel. I love you. Live with me. Marry me. Don’t ever leave me again.”

Trembling, I sucked in a breath. “Yes,” I croaked. “Yes.”

Ophelia and the three nurses standing in the doorway burst into applause.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
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“Ican’t believe you’re doing a courthouse wedding,” Tilly grumbled, not for the first time. “You could have waited until after the baby. Done a vineyard or resort or something in the fall.”

I pressed my lips together, smoothing my lipstick, and looked at myself in the Multnomah County courthouse’s restroom mirror. “I’m happy.” The eyes that stared back at me sparkled. My vintage style little white dress with three-quarter sleeves was all lace and tulle. I smoothed a hand over the illusion neckline embellished with appliqués. “I love what we’re doing.”

“Yeah—sorry. I’m just, I don’t know, worried you’re shortchanging yourself.”

Turning, I took her by the shoulders. “You’re here. Maria will be any minute. Everyone else is in the hall—and more people will be at the dinner and party. That’s what matters to me. It fits—I’m too shy for a big wedding. Dominic doesn’t want to wait.”

She sighed. “Yeah. Actually, I like it—theoretically. Get the boring part over fast.” Frowning, she adjusted a flower in my hair. “Did you tell Mom?”

“I did.” I’d written a letter to our parents. “They weren’t invited. But I said I’d like to introduce their grandchild to them later this summer.”

Tilly nodded.

The bathroom door flung open, and Maria strode inside, her red dress swishing. She clasped her hands together and grinned. “This is so fun. Oh my God, you look like a 1940s starlet. I love it. Pippa was sad she had to miss it—so I told her about the pregnancy. We’re doing a baby shower.” She bent over and shook out my tea-length skirt. “All these people getting married on New Year’s Eve—who knew it was a thing?”

I handed them each a bridesmaid bouquet. “Thank you for being here. You both look beautiful in red.”

We’d bought them dresses and birthstone jewelry as bridesmaids’ gifts. Dominic had bought gifts for his attendants. Ophelia and his cousin Sebastien rounded out our official witnesses to four. Ophelia was better, still pale but determined to witness the ceremony. My older sister was there with her wife, and Sebastien’s fiancée came along with his parents. Raven, Beau, Autumn, Phoebe, two of my cousins, and the Roberts were also there for the ceremony.

“Are you kidding?” Maria pinched her cheeks in the mirror. “You guys are putting us up in bomb hotel rooms, taking us to a ten-course meal at his vegan restaurant, and hosting a bangin’ party in Dominic’s club. This is fabulous.”

“I hope it’s fun.”

“It already is.” Maria looked me over. “You’re stunning. The photographer is waiting for us. Ready?”

“Yes,” I said. “I am.”

The courthouse was a modern seventeen-story building with towering windows that filled the interior with light. Large-scale artwork enlivened the interior spaces between the three-story concrete columns, steel and glass grand staircase, and walls of colored stone. I took a deep breath, the gravity of what I was about to do settling on my shoulders.

It was too hasty—I knew it was. Dominic, dressed in a gorgeous silver-gray tuxedo, smiled when I met him in front of the doors to the courthouse, and my heart could have lifted me off the ground. He had devoted himself to our future together in a way that had taken me completely off guard.

“You are so beautiful,” he said close to my ear. “Inside and out.”

I was too breathless to speak. We walked into the formal courtroom, a smiling gray-haired judge waiting for us. My chest tight, I tried to focus on taking in air and blowing it out. Then I was turning to face Dominic and he was clasping my hands.

“I, Dominic Lockwood, take you, Kelsey Owen, to be my wife. Before these witnesses, I vow to love you and care for you all of our days. I accept you with your faults and your strengths, even as I offer myself with my faults and my strengths. As bell hooks best expressed, love is about will, intention and action. I choose a life of love with you.”

Somehow, I said my words, my voice too soft. They were simple because I’d always loved the poetry of the old lines: to have and to hold, for better or worse, for richer, for poorer, to love and to cherish, from this day forward. The vows filled me up, even as I struggled under their weight—here, at last, was the belonging I’d wanted all my life. Dominic squeezed my hands and then we kissed while our small crowd cheered.

It started snowing while the photographer shot portraits of us outside. A flock of geese flew by overhead. Dominic hustled me over to our limo, both of us laughing and shaking snowflakes off our jackets.

