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        “This book begins with a question and will keep you wondering, second-guessing yourself, and seeking answers until you're almost at the end...

        It's all the little choices Blythe makes along the way that bring meaning to this story, and although I had made a choice of my own between the two men who had a piece of her heart early on, I questioned much of what I knew, as Blythe did.

      
        This book had Kiersten's signature "Modglin Twist", making it all the more exciting, keeping me on my toes, delivering moments of wisdom and deeper meaning, and sending me reeling towards the finale of this story with tears in my eyes, rooting for Blythe and the HEA she deserved.”

        Emerald O’Brien, Author of The Knox and Sheppard Mysteries

      

        

      

      
        
        “Kiersten Modglin brings an interesting romance story to the table with her classic twists that leave you in a "WTF-like state.”

      
        Modglin always brings a story full of edge of your seat feelings. While her thrillers have more twists to try and anticipate, her romances have enough to keep you reeling for days after finishing.”

        Books and Babble Blog
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      To my husband, Michael, for giving me the whole fairytale.

      You were the best choice I ever made.
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      Blythe had no idea what was coming for her that morning. It felt so normal—a morning like any other.

      “Beckett, come eat your breakfast, sweetheart,” she called toward the living room, watching as her son bounded into the kitchen, a stuffed dog in one hand. The dog was a present from his grandmother—his latest favorite, and it was evident by the stains that already needed to be washed out. “Here you go. Breakfast,” she told him, patting the counter as he climbed up into his seat. “Set Scruffy down.”

      She heard footsteps headed down the stairs as her husband came into view. He was adjusting his shirt as he grabbed a piece of toast and kissed her lips. After all their years together, he still managed to send butterflies through her stomach with just a look.

      “You look beautiful,” he told her, his stubble scraping her skin as he cupped her ass and squeezed playfully.

      She felt her face grow red, kissing him again and handing over the mug of coffee she already had poured for him. “Big day today?” she asked.

      He took a sip of coffee, inhaling sharply as it burned his tongue.

      “Big day always,” he said with a nod. “I’ve gotta meet with the client before we finish up the project. It’s looking like,” he paused to knock on wood, “we might actually finish up this one without incident.”

      Blythe nodded, watching Beckett as he smeared a bit of jam from the corner of his mouth to his cheek with the back of his hand. “Beck, use a napkin please, baby.”

      “I’m so proud of you,” she said, looking back at her husband. He shrugged. It wasn’t the first project he’d led, but it was still a significant one. And, though he wouldn’t brag on himself, she would happily brag for him. He’d worked his ass off for that promotion, and it was well deserved.

      Crap, she thought as she heard a knock on the door. Who in the world could possibly be visiting so early in the morning on a Thursday? She rolled her eyes at the thought of some of the neighborhood moms who would already have a yoga class in by now. He furrowed his brow at her, and she knew he was thinking the same thing.

      They loved their home, truly they did, but sometimes they both longed for the anonymity that the city had once given them. The place where they didn’t know anyone. The place where they wouldn’t be bothered by anyone.

      She walked to the door, patting Beckett’s head, though he didn’t seem fazed by the interruption. She felt her husband’s hand on her back as they walked through the kitchen, then the living room, and into the foyer. She took a breath, in no way prepared for what would be waiting for her as she swung open the door.

      The man in front of her was familiar. She recognized him instantly, though his face had aged significantly in just a few years. She sucked in a sharp breath, blinking heavily. What was happening? Her brain couldn’t compute.

      Her husband, who seemed equally shocked to see their visitor, cleared his throat and lowered his voice.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      The visitor grimaced, clearly not happy to be there either. “I’m here to see my son.”
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        SIX YEARS EARLIER

      

      

      The masked man jerked the purse from her arm, not realizing it was thrown across her chest. He tried to run, practically dragging her as she attempted to pull the oversized purse back. It contained everything she owned—the only things of hers left in the world.

      “Hey!” someone called from behind them, and she heard hurried footsteps headed their way. The mugger jerked, shoving his arm out and knocking her off her feet.

      She fell to the ground with a thud, slamming her elbow onto the concrete and cursing. She saw her attacker running down the street, bag in hand, before turning left into the dark alley. She sighed heavily, feeling foolish and frustrated.

      Day one in New York, and already she’d been mugged. Face it, her mother had been right. Small-town girls didn’t belong in the city. Suddenly, she felt a hand slide under her arm and tensed up. She’d forgotten all about the man who’d attempted to save her. His face was near her ear. “Whoa, there, you okay?” he asked. He tried to help her stand.

      She nodded, looking up to see the man standing behind her. He was tall, dark, and incredibly handsome. Dark brown eyes, shaggy brown hair that nearly covered them, and a leather jacket that fit him loosely over his tight jeans and boots. “Um, thank you, yeah, I’m okay,” she said, dusting off the butt of her jeans as she stood.

      He glanced at her elbow, wincing. “Ouch, that looks like it hurts,” he said, pointing to the blood dripping onto the pavement. She hadn’t realized she’d even been hurt until that moment, and suddenly the sharp pain ripped through her.

      She nodded, holding her opposite sleeve under the wound. “Yeah, it does.”

      He nodded his head in the opposite direction. “I live right around the corner. I can get that cleaned up if you want.”

      She bit her lip, knowing it had to be a horrible decision. If she couldn’t go home with a strange man in Darlington, she surely shouldn’t be going home with a stranger in New York. But her arm hurt. And she was still a twenty-minute cab ride away from her aunt’s house. Which meant she’d have to walk through the streets, bleeding all over the place until she found a place to buy some gauze and medical tape. Add that to the fact that she was dead broke without a purse and he was insanely gorgeous, and you can understand why she followed him back.

      Or…maybe you wouldn’t. Maybe she’d just lost that much blood.

      Either way, within minutes, she was walking up the stairs to his apartment building. He turned around as they climbed the stairs, constantly checking on her. “You still okay?”

      She nodded, applying pressure as she continued to lose blood. Finally, they reached his door and he turned the key. He didn’t bother saying ‘excuse the mess’ like she was accustomed to in the South, though his place certainly was a mess. Empty beer bottles lined the countertop behind her, dress shirts had been thrown lazily over the back of the couch, and there was a pizza box on the coffee table. Maybe it was just a bachelor’s pad. Blythe had never been in one, so she wouldn’t know the difference.

      The man held out his hand. “Wait here,” he said, disappearing down a hallway and appearing a few moments later with a bottle of alcohol and some bandages. “I don’t have a whole lot, but this should help until you can get home.” He took hold of her arm, twisting it cautiously so he could see the wound. He pulled her toward the kitchen sink, which was just across the open room, and grabbed a towel from his drawer. He wiped her arm, stopping as she winced.

      “It’s okay,” she assured him through gritted teeth, ignoring the sting as he poured the alcohol onto the cut. “What’s your name, by the way?” she asked, feeling like she should at least know that.

      He smiled up at her from behind a strand of dark hair. “Finn,” he said. “I’m Finn.”

      Finn. She turned the name over in her head. It was unique. Unconventional. She wondered if it was short for something—Finley, perhaps. He didn’t look like a Finley, but Finn seemed to fit. “Well, thank you, Finn, for saving me.”

      He let out a soft laugh as he wrapped the bandage around her arm. “I’m not sure I technically saved you, but I’m happy to help anyway…” He trailed off, raising his brow as if to ask for her name.

      “Blythe,” she introduced herself.

      “Well, I’m happy to help, Blythe.” His touch lingered on her arm, though he was done with the bandage at that point. He tucked a piece of his dark hair behind his ear, and she smiled at him, noticing the way his gaze burned into hers. The smolder, she would dub that look.

      He let go of her arm suddenly, wadding up the paper from the bandage and tossing it into the trash. “So, do you live around here?”

      She shook her head. “This is actually my first time in New York.”

      He nodded, as if she was confirming something he already suspected. “Nice. I figured. You seem…Southern.”

      “Well, that’s not hard to assume, with the accent,” she said, trying to mask it. “I’m definitely Southern. What about you? You’re from here, obviously. But…have you always lived here?”

      He smirked. “No, not always.”

      He wasn’t giving her anything else, and neither was she. They were at a stand-off, staring into each other’s eyes and feeling the electricity pulse between them. At least, she was feeling the electricity pulsing. Was it just her imagination?

      He closed his eyes for a half-second, and when he opened them, his lips parted. Time seemed to stand still, as she, being the Southern Belle that she was, waited for him to make a move. He didn’t. Instead, he cleared his throat.

      “Well, I…um, I was going to go grab some dinner when I ran into you. Do you…want to join me?”

      She took a breath, suddenly out of her trance. “Oh, I don’t know.”

      “Come on,” he dared her. “It’s just dinner. Then I’ll walk you to wherever you’re staying.”

      She didn’t agree, but before she knew it, he was leading her out of his apartment anyway, his hand on her arm. His touch felt good to a girl who’d been untouched for so long. She followed him down all four flights of stairs and back onto the street.

      “So,” he said, turning to look at her, “what do you like?”

      The answer in her head was a resounding ‘you,’ but that wasn’t what he was asking.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, they were finally sitting at a table in a small Italian restaurant where the owner knew Finn by name. A happy-looking waitress brought over a plate of bread and took their orders. Finn recommended a type of pasta and a drink she’d never heard of, and she gladly took his advice.

      When the waitress left, Finn leaned forward, tearing off a piece of bread and staring at her as he popped it into his mouth. “So,” he said once his mouth was empty, “tell me what brought you to New York.”

      She laughed. “Ahh…The Big Apple?”

      His forehead wrinkled in a playful scowl. “Yeah, no one calls it that.”

      “Point taken,” she said.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” he said, not buying into her distraction.

      She nodded, taking in a breath. “Well, I’m from Texas.”

      “Of course you are,” he muttered under his breath, not breaking eye contact.

      “And, well, I grew up in a town near Austin…but my house burned down last year and took both of my parents with it.”

      His face remained still, though his eyes softened. “I’m so sorry, Blythe.”

      She nodded, used to empty apologies. It seemed like all anyone knew to say when they heard the news, and she guessed she couldn’t blame them. What else was there to say, anyway? “Thank you,” she said simply.

      “So, you came to New York for a fresh start?”

      She shrugged. “Well, Texas may be large, but Darlington is very small…and it starts to feel exceedingly so after a while. I got tired of everyone seeing me as ‘that poor girl who lost her parents,’ you know? It was hard enough without everyone around me knowing about it.”

      His eyes narrowed, lips in a thin line. “I know that feeling all too well.”

      “Oh really? You’re a poor, small-town girl, too?” she joked.

      She didn’t expect a laugh, but when it came, it was warm and filled the space of the room. “Yeah, something like that,” he said, raising his eyebrows as if her joke had surprised him.

      “Well, anyway, my aunt lives just outside the city. She told me I could come stay with her for a while if I wanted. While I try to get everything figured out.”

      “What’s…everything?”

      “I mean, what I’m going to do next. I always thought I’d live in Texas my whole life. But now…I can do anything I want. It sounds freeing, but it’s kind of terrifying.”

      “I get that,” he agreed, and something told her he truly did. Before they could say anything else, the waitress appeared with their plates and drinks, setting them in front of the couple with a charming smile before disappearing toward the kitchen.

      “This looks delicious,” she said, picking up a fork.

      “So, what do you want?” he asked, and for a moment she had to think about what he was asking.

      “Oh, you mean in life?”

      He smirked. “Yeah, in life.”

      “I have no idea,” she answered honestly, shoving a forkful of food into her mouth. God, she was starving. “I’m just trying not to think about it. On top of trying not to think about how the hell I’m going to get away from my aunt as soon as possible.”

      “You two don’t get along?”

      “Oh, we get along fine. About as fine as can be expected.”

      “Meaning…” He trailed off, waiting for her to fill in the blank she shouldn’t have left.

      She rolled her eyes. “Meaning my aunt thinks I’m a trollop.”

      He snorted, nearly inhaling his food. As he pulled the fork from his mouth, his eyes wide, he let out a scoff. “Excuse me? A trollop?”

      She smiled, waving a hand over her head. “Unfortunately, yes. That’s the exact word she used. I’m pretty sure she thinks I’m the devil incarnate coming to live at her house and bring her to the dark side. She’s just…she’s uber religious, and anyone who’d dare wear blue jeans must be up to something naughty,” she said, imitating her aunt’s nagging voice as best she could.

      He took another bite, seemingly calm. “Well, lucky you, coming to New York then, huh? You’ll fit right in.”

      She caught a twinkle in his eye that made her stomach lurch. Something told her she would definitely be fitting right in.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of the date, Finn covered the bill, even though Blythe insisted she’d cover her half. Luckily he did, because, as she kept forgetting, her wallet was in her purse, which she remembered again, had been stolen.

      They walked out of the restaurant together, his arm brushing hers occasionally in a way that made her wonder if he was trying to hold her hand.

      “So, to your aunt’s, then? Which way is that?”

      She shook her head. “She lives outside of the city. I’ll have to take a cab.” She slapped her hand onto her forehead as soon as she’d said it. “Crap. No. I’ll have to call her and see if she can come pick me up. No purse. Dammit. Welcome to New York, right?”

      He smirked, running a hand through his hair. “That guy was a part of our welcoming committee, now that you mention it.” He paused. “Hey, why don’t you come back to my place for the night? I don’t mean that how it sounds,” he said, though she’d never said she didn’t want him to mean it exactly how it sounded—she was a trollop, after all. “I just assume that your aunt probably won’t want to drive into the city so late. She doesn’t exactly seem to like the nightlife crowd. You can call her and tell her where to pick you up tomorrow.”

      “Oh, no, honestly, I couldn’t put you out like that,” she said, trying to be polite, though she desperately wanted to say yes.

      “It’s fine,” he said simply. “It makes the most sense, anyway. If you trust me.”

      She nodded, surprising herself as the truth slipped from her tongue. “I trust you.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at his place once again, he offered to let her sleep in his bed, which she promptly declined.

      “I’m honestly not being…chivalrous or whatever. I’ll sleep on the couch. It’s just…I don’t have extra bed stuff. Pillows or whatever. And I’m not going to make you sleep out here with nothing. I’ll be fine. I usually crash on the couch, anyway.”

      She bit her lip. “Are you sure?” she asked.

      He raised his eyebrows. “You aren’t gonna steal from me, are ya?”

      “What, and become a part of New York’s welcoming committee? Honestly, the job didn’t seem all that glamorous.”

      He laughed—she loved the way he laughed at her jokes—and rubbed a thumb over his lip, walking past her toward the bedroom. He pulled open a drawer and handed her a T-shirt and sweatpants. “Don’t worry, they’re clean.”

      She held them tightly to her chest, staring at the man who’d saved her life in more ways than one that day. “Thank you, Finn. For…everything.”

      “I didn’t do much,” he said simply. “Bathroom’s there.” He pointed to a door to his right. “You can wake me up if you need anything.”

      She nodded in agreement, watching as he walked out the door. Before it had closed completely, he turned back to glance at her one last time. “Good night, Blythe.”

      “Good night, Finn.” With that, he shut the door and she heard his heavy footsteps as he walked away from her.

      She slipped out of her clothes carefully, pulling his shirt over her head. It smelled like him. This entire room smelled just like his metallic cologne. She laid down in his bed, enjoying the scent surrounding every inch of her. She wasn’t sure what it was about this man that had her so enraptured—perhaps the mystery, perhaps that he’d been so kind on a day that she’d really needed kindness—either way, the thoughts she was having about him would’ve had Aunt Patty clutching her pearls.

      She turned off the lamp on his bedside table, listening to the fan above her whirling around, and tried to fall asleep. Outside, she could hear sirens, horns, and people laughing. The sounds of New York City. It was incredibly noisy. She rolled over, wrapping her head in a pillow. She’d certainly have to get used to this.

      Then again, Aunt Patty’s home wasn’t going to be this noisy…was it? And she’d only be at Finn’s for the night. So, this noise was only temporary.

      After a few minutes of tossing and turning and wishing desperately for her phone and earphones to drown out the thoughts of the mile-long to-do list she now had to complete—a trip to the nearest DMV at the top of that list—she threw the covers off her legs and walked from the room. She didn’t want to think of all the misfortune the robber had cost her: the bank card she’d need to replace, the only family photos she owned now in the hands of a stranger; she just wanted to sleep.

      He was sitting on the couch, staring at a blank TV. He looked up, surprised to see her. “Need something?” he asked.

      “I…I can’t sleep,” she said, bumping one knee into the other awkwardly.

      He seemed to understand, patting the seat next to him. It was an invitation. She took him up on his offer without much coaxing, sliding onto the couch next to him and watching as he picked up the remote. “Any preferences?” he asked.

      She shook her head, leaning over onto his chest without hesitation. He was right, without pillows this couch certainly wasn’t comfortable. He didn’t seem to mind her weight, scooting further down into the couch in what seemed like an attempt to make her more relaxed. She could hear his heart racing in his chest, and she wondered if he could hear hers. His hand stroked her arm carefully, causing the hair on her arms to raise.

      It had been so long since she’d touched anyone else…as painful as that was to admit. A year. A year since her parents died and she dumped her high school boyfriend. A year since her life effectively stopped.

      He flipped through the channels casually, though she was pretty sure he wasn’t actually paying attention to what was on. She closed her eyes for a split second, focusing on his heartbeat and finally allowing herself to succumb to her exhaustion.

      Next thing she knew, she woke up.
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      She opened her eyes in a strange place. It took awhile for her vision to adjust to the light streaming into the window and then for her brain to catch up.

      “Sorry,” a voice whispered from underneath her. They were lying on a couch in an apartment she didn’t immediately recognize. She looked over, staring at Finn with what she was sure was a strange expression. “I didn’t mean to wake you…I just really need to pee.” He lifted her head from his chest, darting across the apartment in a hurry.

      She rubbed the sleep from her eyes, the past day’s events coming back to her. She hadn’t slept so well in over a year. Apparently, the city’s sounds grew on her faster than she’d ever imagined.

      When he reappeared, his messy hair was combed and his lips were red. He’d brushed his teeth—something she desperately needed to do.

      She escaped from the room, staring at his toothbrush for a moment and considering the insane possibility of using it, before she held out her finger under the tube and ran it quickly through her mouth. She pinched her cheeks—something she’d seen her mother do when she wanted to impress someone, ran a hand through her dark brown hair, and shrugged. It was the best it was going to get, she supposed.

      When she walked from the room, Finn had started making coffee. He had a mug sitting out for her but didn’t say anything as she walked past it. She had never liked coffee, but if he offered, she would accept the cup. It was the polite thing to do. Besides, load it up with cream and sugar and it was practically dessert.

      She slid onto the barstool. “So,” she said, clearing her throat. “Good morning, I guess.”

      He smiled from behind his mug. “Good morning.” She looked away, but when she looked back, his eyes were still locked on her as if in awe. As he noticed her meeting his stare, he looked down.

      Heat rose to her cheeks. “What do you have planned for the day?” she asked.

      He glanced at the clock. “I have to be at work soon,” he said, his eyes studying hers.

      I’ve overstayed my welcome. It hit her quickly, and she stood even quicker, nearly knocking over the stool. “I’m so sorry. I should be going.”

      He placed the mug down. “I didn’t mean you had to leave.”

      “No, honestly, you’ve done way too much for me as it is. I’ll call my aunt from the…”

      He slid his phone across the counter. “You can use my phone. But you’re welcome to stay. Honestly, you are. I’ll be home later tonight, but you can make yourself at home. Or head out and take care of whatever you need to. As long as you need it, the bed…or couch, since that seems to be your preference, is yours. Trust me, I’ve been at the point of crashing on couches and staying with people who truly don’t want me there.”

      She nodded. “Thank you, but I couldn’t.”

      He shrugged, pushing the phone further toward her until she took it. “Well, the offer stands either way. I need to get a shower.” He stared at her for a moment, and she was sure he wanted to say something else, but he didn’t. Instead, he turned to walk down the hallway and she watched him disappear, her throat dry and heart strangely empty.

      She dialed her aunt’s number, listening as it rang and rang. When she didn’t answer, Blythe left a message, explaining to her exactly where she’d be and that she didn’t have a phone so she wouldn’t be able to reach her. She laid the phone back on the counter, watching the blank screen as she hoped her aunt would call her back.

      After a few minutes, Blythe heard the water from his shower shut off, and as much as she wanted to, she couldn’t move. The bathroom door opened, and she watched a cloud of steam waft down the hallway. After a few moments, she heard his padded footsteps coming her way.

      When she saw him she gasped without meaning to. His black towel was wrapped tightly around his tan waist, revealing a soaking wet six-pack of abs she hadn’t been expecting. His messy, brown hair was wet and hanging down around his chin, and his eyes widened when he saw her.

      “Sorry, I didn’t think you’d still be here,” he said simply.

      “I…shouldn’t be,” she said honestly. “My…I was…waiting for my aunt to call back.” Suddenly, her words were taking forever to form and her eyes couldn’t be pulled from his skin.

      He nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “Anyway, I really should be going. I left her a message about where to find me.” She turned, bumping into the stool and sending it flying this time. They both moved to grab it, and their skin touched, lightning shooting through her. He tucked a piece of his dark hair behind his ear as she spun around to face him. “S-sorry,” she said.

      “Blythe,” he said, her name on his tongue sending shivers down her spine. “You’re fine. Stop apologizing.”

      She nodded, her eyes studying his hauntingly dark stare. “O-okay. Sorry.”

      He closed his eyes for a half-second, a small smile on his lips. When he opened them, he asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to stay?”

      She shook her head, though every fiber of her being was screaming yes, and spit out the word, “No.” She bit her lip. “I shouldn’t. I can’t thank you enough for all you’ve already done for me.”

      He touched her arm, and a squeal nearly escaped her chest but she managed to rein it in. Did she do to him what he did to her? It wasn’t possible. This was the product of a small-town, sheltered girl finally meeting someone, anyone, new. That had to be it. “Like I said, the offer stands. I get off at seven. I’ll be here. Anytime.”

      She smiled nervously. “Thank you, Finn.”

      Was it her imagination, or had she seen his eyes grow dark with desire as she spoke his name? She closed her eyes, literally shaking away the thought and stepping back. She couldn’t be here, or she was going to end up making a fool of herself. He didn’t come after her as she grabbed her clothes from the floor and hurried out of the apartment, calling out a quick, “Thank you again,” over her shoulder.
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        ONE MONTH LATER

      

      

      Blythe hurried back into the kitchen, trying to catch her breath in between trays of food. She was surprised to see a guest with his head in the large, double-doored, stainless steel fridge.

      “Looking for something in particular?” she asked. It was unusual to find a guest in the kitchen during a catered event. In fact, it was her entire job to make sure guests never had to step foot in the kitchen, so as she watched him turn around with a mouthful of food, his pale skin turning pink, she wasn’t sure whether to feel disappointment or pleasure. At least it looked like he was enjoying the food.

      “Oh, hey,” he said, trying to cover his still-full mouth and swallow quickly. Once his mouth was empty, he let out a sigh. “You caught me.”

      She smirked. “It’s okay…can I get something for you?”

      “Honestly, if you can just forget that you saw me, that’d be great,” he said, leaning across the marble island with a cocky grin.

      “Right,” she said, unsure of how to take his request. “Okay, sure.” She picked up a tray of food, turning to walk back out into the study where a swarm of guests would be waiting for the next round. “Consider yourself forgotten.”

      “Wait,” he said, pausing for her to turn around before he spoke again, “what’s your name?”

      She shook her head, caught off guard by the question. “Um, I’m Blythe.”

      “Blythe,” he said, smiling as he said the word. “I like that.”

      She nodded. “My mother would’ve been happy to hear that.” There was that pang of grief again at the mere mention of her mother.

      He laughed. “I’m Asher.” His hand extended out for hers, and she balanced the tray with one hand to reach back. He held onto her for longer than necessary, but the pounding in her chest told her that didn’t matter. “Do…uh, do you want to get out of here?”

      She furrowed her brow, motioning toward the tray of food. “I’m kind of working.”

      He scowled. “Oh, come on, I’ll pay you double whatever they’re paying you. Let’s slip out and go grab a drink. This party is…stuffy, isn’t it?”

      She bit her lip, contemplating it only for a moment. “I’m sorry, I can’t.”

      He looked disappointed, though he recovered quickly. “Okay, fine. I guess I can stick around until you’re done. Just…if anyone asks, you haven’t seen me.”

      “You’re just going to stay in here?” she asked.

      He tossed a torte in his mouth from her tray. “Yep,” he said, popping the p.

      “But why? If you hate this party so much, why are you even here?”

      “It’s…well, this is an old-friend-of-the-family thing. And I’m supposed to be here because of family obligations, yada yada yada. Truth be told, I’m bored to tears.” He fidgeted with his tie as if it were suddenly choking him. “This isn’t typically my scene.”

      “What is your scene, then?” she asked.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he said cockily. “So, anyway, you down to be my lookout?”

      She smiled, easily charmed by his warm smile and dark eyes. “Sure, I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “And remember,” he said as she opened the door, “you never saw me.”

      “You who?” she asked, closing the door behind her as she re-entered the study, greeted quickly by hungry guests.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, the party was over and Blythe was exhausted and wanted to get home to her aunt’s. After the dishes had been washed and she collected her check and loaded up the company van, she was surprised to see Asher appear behind her in the alley where she’d parked. He hadn’t been in the kitchen when she returned, so she assumed he’d gotten bored with the party and ditched, but she was relieved to see that wasn’t the case.

      “Well, glad that’s over,” he said, leaning one arm against her van as she leaned back against it. She jingled the keys in her hand.

      “It must’ve been so exhausting for you,” she teased.

      He chuckled, patting his stomach. “It was a lot of work. So, where to next?”

      She shrugged. “I have to take the van back to the shop, but after that, I guess we can hang out for a little while.”

      His eyes were suddenly filled with heat, and she felt flushed. “Well, I like the sound of that,” he said, his voice a low growl. “Come on,” he cleared his throat, “the night is young.”

      She climbed into the car, watching as he sank into the passenger’s seat. She wasn’t technically allowed to have non-employees in the van with her, but what was she going to do?

      She pulled out of the alley and headed into traffic. The small, downtown shop that housed her employer’s catering business was just a few blocks away, and within minutes she was dropping off the empty dishes and the check. She was thankful no one was in the building, one of the perks of working most of the late shifts.

      She walked back out of the building, staring at him as he stood by a parking meter. He’d loosened his tie and rolled up his shirt sleeves, looking entirely more comfortable than before.

      He grinned at her, his smile sending blood to her cheeks. “You ready?”

      “Where to?”

      He pointed straight ahead at a dimly lit restaurant with a valet standing out front. “I thought you could use some food. You must be exhausted. Have you ever tried Evan’s?”

      “I haven’t,” she answered, shaking her head. “Is it any good?”

      A scoff escaped his throat, as if that were an absurd question. “It’s only the best seafood on the East Coast.”

      She stared at the large entranceway. “It…looks busy. Are you sure we can even get in?”

      “The owner’s a friend,” he said, waving her toward him as they hurried across the street. He walked past the valet without a word, one arm around her, and led her into the restaurant. “Table for two. Asher Grace,” he said, holding up two fingers.

      The maître d’ nodded, stepping away from the stand for a moment and reappearing with two menus. He held out an arm, allowing them past the open door and further into the restaurant. Their table was near the back, and though the restaurant was lit with lights above their tables, there was a candle in the middle to add to the ambiance.

      When the waiter approached the table, Asher asked if they could have a minute to look over the menu.

      He opened hers for her, handing it over. “What do you like?”

      “Oh,” she said, looking over the menu with an overwhelming sense of choices. “Um, maybe salmon? I’ve not eaten a lot of seafood.”

      “Salmon’s a great choice,” he said, smiling at her. “Do you like fish? I guess I should’ve asked that first. We can go somewhere else if you prefer…or they have chicken—”

      “No,” she said. “I do like fish, I’m just still getting used to all the options New York has.”

      He nodded, sliding his chair around so he was sitting beside her rather than across from her. He leaned in, flipping the pages of her menu. “Here, they have a sampler. You can try everything they serve. Smaller portions, of course, but then you’ll get a feel for what you truly like so you’ll know next time we’re here.”

      “Next time?” she asked, incredibly aware of how close he was.

      “Yeah,” he told her, turning his head to face her. “At least, I hope there’ll be a next time.”

      She brushed a piece of hair from her face. “I hope so, too,” she said quietly, welcoming the warm smile that grew on his lips. She couldn’t deny he was handsome. His perfectly proportioned face, short pompadour hair, and whitened teeth would make him the perfect candidate for a Calvin Klein photoshoot. And she had him all to herself for the evening.

      Granted, she couldn’t have guessed what made him interested in her. She was still dressed in her server’s uniform, reeking of food, with very little makeup on, and her brown hair tossed back into a clip. She wasn’t exactly the picture of beauty on a good day, but today was far from good.

      “So, what do you say?” he asked. “Do you want to try it all?”

      “It’s super expensive,” she said, her eyes widening as she noticed the price.

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said, patting her hand and taking the menu from her. “Whatever you want tonight…it’s yours.”
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        * * *

      

      When the dinner was done, Asher paid their tab and led her out the door. Her belly was full of lobster—her new favorite—and salmon, plus a cheesy biscuit that was to die for.

      “You good?” he asked, watching her as she rubbed her belly in a trance-like state.

      She moved her hand from her stomach instantly, letting out a laugh. “Sorry. Yeah, I’m good. That was…amazing.”

      He smiled. “I’m glad you liked it. I’ll tell my friend.”

      “I can’t believe someone your age owns a restaurant like that.”

      “How old do you think I am?” he asked.

      She squinted her eyes at him. “Not much older than me. I’d say…early twenties?”

      He nodded. “I’m twenty-seven. Evan’s twenty-eight. What about you?”

      “Twenty-two,” she said simply. “And I have nothing in my life figured out, in case you were wondering. Certainly not to the point that I could open up a restaurant in New York City. That’s…incredible.” He watched her in amazement, and she suddenly realized how crazy she must sound. “Sorry. I just…I’m impressed.”

      “No need to apologize, though I do hope Evan’s not trying to steal my girl,” he said, reaching for her hand.

      “Oh, I’m your girl now?”

      “For tonight, you are,” he said, pulling her to walk in the opposite direction. “And maybe tomorrow, too.”

      “Well, I’m sorry for talking so much about Evan,” she said softly, noting the playful look on his face. He was teasing, but she honestly couldn’t blame him if he were upset. Who wanted to go on a date and have their date dote on someone else the whole time? “So, what do you do, Asher?”

      “I’m afraid it’s not nearly so impressive,” he told her. “I’m in advertising. Which, I know, sounds cool, but honestly it’s just paper pushing all day.”

      She squeezed his hand. “That’s very cool.”

      He glanced at her, his eyebrows raised and he let out a sarcastic laugh. “Thanks, Mom,” he joked. He looked back ahead of them. “No, it’s pretty alright, ya know? I mean, it pays the bills and it can be kind of fun.”

      She nodded. “Better than catering, right?”

      “No wonder you were so impressed by the restaurant. You must love to cook,” he said, as if that were just dawning on him.

      “I love to bake,” she corrected. “But, this will do for now. Truth be told, I have no idea what I want to do long term, but the company was hiring and I just went for it. I’m new to the city, so I needed something to keep the bills paid while I look for a new place and try to get my life somewhat together.”

      “Where are you from?” he asked.

      “Texas.”

      “Ahh,” he said, wagging a finger at her. “I knew that was a Southern accent.”

      She feigned a pout. “And I was trying so hard to hide it.”

      He chuckled. “How long have you been in New York?”

      “Not long,” she said.

      “Are you planning to stay?”

      “Funny enough, I like it here. I never pictured myself as a city girl, and I’m still not entirely convinced, but there’s something freeing about being here, isn’t there? Like…I feel so invisible. It’s kind of exciting.”

      He stopped, pulling her under the awning of a building. “It’s exciting to be invisible?” he asked, turning her so that she faced him.

      She nodded, pressing her lips together. “Kind of. Does that sound crazy? I’m from a small town and, well, everyone knows you there. Going to Wal-Mart without makeup on is like…front page news. Everyone knows everything you do, and it’s suffocating. Sometimes I just want to be able to live my life without people judging me, ya know?”

      He raised an eyebrow when she huffed out a final breath. “What’s a Wal-Mart?” he asked.

      She released an exasperated laugh, her laughter releasing her from the pressure she’d been under for so long. For a moment, she couldn’t seem to contain herself, which only made him laugh along. Whatever they were laughing at, it wasn’t truly as funny as the fact that they couldn’t seem to contain their laughter.

      After a moment, she finally calmed down, patting his chest with her palm. “You are such a city boy.”

      “Born and raised,” he told her. “So, I wouldn’t know much about small towns, but I know a lot about trying to live your life without judgement. I think that’s something everyone wants, no matter their zip code.”

      “Maybe so…” she said, trailing off.

      “So, how about we go up to my place and make some decisions that we could easily be judged for tomorrow?” he asked, running a finger along her arm.

      “I…um.” She bit her lip. She hadn’t slept with a man since she broke up with Danny, and as much as she was attracted to Asher, she couldn’t deny the fact that sleeping with someone new was terrifying. And she wished she’d had more preparation.

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” he assured her, his voice low. His expression was sincere as he spoke again. “I just don’t want this night to be over.”

      “You live here?” she asked, staring at the doorman just beyond the door. He was giving them complete privacy, not bothering to turn his head in their direction at all. All around them, people were walking past, carrying on conversations that were entirely their own. No one noticed them. No one paid them any attention. Invisible. It felt so good.

      Who cared what she did? Who cared if she slept with a man that was practically a stranger? Every choice she made was entirely her own. She’d never known that kind of freedom.

      “I do,” he told her.

      “Okay,” she said finally, her decision made.

      “Okay?” he asked, his lips grazing hers cautiously.

      She opened her mouth, allowing the kiss to happen as it sent chills down her spine. When he pulled away, his eyes were drunk with desire and she said the word that she’d been dying to say. “Okay.” For the first time in her life, making a decision based solely on what she wanted…was okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Blythe woke up to the feeling of a kiss being placed on her forehead. The previous night was a blur of kisses and tangled sheets, and she wasn’t sure how to feel about her impulsiveness with someone who was basically a stranger. She opened her eyes slowly, staring at the handsome sight across the pillow from her. He was propped up on his elbow, brushing a piece of hair from her eyes.

      “Good morning,” he said, his voice throaty from sleep. He traced a finger across her arm lovingly.

      “Good morning,” she said happily, burying her face in the pillow. “What time is it?” she asked.

      “Almost ten,” he told her. “I would’ve let you sleep, but your phone has been going off.”

      She rolled over, checking the message on her screen. “It’s my boss.” She groaned, pulling the blanket up to cover her bare breasts as she moved the phone toward her. “Giving me the address for my shift tonight.”

      He nodded. “Did you sleep well?”

      “I did, actually.”

      “Why do you sound surprised?” He raised a brow, staring at her with his honey-brown eyes.

      “Because I don’t usually sleep well with so much noise going on outside. I’ve only actually slept in New York City one other time, and it took me forever to fall asleep.”

      “Guess I wore you out then, huh?” he teased, kissing her square on the lips. She welcomed his kiss, despite the morning breath she knew she must have, feeling his body warm against hers as he slid over toward her. And what a nice body it was—chiseled and toned in all the right areas, yet not overly buff. It was obvious he took pride in himself, something Blythe had always found attractive. She was used to hardworking farmers, so six-pack abs and muscled arms tended to be her weakness.

      He surprised her by pulling away. “Do you want breakfast?” he asked.

      She rubbed her lips where his mouth had been. “Uh, sure,” she said. “I thought you were going for round two.” She winked.

      He kissed her lips again. “Can’t use up all my strength for later, now can I?”

      “Later? What’s later?” she asked as he climbed out of bed and slid on his boxers, giving her quite a show as she didn’t look away.

      “I’m taking you to a dinner party.”

      “A dinner party?” she asked. “For what?”

      “It’s a work thing,” he said. “You’ll have to blow off your work, though.” He leaned back down over the bed, trailing a kiss from her neck to her chest. “But I promise to make it worth your while.”

      She sucked in a breath, ignoring what he’d said as his tongue explored her skin. When he pulled away, she sat up, throwing her shirt over her shoulders and buttoning it without the bra. She pulled on her jeans afterward. “I don’t know if I can miss work. I’m brand new.”

      “Just tell them you’re sick. I’ll write them a stellar review from the party last night. And…if they fire you, I’ll find you a new job.”

      “You can’t just do that,” she argued, though there was little fight left to her voice.

      “And why not?” he asked, reaching for her hand as she walked around to his side of the bed.

      “Because…the world doesn’t work that way. You can’t have whatever you want just because you say so.”

      He winked. “I got you, didn’t I?”
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Asher ordered clothes for her and had them delivered within an hour. The man was obviously used to getting whatever he wanted. She sent a quick text to her boss, explaining that she’d woken up sick, and followed Asher out the door without a second thought.

      The clothes he’d picked out fit well, and she felt much more comfortable than she had the night before in her uniform. He led her down the stairs of his apartment building, past the doorman from last night with a slight nod of acknowledgement, and onto the busy street. That was another thing Blythe had yet to get used to. No matter where you were or what time it was, New York was always busy. There were people everywhere all the time. She guessed she’d known it would be the case, but she hadn’t understood the magnitude of its busyness until she arrived. It was breathtaking the amount of people there were in the city, and in a way, it gave her the room she needed to breathe. No one was there to notice that she was outside with a man when she’d just called into work. No one would be reporting said news to her aunt or her boss because no one knew her there. Say what you will about large cities, but that alone was enough to keep her there.

      “Where are we going?” she asked loudly, as he pulled her across the busy street at a near-run.

      “We have to get you something to wear, don’t we?”

      “What do you call what I have on?” she asked, when they reached the other side of the street and she looked down at her outfit.

      “Yes, well, those are great for right now, but tonight is black tie.”

      She gasped. It all sounded so fancy. “Asher, I can’t keep letting you spend so much money on me. I’m starting to feel bad.”

      He rolled his eyes playfully. “I want to do it or I wouldn’t be, so don’t worry about it.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “I mean, I have a little bit of money. I could help some.”

      “This party is for me. When you take me to a fancy dinner party, you can pay for my tux, okay? Deal?”

      She stared at him, at the kindness behind his eyes that she hadn’t noticed before, the dimple in his chin, and the way he stared at her with such interest. He made her feel like the only girl on the crowded street, and that was something she’d never felt before. In Darlington, she was a choice only because the choices were so limited. In New York, the choices were endless, yet Asher had chosen her.

      “Deal,” she agreed, taking his hand as he held it out again. If she had the option, she would’ve stayed right there in his grip, and in his eye line, for as long as she possibly could.

      A few doors down, Asher pulled her into a dress shop. “This place is good. A few of the women I work with have ordered from here before. Take a look around.” He held out an arm. “Let me know what you like.”

      Somehow he seemed to make even the most innocent of sentences provocative. “Okay,” she said, staring around. She walked toward a mannequin dressed in a simple, black dress, running her fingers over the fabric. She had no idea what size she would need—most of her dresses were sized with letters, not numbers.

      “Oh, no.” A voice came from her side. She looked up to see a perky saleswoman with stark black hair approaching her. “That dress isn’t right for you,” she said, her voice polite though her words stung. “Pretty brown hair with just a perfect hint of red like you’ve got—we need a fiery dress to match a fiery woman.” She winked at her, taking her arm and leading her across the room. She cast a friendly glance over her shoulder toward Asher, making Blythe wonder if they knew each other.

      “Okay,” Blythe said hesitantly. Asher took a seat in an oversized, white chair, seeming to be enjoying the view as the woman led her toward a mannequin wearing a floor-length red gown. The neckline was cut close to where she assumed her belly button would land; it had her blushing at the mere thought of wearing it. Her mother would’ve had a fit.

      “How about this one?” the woman asked. “With a red lip, too, this would really help you to stand out.”

      “Oh, I don’t know…” Blythe said softly, running her fingers over the fabric. It was a beautiful dress, there was no denying that. Whoever wore it would certainly have all the attention on her, but did she want that? She’d never been comfortable with being the center of attention.

      “Would you like to try it on?” she offered. “Trust me, you and this dress…” She made an ‘okay’ symbol with her forefinger and thumb. “He won’t know what hit him.”

      Blythe smiled, looking back over her shoulder to where Asher was watching and waiting. He smiled at her, sending warmth throughout her body. “Okay,” she said before she allowed herself to second-guess it. “I’ll try it on.”

      “Perfect,” the sales woman squealed. “Now, let me look at you.” She placed a fist under her chin as her eyes trailed over Blythe’s body. “You’re…what? A size twelve, maybe?”

      “Maybe,” Blythe said nervously. “I don’t really know.”

      “No problem,” the woman assured her. “Here.” She grabbed two dresses from the rack. “We’ll try a twelve and a ten, and if these don’t work, we’ll come back for more.” With that, she whisked her away toward a dressing room, and Blythe tried to enjoy the morning in whoever’s life she’d somehow ended up, while it lasted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Blythe walked out of the dressing room, sucked into the size twelve, she looked around the room for him. At first, she didn’t see him, surprised that he’d left the chair. Had this all been a prank? Was he trying to ditch her?

      For just that moment, her heart lurched and she felt sure she was going to be sick. Within a minute, she laid eyes on him. He was standing at the opposite side of the room, talking with one of the saleswomen. When he saw her, his expression grew ashen and he walked away from the woman quickly, his eyes locked on her.

      “Whoa,” he said as he grew near.

      She looked down over the red fabric, trying to pretend she didn’t feel like a movie star on the red carpet. It was the most beautiful piece of clothing she’d ever worn. “You like it?” she asked, not meeting his eye.

      He cleared his throat. “It’s…um…it’s—”

      “I can try on something else,” she said quickly.

      “It’s perfect,” he told her, reaching down to take her hand. “You look beautiful.”

      She looked up at him then, her heart racing. In the middle of the store, surrounded by random onlookers, he leaned toward her, unaware of or simply unfazed by the people that would see them. His lips met hers, one hand cupping her scalp as she melted into his kiss. He was warm and familiar, a kiss she hadn’t known she could miss so much in the half hour since she’d last experienced it.

      When he pulled away, he looked at the saleswoman over Blythe’s shoulder. Blythe ran a finger over her lips as she heard him speak. “We’ll take it.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Blythe opened the bedroom door and walked out to the living room where Asher was waiting. He stood immediately upon seeing her. “You look…incredible,” he told her. She’d chosen to wear her hair clipped to one side with curls throughout, a style she’d seen in some of her favorite magazines but never attempted herself. So, she was glad when he seemed to like it. He twirled his finger through the tendril of hair she’d left out near her ear. “Red is definitely your color.”

      “Thank you,” she said, thankful he felt that way as she knew her cheeks must be growing redder by the minute. “Everything seems to be your color.”

      He smiled, letting out a soft laugh as he buttoned the black suit jacket he was wearing. Underneath, he’d chosen a simple black tie and white shirt. He was breathtaking no matter what he wore, but seeing him in a tux made it hard to take her eyes off of him.

      He ran a quick hand over his messy-on-purpose blond hair and bent his arm at his waist, waiting for her to run her arm through the opening. “You ready?”

      She slid her arm through his, walking out the door with a racing heart. She couldn’t stop smiling, and it was starting to hurt her cheeks.

      When they climbed into the cab, he rubbed a finger over his jaw. “So, are you glad you skipped work tonight?”

      “This is definitely more fun,” she agreed. “Thank you…for inviting me.”

      “I’m glad you could come,” he told her, pressing his lips into her head. “They’re going to love you.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “I’ve never been to a fancy New York party. I’m not sure I’ll fit in.”

      “Trust me, you’ll do fine. I’ll be right here the whole time. Just stick with me, and I’ll have you turned into the life of the party in no time.” She shook her head, not sure she believed him but thankful for the encouragement. “Besides,” he told her, “it’ll be nice to have some fresh blood at these parties. It’s usually the same old boring wives and girlfriends of my coworkers. A new face will liven things up.” He traced a finger over her shoulder. “The guys are going to be so jealous I’m going home with the most beautiful girl at the party.”

      She scoffed, rolling her eyes, but she couldn’t deny that he knew all the right things to say. She leaned in as he did, feeling their lips collide again.

      “I’m so glad I met you,” she said when they separated.

      “At least something good came from that terrible party,” he agreed.

      “I mean it,” she told him. “I know we just met, but…you make me really happy.”

      He squeezed her hand, looking out the window as they rounded the corner. “We’re here,” he told her. “Come on, beautiful.” Asher stepped from the cab, handing over a stack of bills to the driver with a quick thanks, and holding out his hand to help Blythe.

      She stepped out, looking up at the tall skyscraper that was in front of them. “This is where you work?” she asked.

      He nodded, pointing up toward the building. “Sixteenth floor.”

      “I’m afraid of heights,” she admitted. “I couldn’t get anything done if I were up that high.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Well, that might be a problem. The party is on the roof.”

      “What?” she asked as he pulled her inside past two doormen and into an elevator. “I don’t know if I can be up that high.”

      “I’ll protect you,” he said. “I promise you’ll be fine. The ledges are taller than we are. Short of you planning to jump, there’s no chance you’ll fall.”

      She nodded, feeling only slightly better as they rode to the top. When the elevator doors opened, she gasped. It was a party like she’d only seen in the movies. Everyone was dressed up, waiters swarmed with cocktails and appetizers, and the partygoers looked incredibly happy. And why shouldn’t they be? They were gorgeous. Each and every one of them looked as though they could’ve stepped straight out of the pages of a magazine.

      “Breathe,” Asher warned, and she realized she’d been holding her breath. She let it out.

      “Sorry,” she whispered.

      He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her closer as they made their way through the party. She couldn’t help but notice that a few eyes had started to drift toward them—more specifically, her—and she heard his words in her head again. New blood.

      An older couple approached them first, the man’s bald head held a shining reflection from the lights around the edges of the building. “Asher,” the man said, reaching out his hand.

      Asher shook the man’s hand warmly, moving his hand from Blythe’s waist to touch his arm. “Mr. O’Connor, sir, I’d like to introduce you to my date, Blythe.”

      “Blythe,” the man said politely. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He looked at Asher with raised eyebrows, and for a moment Blythe thought he was going to compliment her. “Did you see we snagged the Deluthe account?”

      Asher let out a confident laugh. “I did.”

      “Well done, m’boy,” Mr. O’Connor said, patting his shoulder. “Elderman will be getting a call Monday morning, you can bet on that.” He wagged a finger in the air. “Well, I’ll leave you to it. I’ve got to catch up with Chad and see if he’s heard anything about the Miracle account. Nice to meet you again, Bright.” With that, he offered Blythe a quick handshake and disappeared.

      “Sorry about that,” Asher said. “He’s never been very good with names.”

      “Is that your boss?” she asked.

      He nodded, grabbing two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter and handing one to Blythe. “Thank you,” she told the waiter, tapping her glass against Asher’s. “It’s weird being here and not being one of them.”

      “Well, get used to it,” he told her, his eyes burning into hers.

      “I don’t know if I could ever get used to this,” she told him honestly, looking around the crowded party.

      “Come on, you attend fancy parties all the time.”

      “It’s not exactly attending, and honestly, no. I attend parties like the one I met you at…mostly in houses, and though they’re nice, they’re nothing like this.”

      “Well, I know it looks fancy, but honestly, it’s mostly just about impressing our clients. If it were up to most of the guys here, we’d all be at a sports bar with a bottle of beer.” He smirked, waving as they passed a few of his colleagues. He introduced Blythe to a few more men as they hurried past, making their way to a far corner of the roof.

      “Your job must be so fun,” she mused, wrapping one arm around her middle to protect herself from the cool breeze.

      “It can be,” he admitted. “But it can also be super stressful.” He nudged her hip. “Which is why I’m thankful I ran into you.”

      She looked up at him, shocked by his words. “You are?”

      “Yeah. I mean, you’re so low key, Blythe. It’s kind of refreshing. New York girls are…stressful and dramatic and…honestly, I’ve never met anyone like you.”

      She offered a small smile. “I’m nothing special,” she drawled.

      “You are,” he told her, lifting her chin so she would look at him when she looked away. “You are special.” With that, his lips met hers and the party faded away. She lifted one arm, draping it over his shoulder as his arms went around her waist. She’d never felt more special in her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have a good night, Cathy,” Blythe called to her coworker as she exited the building. She’d worked two parties back to back, and Blythe was thankful when Cathy offered to clean everything up so she could go home and catch some sleep. What she really wanted was to get out of her shoes—she was exhausted, and her feet were on fire.

      She stuck a few of her tips into her back pocket—mostly ones—but held onto a twenty as she spied a coffee cart up ahead. She needed something to help her stay awake on the cab ride to the suburbs. She approached the young man, holding out the bill. “Double shot Americano please.” Who cared that she hated coffee? If she couldn’t stay awake, she wasn’t sure what might happen. Her luck, she’d end up a state away with a sky-high cab bill.

      He took the cash, slipping it in his pocket and pouring her a glass. She stared at the sign on his cart, letting her know he accepted PayPal and Venmo. When he handed her the drink, she thanked him and turned around, ready to walk away when something caught her eye. She froze in her spot, despite the agitated people in line behind her just waiting for their turn to order.

      She stared through the glass of the restaurant, the glare on the windows making it hard to tell if she was seeing what she thought she was. She swallowed, taking a step forward and placing one hand over her brow to shield her eyes from the light. Without conscious thought, she found herself headed into the restaurant.

      “Asher?” she said as she approached his table. The brunette with the pompadour turned, confirming her fears.

      He was sitting at a small table across from a woman with strawberry-blonde hair and a dark tan. When she smiled, her teeth were almost too white.

      “Blythe? What are you doing here?” he asked, staring up at her with a look of confusion.

      “Better question…what are you doing here?” she asked, gesturing toward his date. She was exhausted, which was only aiding her irritability. Normally she would’ve been much more reserved; she rarely chose to start a conflict, but she couldn’t hold it in.

      “I’m…on a date,” he said slowly. “This is Bianca.”

      “Hi—” Bianca started to say, waving her fingers pleasantly.

      “Seriously? A date?” She took a breath, nodding her head slowly. “Okay.” Turning away from him as tears formed in her eyes, she walked out of the restaurant in a hurry. She couldn’t let him see her cry. Granted, they’d only been seeing each other for a few weeks, but it hurt nonetheless. She’d truly grown to like him.

      “Blythe, wait,” he called, grabbing her arm as she exited the restaurant.

      She spun around to face him. “What, Asher?”

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Are you mad?”

      “Am I mad? Of course, I’m mad! You’re cheating on me!” she squealed.

      “Cheating on you?” He furrowed his brow, putting a hand to his chest. “Wait a second, Blythe, I’m not…I’m not cheating on you. We aren’t exclusive.” He said the words slowly, surprising her with how blunt he was being.

      “We aren’t?” she asked, staring into her drink. How could she have been so stupid? She felt like a child who’d been scolded.

      “I mean, we never had that talk. I just assumed we were on the same page. Look, I like you a lot and I want to keep seeing you. But I can’t commit to anything serious right now. I’m sorry if you misunderstood. That wasn’t my intention.” He used his thumb to brush away a stray tear from her cheek, leaning down to look at her. “I’m really sorry, Blythe.”

      She nodded. “I’m sorry, too. I guess I should’ve known. I just…I don’t know. I really like you.”

      “I really like you, too,” he said, stroking her cheek. “I do. I’d like to see you again. But only if you’re okay with this.”

      “This? As in you seeing other people?”

      “As in both of us seeing other people,” he corrected. “You’re new to the city. You need to explore and try new things. I’m nowhere near ready to settle down yet, and you shouldn’t be either. It doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with you, it just means I’m not sure I want to be with anyone just yet. I mean, I’m twenty-seven years old.” He shrugged, keeping his voice light.