Alone with him at last, I put my head on his shoulder. “Are you happy?” I asked. “I keep worrying that this has all been too fast…”

He kissed my temple. “I am happy, bluebird. I found my mate.”

“Even though we’re living in what used to be my townhouse?”

“Yours again now. We’ll find our home, or build it. In the meantime, it’s probably good for me to rough it a bit. Live simply. I’d even sleep in a crowded campground for you, darling. If I had to.”

I sighed. “That is romantic.”

“And you, are you happy? When I saw you in your wedding dress, I knew I’d do anything for you. Tell me what you want, and I’ll find it.”

A lump in my throat, I sat up and looked into dark eyes that had become warm and often enlivened by a sneaky and sardonic humor. “You’ve already given me everything I want.” The path of our relationship had even helped me to like myself again. I’d had to be brave and risk losing him. That nagging negative voice in my head had softened—I was at peace with myself. Finally.

He shook his head, smiling. “You make it too easy to spoil you.”


EPILOGUE
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My water broke while I was waddling up the townhouse stairs with a basket of washed baby clothes. I slipped and landed hard on my butt, having managed to catch the handrail.

“Ahh.” Everything in the region of my belly twisted and cramped. My vision fuzzed out to black.

I resurfaced, lying on my side, one hand still clutching the handrail. “Call Dominic,” I croaked at the fancy watch he insisted I wear. He’d run out to look at a house that had just gone up for sale.

“Your heart rate spiked,” he barked tensely, a car door slamming. He monitored my vitals through the phone watch. “I’m coming. Do you need an ambulance?”

I blinked, trying to think it through. “No.”

“Hang on.”

We kept the phone line open while he raced through traffic, horns honking, and I had another contraction. Then he was there, kissing my forehead and helping me off the stairs.

“Dry clothes,” I wheezed. “Leggings are wet.”

“Kelsey—”

“Now.” I hunched over, gasping—the contractions were getting closer. “Hurry.”

Cursing, Dominic ran up the stairs and came back with pajama shorts and the hospital bag I’d had packed since July. He yanked my leggings off and helped me step into the shorts and flip-flops.

A wave of heat crashed into me when he opened the car door. Dominic slipped an arm around my back and got me into his car. I was moaning and crying by the time he backed out of the driveway.

“It’s happening fast,” he muttered.

My labor lasted about five hours. Dominic held my hand and talked me through it the entire time. As long as I could see his face, I was tethered, able to get through one minute at a time.

He cried when our baby girl was born, kissing my hand. “You did it. Well done, love.”

They placed her in my arms, seven and a half pounds of wonder, a cap of dark hair on her head. “Oh.” I sniffed, my throat tight. “Hello, baby girl. We’re so happy you’re here.”

“Have you picked out a name?” asked my nurse.

Dominic and I glanced at each other. One side of his mouth quirked up in a lopsided grin while he wiped his face with a tissue.

After the last eight months of living together, I couldn’t imagine life without him. He sat beside me on the bed and put an arm around my shoulders.

“Robin,” I said, smiling down at my girl. “Robin Ophelia Lockwood.”

There was an impatient rat tat tat on the door. “Dominic,” Ophelia shouted. “I’m waiting.”

“Ma’am,” the nurse called. “Please wait in the reception room.”

“It’s alright,” I called feebly. “Come in, Auntie.”

Ophelia’s mobility scooter revved softly as she drove inside. “Healthy?”

Carefully, I passed Robin, blinking sleepily, into Dominic’s arms. “Yes,” he said.

“Bring her here.” Ophelia took out her phone and snapped pictures. “Finally. Yes—she looks like a Lockwood. See that hair? You did well, Kelsey. Don’t wait too long to have another.”

I huffed, closing my eyes. “We’ll see.”

“What about the house, Dominic? We can’t wait forever.”

“This morning I toured the best thing I’ve seen so far.”

I opened my eyes. “Really?”

He smiled at me. “It’s close to Maria’s.”

My eyes burned, we’d been watching that neighborhood closely. “I love that.”

“Well,” said Ophelia. “Thank God I’m around to keep you two on track.”

The End
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CHAPTER ONE


“Gimme that baby.”