      She wanted desperately to accept what he was saying, but she wasn’t sure she could. She felt tricked, even though realistically she knew that wasn’t the case. She’d believed Asher wanted to be with her and only her, but that belief was formulated only in her mind rather than being based on anything he’d actually told her. In Darlington, twenty-seven typically meant you were settled down, married, and raising two children. But New York was different. People settled down later here. She’d seen that. She knew that. And yet somehow, in her heart, she still hoped for what she’d always known. She wanted to love and to be loved. Exclusively.

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” she admitted, biting her lip.

      His gaze fell to the ground and he removed his hand from her cheek. “Okay,” he said. “I can respect that.” He leaned forward, kissing her forehead. “If you change your mind, you know how to find me.”

      She nodded, not meeting his gaze.

      “It was really nice getting to know you, Blythe,” he said. With that, he disappeared back into the restaurant, and she was left alone with her racing thoughts.

      She wandered the streets, sipping her coffee and trying to determine her next move. If she went home still upset, her aunt would surely have things to say about her lifestyle. She wasn’t in a place to handle that.

      As she took the last drink from her cup, noticing the sky had grown dark as she wandered around for nearly two hours, she tossed the paper cup into a nearby trashcan and stepped out onto the curb to wave down a cab. When she looked up, she gasped, surprised to find the building in front of her was a familiar one.

      Without thinking too much about it, she hurried into the building and up the stairs. This was crazy. What she was doing was certifiably insane, and yet, with every step, she felt a bit more safe. A bit less heartbroken. As she reached his floor, she approached his door with her fist raised.

      Knock, knock, knock. Why hadn’t she come here sooner? Why had she stayed away from the one person who’d protected her when she’d stepped into the city for the first time? She regretted it now, and she wondered what he would say to her. Would he blame her for waiting so long? Would he even remember her? Surely he’d met loads of people since then.

      As the door swung open, she smiled at the surprised face awaiting her. He looked the same, his scraggly brown hair hanging down past his ears, dark brown eyes staring into hers. He was shirtless with a pair of unbuttoned jeans around his waist.

      “Bly—”

      “Fin—”

      They greeted each other at the same time, a small laugh escaping her throat. He remembered her. “Can I come in?” she asked boldly, expecting him to open the door wider.

      “Who is it?” a voice called from just behind him. A woman’s voice. He opened the door a bit more, leaning his head against the wood, and Blythe stared at a young, red-headed woman with a blue T-shirt and no bottoms on. She was dressed in Finn’s clothes.

      “Oh,” Blythe said, because no words seemed to fit.

      “What are you doing here?” Finn asked, and she stared at him blankly because the truth was, she had no idea.
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      “What are you doing here?” he repeated, staring at her with a strange expression. He looked as confused as she felt. What was she doing there? The truth was, she’d longed to be at the last place she felt truly safe…which, as it turned out, was Finn’s apartment. But why was that true? He was basically a stranger, after all.

      He was still waiting for an answer and the air around them was growing thicker with tension, so she backed away, blinking herself out of the trance and clearing her throat. “I’m so sorry.” She turned to walk away from the apartment when she heard him speak.

      “Blythe?” he called her name, and she spun back around to face him as if pulled by magnets.

      “Yes?” she asked, her voice wavering slightly.

      “Do you need me?” he asked, studying her expression with his head cocked to the side.

      She shook her head, but her eyes filled with sudden, betraying tears. Without another word, Finn looked behind him. “I’m sorry,” he apologized to the woman who was struggling to get her pants back on. “We’re going to have to take a raincheck.”

      “A raincheck?” she asked, disdain clearly in her voice. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Not really,” he said, his voice firm. “You need to leave.”

      The woman scoffed, grabbing her clothes from the floor and casting an angry look his way. She didn’t blame her, really. How could she? Blythe had shown up unannounced and interrupted their obvious plans. She should leave, but she couldn’t move as she watched the woman stroll past Finn. “You know I won’t be back, right?” she asked with a hateful tone, though the question was filled with hope. She wanted Finn to ask her to stay. To change his mind.

      He nodded, looking above her head with a stiff jaw as he responded. “Yep.”

      The woman offered a feigned laugh. “Whatever.” She disappeared down the stairwell, her stomping footsteps echoing throughout the hall for what seemed like way too long.

      When silence surrounded them, Blythe looked back up at Finn, in awe of what had just happened. What he’d done for her.

      “You didn’t have to—”

      “I know,” he confirmed, opening the door wider. “Come in.”

      “Finn, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “I know that, too,” he told her. “And it’s okay. What’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He sat down on the arm of his couch, locking his fingers together and resting his hands on his knees. “I mean…it’s been over a month, Blythe. What are you doing here?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know why I came here. I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “Problems with your aunt?”

      “No,” she answered, surprised at just how much he remembered. She wouldn’t have been shocked if he didn’t even recognize her at all. It was one insignificant night…but he seemed to be just as drawn to her as she was to him. Maybe the night meant more to them both than she’d previously realized.

      “Then what?” he asked. “Talk to me.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s stupid.”

      He stood, walking toward her slowly. “If it’s gotten you this upset, it’s not stupid.” He placed a careful hand on her arm, caressing her gently. “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” she answered quickly. “No, it’s just…you’re going to think I’m ridiculous.” She bit her lip. “I guess I probably am ridiculous. I had a…I guess a fight. With a guy.”

      He dropped his hand from her arm instantly, but the warm expression didn’t leave his face. “A boyfriend?”

      “No. Er, well, I don’t know. I’ve only known him for two weeks. I thought he wanted to date me seriously, but I guess it wasn’t too serious for him. He was seeing someone else. Multiple someone elses, probably.”

      “He was cheating on you?”

      “He says it wasn’t cheating. I guess he just doesn’t want to be exclusive. Which…whatever, ya know? I just…I didn’t realize it.” She looked back up at him, studying his deep brown eyes and trying to judge his expression. Did he think she was ridiculous? Did he think she was being childish? Did he think she was wasting his time?

      His hand was back on her arm, interrupting her thoughts. “He’s an idiot.”

      “W-what?” she asked, his statement catching her off guard and causing a laugh to erupt from her throat.

      “Blythe, look, the guy’s obviously an idiot. If he had the chance to be with you and he threw that all away for someone else—for anyone else—then he’s not worthy of any of this.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re being sweet. Thank you for saying that.”

      “I’m being honest.”

      “Was I stupid? I mean, should I have known that it wasn’t exclusive? He never said it was. He never said anything.”

      “You aren’t stupid, Blythe. This isn’t your fault.”

      “I just…I know the cool thing right now, for whatever reason, is to act like I don’t care a thing about finding love. People our age are supposed to be tough and independent and think that love is the last thing on our mind because we’d rather run away from it than ever get hurt. It’s what every song is about, and all the best movies. I get it. I really, really do. But I don’t care about that. Because I do care about love. I’d rather be hurt a thousand times than give up on the idea of finding love and being truly happy. You know? That’s not me. I don’t care if it makes me seem desperate. What is the point of all of this heartbreak and loneliness? What is the point of even living if we aren’t out there looking for an eventual happily ever after?” She let out a heavy breath, exhausted from speaking for so long without air. “I know that’s not what guys want to hear—”

      “Stop,” he told her. “Stop making excuses for how you feel, Blythe. You’re allowed to want what you want. Plain and simple. If this guy couldn’t give you what you want, someone else will.”

      She offered him a sad smile. It hadn’t gone over her head that his hand was off of her arm once again. Someone else would make her happy. But not Asher. Not Finn. She’d freaked him out. She’d released her full crazy, and he was officially terrified. She could see it in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be venting this all to you,” she said with exhaustion. “I don’t even know why I’m here.”

      He walked past her toward the kitchen area, and she spun around watching him open the fridge and pull out one beer, and then another. “Well, as long as you’re here, we may as well have a good time.”

      She took the beer from his hand after he opened it. “Thank you.”

      He nodded as he twisted his own top off, taking a drink and sucking the liquid from his upper lip. “No problem. When you were here before, I told you you could come back anytime you needed.” He tipped his head toward her. “I meant that.”

      “I didn’t think I’d need to come back.”

      He took another slow drink. “I hoped you would.”

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt your date.”

      “It wasn’t a date, Blythe. She was just a girl.”

      “So…not exclusive, right?” she asked, suddenly feeling bad for the woman who’d left. It was obvious they were going to sleep together, if they hadn’t already. Had she put that poor woman through what Asher had done to her?

      “Not exclusive because we weren’t dating. We were just…messing around, I guess.”

      She scowled, though she tried to hide it, and he smirked. “I know that’s not what you want to hear.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You want that happily ever after, and you’re trying hard to believe that not all guys are the jerks that this guy was.”

      She waited for him to deny it, but he didn’t. “Is there a ‘but’ coming?”

      He set his beer down on the counter. “Yeah, he’ll come around someday, maybe.”

      She nodded, taking a drink and letting the cool beverage calm her racing heart. “Okay,” she said, because what else was there to say?

      “Someday you’ll meet someone who wants the same things that you do, Blythe. And you may get hurt along the way, but if it’s worth the risk to you, then more power to you. You’ll find him. Screw this guy.”

      She sucked in a breath, feeling betrayed by the disappointment she felt. It wasn’t like she was hoping Finn would take her in his arms and declare his love for her, but somehow that possibility wouldn’t have been the worst thing. He was clearly drawing the line, though. Someday she’d meet someone. Not a month ago. That someone wasn’t him.

      “So, what should we do?”

      He frowned. “What would you like to do?”

      “Honestly, I’m exhausted and starving. I’m a pretty lame date, I guess. It’s been a long day.”

      He patted the counter. “Oh, thank God.” She lowered her brow, waiting for an explanation. “I worked all morning, and honestly, I’m pretty tired, too. If you said you wanted to go out, I was going to put on my dancing shoes and take you out, but my God, I was going to hate it.” He laughed, a hand on his stomach. She couldn’t get over how much his laugh warmed her.

      “Well, that’s incredibly nice of you, but I won’t subject either of us to such torture.”

      “I appreciate it,” he told her, leaning over the counter into a bow.

      “So…should I go, then?”

      “Up to you,” he said simply. “I’m in no way ready to entertain, but if you’re okay with a low-key night in, you’re welcome to stay.”

      She lit up at his words. “I would love to stay.”

      “Say no more,” he told her, pulling out his cell phone. “What are you craving? Pizza, okay? We’ll order in and watch terrible TV and probably crash way too early. I told you I’m pretty lame tonight.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with that?” she asked.

      “Shhh,” he silenced her, already on the phone and ordering a pizza. She turned away from him, walking back toward the living room to settle onto the couch with a growing smile on her face.

      Once the pizza had been ordered, he sank down beside her, seeming completely at ease. How she longed to feel the same, but she couldn’t ignore the electricity pulsing through her body. She tried to think of Asher and how she must only feel this way because Finn was there for her when she needed him—twice now, in fact—but thinking of Asher only made her feel sick, so she let her mind wander.

      “So…” Finn said, breaking up the silence. He set his beer on the coffee table and propped his feet up, placing his hands behind his head. “How are you liking New York so far?”

      “Much better than my first day,” she said. “That’s for sure.”

      “But not better than your second, right?” he joked.

      She smirked. “I’m surprised we haven’t run into each other, honestly.”

      “It’s a big city,” he reminded her. “Unless you want to find someone, you usually don’t.”

      She paused. “You didn’t want to find me?” she asked, surprising herself with the question.

      He stared at her, his face serious. He seemed to be contemplating what to say next, his gaze darting back and forth between her eyes. He opened his mouth but shut it again. Suddenly, before she realized what was happening, he leaned down, his knuckle under her chin as he lifted her mouth to his. His stubble scraped her skin, his lips warm against hers as she sank into the kiss. She let out a breath through her nose, wrapping her arms around his neck—careful not to spill the beer in her hand.

      He cradled her face with both hands, his touch delicate but commanding. When they broke apart, both gasping for air, it was too soon. She stared at him with wide eyes, her forefinger on her lips as she waited for him to make the next move.

      “Does that answer your question?” he asked, picking up the beer again and grabbing the remote.

      “Mhm,” she said, still trying to collect her racing thoughts. He’d answered her question and given her so many more.
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      The next morning, Blythe woke up next to Finn in his bed. His arm was pinned underneath her and her head rested comfortably on his chest. They hadn’t slept together—not that she hadn’t wanted to—but she had managed to get one more mind-blowing kiss after the pizza just before they’d both crashed. They were exhausted, after all. It was nice how comfortable they were with each other, she thought. It was nice that despite her anxiety, which had settled some, her mind could find a bit of solace in his arms and quiet enough for her to fall asleep and forget, just for the moment, about the heartbreak she’d experienced a few hours before.

      When she sat up, he stirred, rubbing a hand over his face as his eyes focused on her. He seemed confused at first, but a smile quickly found its way to his lips.

      “Hey,” he whispered, his voice coated in sleep.

      “Hey,” she said, leaning over onto one arm.

      “How’d you sleep?”

      “Like a baby,” she answered honestly.

      “I’m glad,” he told her. They didn’t touch, and he didn’t move in for a kiss, but the look in his eyes told her their intimate—albeit small—moments from the night before hadn’t been forgotten. He looked over at his phone, picking it up from the nightstand littered with receipts and water bottles and letting out a yawn. “I have to be at work soon.”

      “Right,” she said, staring around the room for her own phone. Where had she left it?

      “What are your plans for the day?”

      “I have to work, too,” she said. It was true, though she was thinking incredibly hard about calling in sick.

      “When will you be off?” he asked, pushing himself up off the bed and throwing on a shirt.

      “Late,” she said. “Ten-ish, maybe. Depending on how quickly we get everything cleaned up.”

      He let out another yawn before leaning down and kissing her lips quickly. “Long day.”

      “Mhm,” she mumbled. When he pulled away, she stood from the bed, noticing her phone lying on the floor. She picked it up and slid it into her back pocket. “Well, I guess I’ll get going.”

      He nodded. “Want some coffee before you leave?”

      “I’m okay, thanks,” she said stiffly, unable to hide the frustration in her voice. She was being dismissed. Clearly last night hadn’t meant to him half of what it had meant to her.

      “Sure,” he said, walking down the hallway. She followed closely behind, flicking through several Facebook notifications and a text message from Asher.

      Can we talk?

      “The guy?” Finn asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      “What?”

      “He texted you, right?”

      “How do you know?”

      “Why wouldn’t he?” Finn asked, a sad smile on his face. Or was it her imagination that it was sad?

      “Yeah, he wants to talk.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know…” she said honestly. She wanted Finn to give her a reason not to talk to Asher again. To tell her that he was going to fight for her. That she deserved better. Instead, he nodded and opened the door. “You think I should talk to him?”

      He let out a breath, rubbing the sleep from his eye. She liked the way his hair was a mess in the morning, even messier than hers, surprisingly enough. “I think the guy is a jerk, Blythe, but he’s not my boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend either,” she said. Apparently. “Look, Finn…about last night…” She trailed off, hoping he would finish her sentence.

      “It doesn’t have to mean anything,” he told her. “You were confused and upset.”

      “I was,” she said. “But not about that. Not about what happened between us.”

      “We kissed, Blythe. You can say the word.”

      “We did kiss,” she confirmed.

      “Like I said, it doesn’t have to mean anything.”

      “Did it, though?” she asked. “To you?”

      He rolled his head back, covering his eyes. “It’s too early in the morning for this conversation,” he said, adding a yawn for emphasis.

      “Okay,” she said finally, her pride taking a hit as she walked past him. “Thanks for letting me stay here last night, Finn. I’ll see you. Maybe.” She lowered her head as she walked away.

      “Blythe, wait,” he called, his voice sending a wave of hope through her. She spun around.

      “Yeah?”

      “If he’s still not your boyfriend when you get off work, come back.”

      Her jaw nearly dropped as she said the words. “Come back here?”

      “What else would I mean by that?”

      A smile grew on her face. “Okay,” she practically screamed, her voice way too perky. “I will.”

      He scowled, looking a bit happy in spite of himself. “Don’t read too much into it…or whatever.”

      She nodded, unable to tame her smile. “See you tonight.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, turning away and shutting the door. She hadn’t missed the brilliant smile that had grown on his face as he dismissed her.
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      At work that night, Blythe moved with a lightness she hadn’t known in a while—maybe her whole life. That was what falling in love was like, wasn’t it? Light. Shining through you. Lifting you up. No matter how many times you fall in love, every single time always feels like it’s the first. Like this time is somehow different. Somehow better. Okay, so she wasn’t falling in love just yet, but that didn’t stop the expanding feeling her heart had claimed for its own. She watched the clock, the hands moving slower and slower as she grew closer to the end of the party.

      At just past eight, one of her female coworkers, Tyler, approached her. “Hey, Blythe, there’s someone outside for you.”

      “What?” she asked. No one in New York knew her. Except her aunt, and why wouldn’t she call? Well, her aunt or Finn. Or Asher. She hated the hope that fluttered through her at the thought of Asher. She’d chosen not to respond to his text and she’d ignored the phone call that came through around noon, but he’d made no further attempts to contact her. It wasn’t him. Probably. “Can you cover?” she asked, turning to head back toward the kitchen.

      “Sure,” Tyler responded. “Go ahead.”

      She walked through the swinging door that led into the kitchen and set her empty tray down. As she walked toward the back of the house, she spied him through the glass of the storm door. “Asher?”

      He nodded, his eyes narrowing as he saw her, an uncertain smile spreading across his cheeks. “Hi,” he said.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I tried to call.”

      “Yeah, I saw.”

      “You’re ignoring me?” he asked.

      She twisted her mouth in thought. “I’m not ignoring you, I just need time to figure out what I want.”

      “I know. I assumed.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Look, can we just…talk?” he asked, reaching for the door handle. She nodded, stepping out as he pulled it open.

      “What do you want to talk about?”

      He sighed. “About how much of an idiot I am.” His words surprised her. His face showed a small, hopeful smile as he waited for her to speak. When she didn’t, he went on. “I’m sorry if I hurt you. I’m sorry if what happened took you by surp—”

      “You don’t have to do this,” she interrupted.

      “No, I want to.” He took a breath, reaching for her hand. “When you walked away from me last night, I realized something I hadn’t until that point. I’m crazy about you, Blythe, and that scares me. We haven’t known each other long, not long enough for me to feel this way about you. But I do. And what scares me even more is the idea of you walking away for good and me never seeing you again. I…I don’t know if I could do that.”

      She furrowed her brow. “So, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying…if you need us to be exclusive, I think I can do that.”

      “I don’t want to give you an ultimatum, Asher. That’s not the point. Last night just surprised me. I assumed we were exclusive, and that was my fault—”

      “No, no it wasn’t. I should’ve been more clear.”

      She patted the top of his hand with hers. “It was both of our faults. But, to be honest, I’m not sure that I can do the non-exclusive thing. That still may be a dealbreaker for me.”

      “Then I’ll—”

      “But,” she held up a hand, “even more than that, I can’t feel like I’ve forced you.”

      “So, what are you saying?” he asked, scratching the back of his neck.

      “I…I just need time, Asher. I need space to figure everything out. I do like you. I do want to see you again, but I need—”

      He grabbed her hands, kissing her fingers softly. “So, will you see me tomorrow?”

      “I work,” she told him, picking at a piece of skin around her fingernail.

      “Oh,” he said sadly. “Okay.

      “But, I’m off the next day,” she offered. “I could meet you for lunch.”

      “Lunch would be great,” he said, his expression filled with joy. He looked like a puppy dog that had been handed a bone, and she couldn’t help being flattered by his persistence.

      “Okay.”

      He leaned forward, his lips brushing hers with a light kiss. “I’m going to make this up to you, Blythe.”

      She smiled, letting go of his hand and grabbing the door handle with blushing cheeks. “Just text me the details.”
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      After work that night, feeling more exhilarating than exhausted, Blythe made her way across town in a hurry. Though she still had Asher’s words flowing through her mind, the promise of returning to Finn’s place hadn’t left her thoughts since she’d walked out of his building that morning. She couldn’t understand why she was so excited to see him, but she was. There was no denying the effect he had on her; though Asher had a similar one. She’d thought she’d given up one option to be able to take another, but Asher had changed his mind. Where exactly did that leave her?

      She couldn’t stand the idea of choosing either one of them—if Finn was even an option in the first place. He hadn’t said for sure. In fact, he’d told her specifically not to read too much into it. But that kiss hadn’t been nothing. His touch had sent lightning to her toes…surely he’d felt it, too? She needed to see where Finn stood before she could make a decision. She needed to know if he was even putting himself in the running.

      As she approached his building, taking the steps two at a time, she landed on his floor with excitement ready to explode in her chest. She knocked twice, surprised when he answered almost immediately.

      He’d showered, his hair still slightly wet and the apartment smelling of soap. He was dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans, not too dressed up but not entirely casual. “Hey,” he said, his voice raised slightly. He’d been waiting for her. Pacing by the door, maybe, if his speed in answering it were any indication. She stepped inside the apartment.

      “Hi,” she told him, staring at him awkwardly. Should she go in for a hug? Another kiss? It felt strange to do nothing. Luckily, he eased her worries by shutting the door and running a hand through his hair.

      “How was…um, how was work?”

      “Work was okay,” she said, setting down her purse.

      “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to stay in or go out.”

      She looked at her clothes, a white blouse with black vest and black pants. “We can go out,” she said, “but let me just change out of my work clothes.”

      “Sure,” he told her, stepping out of her way so that she could disappear down the hallway. He noticed something still slung over one shoulder he hadn’t seen when she arrived.

      She pulled the simple black sundress from her bag, sliding it over her shoulders and pulling her hair down from her bun. Her wavy hair fell down her back, still imprinted from the updo she’d sported all day. She reached in her bag and pulled out a hairbrush, running it through her locks in an attempt to tame them. When she’d managed to force them into looking somewhat decent, she put on an extra coat of Chapstick, deodorant, and mascara. She wasn’t date-ready by any means, but it would do.

      “Do you even have clothes?” he asked, shocking her as his voice came from the opposite side of the closed door.

      “I stopped before work to pick up some things,” she told him. “I wasn’t sure if I’d be staying, but I packed for it just in case.”

      He was silent for a moment, and she worried if she’d assumed wrong. “You can stay for as long as you need to, Blythe,” he said eventually. “I’ve told you that before.”

      She opened the bedroom door, staring at him. “Thank you.”

      He nodded, stepping back as his eyes trailed down her body to where the hem of her dress met her tanned legs. “Did, uh,” he looked back up to meet her eyes, “I’m assuming you never heard from the guy?”

      She cleared her throat. “I did, actually.”

      “You did?” he asked. His tone wasn’t shocked or angry, which left her unsure how to feel. “How did it go?”

      “He wants to get back together. Exclusively.” Her eyes darted between his, trying to judge his guarded expression.

      “So…are you going to?”

      She shrugged. “I told him I needed time.”

      “I see.”

      “Because I wanted to see…I mean, I don’t want to assume…” She held out a hand, hoping she wouldn’t have to elaborate and make a fool of herself if she was wrong. When it became obvious he wasn’t going to help her out, she sucked in a deep breath. “I didn’t know what to tell him about us.”

      He eased down the hallway, looking back over his shoulder as he spoke. “I don’t think there’s anything to tell.”

      “There’s not?” she asked.

      He turned back around to face her, his eyes on her lips. “Do you want there to be?”

      “I mean, last night wasn’t nothing to me. It meant something.” He nodded but didn’t respond. “Did it mean something to you?” she asked.

      He looked down, then back up, meeting her eyes. “Of course it did,” he said. “But I don’t want to promise you something I can’t give.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “I…look, I do like you, Blythe. But I’m not in a place for a relationship.”

      “Oh,” she said, taking a step back from him as cool tears stung her eyes. She was embarrassed. What had she been thinking? “Okay.”

      “Don’t be upset,” he told her, reaching for her arm.

      “What was this, then, Finn? What was tonight? Why would you invite me back? You just thought you could sleep with me and send me away like the girl from last night?”

      He let out a soft laugh, then his face went serious again. “I wasn’t going to sleep with you, Blythe.”

      “Why is that funny?” she demanded.

      “It’s not funny. You’re right that I shouldn’t have invited you here without explaining why I was. You were confused about everything with your boyfriend, and I didn’t want to add to that. But…I wanted to see you again.”

      “I wanted to see you, too.”

      “But I can’t date you.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because…you made it clear last night that you are looking for something serious.”

      She nodded with her lips pressed firmly together, slapping her leg. “Great. So, I scared you off.”

      “It’s not that,” he said. “It’s just…it wouldn’t be fair to you to let you come into this expecting more than I can offer. I know what I bring to the table, and stability doesn’t come with my territory. I do like you, but, more than that, I care about you, so I want to be fair to your feelings.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know,” he told her. “And I don’t expect you to.”

      “So, that’s it? You’re just taking yourself out of the running?”

      “I don’t deserve to be in the running with a girl like you.”

      She sank onto the arm of the couch. “A girl like me?” she demanded. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re just…I don’t know. You’re special.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” she teased, feeling sad at the thought of her own dad.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “No. I don’t,” she insisted. “Because what you’re saying is ridiculous. What? I’m too good for you? You have your own apartment. You have a job. You took care of me when I was just a stranger. You’ve offered to let me stay here despite the fact that I’m still basically a stranger. What part of you is bad?”

      “I didn’t say I was bad,” he said quickly. “I’m not a bad guy.”

      “I know that.”

      “It’s just…I’m not stable. I’m not the best choice for you. But that doesn’t mean I don’t wish I was. I want to be selfish, but you deserve more than that.”

      “I decide what I deserve, Finn,” she told him, poking his chest with her finger. “No one else.”

      “Look, all I’m saying is that if you want happily ever after, you should choose someone else. I’m not that guy.”

      She nodded, her throat tight. “Fair enough.”

      “So, do you still want to go out, or…”

      “Do you still want to?”

      He smirked. “I’m starving.”

      “Okay, then.” She stood, watching as his expression filled with relief and he turned around, pulling open the door. When she drew close to him, he reached for her arm, stopping her before she passed through the door. She looked to her right, staring into his dark eyes as a fire lit in her belly. His lips parted slightly, his eyes darting between hers.

      “Blythe, I—”

      “Yeah?” she asked when he didn’t finish his sentence right away.

      “I do want to be an option,” he said firmly. “I may be the wrong one. But I’ll hate myself if I don’t at least say that I want to be in the running.”

      She leaned forward, pressing her lips to his without warning. “Keep it up, and you may just be in the lead.”
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      The next day, Blythe laid on the couch wearing Finn’s sweatpants and T-shirt. At the end of their date, he’d offered them to her, and though she had her own, she felt extra safe wearing his. There’d been a few more kisses, though nothing serious despite their amazing night. He was holding her at arm’s length, and she couldn’t for the life of her understand why.

      A knock on the door startled her, and she sat up straight, looking around the empty apartment. Finn had just run out to get them breakfast from a cafe across the street, but she wasn’t sure why he’d be knocking. The knock came again, this time louder, and she stood, walking toward the door slowly.

      “Finn—open the damn door!” called a gruff voice. She jumped back, bumping into the stool behind his kitchen island and knocking it over. “Damn it! I can hear you in there!” the voice called again, pounding on the door for a third time.

      “Sorry!” she called, approaching the door and staring out through the peephole. “I’m sorry. Finn isn’t here right now.”

      “Like hell he isn’t.”

      “No, he’s really not.” She stared at the man through the blurred glass, taking in his bulky form, his long white beard, and the leather vest on his muscled shoulders. He snarled his lips at her, though she knew he couldn’t see her.

      “Where is he, then?” he asked.

      “He went to get breakfast. He’ll be back. I can tell him you stopped by.”

      “No. I’ll wait,” he said angrily. “Are you going to let me in or what?” His fist collided with the wood of the door, shaking it in the frame.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “I’m—”

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Finn’s voice shocked them both as it climbed the stairwell. She tried hard to find him in the small line of vision the peephole allowed her.

      “I should ask you the same thing. You weren’t even going to contact me? I had to find out you lived here from Jack.”

      “Yeah, with good reason,” Finn said angrily. “What are you doing here?”

      “What kind of a hello is that after all these years?”

      “It’s not,” Finn spat. “You aren’t welcome here.”

      The man folded his arms across his chest, and Blythe spied a sleeve of tattoos on his bicep. “You don’t even know all that’s happened since you’ve been gone.”

      “I don’t have to know, Tommy. Jack should’ve never told you where I live. He knew that.”

      “Well, he did. So whatcha gonna do about it? Move?”

      “I’m not running,” he said firmly. Finn squared shoulders with the man, no fear evident in his eyes though he was less than half the size of the boulder of a man. They stood roughly the same height, but Tommy looked like he spent his life in a gym, while Finn was leaner.

      Tommy scoffed, shaking his head. “You always were a stupid little shit, weren’t you?”

      “Do you need something? I don’t have any money.”

      “Figures,” he said, blowing a breath of air out his nose. “I can see you’re…busy…anyway.” He gestured toward the door. “What do you say I come back?”

      “The answer will be the same then. Get out of my doorway and leave me alone.”

      “We’ll see about that,” he said, but to Blythe’s surprise he stepped aside, letting Finn pass.

      Finn put his key in the lock, looking over his shoulder to make sure the man was walking away before opening the door. When he entered the apartment, it was with a sudden burst of adrenaline, and he slammed it shut just as quickly, locking the two deadbolts. When he looked at her, his eyes were wild with fear. “Did he hurt you? Did he say anything to you?”

      “No, I’m fine. Who was that?”

      Finn leaned his back against the door, sliding down slightly and letting out a breath as he stared at the ceiling. The man had rattled him much more than he’d let on in the hallway. After a moment, he pushed off from the door, moving to the counter to empty the brown paper sack in his hand.

      “Everything bagel and sweet tea, just like you requested.” He set the food down, walking down the hall away from her without offering an answer.

      “Finn?” she called after him, not bothering to touch her food. “Are you okay?”

      When he reached the door, he glanced at her, offering a small smile. “I’m fine,” he assured her. “Just give me a sec, okay?”

      She nodded. “O-okay,” she replied, but the door was already creaking shut with him on the other side. She returned to her bagel, her stomach growling despite the fact that her mind was on anything but food at that moment.

      She picked at her food, taking a sip of the tea that made her miss home so much. It had been so long since she’d even thought about home. New York consumed her mind. There was so much to do and see, think about and talk about, and Texas had taken a backseat to her new home. But the tea made her miss it, despite the fact that it wasn’t true sweet tea. Not the kind she was used to. The sugar had been added in once it had cooled, she could tell. A typical mistake in the North, but one her Southern tongue recognized immediately.

      The door to the bedroom opened and Finn emerged, back in his pajamas. He walked past the food he’d gotten for himself and sank onto the couch, a haunted expression on his face.

      She walked toward him, sitting on the cushion next to him and placing her hand on his knee. “Should I be worried?”

      He looked up at her, and she expected him to cast her fears aside, but instead he frowned. “I’m sorry, Blythe.”

      “What are you sorry fo—”

      “I’m so sorry. I never should’ve left you here alone.”

      “I was fine.”

      “You might not have been. I’d never forgive myself if something had happened to you.”

      She took his face in her hands, forcing him to look at her. “Nothing happened, Finn. I’m fine. I knew better than to open the door.”

      “He’d’ve gotten in if he wanted to.” He sighed, running his palm over his face as he pulled away from her hands.

      “But he didn’t. Are you going to tell me who he is, anyway?”

      “Someone from my past,” he said simply. “Someone I never wanted to see again.”

      “How did he find you?” she asked. “Who is ‘Jack’? The man who told him where you live.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Jack is…someone I used to know. Look, I’ll handle it, okay? I don’t want you involved.”

      “Involved in what? Are you…is something dangerous going on?”

      He looked down, taking her hand in his with a grimace on his face. “I want you to leave, Blythe.”

      “W-what?” she asked with a half laugh. She was sure he was kidding because it was so out of the blue. “What are you talking about?”

      “You need to leave. I can’t see you anymore.”

      “No,” she said softly, her heart fluttering at the mere possibility. “Why?”

      “Because I’ve put you in danger, and I can’t have that.”

      “I’m not afraid,” she tried to argue.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said sternly, his voice raised in frustration. “It doesn’t matter how you feel. How either of us feel. You need to leave. Now. I’m revoking my offer for you to stay. You have to leave, and you can never come back here. Do you hear me?” He stood from the couch, walking across the room.

      “Because you don’t want me here, or because I’m in danger?”

      “You aren’t in danger. They have no idea who you are, and I’m going to make sure it stays that way.”

      “Who are they? I don’t want to leave, Finn…”

      “Damn it, Blythe,” he said, slamming his fist onto the back of the couch. He lowered his voice when he saw the fear that filled her eyes. Her father had been soft spoken, even in the most trying times. A man’s voice being raised caused her to hyperventilate, and it usually ended in tears. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” she whispered. “Just…tell me what’s going on.”

      He walked toward the bedroom, and she wondered if he might be going to get some vital piece of the puzzle that would explain this alternate universe she seemed to have stepped into, but when he returned, he was carrying her bag. “You need to leave.”

      She nodded, setting her drink on the coffee table and taking the bag from his hands without another word. She knew when she wasn’t welcome. She walked toward the door and pulled it open.

      “Blythe, I—” She turned, studying his conflicted expression. He looked down. “Goodbye.”

      She stepped through the door. “Goodbye, Finn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “You came,” Asher said, standing up from the table as she entered the restaurant.

      “Are you surprised?”

      “I am, actually,” he said with a laugh, placing an arm around her waist as he kissed her cheek.

      “I wouldn’t have made the plans if I wasn’t going to follow through, Asher.” She sank into the chair. “How are you?”

      “I’m…better now,” he told her, taking a seat after she did. “Have you had a chance to think about what I said?”

      She nodded. “I miss seeing you.”

      He let out a sigh of relief, reaching across the table to take her hand. “I miss seeing you, too.”

      “But I’m still not sure I want to be exclusive. I don’t want to feel like I’m forcing you.”

      He kissed her fingertips. “You aren’t, though, Blythe. You aren’t.”

      She took a sip of the wine that was waiting in her glass, impressed that he remembered her preference of red over white. With so many girls to keep track of, anyway. She dismissed the thought from her mind. “So, in your text you said you had something you wanted to talk to me about?”

      He took a drink, as if trying to gain a bit of liquid courage, and rubbed his hands together, adjusting in his seat. “I do.” He paused. “I know we are still in a weird place, and I know you don’t trust me yet, but I really like you, Blythe. Like, really, really like you. I didn’t realize it until you walked away from me. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. I’m not dating anyone else. I’m all-in with you.”

      It seemed fast for someone who hadn’t wanted anything serious just a few days before. Blythe stared at him. “Are you saying that because you think it’s what I want to hear?”

      “I’m saying it because it’s true. Now, it doesn’t mean I’m ready for major commitment. I’m still young, and I don’t plan to settle down for a few years.”

      “I’m not looking for a marriage, Asher. That’s not what—”

      “I know,” he interrupted, holding up a hand. “Just…let me finish. I’ve never really been in a serious relationship. I like to keep my options open. I always have. My parents didn’t always have a great relationship—it’s not an excuse, I’m just trying to explain—so, when you said you wanted to be exclusive, I panicked. No girl has ever expected that from me. But, then you walked away and the thought of being without you…even with the possibility of being with thirty other women…it was terrifying. I don’t want to be with anyone else if it means I can’t be with you.” He ran a thumb over her knuckles, taking a deep breath. She was losing herself in his eyes, the candlelight on their tabletop dancing in the black irises. “So, to prove to you just how serious I am…I wanted to ask if you’d consider going to a cabin with me Upstate this weekend. I know it’s last minute, but if you can get off work, I promise to make it worth your while.”

      She was completely thrown off by the proposition, expecting literally anything else to have come from his mouth. “W-what?”

      “My parents are hosting a party for my grandmother’s eightieth birthday. I’ve never brought a girl home to meet my family. But…I want you to come.”

      She smiled, the idea filling her belly with a weird mix of excitement and nerves. “I don’t know…”

      “Come on,” he coaxed. “You’ll love it. We own a few vacation cabins all there together. It’s really beautiful. And if you hate it, you don’t have to stay. I’ll bring you home or call you a car. But you won’t hate it.”

      She thought for a moment, trying to picture herself ‘Upstate,’ as he called it. It seemed like something she’d hear in a movie. A cabin in the mountains? It may as well have been a screensaver.

      “You’re smiling…” he whispered, brushing her cheek with his outstretched fingertips. “Is that a good sign?” He was right, she realized, as her hand went to her lips. She nodded slowly.

      “Okay.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Mhm,” she confirmed. “I’ll go.”

      He leaned across the table, bumping into it noisily as his mouth searched for hers. She pressed her lips into his kiss, welcoming it as her heart thudded in her chest.

      “What are you doing to me, woman?” Asher asked as they pulled away, his awestruck gaze locked on her.

      She smirked, taking a sip of her wine as the waiter approached their table. “Teaching you to bend.”
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        * * *

      

      The car ride north was filled with laughter. Despite her worries about Finn, she was trying hard to focus on the man who did seem to want her. Luckily, he hadn’t made it too difficult. On top of keeping her entertained, Asher had packed enough food to feed a kindergarten class on a week-long fieldtrip. And he’d shopped like one, too. Bags of Twizzlers, M&Ms, Skittles, Bugles, Doritos, and Reese’s Minis lined the floor of the rented BMW.

      Blythe sat with her legs crossed in the seat, chewing on an orange Twizzler.

      “I can’t believe you like those,” he said with a laugh. “I thought you were joking when you asked for ’em.”

      She wiggled the candy in the air. “They’re my favorite. Orange cream anything…mmmmm.” She snorted as she took another bite.

      “Your favorite snack? Or your favorite food in general?” he asked.

      “My favorite snack,” she told him, and when he feigned a sigh of relief, she went on, “my second favorite food.”

      “Do I want to know your first?”

      “French fries, of course!” she said, appearing appalled.

      He laughed. “Of course. I forgot I was dating a toddler.”

      “What about you? What’s your favorite food? Caviar?”

      He rolled his eyes at her, snatching the bag of Twizzlers and threatening to throw them out the window ‘if she was going to be so sassy.’ She laughed loudly, begging for the bag back. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

      He tossed the bag back to her. “For your information, my favorite food is pizza.”

      “Really?”

      Asher nodded. “Don’t look so surprised. New York has some of the best pizza in the world.”

      “I just assumed you’d have expensive taste.”

      “And I just assumed your favorite food would be friend chicken and mashed taters,” he teased, assuming a fake Southern drawl.

      “Fair enough,” she relented. “What about your second favorite?”

      “Now, that’s caviar.” She stared at him for a moment, realizing he was joking and laughing again until her stomach burned and her eyes watered. When she’d calmed, he cleared his throat. “No, but seriously, when I was a kid I only ate pizza. Like, it was the only food group in my life.”

      “That sounds…super unhealthy.”

      “It totally was. My parents had this world-class chef, and literally the only thing he could fix that I would eat was pizza. I even got creative when my parents told me I couldn’t request pizza anymore and started asking him to make ‘azzip.’”

      She furrowed her brow, taking another bite of her Twizzler. “Azzip? What’s that?”

      “Azzip. Backwards pizza,” he said with a laugh. He held his hand out flat in front of his mouth as if he were eating a slice of pizza and rotated his hand so that his fingers were closest to his lips before giving her a wink. “I invented it when I was seven.”

      “Oh my God, that’s either completely terrible or complete genius.”

      He patted his chest. “Well, my parents didn’t find it nearly as funny. Needless to say, my belt is very grateful that they pretty much banned pizza from our house after that. But if I’m given the choice, pizza is still my number one.” He pointed to the sky, pretending to have tears in his eyes.

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re funny, Asher Grace. Why didn’t I realize you were funny before?”

      He lowered the volume of a John Legend song on the radio as they slowed to turn onto a new street. “I guess I was trying too hard to impress you before.”

      “You didn’t think this would impress me?”

      He shook his head. “Nah, girls don’t want funny guys. I mean, sure, every girl says they do, but only when that funny guy also has six-pack abs, a chiseled jaw, and a few extra zeros in his bank account.”

      She dropped her jaw. “But you have all of those things, Asher.”

      “I know,” he said sheepishly. “But a guy can only show off so many things at once. And speaking of showing off…” He pointed out the window, and her gaze followed his finger, looking out as a line of three houses came into view.

      House was a bit of an understatement, if she was being honest. Cabin didn’t even come close. What she was staring at were nothing short of rustic mansions with scenic views of snow-capped mountains. Large, picturesque windows lined the front of each house, giving a darkened view of whatever was happening inside. Dark-cherry stained wood sided each building, leading out to balconies that overlooked the thick forests behind the houses. It looked like something from a magazine. Something from a dream.

      “Whoa,” Blythe said, plopping her feet onto the floorboard as she leaned forward to get a better view. “This is incredible.”

      “Yeah,” Asher agreed, pulling down a long, gravel driveway.

      “Forget funny. You should’ve led with this.”
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      Asher led Blythe into the middle house, insisting on carrying her bag inside. When they walked through the door, Blythe let out another gasp. It was beautiful—not that she was surprised. Rustic, yet modern, the perfect mix of wood-lined walls, fur rugs, and gold-plated art. The glass windows gave her a gorgeous view of the land surrounding the house, and it was enough for her to spend a full day taking it all in.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Asher asked, setting their bags down and walking up behind her, one hand on her waist. He spun her around, pressing her back to the glass and lowering his lips to hers slowly. The kiss was sensual in a way he hadn’t been before. He was in his element here. Or maybe it was just her change of heart. Either way, it had a chill running down to her toes.

      His palms trailed around the hem of her shirt, his thumbs sliding under the fabric to meet her skin. Her tongue danced with his as he let out a low moan and leaned in further. Their legs were tangled, breaths growing faster when she pushed him away gently.

      “Asher,” she scolded, pulling her shirt down. “We can’t do this here.”

      “Why not?” he asked, twirling a piece of her hair around his finger.

      “What if your parents see? That is not how I plan to meet them.”

      “No one’s here yet,” he told her. “My parents won’t be here until this evening, and the caterers and event planners still have an hour before they show up.”

      “Event planners? For a birthday party?”

      “Mhm,” he said, biting his lip as his hand slid up her shirt again. “Now, do you want to keep talking or should we finish what we—”

      “Please don’t finish anything,” a man’s voice said from behind Asher. He whipped his hand out of her shirt, turning around in a flash.

      “Dad?” he asked.

      “Don’t mind me,” the man said, a friendly smile on his face. He stood a few inches shorter than Asher, though his posture made him seem taller. He had a full head of salt-and-pepper hair that perfectly matched his well-kept beard. Dressed in khakis and a suit jacket, he was the model of business casual as he reached out his hand to shake his son’s, pulling him into a tight hug. “Hello, Son.”

      “Dad, hi,” he said against his shoulder. When they pulled apart, he reached for Blythe’s arm, pulling her so that she was standing even with him. “This is Blythe.”

      “Blythe,” his father said, kissing the top of her hand. “You’ll forgive me for interrupting.”

      Her face burned red at his words, but he seemed to be genuine enough. “It’s nice to meet you, sir.”

      “None of this ‘sir,’ nonsense. You can call me Jacob.”

      “Right, sorry,” Asher said. “This is my father, Jacob.” She nodded, placing her hand in her pocket and waiting for Asher to say something else. “We weren’t expecting you and Mom until later.”

      “Yes, I heard,” he said, smiling deviously. “But your mother insisted we arrive early. She’s hired new caterers, and she wanted to make sure everything ran smoothly.”

      “How’s Grandmother Lorene?”

      “She’s as sharp as ever,” he said, but added, “unfortunately,” as he laughed. “Anyway, your mother saw your car pull up, and I’m recruiting you to be my buffer. Sorry, everything else will have to wait. Besides, she’s dying to meet the first girl you’ve ever brought home.” He winked playfully at Blythe, and she couldn’t help but notice how much he reminded her of Asher.

      “Okay, let us get our bags put away,” Asher said.

      “Fine,” Jacob agreed. “Ten minutes and I’ll be back.” He sighed. “Actually, make it five.”

      Asher grabbed hold of the bags and began to head up the large staircase on the far side of the room. “You coming?” he asked.

      “I’ll just…um, I’ll wait here,” she said awkwardly as Jacob walked out the front door, casting one last sly glance at her.

      A few moments later, Asher appeared at the top of the staircase. “I’m so sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, brushing a piece of hair from her face. “But I’m sure they probably think I’m ruining their son now. Not exactly a picture-perfect way to meet, huh?”

      He shook his head, his hand running down the railing of the staircase as he made his way toward her. “Trust me, I was already ruined, and what he just saw doesn’t even put a dent in the car wreck that was my teenage years. They’ve seen me through a lot worse. You’re probably the best thing that’s ever happened to me. At least, in their eyes,” he added at the end, his voice a little higher as if he was worried about what he’d said.

      “Well, thanks,” she told him, locking her fingers with his as he held his hand out.

      “Do you think he’ll tell your mom?”

      “Nah,” he said. “Dad and I…we’re cool. He’s not gonna rat us out.”

      “I feel like we’re in high school,” she said. “Sneaking around and worrying about being caught.”

      He pulled open the door. “You snuck around in high school?”

      “As much as the next person,” she told him, elbowing him in the side when his eyes bugged out. “Oh come on, what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing,” he joked, pointing toward the far cabin and leading her that way. “I just picture you as a little goody two-shoes in school.”

      “I got in my fair share of trouble,” she said. “I wasn’t a bad kid, though. But I had my rebellious teen years just like everyone else.”

      He nodded. “Well, if you’re lucky, maybe we can spike the punch tonight.” The front door opened and Jacob stood in front of them, obviously waiting anxiously. He let out a sigh of quiet relief, turning around with his hands in the air.

      “They’re here, Mona.”

      A short woman with bright red lipstick, shoulder-length blonde hair, and a blue mid-length dress rounded a corner, a bright smile plastered on her face.

      “She’s real!” she exclaimed, hurrying toward Blythe with her arms outstretched. “Come here, come here.” A cloud of perfume overtook Blythe’s lungs as she was pulled into a tight hug, Mona bobbing her side-to-side with excitement. “Oh my goodness, I can’t believe it. When Asher told me he was bringing a girl home with him for the weekend, I thought for sure he was lying. You’re real? He didn’t, like, hire you or anything?”

      “I—I’m real,” she said, once her lungs were able to re-inflate to their full size. “It’s really nice to meet you, Mrs. Grace.”

      “Oh, pish-posh, Mrs. Grace. You can call me Mom. Or Mona. But I prefer Mom.”

      “Mom,” Asher chided. “Please don’t scare her off.”

      “Scare her off, what about scaring you off? What on earth did I ever do to deserve a son who never writes or calls?” She pulled him into another of her spine-crushing hugs, kissing his cheek so that a bright lip print was left.

      He wiped it away with the back of his hand. “I’m sorry. Work’s just been crazy, you know? It’s no excuse.”

      “Well, you’re right about that. But, I’ll let it go this time because you’ve brought a girl home.” She pulled Blythe’s arm, wrapping hers through the bend and leading her into the kitchen. “Come now, you have to tell me everything. How did you meet? How long have you been together? Do you live together? What do you do? Has he been a gentleman?”

      Blythe cast a look over her shoulder to Asher who offered an apologetic shrug. “Take it easy, Mom.”

      Mona was making no attempt to listen as more and more questions poured from her. Who knew such a small person could contain so much curiosity?
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        * * *

      

      The party went off without a hitch. Continuing to crush every stereotype Blythe had about ridiculously wealthy families, the Graces were the warmest and most welcoming group of people Blythe had ever had the pleasure of meeting. Having grown up in Texas, that was saying a lot. Sure, Mona Grace talked way too much, Jacob seemed to always have an all-knowing look in his eye, and Grandmother Lorene asked the same questions over and over again, but they also showered Blythe with attention. In truth, they appeared so relieved to see someone with their son, nothing else seemed to matter.

      They’d gracefully overlooked the fact that Blythe felt so out of place surrounded by people who could easily drop on lunch what she’d make in a year. Asher kept her close to him despite mingling with old college buddies, friends of the family, and actual family. Everyone was enthralled to meet her. They wanted to know what she did for a living, what it was like growing up in the South, and how in the world she had ever come to meet ‘a man like Asher.’ At first, she’d felt self-conscious, as if they believed she wasn’t worthy of him and might be questioning how she’d tricked him into spending any time with her, but by the end of the night, she no longer felt as much of an outsider. She’d been introduced to practically everyone there and, for the most part, they’d all been warm and friendly.

      As the party wound down and the last few guests began to head out, Grandmother Lorene crept toward her. The woman was in amazing shape for having just turned eighty, and she still seemed to take complete care of herself.

      “Well, what’d you think?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?” Blythe lowered her brow, trying to hear the woman’s voice over the ballad playing through the speakers to her right.

      “About the party. What did you think of it?”

      “Oh, it was really nice, Grandmother Lorene.” It felt like such a formal name, but it was how everyone seemed to address her, Asher and his parents included, so Blythe went with it.

      “You could get used to it, eh?” she asked, elbowing her playfully as her eyebrows danced.

      “Me?”

      “This could be your life now, Blythe. If you nail down our Asher.”

      “Oh,” Blythe said, perhaps a bit too loudly. She put a hand up shaking her head. “It’s still…it’s still super early, Grandmother Lorene. I don’t think we’re anywhere close to thinking about that.”

      The old woman looked across the room to where her grandson stood, his hand on his father’s shoulder as he laughed along with a group of middle-aged men. He looked at Blythe, catching her eye for just a moment and smiling warmly. “That boy has never so much as brought a girl home for a Sunday brunch, let alone a party like this.”

      “Really?” Blythe asked, though she’d already been told the same thing from nearly everyone at the party, including Grandmother Lorene twice now.

      “You make him happy. I can see it. I know.” She took Blythe’s hand, squeezing it in her own. Blythe stared at the translucent skin, purple veins peeking out. “Today’s my eightieth birthday party.”

      “I know,” Blythe patronized her. “Happy birthday.”

      She smiled sadly. “It seems like just last year I was seventeen and falling in love with my husband, Asher’s grandfather. Then I was twenty-three with two babies on my hips. Then, I blinked and this could be my last birthday.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it’s not—”

      “That’s the way life goes,” Grandmother Lorene went on, misty tears in her gray eyes. “You make all these plans and think you have all this time. One minute you’re planning and the next thing you know you’re looking back over it all—at the things you never did, and the things you’d do anything to do again—wondering why you wasted any time making plans when you could’ve been living. You think you have time, Blythe, but next week you’ll be my age.” She smiled sadly. “Just…live the best you can, as much as you can, with every second you’re given.” She pulled her in and kissed her cheek. “This could be your life, sweetheart. And what a life it is.”

      When she pulled away, she squeezed Blythe’s hand one last time before turning around and darting after a tray of spinach puffs. Blythe met Asher’s eyes through the crowd, his face showing concern. She offered up a small smile, trying to hide the tears that had filled her own eyes. One minute you’re planning and the next thing you know you’re looking back over it all, wondering why you wasted any time making plans when you could’ve been living.

      With Grandmother Lorene’s words echoing in her head, she thought of her own parents, dead in their mid-forties. They’d made plans. When Blythe graduated, they were going to go on a cruise. Her mother was planning to get her hair cut short for the summer. Her father wanted to buy that new tractor he’d been saving up for. They’d made plans—big and small—and in the end, life didn’t seem to care too much about what they hadn’t had time to do.
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      When the party was over, the family had a glass of wine together on the balcony, with Mona toasting to the newest ‘member of the family’ as her eyes twinkled toward Blythe. Once the glasses were empty, Asher began yawning and informed them that they’d had a long drive and they were going to retire ‘early.’

      In what world one a.m. was considered early, Blythe wasn’t sure, but she went with it, saying goodbye to the family and heading out the door with her arm through Asher’s.