My head snapped up from watching my step as I entered the dimly lit bar. There he was, holding his arms out, that one-eyed squint on his face that meant he’d been drinking.

Athena, my six-week-old baby, burbled and flapped her arms.

“Hey, Mason.” I frowned, hating the heat in my cheeks. “Aren’t you a little tipsy to be holding my baby?”

He put his hands on his hips and pursed his lips. “No, Lauren, I’m fine.”

I’d always thought he was fine—a dark-haired muscular firefighter and way too attractive for me. That was beside the point. “Stand on one foot and touch your nose.”

Sticking out his tongue and scrunching up his face, he did, then jumped around in a spin. He stopped in front of me and held open his arms, squatting down and grinning. “Come to Mason, baby girl.”

Athena bounced, apparently on board with the plan—and I did have to pee. Would my bladder ever recover from giving birth six weeks before? “Okay. If anything happens, you’re dead.”

He clicked his tongue at me, opening his mouth and frowning like an annoyed teenager. “Relax, Mama.”

Our bodies were briefly sandwiched together, with my baby between us. He always smelled a little smokey, like he’d been standing next to a campfire, overlaid with cedar and coffee. I glanced up and our eyes caught. Heat unfurled inside me, sudden and fierce.

Guilt stabbed me. I looked away. Mason was in a…something with a friend of mine, Phoebe. They’d started dating at a bachelor auction about a month ago. Not to mention, technically, I was still married. I took a step back and bumped into the wall.

Mason cleared his throat, then pretended to stagger under Athena’s weight. “Dang, girl,” he said, holding up my squealing baby in front of his face. “Good job eatin’.”

My best friend Raven chuckled outside. I turned and held the door open for her and my brother, Beau. It had been a couple of weeks since Beau and Raven had fought off her stalker—a former neighbor of Raven’s who had become obsessed with her. My brother was still using crutches as the slash on his thigh healed.

“We made it,” Raven said, hitching up my diaper bag that she’d insisted on carrying. “Has Dad blacked out yet?” She was Mason’s half sister.

The Browns, Mason and Raven’s clan, were a large family that sprawled all over the county. We were at the bar that afternoon, closed to anyone but party attendees, to celebrate their father’s birthday. I was along because Raven had wanted me to be—and so that she’d ease up on pointing out what a hermit I was. It was true and I wasn’t sorry.

Okay, and maybe I’d wanted to see Mason.

He paused from making faces at Athena. “No, but he’s on the train there.”

“Come on, babe,” Beau said. “Let’s order burgers and say hi.”

Mason smiled at me—just a slight lift of the corners of his mouth. I veered off to the bathroom, trying to pretend like my heart wasn’t beating too fast. Mason Brown, my brother’s best friend, had been the secret crush of my teenage years. Like a fuse burning on a mystery firework, you never knew if you were going to get a smoke bomb or a pop that would blow off your finger. Despite that, or maybe because of it, he was deceptively addicting.

Hot water ran over my dry red hands with the nails cut short as I finished up in the bathroom. I glanced in the mirror at the ragged sleep-deprived version of myself I’d lived in for a while. It was pointless to think there might be something happening between Mason and me. He was the kind of darkly handsome Italian stallion that could be on television—funny and full of energy. I was a washed-out too pale blonde with a big nose and a long chin. Lately, I had eyes I didn’t want to look into. I’m imagining things with him.

I walked into the party and passed Mason and Raven’s father clapping Beau on the back, leaning forward and thanking him for protecting Raven. Beau had put his body between Raven and the knife-wielding stalker—and nearly died. My chest tightened. I still could hardly believe it had all happened.

There were some distantly familiar faces in the room but not anyone I could name. I rushed across to sit at Raven’s table.

Raven bent toward me, her eyes wide open. “My older half sister hugged me,” she hissed. “I thought she hated me.”

“Why would anyone hate you?” I raised my eyebrows. Raven actually liked people and she smiled.

She twisted her bracelets around on her wrist. “Ancient history—my birth, while Dad was still married to their mom. Anyway.” She inhaled. “I’m shook. Almost getting killed by a stalker has a few upsides.”

Our server came by and we put in orders. I tried to resist getting fries because my body was still a lumpy overused pillow after the pregnancy. But salty greasy things made me feel better.

“So.” Raven stirred her coke with a straw. “Did you get the paperwork done?”