      They walked in silence until they reached their cabin door. Before he opened it, he stopped, staring at her in the moonlight. Shadows covered half of his face and crickets chirped all around them, reminding her of home. It was eerily quiet there, the air thicker somehow.

      “I hope tonight wasn’t too much,” he said softly, interrupting her thoughts. “I know my family can be…overbearing, but they mean well.”

      “No. Asher, it wasn’t too much. Your family…well, they’re pretty great.”

      “That’s a stretch,” he teased, pushing open the door and letting her in first. “But they really seemed to like you.”

      “They did?” she asked, though she already assumed. Unless they were tremendous actors.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I was instructed to make sure you come to the next family function.”

      “Do you guys do stuff like this a lot?”

      He slipped off his jacket and laid it on the back of a rocking chair. “Once or twice a year, maybe. I haven’t made it home in the past few years, though.”

      “Why?” she asked, sitting down in the chair. He sat on the edge of the coffee table, leaning over so that his knees were in front of hers.

      “It’s just…I was stupid growing up. I made a lot of dumb decisions, and there’s a lot of…baggage in our relationship.”

      “They love you, Asher. Even I could see that.”

      “No, they do. It’s just…you know. Rebellious teenage stuff that I’d rather not deal with now that I’m mature.” He dusted his shoulder playfully.

      “So, it’s awkward?”

      He nodded, his lips in a firm line.

      “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?” she asked, her voice low.

      He scowled. “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “You don’t want to know that side of me, Blythe.”

      “I do,” she told him, placing a hand on his knee. “I want to know you. All of you.”

      He sighed. “Fine, but don’t say you didn’t ask for it. I stole my dad’s friend’s car once. I was high on God knows what, and I drove it into the side of a restaurant.”

      She covered her lips with her fingertips. “Oh my God. Was anyone…”

      “No one was hurt. Luckily they were closed for repairs and there was minimal damage, but my dad was furious. Threatened to take me out of the will if I didn’t get my shit together. And he was right to do it, too. But he lost a lot of business from that friend.”

      “What does your dad do, exactly?”

      “Uh-uh,” he said, waving a finger. “Don’t think you’re getting out of this so easily. Worst thing. Your turn.”

      She closed her eyes. “When I was seventeen, I ran away from home.”

      “What? Like, suitcase packed full of crackers and juice ran away from home or legitimately ran away?”

      “My boyfriend and I tried to cross state lines with fake IDs to get married.”

      Asher’s jaw dropped. “Did you?”

      The corner of her mouth drew up into a grimace. “No. I chickened out. I didn’t know what would happen if we got caught. But we were gone for three days. My parents called the police and everything.”

      “Wow,” he said, staring over her shoulder as he took in what she was telling him. “I guess we both did some pretty fucked up shit.”

      “It is the teenage curse.”

      He nodded, standing up and lifting her hand into the air, pulling her into his chest. “Enough about being teenagers, I have some very adult activities planned for us upstairs.”

      “Oh, you do, do you?” She smirked, lifting her chin so that her lips could brush his.

      He let out a soft moan, rolling his head back before pulling her upstairs with passion in his eyes. There were three doors, but Asher didn’t bother showing her around as he led her into the one on the right, shutting it behind them as he flipped on the light. There was a beautiful, king-size wooden bed against the far wall. Its headboard looked completely custom, and Blythe guessed it probably cost more than she would spend on her entire future house’s furniture. It was covered with a white comforter and plush, decorative pillows.

      Quieting her thoughts, his lips collided with hers, unbuttoning his dress shirt and loosening his belt. It wasn’t the first time they’d been together, but for some reason everything about this time felt brand new. He pulled her shirt over her head, his hands cupping her head as he bit her bottom lip. His mouth moved to her neck, his tongue warm on her skin and the sound of his breath in her ear. He flipped off the light, laying her down in near-darkness, only a sliver of moonlight creeping through the curtains on the window. She laid in bed, waiting as she heard his shoes coming off, and then his pants.

      In an instant, he was back on top of her, his mouth on her chest as his hands toyed with her skirt, trying to find the zipper on the side. When he located it, he pulled the zipper down with such force she half wondered if he’d broken it, but she couldn’t bring herself to care as his fingers made their way to her panties.

      He was naked on top of her, and she could feel his excitement for her against her thigh. He pulled the straps of her bra down, freeing up her breasts as he placed his mouth over them, one by one, taking his time as the moans escaped her throat involuntarily.

      She moved to take her panties off, but he stopped her, lowering himself so that his mouth was over the fabric. She could feel his hot breath against her skin, her hips rising and falling as he teased her.

      She tried again to remove them, but this time he pinned her hands down, keeping his mouth between her legs. When he spoke, his lips danced against her most sensitive area.

      “Not yet, baby. You’re all mine tonight.” He kissed the fabric. “I’m all yours.” Kiss. “And this night is all ours.”
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      “One green tea and one iced coffee please,” Blythe said, holding out the cash as the barista behind the silver street cart began to make the drinks. Blythe took a step back, watching as she worked while lost in thought.

      It had been nearly two months since she’d met Asher’s family, and in that time, they’d practically spent every free moment together. Asher had stuck to his word, making sure she knew how committed to her—and only her—he was. She was falling for him, as hard as that was to believe. New York had never been about finding love. And certainly not this quickly. Of course she’d wanted love. She wanted the fairy tale she’d always dreamed of, just like she told Finn, but things were—

      “Blythe?” She spun around, looking for the source of the voice in her ear. There he was, as if conjured by the mere thought of him. She hadn’t seen Finn in two months. Hadn’t thought of him in…well, at least a few hours. But there he was. He was filthy, dressed in work boots, muddy clothes, and a hard hat. He slid the hat off, staring at her in disbelief. “W-what, what are you doing here?”

      “I’m, um,” she swallowed, taking the drinks from the barista as she held them out, “getting coffee.”

      “I can see that,” he said. “Two.”

      She stepped out of the line of people, her breathing shallow as she waited for him to say something. Anything. “Mhm.” Her face burned from his presence, her heart racing in her chest.

      “So, I guess that means you two made up, huh?”

      “What?”

      “Two coffees,” he said again, gesturing toward the cups in her hands.

      “Oh.” She shook her head to clear her jumbled thoughts. “Um, yeah. Yeah, we made up.”

      He swallowed and, try as she might to read his expression, she couldn’t. He was stone. Unreadable. Or perhaps just emotionless. “That’s good,” he said finally.

      “Are you…I mean, is everything good…with you?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, everything’s fine. Just got off work.”

      “I figured,” she said, moving one cup-filled hand up and down slightly toward his attire.

      “Right.” A soft laugh escaped his throat, and she’d be lying if she said it didn’t make her stomach twist into a knot. “Well, I’m glad it all worked out for you, then.” He lifted his hat from his side slightly in a small salute. “I’ll, uh, I’ll be seeing you.”

      “Finn?” she asked before he could turn around.

      “Yeah?” His eyes met hers, and they were softer somehow. Hopeful.

      “Weren’t you coming to get coffee?” she asked, pointing to the cart with her thumb.

      He stared at it for a minute and then looked back to her. “No. Er, well, maybe. But…I’m just going to head home.”

      “Don’t let me run you off,” she said, her tone defensive. “I was just leaving.”

      He frowned. “You aren’t running me off, Blythe. It was…it was really good to see you, actually.”

      “It was?”

      “Yeah.” The small smile on his face told her he meant it. But then why had he pushed her away? Why had he made her decision so easy? If he hadn’t forced her to leave, there was a very real chance she would’ve never gone back to Asher. Not that she wasn’t happy—she was. But could she be happier? She’d never know now.

      “Well, it was good to see you, too.”

      “I’m glad everything worked out for you.”

      “Who says it did?” she asked.

      “Didn’t it?”

      “Asher’s a good guy,” she told him. “He’s made a really big effort to show me he’s serious about us.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” His mouth contorted in thought. “Are you happy?”

      “Do you care?” she asked, her voice so soft that he had to lean in to hear her.

      He was still for a moment. “I do. But I shouldn’t.”

      “Because you’re dangerous?”

      “Because I put you in danger.”

      “I’m a big girl, Finn. I can take care of myself.”

      “You shouldn’t have to. If this guy makes you happy, you should be with him.”

      She nodded. “Well, he does.”

      “Good.”

      Her lips squeezed into a thin line as she tried to think of what to say next. He was being stubborn. Difficult. He obviously had secrets. Asher was easy. Simple. Fun. And he cared about her. So, why couldn’t she keep herself from hoping that Finn would keep talking? Why did she want more with a man who’d made it clear there was no future to be had with him?

      “Okay, I’m going to go,” he said finally, letting out a loud sigh. “I’ll see you around.”

      “See you,” she whispered, watching him walk out of sight. Her phone chimed in her pocket, breaking her trance, and she glanced down, knowing it would be Asher wondering where she was. With her hands full, she had no way of checking it, but she turned and walked back toward his apartment in a hurry. He was just leaving work and, with any luck, she was going to surprise him.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, stranger,” Asher said, pulling her in for a kiss as soon as he saw her. He took his iced coffee from her hand. “I was hoping I’d get to see you tonight.”

      They walked up the stairs, hand in hand, as she took a sip of her drink. “Sorry,” she told him. “I wanted to respond to your message, but it came through as soon as both of my hands were occupied.”

      He lowered his brow. “I didn’t text you.”

      “You didn’t?” she asked. “Well, I wonder who it was, then?” As they reached his floor, she pulled the phone from her pocket, turning it over so she could read the screen. “How was work?” she asked, before her eyes registered what she was seeing.

      “You’ll never guess who scored a brand new, million-dollar account,” he said proudly, turning the key in his door and pushing it open so she could enter.

      She stared at the screen, only half listening to what had been said. The text message was from Finn. He’d put his phone number in her phone the second night she stayed with him, and it had been in there tormenting her ever since. She teetered between texting him and deleting it completely just about every day.

      It read, Come by my place tonight. It won’t take long. I’ll be there until 8.

      What could he possibly want? And why didn’t he just tell her to her face when she saw him? He’d been texting her as he walked away. Was that really easier than just talking to her?

      “Hello? Are you listening?”

      She jerked her head up. “Sorry, Asher. I’m sorry. What’d you say?”

      The smile fell from his face. “Is everything okay?”

      She exited out of the text message. “It’s just…it’s work.”

      “Do you need to go?”

      She bit her lip. “I think so.”

      “What do you mean you think?”

      As she slid the phone back into her pocket, she pulled him in for a kiss. “I’m sorry. I do have to go. I’ll try to come back, though.”

      He nodded skeptically. “Okay…well, thanks for the coffee, I guess. You’re sure everything’s okay?”

      She smiled, trying to reassure him while hiding the worry from her own face. What did Finn want? What was he going to say to her? What did she want him to say? “Everything’s fine,” she promised.

      “Okay, be careful. I love you,” he said, walking further into the apartment.

      She froze, his words slamming into her chest so hard they could’ve knocked her down. “What?”

      He turned back around, his face ashen, jaw dropped open. “Oh my God. I…um…I didn’t—shit. It just slipped out.”

      “You…you love me?” she asked, a lump rising in her throat. It had been so long since anyone had said those words to her. Did he mean them? Did she want him to?

      He swallowed, running a thumb under his nose. “I…” A small smile crept onto his lips. “Yeah, Blythe, I do. I love you. I know it’s fast. I mean, two months is…well, it’s no time at all, but…I’ve never felt for anyone the way I feel about you. When I’m not with you, I’m thinking about you, and when I am with you, I’m thinking about how I never want you to leave.”

      Her jaw fell open and she sucked in a breath, suddenly unable to form words.

      “You don’t have to say it back,” he whispered, his voice showing more vulnerability than she’d ever heard from him. “But I wanted you to know.”

      “Asher…I—”

      “Go on to work,” he told her, kissing her cheek. “I’ll be here if you want to come back by.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      Her chest was tight as she turned to walk away, her emotions conflicted. She should stay. She should tell him that nothing is more important than the three words he just said to her, but she’d be lying to him—and herself—if she said she wasn’t curious what Finn could want. And so, she walked down the stairs, listening to his door shut behind her and wondering if she was making the biggest mistake of her life.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, she was climbing up the last flight of stairs toward Finn’s apartment. Apprehension filled her gut, but she knew there was a small bit of hope in there, too. A bit of hope she was learning to hate with every passing step.

      When she got to his door, it was cracked open. She hesitated, wondering for just a moment if it might be a trap, but without allowing herself to think too much, she pushed it open.

      “Finn?” she called. As she entered the apartment, a gasp escaped her throat. It was empty. The couch, the TV, all of his furniture was gone. Had he been robbed? She turned around, her breath suddenly too loud in the silent apartment.

      Footsteps approached her from behind and she spun toward the bedroom, letting out a sigh of relief.

      “You came,” he said. He’d changed out of his work clothes and cleaned up since she’d seen him last, though he still seemed to be sweating. In his hands was a box with a letter on top.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, gesturing toward the empty apartment in case he hadn’t noticed.

      “I’m moving,” he said simply.

      “Moving? Leaving New York?”

      “I have some things I need to take care of.” He set the box down on the countertop, lifting the envelope and turning it over in his hands.

      “Will I ever see you again?” she asked. She hated the pain that filled her voice, but there was no hiding it.

      “I…” He pinched the bridge of his nose, looking down and letting out a breath. “I don’t think so. Here.” He slid the envelope to her.

      “What’s this?” she asked, staring at the shaky handwritten ‘Blythe’ on the front of it. She ran her fingers over the ink. His hands were on her arms before she realized it, and when she looked up, his lips found hers. She tensed up for a moment, thinking she should resist, but her body melted to his touch instantly. His kiss was soft, gentle, his lips warming her in ways she hadn’t known possible. The world stood still. None of the confusion mattered. The empty apartment. The endless opportunities held within the envelope in her hands. The eminent heartbreak his leaving was sure to cause her. For just that split second, with her lips on his and his hands cradling her head, nothing else mattered. When the kiss ended, he pressed his forehead to hers.

      “God, what I wouldn’t do to kiss you forever,” he whispered.

      She sucked in a breath, feeling cool tears stinging her eyes as she realized how real it all was. Her feelings for him. The rush he sent from her fingers to her toes. And the fact that he was about to walk out of her life forever. “Don’t go.” It was a command. A plea. A promise.

      His nose touched hers and, for just a moment, she thought he was going to give in, that his lips would find hers again and time would stop for them. She was wrong.

      His hands left her head, and she heard his feet shuffle as she closed her eyes. “Finn, please…”

      “Just…just read the letter,” he whispered. “Take care of yourself, Blythe.”

      With that, the door clicked shut and hot, angry tears flooded her cheeks. Damn it. She ripped open the letter with force, furious thoughts radiating through her. She could still catch him. She could still stop him from leaving.

      But could she? Would he listen? She had to find out what was in this all-important letter.

      

      Blythe,

      I did a search for the number you used to call your aunt from my phone, and this is the address it pulled up. I hope it’s right.

      It’s Finn, by the way. If you hadn’t figured that out. Guess that’s where I should’ve started.

      If you’re wondering why I didn’t just scrap this letter and start all over, it’s because this is my eighteenth attempt, and my hand is getting sore.

      I should just text you, I know. Who writes letters anymore? Do you know how hard it was to even find a pen in my apartment?

      There I go rambling again. I won’t waste too much of your time.

      I wanted to let you know that I’m moving. Leaving the city for a while to clear my head. I have some things I need to do, stuff I need to get taken care of, and…my head just isn’t in the right place. It seems New York isn’t big enough for the both of us.

      Yeah…I really should just scrap this and start over, shouldn’t I? Maybe I’ll get lucky and this won’t ever get to you. Then I’ll just have wasted a bunch of money but save my dignity.

      Money. Yeah, that’s where I was going with this. You’ll find a key in this envelope, too. I’m not including my address just in case this does happen to end up in the wrong hands, but if it doesn’t, Blythe, if it ends up in your hands…the apartment is yours.

      I’ve paid up the rent for a full year. Okay…technically eleven months by the time you get this. Do what you want with it. You deserve a fresh start, Blythe. If anyone can understand that, it’s me. I’ve signed the lease over into your name, which you’ll also find a copy of in this envelope. Use this start wisely. Save your money. Travel. Whatever you want to do. I hope this helps you in some way.

      Stay safe. Take care of yourself. Don’t think about me too much.

      I’ll say this now because I’ll never have to see you again…I think maybe you changed me, Blythe. For the better. You made everything different. I was worried I would do the same for you, but in an opposite way. I’m not good for you. My life is dangerous. Don’t look for me. I learned a long time ago how to disappear, and you won’t find me. Trust me when I say it’s for your own good.

      You told me once that you wanted it all. The fairy tale. Well, I can’t give you that, but consider this your pumpkin carriage. That’s what Cinderella got, right? Something along those lines. This is yours.

      I hope you get the full fairy tale.

      Your friend

      Your fairy god—wtf

      The damn idiot who needs more sleep and is leaving you an apartment and isn’t going to write any more,

      Finn

      

      She read through the letter twice as tears continued to blur her vision. She laughed through parts and sobbed through others. The key and lease fell from the envelope when she turned it over, just like he’d said. She opened the lease, reading through it carefully. He had, in fact, signed it completely over to her. There was a yellow receipt stapled to the front that showed twelve months had been paid in full.

      She turned the key over in her hand, rushing toward the window and looking out, wanting to see him walking away. Which direction would he go? Could she follow him? Should she?

      She thought back to the letter. I learned a long time ago how to disappear…

      He didn’t want to be with her. She had a man who loved her waiting for her just a few blocks away. Finn didn’t want her to find him. He’d made that incredibly clear. Finn planned to disappear. The only question…could he just as easily be erased from her heart?
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      “That’s the last of the boxes,” Asher said, setting it down on her couch with a loud groan. “And, thank God.” He wiped his forehead dramatically. “You know they make movers for this kind of thing, right?”

      “Why on earth would I need movers when I have such a handsome and strong boyfriend?” Blythe popped up from behind the sink, walking toward him with one hand on her hip. She patted his cheek playfully, kissing his lips. He ran a finger over the bandana headband tied around her ponytail.

      “Fair enough,” he said. “So, what room are we unpacking first?”

      “I was thinking maybe the kitchen? Then I could whip us up something to eat while you put my bed together.”

      “Ah, an ulterior motive if I’ve ever heard one,” he said, patting her bottom as she turned to walk away. “I didn’t know you cooked.”

      She scoffed. “You do know I work for a caterer, don’t you?”

      He laughed, opening a bottle of water from the fridge and taking a drink. “Of course, I know that. I just didn’t know it was something you really enjoyed. I thought it was…I don’t know, just a job. You said you liked baking before, but not cooking.”

      “It is just a job, I guess,” she told him. “Baking is my favorite, you’re right. I actually do really love to cook, though. Since I moved to the city I haven’t been able to do it for fun, but now that I have my own place, maybe I can start again.”

      “As long as I can be the taste tester.”

      “You have my word.”

      He grabbed her waist, spinning her around so that she was leaning up against the counter, his lips on her ear. “I think I have a better idea of what we can do first.”

      She giggled as his hands slid up her stomach, his fingertips tickling her skin. “Stop it!” she squealed. “If we don’t get to work, we’ll spend all day doing that, and I desperately need to get unpacked.”

      He pulled back, a giant grin on his face as his hands went up innocently. “Okay, okay,” he teased. “Whatever you say.”

      She set a box up onto the counter, and they slowly began unpacking, being careful of the glass dishes she’d purchased with her most recent paycheck. She wished she had something of her parents’ to make it feel like home, but nearly everything had been lost in the fire. She’d purchased a few candles that smelled of her mother’s favorite scent and planned to burn them every chance she got. Truth be told, the apartment reminded her more of Finn than anyone, but with enough time, and enough memories made with Asher, she knew that would fade.

      In the weeks since he’d disappeared, she’d gone from thinking about him constantly, to only thinking of him once or twice a day. It was progress. Besides that, Asher was everything that she wanted in a man. He was stable. Loving. Kind. He made her laugh. He made her feel safe. Anything she felt for Finn, however fleeting and overwhelming it had been, was pure lust. It would pass.

      “Hey, I forgot to ask you. What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” Asher asked, interrupting her thoughts as he leaned across her to set a glass bowl into the cabinet.

      “Oh, gosh, that’s next month, isn’t it? I don’t have any plans. Why do you ask?”

      “You have plans now,” he said.

      “Oh yeah? What kind of plans?” She leaned against the counter, watching him work.

      “My parents have a huge dinner. More food than you could ever eat. And they asked that I invite you.”

      “To Thanksgiving dinner? I don’t know,” she said, wringing her fingers. “Isn’t that a family thing?”

      “You’re part of our family.”

      “I know,” she said, rolling her eyes playfully. “I mean, they all seemed to love me at the party. And what’s not to love?” she joked. “But—”

      “No buts,” he said, pulling her to him. “They love you. As do I. And you’re coming. It wouldn’t be Thanksgiving without you there.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, studying his face.

      “I’m positive.” He kissed her nose. “It’s going to be great.” He pulled away, grabbing another dish and stacking it in the cabinet carefully. She watched him, the man she’d grown so close to in such a short time. He’d invited her into his world, into his family. He’d taken care of her. Protected her. Loved her in a way that no one else ever had. Sure, their start hadn’t been perfect, but he’d made up for it tenfold since then. He was good to her, and for the first time, she was realizing she didn’t want to take advantage of that anymore.

      “Asher?” she said, her voice wavering.

      “Yeah?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “I love you, too.”

      He froze, lowering the dish and turning around slowly. His brown eyes were wide with shock as they met hers. Without a word, his arms were back around her waist, lifting her up to sit on the countertop before he kissed her. His fingers tangled in her hair as his kiss grew more passionate, as if his mouth were searching for oxygen only hers could give.

      “I love you so much,” he told her. It had been a month since he’d said the words the first time, and never once had he pressured her to say them back, even though he’d said it a few times since then.

      Her first experience with love in high school had been awkward and forced. They’d said ‘I love you’ between classes, in a note passed on the first day they’d become boyfriend-girlfriend. It was just what boys and girls did. They were fifteen and had no idea what love meant. With Asher, it was different. The feelings were real. The sentiment was there. Her heart fluttered at his touch, not because a teacher might catch them at any moment, but because he made her feel like no one else could. This was real love. The kind she’d spent her whole life dreaming about.

      “I love you, too,” she whispered as she felt cool tears filling her eyes again. The last time she’d cried in this apartment, it had been over a man who she knew hardly anything about. This time, it was because her heart was overflowing with emotion. Asher pulled away from her slightly, his breath warm on her face.

      “That’s the first time you’ve said that,” he told her.

      “Mhm.”

      “I was starting to think you just enjoyed torturing me.”

      She laughed softly. “Maybe just a little.”

      “Oh yeah?” he teased, lifting her up and carrying her down the hallway with heavy footsteps.

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe we need to make that bed first priority,” he said, lifting his lips to find hers again as they reached the bedroom.

      “Who needs a bed?”
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      The week of Thanksgiving came quickly, though it was a month later. Blythe had requested the entire week off due to their out-of-town trip. Tony hadn’t been happy about it, and she sensed that he was getting tired of her requests off even though she tried to keep them minimal. But he couldn’t deny that she was one of the best workers he had when she was there.

      If she lost her job, there would be others Asher had assured her. Better ones even. He had connections. Time and time again, he’d tried to get her to let him set her up at a restaurant, making double what she made as a caterer, and with a better schedule, too.

      As much as she wanted to take the offer, she desperately wanted to hang onto the only piece of her life that still felt like hers. She was living in Finn’s apartment. Her days were spent with Asher. Her childhood had relied heavily on her parents, friends, and boyfriend. Her job was the only thing she’d acquired on her own. She’d grown sentimental about that.

      On Wednesday, Asher took her to the cabin, though this time it wouldn’t be all theirs.

      “My parents will stay at their house, but we’ll have family in from all over, so all of the bedrooms in each of the cabins will be taken. Luckily, we still get the master in our cabin and most of the kids will be in the West cabin, so we shouldn’t be bothered too much.”

      “Did I meet most of your family at Grandmother Lorene’s birthday?”

      He chuckled. “Not even close. My family is pretty big.”

      “Wow,” she said. “You never told me that.”

      “I don’t see most of them that often.” His jaw went tight as he said it, and she sensed there must’ve been some tension there she didn’t know about just yet.

      She reached across the car, taking his hand as they pulled up to the cabins. “It’s going to be okay. I’m excited to meet everyone. It just means I’ll get to know you even more.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed, though his voice was distant. When the car came to a stop, she looked around at the full driveway, loaded with luxury vehicles. Several men stood around talking and laughing while their wives wrangled kids and sipped on glasses of wine despite it being barely three o’clock.

      “Asher!” one man called, and all heads turned their direction.

      “Hey, everyone!”

      “And this must be the lovely Blythe.” The oldest of the bunch took her hand, kissing it lightly and then patting where his lips had been with his free hand. “Archibald Grace, Asher’s great-uncle.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

      His eyes lit up, his face as animated as a kid at Christmas. “And listen to that Southern twang.” He giggled along with the others.

      “Easy, Archie,” Asher warned, his voice a low growl. Blythe squeezed his arm.

      “It’s all right,” she assured him. “Honestly, I’m used to it. Besides, y’all sound strange to me, too, so we’re even.”

      Archie looked positively giddy as she spoke. “Your mother is absolutely thrilled about her, Ash. I can certainly see why.”

      Asher wrapped a proud arm around her shoulders. “She may be the one thing I do right by my parents,” he said, and the others laughed, though Blythe couldn’t help blushing at his comment. “Anyway, we’re going to go settle in.”

      “Sounds good. You’d better call dibs on your room. I think a few of them are already full,” a younger man she hadn’t been introduced to yet said.

      “Sounds good, Eric. Good to see you, man.”

      “Likewise,” he called, waving a casual hand over his head as Asher threw their bags over his shoulder and turned to lead her toward the cabin.

      “You weren’t kidding about the big family,” she said once they were out of earshot.

      “You haven’t met half of them yet,” he whispered in her ear. When they reached the door, he let go of her shoulders, turning the knob and pushing it open to let her through. “Ladies first.”

      She stepped into the cabin, taking a look around. It hadn’t been so long since she’d been there last, but this time the home looked incredibly different. The living room was filled with suitcases and bags, scattered shoes, scarves, coats, and purses.

      “Excuse the mess,” he told her. “I told you it would be crowded.”

      “I see that. Where is everyone?” she asked.

      “Anyone home?” he called loudly, his voice echoing through the quiet house. “Most of them are probably out back or they’ve run to town for a bit. We’d better get these bags in our room before someone claims it.”

      “Well, I certainly hope they weren’t napping,” she teased, turning to head up the stairs. When the top floor came into view, she took a step back, convinced she must be seeing things. She clutched her chest, her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth like glue as she opened her mouth. She couldn’t form words to describe what she was seeing. There was no way it could be real. No way he could be real.

      “Finn?” Asher cried, quickly bounding up the stairs past her with his hand held out. He pulled Finn into a hug, patting his back. “Holy shit, man, where have you been?” Finn looked equally shocked to see her. His dumbstruck expression in no way matched the joy on Asher’s face. “I can’t believe you’re here. Dad didn’t tell me you were coming!”

      “Yeah,” Finn said halfheartedly. “I’ve been staying here for a while.” His gaze briefly made it to Asher before trailing back to Blythe.

      “Sorry,” Asher said, zipping down two steps to grab Blythe’s hand and pull her up the rest of the way. “Finn, this is my girl, Blythe. Blythe, this is my best friend.”

      Blythe remained frozen, though now at the top of the stairs. “H-hi,” she said, unsure of what to say. How to explain this messed up situation.

      “Hi,” Finn said. “I should’ve known when you said Asher…of course, of all the Ashers in New York City, it’d be this one.”

      “What are the chances?” she asked, her gaze locked with his as she tried desperately to comprehend the situation.

      “Well, we never did have much luck.”

      “Wait, I’m missing something,” Asher said, his voice breaking their eye contact. “You two know each other?” His hand darted back and forth between them.

      “Yeah, you could say that,” Blythe said softly. “He…um…well, I don’t really know what to say.”

      “The apartment she’s living in?” Finn asked. When Asher nodded, he went on, “It used to be mine.”

      “What do you mean? You two were, what, dating?”

      “No,” Blythe said, probably too quickly.

      “Our timing was never right,” Finn told him, though he was still looking at her. “But anyway, I’m really happy for you two.” He looked back at Asher. “Really. And it’s good to see you, man. I hear you finally got that office at Finer Things. Your dad’s been keeping me up to date. He didn’t mention her, though.”

      Asher nodded, obviously thrown off. “Yeah, I, um, I did. He didn’t tell me you two were still in contact. I thought you’d fallen off the map.”

      “I just needed some space, you know?”

      “Ten years is a long time,” Asher said.

      Finn reached for Asher, pulling him into another quick hug and patting Blythe’s shoulder. “Anyway, I’ve gotta run to town. It was great to see you, Ash. We’ll catch up soon.” As he rushed down the stairs, he turned one last time and met her eyes, but she forced herself to look away.

      He’d walked away before, and he’d keep on doing it. She gripped Asher’s hand firmly. “Come on, let’s get our bags put away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Once they were in the room and the bags were set down, Blythe shut the door.

      “So…how do you know Finn?” Asher asked. “Really.”

      She sat down on the edge of the bed, avoiding eye contact as she ran her hands over her thighs nervously. “When I moved to New York, Finn was the first person I met. I can’t believe you know him.”

      “Yeah,” he said softly, sitting down in the desk chair across from her. “Finn was my best friend growing up. I mean, I guess he still is. We were in the same grade and inseparable. But about ten years ago he disappeared, and today’s the first time I’ve seen him since then.”

      “What do you mean he disappeared?” Blythe asked, cocking her head to the side in confusion.

      “Literally…he disappeared. Like, he was here one day and then…gone. I tried calling and texting him, but his phone was disconnected.”

      “Why would he disappear?” She stared at her hands, trying desperately to piece together what seemed to be Finn’s biggest secret.

      “I have no idea,” Asher said. “I thought maybe he’d been recruited as a spy.” When she looked up, she noticed the smirk on his face, telling her he was only joking. She would’ve been lying to say that wasn’t one of the possibilities on her mind as well.

      “I’m serious, Asher. Why would he be here? Why wouldn’t he have told you he was home, but he told your parents?”

      “My parents took care of Finn his whole life. He was like a second son to them. Honestly, it doesn’t surprise me that he went to them when he resurfaced. And I can’t say I'm surprised he didn’t look me up right away. I’m sure he knew our reunion would be…awkward at best.”

      “That’s a bit on the nose, isn’t it?” Blythe teased.

      “Were you two…a thing?” Asher asked hesitantly, and she knew the jealousy in his voice was only mildly being kept at bay.

      “No,” she said. “Like he said, our timing was never right. We went out a few times, I won’t lie to you, but I’m not even sure they were even dates.”

      “But he left you his apartment.”

      “He said he had to clear his head.”

      Asher scoffed. “You’d think ten years would be long enough to do that.” He paused, chewing nervously on his bottom lip. “Look, be honest with me, do I have anything to worry about with you two?”

      She took a breath. She wasn’t going to lie to him. He deserved to know the truth, if only she knew what that was. “When I found out you’d been seeing other people, I went to Finn. I don’t even know how I ended up there, but I did.” She twisted a finger in the palm of her hand, a nervous tic of hers. “And, for just a moment, I thought we might become something. When you came back to me, I told you I wasn’t sure I could be exclusive.” She took a deep breath, preparing herself for her next words. “That was because of Finn. Because I wasn’t sure what either of us wanted.”

      “So, what are you saying?” he asked, his voice raised slightly.

      She leaned forward, reaching for his hand. “I’m saying…there are feelings there. For me, at least. But I’m with you, Asher. The past months with you have been amazing. I’ve never been so happy. That’s because of you.” She patted his chest with her fingertips. “You don’t have anything to worry about with Finn. Not anymore.”

      His eyes filled with relief as he pulled her into his chest. “I love you, you know that?”

      “I love you, too,” she told him, kissing him firmly on the lips.

      He stood, pushing her backwards on the bed with their lips still together. His hands took hold of her arms, pinning them back as he trailed kisses across her lips and down her neck. “What would I ever do without you?” he whispered into her ear, his warm breath on her skin causing cold chills to cover her body.

      He pulled back slightly, their noses still connected. As she stared into his warm, dark eyes, she wondered the same thing. “Lucky for us both, you’ll never have to find out.”

      “I’m serious, Blythe.” He kissed her in between sentence fragments. “I am,” kiss, “so happy with you.” Kiss. “Like…I didn’t even know this,” kiss, “was possible.”

      She giggled. “You keep me pretty happy, too.”

      His gaze moved from her lips to her eyes, darting back and forth between each eye. “I’m so sorry I ever hurt you.”

      She sat up, lifting one leg over his lap. “Asher, we’ve talked about this. What you did—seeing other people—you don’t have to apologize for it. It was a long time ago, and we were so new, it wasn’t like you cheated on me. We hadn’t set boundaries or rules yet.”

      “Yeah, but how could I have been so blind that I didn’t see I had it all right in front of me?”

      She rolled her eyes playfully. “Well, that one’s all on you.”

      He kissed her cheek, brushing a piece of her hair out of the way. “I’m just glad I didn’t ruin it.”

      “Me too,” she told him. “We were both lucky you came to your senses in time.”

      “Yeah,” he said softly. “Apparently just in time.”
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      Thanksgiving dinner at the Graces’ was nothing short of spectacular. Like Grandmother Lorene’s birthday party, no expense was spared. The Grace’s estate was breathtaking. The mansion was nestled on a two-hundred-acre maple farm, and the home alone was nearly eleven thousand square feet. With eight bedrooms and seven bathrooms, Blythe had to wonder why the family even bothered having three cabins for their guests to stay in. With a bit of effort, it would be entirely possible to have guests in the house you never had to see.

      The dining room housed a one-hundred-and-twenty-five-foot-long table and, as Blythe and Asher arrived, the staff was busy setting it with a feast that could have adorned the cover of any holiday magazine.

      “There she is!” Mona screeched, scurrying across the expansive entryway when she spied the couple. She pulled Blythe into a hug before turning to Asher and hugging him as well. “I’m so glad you could make it. I was hoping you wouldn’t already have plans with your family.”

      “Mom, I told you Blythe’s parents passed away,” Asher said, his voice filled with contempt.

      Mona’s face went pale. “I’m so sorry, Blythe. He did tell me. I’d just forgotten.”

      “It’s okay,” Blythe assured her. “Thank you for inviting me.”

      “Oh, we wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said, appearing relieved. “Asher, did you see the special guest your father had at the cabins for you?” She wiggled her eyebrows playfully.

      Asher looked confused for a moment before he nodded. “Finn?” His voice sounded much less enthused than it had yesterday at the mention of his best friend’s name, and Blythe couldn’t help worrying whether she’d caused irreparable harm to their friendship.

      “Mhm,” she said gleefully, either intentionally ignoring or just not noticing her son’s lack of enthusiasm. “He’s out back with your father now. I’m sure he’d love to meet Blythe.”

      Asher frowned. “Sure. Maybe later, Mom. Is there anything we can help with?”

      “I don’t think so,” she told him. “Dinner is just about ready. We’re waiting on Martin and Sharon to arrive. Then we’ll be all set to eat.”

      A member of their staff approached them suddenly, stealing Mona’s attention, and she hurried off after them and left Asher and Blythe alone in the doorway.

      “Your home is immaculate,” Blythe told him. “I can’t believe you grew up here.”

      Asher nodded. “Yeah, well, it’s nothing special.”

      “Are you kidding me? My house was one of the biggest in Darlington, but it didn’t even compare to half of this place. Not to mention the furniture in one room costs as much as our whole house.”

      He wrapped an arm around her. “I wish I could’ve seen it.”

      “Me too,” she agreed sadly. It was one of the things that crossed her mind frequently as she and Asher grew closer. He would never know that side of her. Never meet her parents. Never see the bedroom she’d meticulously decorated as a teenager. It was all gone. Half of her life had gone up in a cloud of smoke, and sometimes she wasn’t sure what to do with the rest of it. Most people, when they met someone new, introduced them to their past. Her past was just that, the past, forever. She had no plans to ever return to Darlington.

      “Do you want a tour?” he asked. “Or I could take you outside, see some of the land. It’s really beautiful out there.”

      “I’d like that a lot. Shouldn’t we stay inside if dinner will start soon?”

      “No one’s in any hurry,” he promised her.

      As if on cue, the front door swung open and two strangers stood behind them. Asher greeted them, quickly introducing Blythe to his cousins and following them into the kitchen, promising to show her the grounds after dinner.

      As the dining room began to fill with people—some faces she remembered, most not—Mona directed Blythe to the chair next to hers as Jacob gave a quick toast, thanking their guests both new and old and asking everyone to dig in.

      Blythe’s body burned, her skin on fire with adrenaline as she remained consciously aware of Finn sitting just a few seats away. He seemed to be equally aware of her, his gaze trailing to her and then away from her every few minutes. He spoke to the family comfortably, obviously familiar with everyone.

      As dinner wound down, Asher set back in his seat, sliding his hand under the table and onto Blythe’s thigh. She offered him a small smile before turning to Mona, who was rambling on about the Christmas shopping she was nearly done with.

      “Dinner was wonderful, Mona,” she said politely, wiping the corners of her mouth with her cloth napkin.

      “Thank you, dear,” she said. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. I certainly hope you’ve left room for dessert.”

      “I was hoping to show Blythe around for a bit, Mom. We’ll come back in to grab some dessert later.”

      His mother’s smile wavered just a bit, but she eventually agreed. “Make sure to show her the view from off the deck,” she said. “No one should live without being able to see that once in their lifetime.” Without another word, she turned to the woman next to her, a stout, pretty young thing named Annie, and began talking about the two-year-old alongside her.

      With that, Asher stood up, pulling Blythe’s arm carefully so she would stand as well. Blythe felt uncomfortable leaving the table while everyone else was still there, most done with their dinner, but still lingering to talk. Finn’s eyes fell on her, his mouth slightly opened as he watched her leave the table. She wanted desperately to talk to him. To have a few minutes alone to discuss everything on her mind, but she knew that opportunity wouldn’t present itself in this situation. Finn had to be forgotten. Asher was priority.

      He led her out the back door and onto the large, covered back balcony. It overlooked the acres of woods in the valley below. Mona was right, the view was to die for.

      “This is incredible.”

      “Can I be honest with you about something?” Asher blurted out, his voice rushed, stressed. It was obvious he’d been holding it in for a while.

      She glanced over at him, at the way his forehead held a wrinkle of stress she wasn’t used to seeing on his usually calm face. “Of course. What is it?”

      “I…I’m not a jealous person, Blythe. I’m honestly not. I’ve always been the one with most of the power in relationships, and I’ve always made sure they weren’t exclusive for this exact reason.” He paused. “I don’t want to get hurt.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not comfortable being around Finn anymore. I mean, the guy was my best friend. I used to know everything about him. But I don’t now. I don’t know hardly anything…except that you like him. Liked, maybe. But he likes you…present tense.”

      “What are you saying, Asher? Has he said something to you?”

      “He doesn’t have to. He hardly kept his eyes off of you all through dinner.”

      “I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration, but even if it isn’t, I can’t help it if he was staring. I wasn’t staring back.”

      “I know,” he said, and she let out a small breath of relief. “It’s just…why did it have to be him, ya know? I can handle a bit of competition, but my best friend?”

      “I don’t want to cause any trouble between you two, Asher, believe me. If I’d known…”

      “What?” he asked when she didn’t finish her sentence. “If you’d known…what?”

      “I don’t know. I met Finn first. If I’d known you two were best friends, maybe I wouldn’t have allowed myself to fall in love with you…but I did. And I wouldn’t wish a life without you on myself. Truth is, Asher, as much as I wish this had happened any other way, I wouldn’t want to change the outcome. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too,” he told her. “I can’t stand the thought of losing you. I guess that’s all I’m really trying to say. Everytime I see him staring at you, I get this sick feeling in my stomach. Jealousy. Rage. I think I’m starting to hate him, and that’s not fair to anyone.”

      “I don’t want to cause you to lose your best friend.”

      He took her hand. “Finn was my best friend, that’s true, but I think…” His lips brushed her cheek. “I think you’re my best friend now.”

      She ran her fingers over where his lips had been, her eyes filling with tears. “I am?”

      “You’re who I want to tell everything to, Blythe. You’re the one I want to share everything with. I just love you so damn much it hurts.”

      She pulled him into a hug, her heart filled with so much joy it felt as if it were going to explode. She’d never felt that way. She’d never loved someone so deeply. “I love you, too, Asher. So much.”

      When they pulled apart, Asher tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “Good, because there’s something I have to tell you.”

      “What’s that?”

      He took a deep breath, looking out across the sky before his gaze fell back to her. “I lied to you.”

      “Lied? About what?”

      “I do know where Finn was. I’m not supposed to, but I do.”

      “We don’t have to talk about him,” she assured him, running a hand over his bicep.

      “I know that. I just…I want you to know the truth about him. About why he left. Why he disappeared for ten years. You deserve to know how dangerous he is.”

      “Dangerous?” she asked, swallowing. She blinked her eyes rapidly. “What do you mean ‘dangerous’?”

      He closed his eyes as if bracing himself for a blow. “I wasn’t supposed to know. My dad hired a lawyer for him, and I overheard them talking one day. My dad assured me it was nothing to worry about. He said he was going to get it taken care of, but after a few months went by and I still hadn’t heard from Finn, I asked my dad again. He said Finn had gone away to clear his head. He said he needed space. But…I Googled him. I found out the truth.”

      “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

      “He’s saying I was in prison,” the voice came from her right. She looked toward it, surprised to see Finn approaching them from inside. His lips were pressed into a thin line. “And he’s telling you the truth. Like I should have all along.”
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      They all stood frozen, looking back and forth at each other, waiting for someone to make a move.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have interrupted,” Finn said softly. “Your dad wanted his jacket.” He pointed to the blazer draped over the railing as he strolled across the deck and grabbed it.

      “Wait, Finn—” Asher called, as his friend disappeared into the house. He looked back at Blythe with a sad expression. “I have to go talk to him.”

      “Go,” Blythe said, encouraging him with her words, though what she really meant was ‘Stay. Tell me everything.’ She watched as Asher did as he was told, going after Finn with haste. Her throat was dry as she swallowed the lump that filled it. What was she doing here? What was the plan? How could she possibly last another night in the cabin just feet away from Finn while lying next to Asher? She wasn’t sure she could survive it.

      After a few moments, Asher returned, his head hanging down.

      “How did it go?” she asked with a grimace. The look on his face told her it hadn’t gone well.

      He looked up, running a hand over his hair. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He says he’s not mad, but of course, he is. I’m a horrible best friend.”

      She approached him carefully, soothing him with her voice. “Hey, you are not horrible. You didn’t know. None of us knew. And, Ash, it doesn’t matter. Finn doesn’t have a claim over me.” It was partially true, at least. “You did nothing wrong.”

      “But I shouldn’t have told you about him going to prison. That wasn’t my place and, selfishly, I did it just to make sure you’d choose me.” He stared at her with sorrow-filled eyes. “I don’t want to be that person.”

      She pulled him into a hug. “I already chose you, Ash.”

      “He looks at you like…” He paused, looking down and then back up at her.

      “Like what?” she asked, lowering her gaze.

      “Like he wants to rip your clothes off,” he said finally, catching her by surprise.

      “Asher, Finn and I never—it wasn’t like that between us.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      “No. It wasn’t.” She kissed his lips firmly. “I love you so much. So if you need to spend the weekend repairing your friendship, you can do that. I’ll be right here.”

      He sucked in a breath. “He never even let me know that he was out. That he was back. My dad knew, but no one thought to mention it to me.”

      “Sounds like the bad friend in this relationship isn’t you.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. If he doesn’t want to be around me, then that’s fine. I’ve lived ten years without the man who used to be like my brother. I won’t beg him to be in my life.”

      She lifted up on her toes, rubbing his cheek. “It’s his loss.”

      He smiled at her, his spirits visibly lifting, and her heart warmed. She’d done what was necessary. Making Asher feel better was all that mattered to her. That was her place—standing by his side. Wherever Finn was, whatever he had done, it didn’t concern her. Asher was the man of her dreams, her true happily-ever-after, and she had to force herself to stop thinking about the man who’d once consumed all of her thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Blythe awoke in the dark bedroom, her eyes heavy with sleep. She reached her arm across the bed, sitting up when her skin didn’t connect with his. She looked around the room, her suspicions confirmed. Asher was gone.

      “Asher?” she called, her voice echoing through the quiet room. She lifted the cover from her legs, her feet sliding quickly to the cold hardwood floor. The room was completely dark except for a sliver of moonlight coming in from the window to her right. She tiptoed across the room, trying to be as quiet as possible so as not to wake the other guests sleeping in the house. Or, she guessed she was the true guest. The others were family, except for Finn.

      She opened the door slowly, thankful it didn’t squeak like the rusty hinges of the farmhouse doors she’d grown up with. There was no sneaking to be done around that house. She’d always believed her father refused to apply WD-40 specifically so her parents would always know if she tried to sneak out. It had worked, she supposed. The squealing door had kept her honest.

      She looked at the door to the bathroom, the yellow light shining out from under the wood, and heaved a sigh of relief. He must’ve woken her when he left to use the bathroom. She turned around to go back toward their room when she heard the water shut off and, within a second, the door was opening.

      “Blythe?”

      She expected to see Asher, but she knew the voice wasn’t his. “Finn?”

      “What are you doing?” they asked each other at the same time.

      He ran a quick hand through his hair. “Listen, about earlier…”

      She cocked her head to the side, waiting for him to explain. What possible explanation was there for the lie he’d told her? While, technically, she guessed there wasn’t really a lie—it wasn’t as if she’d come out and asked him if he was a criminal—it was a lie of omission all the same. “Why didn’t you just tell me?” she asked, keeping her voice low.

      He blew air from his nose, obviously trying to figure out what to say. Finally, he nudged his head in the direction of his bedroom. “Come with me, okay? Not out here.” He started to walk toward the room but stopped when he noticed she wasn’t following him.

      She bit her lip, looking down the staircase. What would Asher do? He certainly wouldn’t be okay with her following Finn into his bedroom. But it wasn’t as if something was going to happen. She wouldn’t let it. She meant every word she’d said to Asher. She loved him. But she needed to know the truth.

      “Asher’s gone,” Finn said finally, interrupting her thoughts.

      She glared at him. “Gone? Gone where?”

      “He headed out a while ago. Said there was something he needed to do.”

      “He talked to you? Why wouldn’t he tell me?”

      He shrugged. “I overheard him telling someone downstairs. It sounded like he was on the phone. He didn’t leave you a note?”

      She shook her head, but truth be told, she had no idea. She hadn’t been looking for a note—she’d been looking for a person.

      “Go call him if you want,” he gestured toward their bedroom, “but if you want to know about me…I’ll be in my room. The choice is yours.”

      She nodded, watching him disappear into his bedroom, true to his word. As she stood, contemplating her next move and chewing her bottom lip, her stomach rumbled. Whatever choice she made would be wrong. She wanted to call Asher, wanted to know where he was and what he was doing. But the mystery surrounding Finn also had her dying to know the truth. If Asher came back now, there was a chance she’d never know. If she found out the truth from Finn, she could call Asher as soon as she was done.

      Without allowing herself to debate any longer, she stepped forward, turning the knob to Finn’s door and stepping inside. The room was almost identical to theirs except for the fact that Finn had his curtains pulled open, giving a perfect view of the mountains and an even better view of the man sitting on the edge of his bed. The disheveled T-shirt, the loose sweatpants, his messy hair. It all reminded her of the mornings they’d woken up next to each other. The room smelled of him—like soap mixed with his warm cologne. She took a breath, breathing in his scent. It was intoxicating.

      She shook her head as if to clear him from her brain. “So?” she said angrily. “Speak.”

      He sighed, remaining seated on the edge of his bed. He didn’t look even a bit surprised to see her standing in his doorway. “I should’ve told you,” he admitted.

      “Well, that’s the understatement of the year. I was staying with a criminal, Finn. Is that who that man was? One of your criminal buddies? Did you really put me in danger?”

      He stood up, half of his face hidden in the shadows cast by the moonlight. “Now, hang on just a second. You can be mad at me all you want. I wish that I’d told you, I do. But the minute I had even a hint that being with me might put you in any danger, I left. I told you I wasn’t a safe choice. I told you I didn’t belong in your life. So, you can be mad at me for not telling you the truth about my past, but you don’t get to blame me for not considering your safety. That’s all I’ve thought about. And I’ve made sure that you’re safe. I’ve taken care of you. I gave you an apartment. I protected you.”

      “Is that what this is about? Because you gave me your apartment, now I owe you?”

      He scowled. “When the hell did I say anything about you owing me anything, Blythe? I did what I did because I wanted to. Not for any other reason. I honestly had no intention of ever seeing you again. And, really, can you blame me for not telling you about my history? It’s not exactly how I like to lead into conversations.”

      “You still should’ve told me.”

      “It’s not just a box you check on a fucking job application, Blythe. Don’t you understand that? This thing follows me everywhere I go. If I had to introduce myself by telling everyone I meet what I’ve done…no one would want anything to do with me. You included.”

      “What did you do, Finn? What were you in prison for?”

      He closed his eyes, standing up from the bed finally. “If I tell you the truth…you’ll never look at me the same.”

      “It can’t be any worse than what I’m already imagining.”

      “Yes. I promise you it can.”

      “What did you do, Finn? You promised you’d tell me if I came in here. I’m here. So talk.”

      “I’m not a bad person.”

      “What did you do?” she repeated through gritted teeth. When he didn’t respond, she reached for the door. “This was a waste of ti—”

      “Murder.” He spit the word out, reaching for her arm. “I went to jail for murder.”

      Her blood ran cold, and she turned around. Whatever she was imagining, he was right, this was worse. “W-what?”

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. It was ten years ago. I was a kid. A stupid kid who made a stupid mistake. It’s taken everything from me, but I don’t want it to take you, too.”

      “Finn…” she whispered, backing away from him. “How…how could you?” As he reached for her, she couldn’t help seeing bloodstains on his hands, searching his eyes for the heartless killer that must be lying just below the surface.

      “You don’t understand. It’s complicated. So much about my life has changed from who I was back then. I’m not who I was.”

      “You killed someone.”

      He pressed his lips together. “I’m still the same person you met on your first day in New York.”

      “No,” she repeated, her voice filled with sudden fury. “No, you aren’t. As far as I’m concerned, I wish we’d never met.” She grabbed hold of the door handle, pulling it open. His hand met the wood, slamming it shut, his eyes burning into hers.

      “You don’t mean that,” he challenged her.

      “You don’t know what I mean.”

      “I know you have feelings for me, Blythe. I know you wanted me before you knew the truth. I was an idiot for running away. I should’ve told you everything, should’ve fought for a real chance with you.” He took a gentle hold of her arm.

      “I’m with Asher,” she said firmly. “You lost whatever chance you may have had. I don’t want you anymore, Finn. I love him.”

      Her words stung him, she could see it in his eyes. He released her arm instantly. “Okay,” he said finally, his jaw hanging open. “Just…if you change your mind, if you want to know more—”

      “I won’t,” she told him, pulling the door open with force though he’d already released it, and rushed down the hall. Her heart was pounding as she closed her bedroom door, resting her back against it and letting out a heavy breath.
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      The next morning, Blythe sat on the edge of the bed, her stomach turning circles as she scrolled through her phone. How on earth had she once felt so safe around a man who’d done such horrible things? How had he managed to keep that part of himself from her so effortlessly? She supposed that’s what criminals did, after all.