I nodded. “Petition for divorce is filed. Three-hundred-eight dollars—I’d like to sue my soon-to-be ex and make him pay it.”

“At least you have a free lawyer.”

My father practiced and ran a law firm. “He’s angrier than I am, sometimes. Probably because he’s sick of living with me and a newborn.” My eyes found Athena, cradled in Mason’s arms across the room.

Raven elbowed me. “Your dad loves you and Athena. You don’t need to rush out of there.”

It was a tired conversation. Being a burden on my parents was like an itch under my skin. Some days I looked at apartments, even hotel rooms. I wanted to give us all a break—and have a chance to cry without anyone frowning at me. Except I stopped before I’d even really started. It was the beginning of winter. I was barely getting by with help from my mom, Raven, and an occasional babysitter. And you thought you’d be good at mothering. Ha.

“Derek’s on leave.” My dear husband, who I hadn’t seen in eight months. “He’s coming to meet the baby next week.”

“Right.” Raven scooted over to make room for Beau as he hobbled over. “Let me know and I’ll try to be there.”

Beau sank down onto the chair next to Raven and put his arm around her shoulders. She flashed one of her dimply smiles at him. They were so cute together I wanted to shield my eyes.

“Had a moment with your dad.” Beau grinned cockily at Raven. “I have his blessing for whatever I choose to do with you.”

Raven rolled her eyes. “Maybe he’ll remember to text me about it.”

I stood up and went to Mason, who stood in front of the old jukebox. Athena opened her mouth when she saw me and waved an arm—still not a real smile from her yet. Mimicking my sad face.

“Hey.” I tucked hair behind my ears. “Ready for a break?”

“Not a chance.” His hair curled and sprung out from under his cap. “She need a bottle? I want to feed her.”

Crossing my arms, I leaned on the jukebox. Mason dressed like he was about to head into the woods and rough it for a couple weeks. His red flannel shirt was rumpled, missing a button, and partially tucked into his baggy carpenter jeans. A ragged old trucker hat, on backward, covered his thick dark hair, grown out enough to show a wave. He was a wild country boy who definitely didn’t belong with a mousey bookworm like me. Why did seeing him always make my pulse pick up?

“It’s a little early but I have one ready.”

He flashed his teeth at me. “Let’s go.”

I followed him to the table next to Raven’s. He held Athena confidently, supporting her head and spine, staring down at her with a grin on his face.

He snatched the bottle out of my hands and coaxed the nipple into Athena’s mouth. “Look at that good baby,” he cooed.

I sat down next to him. He’d always liked teasing me in the past but lately there was a new vibe. Since his divorce, he seemed…overly familiar. No doubt because he drank too much. It was like he knew I hated being embarrassed and couldn’t help himself. Why was I so drawn to him? Maybe you just want easy sex.

“Are you close with your cousin Tiffany?” I asked, reluctantly. All day I’d been back and forth in my head, not sure I would say something to him. Raven wasn’t really connected to that part of her family.

“Tiff?” He sniffed. “Not really. Why?”

I stared down at my hands, worried about dropping Mason into a pit he couldn’t crawl out of—or of giving him grief he couldn’t do anything about. There’s a lot of that for teachers. Not to mention I was risking my own reputation, and my mother’s, by telling him.

“Spit it out.” Mason put Athena over his shoulder and patted her back. “If it’s about her kid, I won’t run my mouth.”

I nodded. “He’ll be in my class when I go back. The teachers and staff are worried about him. He’s headed for foster care. Soon.”

Mason stiffened. His narrowed eyes met mine—all the warmth gone. He handed me Athena. “Seriously? A bunch of interfering teachers and overstepping government are going to take a kid away from his mother? F—” He swallowed. “Anybody try talking to her family? No. Too freaking simple.”

My teeth clenched. Wow. Okay, screw him and his ignorant assumptions about teachers. “Uh, shoot the messenger why don’t you. So typical.”

“Why the hell do people at that school have to make trouble for a single mom? So what if she ain’t perfect.”

“If I think a child is being harmed, I call CPS. How the hell do you argue with that?” I started scooting down the bench seat, my blood boiling, the diaper bag clunking against the table as I dragged it. “You don’t know anything about being a teacher.”

Mason huffed and went the other way.
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