      She’d told Asher she had an upset stomach, using the excuse to spend the morning searching the internet to find more details about Finn’s past. He’d told her the truth, as multiple articles confirmed. At age seventeen, Finn O’Brien had committed murder in the second-degree. A drug deal gone bad had resulted in a forty-two-year-old man, Cedric “Ed” Jackson, being found the next morning with his skull crushed, the result of blunt force trauma. His head had been beaten against a building in an alley so hard he died instantly. Reports said no one had seen the assault, but two witnesses saw Finn entering the alley just before the attack. Finn was brought in for questioning less than a week later, and he confessed almost immediately. He claimed his dealer had been trying to assault him for money he didn’t have and his actions had been done in self-defense. All in all, it was a terrible accident. With the help of his lawyer, he received ten years.

      The articles contained pictures of the victim as well as a mugshot of Finn, his hollow eyes familiar but empty and distant. He was skinnier, a sign of the drug use. His face was dirty, his hands dirtier. He had the same hairstyle, but the similarities ended there. His words echoed in her head: I’m not who I was.

      “Hey.” Asher’s voice called her back to reality from across the room. He’d popped his head in the doorway, staring at her with a bright smile. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m better,” she lied, rubbing her belly. “I’m sorry this has been a lousy last day of vacation. I hope your mom understands.”

      “Of course,” he told her, walking into the room and sitting next to her on the bed with a kiss on her forehead. She closed out of the browser before he could see what she’d been researching. “Everyone understands. I just feel so bad that you’re sick.”

      “Oh, I think it was just a bit of heartburn, maybe. I’m feeling much better already.”

      His eyes lit up. “Are you sure?”

      “Mhm,” she assured him. “Positive.”

      He took her hand in his, leaning in and kissing her lips carefully. “I’m so glad.”

      “Me too,” she told him, resting her head against his.

      “I’m going to load up the car. You ready to head out?”

      “I am.” She nodded.

      “Great, I’ve already gotten everything packed up. I’ll just grab your bag over here.” He stood up, lifting her bag from the floor and looking around the room to make sure they weren’t forgetting anything. “You packed your phone charger already?”

      “It’s in there.”

      “Okay. I think that’s everything, then.” He held out a hand to her. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” she confirmed, taking his hand and slipping the phone into her pocket. He kissed her fingers, leading her out of the bedroom and down the stairs. As the living room came into view, Blythe immediately knew something strange was going on. The cabin’s living room was full of people, all of the family gathered around with flutes of champagne in their hands. No one seemed to be talking, all eyes on them as they descended the staircase.

      Mona rushed forward, surprising Blythe by pulling her into a quick hug. “I’m so sorry that you’ve fallen ill, dear.”

      “Oh, I’m okay. Just a bit queasy. Honestly, it’s probably just from eating too much yesterday. I couldn’t help it with all of the amazing food.”

      Mona patted her chest humbly, though she was obviously proud, pressing her lips into a firm smile as she looked away. “Oh, psssh.” She waved off the praise but smiled again. “Thank you.”

      “What is everyone doing here?” Blythe asked finally, staring around the quiet room.

      “One last tradition before we hit the road,” Asher explained, taking a glass from a table in the corner and handing it to her. He took another for himself, drinking it quickly.

      “Drinking is your family tradition before hitting the road?” Blythe asked, a small smirk on her face. “That seems…appropriate.”

      “Just a glass,” Asher told her. “It’s more for nerves than anything.”

      “Nerves?”

      He looked to his mother, who squeezed Blythe’s arm before making her way back to stand beside Jacob. “Sixty years ago, my grandfather proposed to my Grandmother Lorene, right here, on the Friday after Thanksgiving. Nearly every year since then, someone’s made a huge announcement on this day, right before we leave. My dad proposed to my mom here thirty years ago.”

      “Steve proposed to me there six years ago,” a woman in the back told her, raising her glass. Blythe couldn’t seem to recall her name.

      “We announced this little guy in that spot last year,” another woman said, holding up the baby in her arms. Blythe was pretty sure the baby was called Declan, but she hadn’t spoken to the mother much since they arrived.

      “So, it’s kind of an anniversary of sorts, this day, for most of us,” Asher told her, running a hand down her forearm. She took a sip of her wine.

      “That’s sweet,” Blythe said, staring around the room at the large family. Despite her perception of rich New York families, everyone in this room had been nothing but warm and welcoming to her. Asher’s family was truly special. And happy. Happiness seemed to follow them everywhere.

      Asher turned to her then, and Blythe’s stomach dropped, seeing the anxious look on his face. It wasn’t possible. There was no way he was about to…and there he goes. Down on one knee.

      “Blythe, I…” Her heart thudded so loudly in her chest she could hardly hear him. Her face grew hot as she tried to focus and forget about the fact that every eye in the room was on her. Strangers. Asher’s family. People who were counting on her to say ‘yes.’ Yes to a life with a man that she loved. Because…she did love him. There was no doubt in her mind. She loved Asher. But was she ready for this? For a lifetime together?

      It seemed too soon. But wasn’t this exactly what she’d told Finn she wanted just six months ago? A fairy tale. A happily ever after. And Asher was willing to give that to her. To take care of her.

      Focus.

      “I know this is soon. I do. But I love you, Blythe. I love you more than anything else in this life. I never thought I’d want to settle down before I turned thirty…but it doesn’t feel like settling with you. It feels like getting everything I’ve ever wanted. It feels perfect.” She smiled at him, feeling cool tears stinging her eyes at his words. It did feel perfect. It had for so long. The only thing making her doubt that now…was the man walking down the stairs.

      She looked over, watching as Finn came down the stairs beside them. He was obviously the only one in the house not made aware of this plan. His mouth hung open for a moment and he stopped walking. He closed his mouth quickly, meeting her eyes as he watched the scene unfold in front of him. Asher was still talking, but she couldn’t hear him. Was Finn going to fight for her? Would he say something? He didn’t move, but no words left his mouth.

      “And, I guess what I’m trying to say is, I want this. With you. I want all of it. A future. A white picket fence. A family. I want to wake up every day next to you and kiss you goodnight before bed. I don’t ever want to wonder ‘what if?’ or ‘what could’ve been?’ You mean everything to me and, as much as I thought I wanted to wait, I don’t want that anymore. I don’t want you to ever question what you mean to me or where this is headed.” He kissed her hands, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a small, black box. “So…what do you say? Will you marry me?” He opened it, and her mouth dropped open. It was a silver band with tiny diamonds creating an intricate, vintage design across the top and sides.

      “It’s beautiful…” she whispered.

      “It was Grandmother Lorene’s,” he told her. “I snuck out and had it cleaned last night. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

      Tears continued to fill her eyes as she looked across the room to where Grandmother Lorene sat next to Mona. The two women had fat tears in their kind eyes. They loved her as much as she could ever hope a mother- and grandmother-in-law would love her. Asher was saying everything she’d wanted to hear. His proposal was everything she could’ve wanted. She smiled at him, though she couldn’t help looking up one last time to where Finn stood.

      He nodded slowly, his expression grim, and turned around, walking back up the stairs before he heard her answer. She looked back down at Asher, her decision made.

      He raised his brow. “You aren’t going to make me stay down here forever, are you?” He laughed nervously.

      She giggled, covering her mouth with her free hand. “No,” she said, placing her hands around the sides of his face. She bent down, placing a soft kiss on his lips. “Yes. Yes, Asher, I’ll marry you.”

      Cheers were heard all around. Asher stood, scooping her up and spinning around in a circle, their lips pressed together despite the laughs escaping from both of their throats.

      “I love you,” he whispered, his voice so low that only she could hear. It felt intimate, even with the eruption of noise around them.

      “I love you, too,” she vowed.

      “Forever.” He set her down, pulling the ring out of its box and sliding it onto her shaking finger, her hand trembling. It wasn’t a perfect fit, it needed to be loosened a bit, but it looked gorgeous on her finger. It was a sight she’d waited for her entire life. Her future lay in front of her, and as she looked into his eyes, she was sure the decision she’d made, the life she’d chosen, was right.
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        THREE MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Blythe brushed a loose piece of hair back into her ponytail, her forehead covered in sweat. She sat down onto the couch, blowing air up over her face from her bottom lip. A knock on the door startled her. Why would Asher be knocking?

      She stood, walking over to the door and looking through the peephole. His face caused her to gasp.

      “Hey,” he said, obviously able to hear her through the door.

      She pulled it open without a second thought. What was he doing there? “Finn?”

      He nodded. “Is this a bad time?”

      “No,” she stepped back, allowing him to enter the apartment, “not at all. What’s going on?” She closed the door behind him, watching as he took in the changes she’d made. The once-bare walls now boasted art and the old, mostly empty living room was filled with a couch, two chairs, and plenty of throw pillows.

      “The place looks…nice.”

      “Thanks,” she said, trying not to grimace about the mess. In the far corner of the living room sat a pile of boxes, and there was another box on the counter. Evidence that she was planning to move again. “Is everything okay?”

      He nodded. “I…um, sorry to just drop by unannounced. Martin notified me that you were vacating the apartment.” His words were formal, his voice monotonous; either he didn’t care one bit, or he was doing a damn good job of hiding how much he cared.

      “Yeah,” she said, tapping one foot behind the other. “I, um, well, I’m moving in with Asher after the wedding in four months. I went ahead and let him know since it will be before the lease ends.”

      He blinked, nodding his head.

      “I mean…thank you. For the apartment. You really saved me when I needed it most—”

      He looked down, smiling sadly with a scoff. “It’s no big deal.”

      “It was, Finn. It was a big deal.”

      His gaze trailed up her body, causing a cold chill to dance across her skin. When his dark eyes met hers, she sucked in a breath. “Well, look,” he said finally, “if you’re going to move out, I’ll take the apartment back.”

      “Right,” she said, his words catching her off guard. “Right, of course. Yes, definitely. I’d hate for you to have wasted your money.”

      “I don’t care about the money, Blythe.”

      “What do you care about, then?”

      He paused, seeming to think about it. “Are you happy?” he asked finally.

      She thought about it—about the past several months with Asher, about the nights that he’d rubbed her head when she had a headache or her feet when she’d had a long day, about the walks through Central Park, the late night movies and ice cream, the way he kissed her, the way he could make her whole body set on fire with just a touch. “Asher is a really good guy,” she told him. “He’s good to me.”

      “That’s not what I asked you.”

      “What are you asking, then? And why?”

      “I’m asking if he makes you happy. If he’s…the one, or whatever.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m asking if you’re settling.”

      “I’m not settling,” she said quickly. “I’m happy.”

      He gave her a sharp nod. “Well, look at that. Less than a year in New York and you’ve got your fairy tale after all. I guess that’s why people say it’s the place where all your dreams can come true.”

      “Another nickname? I still say it’s The Big Apple.”

      His eyes filled with passion, his expression growing serious. “That makes sense, too.”

      “What do you me—”

      “It’s filled with temptation.”

      She swallowed, her throat suddenly too dry. “Are you…um, are you planning to come to the wedding? We sent your save the date to his parents’ house since we aren’t sure where you’re living.”

      “Sorry, yeah, I don’t think I’m going to be making it.”

      She bit her lip, giving a slow nod. “Asher will be disappointed to hear that.”

      “I just think it’s best if I stay away.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Trust me, I do.”

      “Okay,” she said finally. “Well, I’ll get the keys to you as soon as I move out. And…thank you again. I can’t tell you how much this,” she gestured to the apartment around her, “meant to me. How much it still does.”

      “Apparently not enough,” he whispered, not moving.

      “What does that mean?”

      He scowled. “You know what it means, Blythe.”

      “What do you want from me, Finn? What am I supposed to do?”

      “Nothing,” he said firmly. “As long as you’re happy. Though something tells me you aren’t.”

      “Why do you think that?” She tried to seem more sure of herself than she felt. She didn’t know what it was about Finn that made her feel so nervous. Her feelings for him were fading—they had to be. She loved Asher, but she couldn’t deny the hold Finn had over her. They were connected somehow. It had started the moment she met him, and no matter what she did, she couldn’t seem to break that link.

      “Because I know you, Blythe. I know what happiness looks like in your eyes. I know the way you move when you’re happy. You’re lighter. You were lighter with me.”

      “I never got a chance to be with you, Finn. You made that choice. Asher chose me.” She pointed to her chest, her anger growing. “He chose me when you walked away.”

      “For your own protection,” he insisted. Then he sighed, rubbing his hand over his hair. “I know now that I made a mistake. I should’ve stayed. I’d do anything to take it back.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” she said, surprising herself when tears suddenly formed in her eyes. “You really hurt me when you walked away. I told you I wanted a chance with you. I wanted you to be an option.”

      “I still am!”

      “You aren’t,” she said firmly. “I’m in love with Asher now.”

      “So you don’t have feelings for me anymore?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, running a hand over her forehead. “I don’t—”

      “Be honest.”

      “Of course I have feelings for you, Finn. Only God knows why, but I do. But I have feelings for Asher, too. And we’re engaged. This is just…it’s too complicated.”

      “So, you’re just going to take the easy road?”

      “Isn’t that what you did when you walked away?”

      He scoffed, looking at the door with an open mouth. “Is that what you think? You think anything about that decision was easy?” He stepped closer to her, running his tongue over his lips. His eyes searched hers. “Blythe, that was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. Walking away from you that day, leaving you the note, knowing I’d never see you again…it destroyed me. Broke my heart. I’ve never felt toward anyone else the way I feel about you. Not even close. I…I think I’m in love with you.”

      She sniffled, the truth of his statement there in his eyes. “Finn…”

      “I know,” he said sadly. “I know this is the worst possible time, and I know I’m making your life more complicated. I get it. Honestly, I do. But I’m in love with you, Blythe. I think I may have been from the moment I met you.” He lifted his hand to cup her cheek. She should’ve pulled away, but she couldn’t move. “And if you can tell me you don’t feel the same way, I’ll let you go. I don’t know how, but I will. Only if you can tell me you don’t feel that way about me. That you don’t think we at least deserve a chance.”

      His eyes darted back and forth between hers, waiting for her to say something, to make a decision. Her mind was a completely blank slate, the lie on the end of her tongue. She was prepared to say it. To tell him that she was over him. That she loved Asher and only Asher. That she didn’t want to see Finn ever again.

      Before she could make herself spit out the lie that would break her heart in two, his eyes darted in between hers one last time before falling toward her lips, and then his mouth was on her mouth, his lips pressed to her lips. He slid his hand back from her cheek to her hair, his fingers tangled in her dark brown locks.

      Passion filled her stomach, her skin on fire as she fell into the kiss that felt more right than anything in her life. His other hand cradled the opposite side of her face, her body melting into him. Everything he said was right, every word of it. She was in love with Finn. And she was in love with Asher. Everything about her life was a total mess, and yet, she couldn’t wish it any different. What choice would she make? Which option did she want taken away?

      Asher—who had never done anything except love her? Or Finn—who set her on fire with passion, protected her in a weak moment, but walked away when she’d been set to choose him? Both sides of her heart were pulling against each other, rooting for different endings to her story. She’d never been so at war with herself.

      “Finn—” She pulled away, their foreheads pressed together. He opened his eyes slowly as if dreading her next words. And honestly, she was dreading them, too. “I can’t do this.”

      He nodded against her skin, backing away. “I know.”

      “I just…I’m engaged.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      “I’m sorry…” she whispered, unable to meet his eye.

      “Yeah, well, me too.” He grabbed hold of the door. “Take care of yourself, Blythe. Whatever you do, just…don’t be afraid of the thing that makes you the happiest. Even if it’s hard. Even if it’s not me. Whatever makes you happy, you fight for it with all of your strength. Like you said, if you don’t, what is the point of everything else?” He tapped the door. “Trust me, you don’t want to live with that kind of regret.”

      She nodded, watching him open the door but unable to summon any words. Tears filled her eyes. “Finn, I—”

      He stopped, looking back at her with slightly hopeful eyes. “It’s okay,” he said finally. “It doesn’t have to be me. I’ll be fine.” His smile was small but warm.

      “Thank you for everything.”

      “Anytime.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “You don’t have to be.”

      “I know,” she said. “But I am anyway.”

      With that, he shut the door and disappeared from her life—possibly for good.
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      “There,” Blythe said. “The last of our invitations is officially done.” She placed the seal over the flap to close it.

      “I don’t know if my fingers will ever straighten out completely again,” Asher joked, holding out his hands as if they were claws.

      She chuckled, leaning over onto his shoulder. “Thank you for helping me with this.”

      “Of course,” he told her. “What better excuse to play hookie than to spend time with you? Even if it’s doing the worst possible thing imaginable…which it was.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him. “I can’t believe the wedding is almost here.”

      “It’s flown by, hasn’t it?” he asked. “I’m so ready to marry you.”

      “I know.” She paused. “Your mother deserves to be a professional wedding planner with all the work she’s put into ours.”

      “I’m pretty sure she’s been preparing for this event my whole life,” he told her, smirking when she sat up off his shoulder. “This is her Olympics.”

      She smiled sadly, looking away.

      “You’re okay with it, right?” he asked. “I know she can be pushy.”

      “Of course,” she agreed. “Your family is a godsend, Asher.”

      “But they make you miss yours,” he said. It wasn’t a question, but he was right.

      She nodded. “They do.”

      He kissed her cheek. “I’m sorry, babe. I wish there was something I could do to make you feel better.”

      “You’re already doing it,” she told him. “You’re amazing, Asher.”

      He shook his head. “I wish that was true.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, sensing a strange tone in his voice.

      “Just…you’re the best thing I’ve ever done. I’ve made so many mistakes, Blythe.”

      “Mistakes?” She turned to face him on the couch. “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know.” He groaned. “I never really thought I’d get here with my parents after all the craziness I put them through. In a lot of ways, it’s like you repaired our relationship.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” she thought aloud. “Your family loves you.”

      “I know they do,” he said. “I do.”

      “I do?” she repeated his words. “Now those words sound amazing coming out of your mouth.”

      “They do, do they?” he asked, a smile creeping onto his lips. “I’ll bet they sound even better coming from yours.” He ran a finger across her thigh, trailing it up her stomach in an attempt to tickle her. She let out a loud laugh, pushing him away, and he laughed, too. Then his face went serious after a moment. “You’re without a doubt the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I don’t know how I’d ever survive losing you.”

      “You’ll never have to,” she assured him, taking his arm in her hand. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” he told her, picking up the stack of envelopes and walking to lay them on his desk.

      “Hey, Asher?” she asked.

      He turned back to face her. “Yeah?”

      “Why don’t you work for your dad? Because of your past?”

      He nodded. “Nobody wants someone with a past like mine managing their finances.” He grimaced. “Besides, I wanted to do something for myself. I wanted my money, my things, to be my own. I never liked relying on my father to take care of me.”

      “I can understand that,” she said, although it wasn’t completely true. She never wanted more than her parents could give her, and they hadn’t had nearly the money Asher had. “I just wondered. I mean, you’re the only son. Does it bother him that you don’t work for his company? He said a few of your cousins do.”

      He frowned. “We’ve never really talked about it. I think it’s…tense, you know, obviously. But it is what it is.”

      She stood from the couch. “I like that you make your own money.”

      “I’m always going to take care of you, Blythe. You know that, right?” He took a step toward her, meeting her in the middle as she moved toward him.

      “I do,” she said, letting the all-powerful words slip from her tongue.

      He smiled, leaning in for a slow kiss. “See, I was right. It sounds much better coming from you.”
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        TWO MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Blythe stood in front of the long mirror at the church. The white gown hugged her curves, the ballgown skirt giving her princess vibes. She was wearing Grandmother Lorene’s veil, a design on it that matched the ring she’d recently gotten back from being sized. The veil was beautiful, just like the ring, and so were the flowers Blythe and Mona had slaved over for months. Everything had come together in just seven months—the wedding of her dreams.

      She hadn’t heard from Finn since that night just four months ago. She’d spent the next week in her apartment telling Asher she needed to pack since she only had a few months left to get it done, but in reality, she was trying to make a decision that would shape the rest of her life.

      She couldn’t deny, even now in her dress, that Finn would possibly always have a piece of her heart. She’d given it to him unknowingly, and it was likely she’d never get it back. But Asher had the other half. He’d worked for it. He’d earned it. Asher didn’t deserve to have his heart broken.

      Not that Finn did, either. But Finn had chosen to leave. He’d chosen to hide his past rather than just be honest and take the risk. He’d made the choice for her, and at the end of the day, that was what mattered.

      As she stared at herself in the mirror, at the perfect makeup and hair, the dress she never could’ve afforded before, and the ring that glistened on her finger, she couldn’t help but be sad that her mother wasn’t standing next to her. She was supposed to be, after all. This was a day they’d dreamed of for most of her life. She was supposed to wear her mother’s veil, but it had burned up in the fire, like most of her belongings. Everything she’d owned had either been stolen in flames or ripped from her grasp the day she arrived in New York.

      Everything about this day was fresh, new—just like the life she was walking into. It didn’t feel the way she’d imagined it, but somehow that was okay. As long as she had Asher, as long as he loved her, everything would be okay.

      “I wish you were here, Mom,” she whispered, running a hand over her nervous stomach as her lip began to quiver. The next thought wasn’t spoken aloud, but she hoped her mother could hear it anyway. You’d know what to do.

      A knock on the door startled her, and she quickly brushed the tears from her eyes. Cathy, a girl she catered with and had chosen to be a bridesmaid, poked her head inside. “Hey, love, you about ready?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Okay, um, someone wants to see you first.”

      Her heart fluttered at the possibility. Who could it be? Rather, who else could it be? He shouldn’t have come, but she couldn’t deny the hope she felt at hearing her words. “Sure. Send them in.”

      She nodded, shutting the door for just a moment. When it opened, it was Jacob, not Finn, standing in front of her. The hope deflated from her chest like a balloon that had been popped. “Jacob,” she said, trying to sound happier than she felt. “Everything okay?”

      He shut the door before he responded. “You look beautiful.”

      She smiled at him, confusion coming out in her expression. “Thank you.”

      He cleared his throat. “I need to tell you something, Blythe. You can make of it what you will, and it’s probably not my place to say anything, but I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked, leaning against the white chaise lounge beside her. Her head pounded at the way he was looking at her. Something was very wrong.

      “Finn told me about what happened between the two of you…er, the three of you, I guess. My son included.”

      Was he mad that she’d been in love with his son’s friend? “I didn’t know Finn and Asher were friends,” she began to explain. “What Finn and I had was very brief, practically non-existent.”

      He smiled, holding a hand up to get her to stop talking. “You don’t have to explain it to me, but there is something I want to explain to you.”

      Was it about money? Was this where he told her she’d have to sign a prenup? “Okay, sure.”

      “When Asher and Finn were growing up, they were inseparable. More like brothers than friends. Mona and I…well, to this day, we consider Finn our other son. We’ve taken care of him most of his life.” He paused, pressing his lips together. “I’m not sure what all you know about Finn’s upbringing…”

      “Nothing.” She answered the question he hadn’t really asked.

      He nodded. “It wasn’t good. His parents are useless. His father is a big, mean man with a temper out of this world. He never had a kind thing to say to or about his son. His mother…” He raised his eyebrows. “His mother was on drugs his entire life. She had men in and out of Finn’s life. When his father would run off for a month or two, she’d bring someone new home. There was no consistency. He turned out much better than we could’ve hoped for based on the people who raised him. Mona and I took him in when he was fifteen, after his mother overdosed for about the fourth time and his father took off again.” He looked away, and she wondered if she spied tears in his usually happy eyes. “They never even asked about him. For over a year, we had him and they didn’t even realize he was gone.”

      “You did all you could for him,” she said, unsure if she was supposed to be comforting him.

      “No,” he said softly, rubbing a thumb under his nose with a sniff. He looked back at her. “No, we didn’t. I’ve always said I feel like I have two sons, but there was a time when they both needed me and I chose one over the other.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

      “What are you talking about, Mr. Grace?”

      “Asher loves you, Blythe. He does. You have turned his life around since you walked into it, and his mother and I couldn’t be more proud of that.”

      “I love him, too.” She tilted her head toward her shoulder, waiting for him to go on.

      “Mona would never forgive me if she knew I was here,” he said, though it seemed like he was talking to himself more than her. “But you need to know the truth.”

      “The truth about what?” she asked.

      “You need to talk to Finn,” he said. “If you love him, too. If you care about Finn…you need to talk to him before you go through with this.”

      “Are you saying that I shouldn’t get married today?” She touched her chest, trying to find a message within his guarded words.

      “No,” he said quickly. “I want you to marry my son more than I’ve ever wanted anything. You are the…best thing that has ever happened to him. But I can’t be selfish this time. I can’t choose one son over the other.”

      “I chose, Mr. Grace—”

      “Jacob, Jack, please,” he corrected her.

      “Jacob,” she said. “Jack?” Wheels in her mind began turning as she wondered why that rang a bell. “I’ve never heard anyone call you Jack.”

      “My father always did. Kids in school. Mona thinks it’s childish, but I always liked it.”

      “Jack…” She thought back as the memory surfaced. “Finn’s father. Was he…bigger?” She held her arms out to her side. “A big, white beard?”

      He nodded. “Yes, that’s him.”

      “He came to Finn’s apartment. A few weeks after I’d started dating Asher. Said you—Jack—told him where Finn lived.” She nodded, feeling it all fall into place. “That’s what you’re talking about. You knew Finn would run away if his father found him. You knew he’d come to you and I’d go back to Asher.”

      He furrowed his brow. “No,” he said softly. “No, of course not. I didn’t know who you were at that time, Blythe. Let alone that you were dating both of my boys.” He sighed. “I did tell Tommy where Finn lived, but only because he said he needed the address for a lawyer. Finn’s mother passed away, and the will was being read. I asked Finn if it was okay, and he said yes. Neither of us expected that Tommy would show up there.”

      “So, if that’s not what this is about, what are you talking about? When did you choose one son over the other?”

      A knock on the door interrupted them, and Cathy stuck her head back in. “They’re ready for us.”

      Blythe nodded, waiting for her to shut the door again before Jacob said anything else. “If you love Asher, and there are no doubts in your mind…then I hope you’ll marry him. But, Blythe, if you have even one small doubt about going through with this…please talk to Finn first. I’m trying to protect all of my children here. That…that includes you.” He smiled, walking forward and taking her hand. He pressed his lips to it, pulling her into a hug that made her miss her own father terribly. “Good luck,” he whispered as he pulled away. “I’ll stall for a few minutes if you need me to.”

      She nodded, but didn’t accept or decline his offer at first. “I love Asher,” she told him. “And he loves me too, right?”

      He nodded. “He really does.”

      She smiled, despite the tears still in her eyes. “Is Finn here? Did he ask you to talk to me?”

      “No,” he said quickly. “Finn would never allow me to tell you all that I have. He didn’t want me talking to you at all.”

      So, Finn hadn’t chosen to fight for her. Again. He had given up. “Thank you for telling me what you have, Jack. I love your son, and he loves me. I don’t have any doubts.” The last sentence was a lie and she knew it as the words left her lips, but she couldn’t take them back. She hugged the man in front of her again, turning toward the door. “Now, we’ve got a wedding to get to.”

      He looked incredibly relieved, though a bit troubled, as he pulled open the door. Blythe smiled as the three bridesmaids she’d chosen began to ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ at the sight of her.

      She entered the hallway as Cathy stuck her head through the large set of double doors to give the go-ahead. Instantly, the music started playing, letting them know the ceremony was starting.

      Jacob started to take his place near the maid of honor but stopped and glanced back at Blythe.

      “This may be overstepping…but would you like me to walk you down the aisle?”

      His words slammed into her chest, causing her to suck in a deep breath as the tears she’d been keeping mildly at bay began to pour down her cheeks. She hadn’t mentioned to anyone how much this day made her miss her father. Everyone talked about missing her mother, how hard it must be for her to get married without her, and that was completely true, but she longed to wrap her arm through her father’s in that moment. She had hidden the dismay she felt over the fact that there would be no father-daughter dance. Every part of this day was a reminder of what she had lost.

      “I would love that very much,” she said finally.

      He stepped out of the way as the procession began making its way down the aisle. Asher would wonder why his father, his best man, wasn’t with them. As the doors closed and it became their turn to walk down the aisle, Jacob leaned down close to her ear.

      “I’m sure your father would be so proud of you.” The doors opened, and Asher met her eyes from the end of the aisle. He smiled warmly, his eyes never leaving hers as they made their way toward him. The guests stood in unison, watching her with encouraging smiles on their faces. It wasn’t lost on any of them that the entire crowd was filled with Asher’s guests. A few of her friends from work had been invited, but excluding the three in her wedding party, none had bothered to come. Even her aunt, her only living family despite their tense relationship, had claimed it was too far a drive to attend.

      She couldn’t focus on that. No matter how sad it made her, the man waiting for her at the end of the aisle made her so incredibly happy she could burst.

      When they reached Asher, Jacob placed her hand into his son’s before taking his place next to Asher as his best man.

      “You look beautiful,” Asher whispered, leaning in toward her slightly as they made their way up the red velvet staircase in front of the pastor. She smiled at him, her heart so incredibly full, and yet there was something bothering her. Jacob’s words. The warning he’d given her. That she should talk to Finn. Why couldn’t he have warned her before this moment?

      She thought about the other thing he’d said to her, the one about her father being proud of her. Would he, though? As she looked around the room, the wedding that had been planned by well-meaning people, yet nothing looked as it would if she would’ve done it herself. The crowd was filled with unfamiliar faces.

      The wedding felt like Asher’s and Asher’s alone, and though she had thought it wouldn’t bother her, as she stood in front of strangers—her new family—she couldn’t help missing her old family. She thought of the words her father had told her just before her graduation. He’d pulled her aside just before they’d gotten in the car.

      “You know we’re proud of you, right?” he’d said.

      She’d rolled her eyes at the time. “Daaaad.”

      He’d kissed her forehead, squeezing her shoulder. “I know, I know. I’m just saying it now while I have you alone. After tonight, the world is yours, sweet pea. You can do and be anything you want.”

      She’d smirked. “You know I’m not, like, running off backpacking around Europe or something. I’m not even moving out yet.”

      “I know,” he’d said. “But you could. This moment right here is so full of possibilities. And the truth is, Blythe, as long as you follow your heart…you can’t go wrong. Be true to yourself and what it will take to make you happy. Your mother and I will support you no matter what that is.”

      She’d leaned into his hug. “Thanks,” she’d whispered. “Now, let’s get going before we turn into a cheesy Hallmark movie.”

      He’d chuckled at her joke and walked with his daughter out the door. Her parents were dead just a few years later. She hadn’t thought back to that day since then, hadn’t remembered his advice until that moment. It was as if he knew she’d need to hear it someday.

      Was she following her heart? As much as she wanted to believe she was as she stared at the man in front of her—the good man, the man who loved her more than anything else, the man who’d given her everything she thought she wanted—she knew it wasn’t true. The piece of her heart that remained with Finn was too big. It had the majority vote, if she were being honest with herself. Maybe she’d always known it. Maybe the memory of her father on such an important day had forced that truth to the surface. Either way, she couldn’t give up on him just because he so willingly conceded.

      The pastor had made it through part of the ceremony and he was looking at her, waiting for her to say the words he was saying. Asher squeezed her hand.

      “Blythe?” he whispered, looking confused. Her eyes met Jacob’s, who gave her a knowing look. He’d known this would happen. Somehow, he’d just known.

      “I, um—” She looked out into the crowd, trying to find the words to say the very thing that would crush his heart more than anything else. It wasn’t easy to destroy someone you loved, to destroy the future you pictured together. It was even more difficult to do so in front of a crowd of people who’d all come because they loved said person. Her eyes landed on a woman in the front row, all the blood draining from her face instantly.

      It was the woman from the restaurant the night she and Asher had had their first fight. The girl he’d been dating at the same time as Blythe. She couldn’t recall her name. As much as her presence shocked Blythe, that wasn’t what made her heart race. She squinted her eyes, trying to determine if she was right. From such a distance, it was hard to tell. But she knew. In her heart, she knew, and yet, it wasn’t possible. Was it?

      She dropped Asher’s hands quickly, walking toward the woman. The crowd gasped.

      “What are you doing?” Asher asked.

      The woman looked shocked; she scooted back farther on the pew without a word, trying to determine what was happening. As Blythe grew closer, her suspicions were confirmed.

      She stared at the large, green emerald hanging from her neck, three smaller gems on either side. She’d know that necklace anywhere.
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      “Where did you get that?” Blythe asked, her powerless voice carrying across the room. Asher was at her side in an instant, holding her shoulders.

      “Sweetheart, what is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Where did you get that?” Blythe screamed, her power returning as anger filled her.

      Jacob was at her other side. He cleared his throat. “Maybe we should take this to another room.” He pulled Blythe, motioning that she and Asher should follow.

      Mona stood up, her hand on her chest. “I’m so sorry about this, everyone,” she announced. “You know how nerves go on a wedding day.” The crowd chuckled half-heartedly. “We’ll be right back, but please feel free to mingle.” She hurried after them, her footsteps thudding on the red carpet that led down the aisle.

      They arrived at the room in which Blythe had gotten dressed, and Blythe spun around, ready to rip the necklace from the pretty, tan neck of Asher’s ex.

      “Now, what is this all about?” Mona asked. It was the first time Blythe had seen her look even remotely angry.

      Blythe pointed a finger at the woman, her hand and voice both shaking with fury. “Where…did…you…get that?”

      “Blythe, what’s going on?” Asher asked. “Bianca hasn’t done anything—”

      “Where?!” she squealed.

      Bianca jumped, her hand flying to her necklace. “Asher gave it to me,” she whispered. “Do you want it? I’m sorry. I just…I’ve always loved it. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      Blythe choked back tears, holding out her hand as a terrified-looking Bianca reached behind her neck and unhooked the necklace, handing it over without a fight.

      Asher looked at her as if she’d lost her mind—maybe she had. That was the only explanation that made sense. She turned the necklace over in her hand, the weight as familiar as the last time she’d held it. She looked at the back, the way the silver had begun to blacken with age, but yes, there they were. The initials she’d spent years tracing with her fingers. AJ.

      “Where did you get it, Asher?”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked, his brow furrowed.

      She shoved the necklace into his face. “Where did you get my mother’s necklace?”

      His face went ashen instantly. “I, um, I bought it at a pawnshop.”

      “A pawnshop?” she asked. The possibility hadn’t crossed her mind.

      “Oh my God,” Bianca said, covering her mouth. “No. Asher. Tell me you didn’t.”

      Blythe had other things to worry about than whether Bianca was opposed to wearing pre-owned jewelry. “Which pawnshop?” she demanded.

      “Um…the one…” He tried to think, his eyes trailing to the ceiling.

      “Asher, you need to tell her the truth,” Bianca said, her eyes darting to the necklace and then back to Asher.

      “That is the truth,” he insisted.

      “If you don’t, I will,” Bianca told him, one brow raised.

      “What’s going on, Son?” Jacob asked, stepping up next to Blythe.

      “I…” He looked at Bianca and then his father and then back to Blythe. His eyes fell to the ground, no words coming out of his mouth.

      “Say it,” Blythe demanded, already piecing together the truth but not wanting to believe it.

      “Blythe, I—”

      “Say it!”

      When the answer came, it wasn’t from Asher, but from Bianca. Her voice took the entire room by surprise. “You were the girl he mugged, weren’t you?
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      Blythe ran through the church, holding the bottom of her dress up to keep from tripping, though it didn’t seem to help as she stumbled for a second time. She hurried down the stairs, her makeup running, hair a frazzled mess. She had to get out of there. Had to get as far away as possible.

      How could she have been so stupid? How could she have trusted a man who’d hurt her so badly? She carried her mother’s necklace with a firm grasp. She’d never let go of it again if she had anything to say about it.

      Stopping dead in her tracks as she stepped out of the large double doors, she let out a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a cry.

      As fast as his legs would carry him through the parking lot across from the church, Finn ran toward her. His hair flopped with each step, his mouth open as he sucked in deep breaths. The tux he’d worn was disheveled from the exertion, but nothing else mattered. He’d come for her. He was running to her. He’d chosen to fight at the very last moment it could matter. As his eyes met hers, a sorrowful look on his face, he froze. “Please…tell me…you…haven’t married him,” he said, huffing out breaths as he bent over his knees.

      “I thought you weren’t coming?” she asked softly, walking toward him.

      “I couldn’t let you do it, Blythe. Can’t. Tell me…tell me you didn’t.”

      She shook her head, reaching him finally. His eyes grew serious as he seemed to notice her tears. “I didn’t marry him,” she confirmed.

      “You’re crying. What’s the matter?” he asked, taking her in his arms. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” she admitted, her voice cracking. “Can we just…go somewhere? Anywhere?”

      “Where would you like to go?” he asked.

      “Literally anywhere but here.”

      He walked around the car, pulling open the car door without another word and helping her climb inside. Once they were on the road, he looked at her again.

      “What did he do?” he asked.

      She bit her lip. How much was she ready to talk about? Truth be told, with anyone else, she would’ve said nothing. But this was Finn. Finn, who seemed to pull the truth out of her even when she wasn’t ready to admit it to herself.

      “Asher’s the man who mugged me on the day we met.” She picked at a piece of skin around her fingernail as she said the words.

      He let out a soft growl that caused her to look up. Much to her surprise, he didn’t look shocked.

      “You knew?”

      He shook his head, lowering his brow. “No, of course not. But I should have.” His lips formed a tight, thin line as his fingers rolled over the steering wheel as if his grip was around Asher’s neck instead.

      “What are you talking about? How could you have known?”

      “Is that necklace special to you?” he asked.

      “It’s all I have left of my mother,” she said, running her fingers over the jewels. She could picture the many nights she’d spent waiting for the day it would get handed down to her, and the night it finally had, just before prom. “It was in my bag…it was the most important thing in my bag.”

      “Asher’s always been a thief,” Finn said frankly. “When we were kids, it was just petty stuff. Candy, magazines, whatever. But as we got older, it became more serious. He stole a car once. At least once that I know of, anyway. He’d dine and dash all the time. Steal expensive gifts for his girlfriends.”

      “But…I don’t understand. He’s rich. Why would he need to steal?”

      He shrugged. “It’s like…I don’t know, a rush for him. A high without a needle. He’d have a bad day, and it was his way of blowing off steam. He wanted to have something of his own. His own money, his own stuff. Truth be told, that’s probably why he didn’t want to date you exclusively. He wants to collect whatever he can. He wants everything.”

      “But random muggings? Really?”

      “I guess he’s upped his game. Around the time I went away, he’d gotten into some trouble for beating this kid in a parking lot over his wallet. The wallet had less than one hundred dollars in it. I tried to convince Asher to get help then. Rehab. Something. But…he just kept getting worse. Jack would always get him out of trouble, so he never had to face his own consequences.”

      “That’s what he was talking about, then,” she said, seeing it all come together. “Jack said he’d chosen Asher over you. Is that because he saved him from his crimes but couldn’t help you?”

      Finn shook his head. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “But why would Asher want to date me? Marry me, even. Do you think he recognized me?”

      “Honestly, Blythe, I have no idea. I don’t see the point in that, but I don’t know him anymore. He was a brother to me a long time ago, but he’s practically a stranger to me now. I have no idea what’s going on in his mind.”

      “If I hadn’t seen this necklace, I’d be married right now. To someone who’d spent our entire relationship lying to me. I can’t…” She took a deep breath, clutching her chest. “I can’t believe how well he hid that part of himself from me. Am I just a complete idiot? Bianca knew. His father knew. You knew.” She shook her head, her eyes wild.

      “You aren’t an idiot, Blythe. There are two very different sides to Asher, and he does well at keeping them separate. It’s just like any other addiction, and he hid it from you because he didn’t want you to see the bad parts of himself.”

      “Is that why you hid going to jail from me? To keep the version I see of you clean?”

      He twisted his mouth in thought, turning the car onto a new street and sighing. “Blythe, I don’t want to lie to you.”

      “So, don’t.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not innocent,” he said, placing his hand in the air. “I’m not. When Asher started stealing, I tried to get him to stop. But he was the rich kid and I was the one who grew up with nothing except what his parents could give me, so there were times when I joined in. He had all of this nice stuff to give to girls. I wanted that too. I never stole a car or anything that crazy, but I’m just saying…I’m not a white knight here.”

      “I don’t expect you to—”

      “Just…just listen, okay?” he said softly. “I need to get this out because what I’m about to tell you, I’ve never told another person. I’ve never spoken it out loud.”

      “What is it?” she asked, sensing the seriousness of his tone.

      “One night after school, we went to this bar using fake IDs that Asher had scored for us from some friend of his father’s. We thought we were hot shit, walking in there like we belonged.” He scoffed. “Later that night, he found me at the bar. He had two girls that he said we were going to party with. They were older. Twenties, I guess. He said we could go back to their apartment.” He rolled his eyes. “As we were leaving, Asher had the girls wait out front and told them we had to get something first. I thought he’d stolen from them and we were about to leave. He had been texting all night, but I didn’t think much of it until we got to the corner of the alley and his dealer was there.” He spoke slowly, contorting his mouth as she watched him attempt not to lose his composure. “He owed him some money, but he thought he could score something to hold him over. Asher wasn’t used to being told no.”

      “But the Graces are rich. Why wouldn’t he just pay him?”

      “Asher was too proud to ask his dad for money when things got tough. It’s why he doesn’t work for him. He benefited from their wealth, but he always wanted to do things his way. He didn’t work through most of college, so money was scarce. His parents paid his bills, but he blew through allowances as quickly as they came and wouldn’t ask for more.”

      “So what happened?” she asked, her mouth open as she listened in disbelief to the nightmare Finn was laying out. “With the dealer?”

      “I told Asher he was crazy. I told him we didn’t need anything and that we should call his dad and get it all paid off before anything had to happen. The dealer was furious. Asher had wasted his time coming there with no money and asking for more. I couldn’t let him do it.”

      “That was the dealer that you killed? For Asher?”

      He wouldn’t look at her as he went on. “I never killed him. I offered to pay him. I told him I’d borrow the money from Asher’s parents myself if I had to. I wanted to go warn the girls to leave, in case the guy got too mad. He wasn’t having it. Asher owed him a lot of money, and he said we weren’t leaving until we paid him what Asher owed. I knew Asher smoked weed and took a few pills now and again, but I had no idea what all he was into.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “He pulled a gun on me, told me to shut up or he’d kill me. Asher lunged at him—like an idiot—and the gun went off. His head hit the wall. Just like that and it was over.” He snapped his fingers. “I always thought death would be more dramatic but he was just…gone.”

      “Asher killed him?”

      He nodded. “Protecting me.”

      “From a situation he caused. You shouldn’t have gone to jail for that.” She paused. “Wait a second, that’s what Jacob meant, isn’t it? He chose Asher over you.”

      Finn sighed. “We didn’t have a choice. The gun went off and people were coming, so we ran. We ran like hell, and we made it away that night. But the girls told police that we’d been down that alley. When they came looking for us, wanting to know what had happened…Jack made me a deal.”

      “What kind of deal?” she asked.

      “I took the blame for everything. Said Asher wasn’t involved.”

      “But why?”

      “Because he promised to take care of my mom.”

      “Your mom?” She swallowed, her throat tight. After all Jacob had said about Finn’s parents, why would Finn want to take care of them?

      “Judging by that expression, you must know she was never parent-of-the-year material, but she tried, Blythe. She really did. When she was sober. When she wasn’t getting the crap beaten out of her by my old man.”

      “So, you signed away your life to protect your parents? Just like that?”

      “Not just like that. It took some convincing. But I was loyal to Asher. He’d saved my life. If it weren’t for him, I may not have even had a life to sign away.”

      “If it weren’t for him, you wouldn’t have been in that situation in the first place.”

      “Maybe so,” he admitted. “But it is what it is.”

      “And Asher was okay with that? He just let you go away for what he’d done?”

      “Jack hired the best possible lawyer. He fought for me. I don’t know what Asher knew. Jack told me he was going to send him out of state for college, that he’d tell him he was taking care of everything. He thought Asher may try to stop him if he knew the truth.”

      “Do you think he would’ve?” At least there was a speck of goodness in the man she’d almost married.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I honestly don’t. I’d like to think so.”

      “But…why wouldn’t you warn me about him? Why would you let me marry him?”

      “I didn’t want you to think I was telling you not to be with him for selfish reasons. There was no way I could tell you to leave him, tell you any of this, and not have you thinking it was because I wanted you for myself. I wanted you to want to be with me because I was who you liked, not because I’d painted Asher in a bad light and aired out his secrets. And, besides, as far as I knew, Asher had turned his life around. I kept in contact with Jacob over the years. Getting out of New York was supposed to have really worked well for Asher. He’d been out of trouble all this time. I chose to believe that night changed him.”

      “I can’t believe this,” she said, the weight of the story hitting her. How on earth could anyone hide this much of who they were? How could Asher have held onto this secret for so long? She could see the weight Finn still carried—the guilt. “It’s not your fault, you know. He saved you because he put you in a horrible situation. He’s not a good person, Finn. He’s not. If not for him, think about how different your life could’ve been.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, the slyness to his voice back. “I kind of like my life now. Besides, if not for him, I’d never have met you.”

      She grimaced at the thought but looked down at the necklace. She couldn’t thank Asher for bringing Finn into her life, but she could thank her mother. Her mother who had led her to New York, had brought Finn into her life the day the necklace had been torn from her grasp, and her mother who, on the day she was set to make the biggest mistake of her life, had shown up one last time to reveal the truth. She raised the necklace to her chest, hugging it and wishing she could feel her mother’s arms around her neck once more. Thank you, Mama.

      “Speaking of,” she said, going back to his last words, “were you just planning to hang around outside in case I changed my mind?”

      “A guy can hope, can’t he?” He smiled sadly, reaching for her hand. “Are you okay?” he asked, his tone serious.

      She felt a small tear trickle down her cheek. She wasn’t okay. Of course she wasn’t. The plan she had for her life just an hour ago, had been ripped to shreds in front of her eyes. But at least she knew the truth. At least she knew before it was too late. “I will be,” she promised. “Thanks to you.”

      “Me?”

      “My getaway driver,” she said with a half laugh. “And the man I can always seem to count on.”

      “Hey, as long as I don’t have to ride in on a white horse or anything.”

      She snorted, spying the wink he offered. “I think a black Hyundai works just as well.”

      “Well, this is just a rental, so enjoy it while it lasts.”

      She smirked, though everything that had happened was still darkening the corners of her mind. How would she ever survive this? Still, at seeing the hopeful grin on his face, she tried to make light of a horrible day. “Until the stroke of midnight. Sounds familiar.”
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      Back in the city, the couple returned the car and headed back toward Blythe’s apartment. Before they arrived, Finn stopped on the sidewalk. He glanced around, looking up to the sky.

      “Hey, I have an idea.”

      “What kind of idea?” she asked.

      “Do you want to do something crazy?”

      “You mean besides running out on my wedding? I’m kind of crazy-ed out for the day.” She gestured toward her wedding dress, now brown on the bottom from the dirty streets.

      “I know, I know. Just bear with me, okay? I promise it’ll be worth it.”

      She looked down at her dress, sighing dramatically. “Okay, fine, but if we get weird looks, I blame you.”

      “Why would we get weird looks?” he asked, pulling her across the street as the traffic broke.

      “Because we look like we’ve just gotten married,” she said.

      “So, let’s pretend we have.” He smiled back at her. “Might be fun, huh?”

      She gawked at him. “Might be insane.”

      He took the necklace from her hand, stopping on the crowded sidewalk to place it around her neck. She ran her fingers along the jewels as he moved back in front of her, his eyes locked with hers. “I don’t care what people think if you don’t,” he whispered, placing a finger under her chin.

      “I don’t,” she agreed, her lips quivering.

      “Okay, then.”

      He turned back around, continuing to lead her across busy streets and down crowded sidewalks. She followed along, only halfway paying attention to where they were headed. All she could think about was his hand in hers. When they reached their destination, the Empire State Building, she had to stop herself from letting out a laugh. “Are you serious?” she asked, balking at the suggestion.

      “Have you done anything remotely touristy since you moved here?” he challenged.

      “No,” she admitted.

      “Exactly. Every New Yorker should go here at least once. It’s a rite of passage.”

      She smiled as he led her into the building. Truth be told, the Empire State Building was always a place she’d dreamed of going, but she’d been too intimidated by the long lines and crowds around the entrance. It was obvious Finn had been there before as he purchased their tickets and pulled her into the line that had begun to dwindle. A few of the people waiting smiled at them dotingly as if they were puppies or newborns rather than full-grown adults.

      Blythe smiled back, keeping one hand on her mother’s necklace around her neck. It felt good to have it back and amazing to be wearing it again. Oh, how she wished her mother could see her then.

      As they reached the eighty-sixth floor, Blythe stepped out onto the observation deck, her jaw dropping. It was a place that was familiar to her only because of the many movies and TV shows she’d seen it on, and yet it felt like she’d been there not so long ago.

      In every direction, the beautiful lights of the city could be seen, far above the hustle and bustle of the streets. Finn followed her lead, walking behind her as she took in the view. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “It’s…amazing,” she said, feeling completely awestruck. The view gave a whole new meaning to breathtaking.

      “There is so much of New York that I want to show you,” he said, leaning down so his mouth was near her ear as they both stared into their city’s views.

      “I’d like that,” she whispered.

      He nodded. “See, right down there?” He pointed to the right and down. “Straight down over there is where I met you for the first time.”

      She smiled, though she thought it was strange that he would bring it up again after the revelation of the afternoon.

      “Right over there,” he pointed to a different spot, “is where I ran into you when you were getting coffee that day.” Asher was all over their memories, and he didn’t seem to be able to see that. She closed her eyes, trying to take in what he was saying, but suddenly feeling like she was going to break down. This had been a bad idea.

      He spun her around so that she was facing him, lowering his head so she had to meet his eyes. “I know what you’re thinking, Blythe. I know everything makes you think of him.”

      She bit her lip, her eyes watering as she tried to shake her head. It was no use. She couldn’t deny it. Her heart was broken despite the fact that she’d wanted to choose Finn at the wedding, despite the fact that Asher was a criminal and a liar. She’d loved him, and that didn’t just go away.

      “But I also know that you have feelings for me. I don’t need you to admit it yet,” he said when she tried to interrupt. “But I know it’s true. I want to show you that this city can be ours. Or yours. Everything that reminds you of him, we can make new memories to replace the old. Better ones. Don’t let him take anything else from you, Blythe.”

      “It’s not that simple,” she whined.

      “It is. It is that simple. I’m going to help you…if you’ll let me.” He brushed a piece of hair from her face, tucking it safely behind her ear. “The choice is yours. New York is a big place. We can find somewhere Asher-free, or we can make new memories and let you forget about him.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “You know,” he said, looking over her shoulder across the sky and back to her, “I used to wonder that, too. See, he broke my heart as well. Not in the same way, obviously, but I lost my brother ten years ago. When I got out of prison, this city was filled with memories that Asher and I had made. Everywhere I looked, there he was.”

      “How did you get over it?”

      He chuckled. “I’ll let you know when I do.”

      She looked down, touching her forehead to his. “How are you going to fix me if you’re broken yourself?”

      “Maybe the goal isn’t being fixed. Maybe the goal is just…pushing past all the shit and forcing yourself to keep going. To move on. To grow. To love again.”

      She looked up, meeting his dark eyes with fear and passion all at the same time. This was insane. Crazy. Ridiculous. This was happening.

      “Can I?” he asked, seeking permission to kiss her just hours after she was supposed to be kissing someone else. For eternity.

      She nodded, letting his lips find hers. The kiss was careful and unsure, as if they were both finding their footing on this new path. It ended slowly and a bit sadly as the tears still remained in her eyes.

      “Can I tell you something else I’ve never told anyone?” he asked, his eyes closed as if he were savoring the moment for just a bit longer.

      “Of course,” she agreed, unsure if she could take any more life-altering secrets.

      “I have been waiting for this moment for a very…long…time.”

      She grinned as he opened his eyes. “I think maybe I have, too.”

      He kissed her again, wrapping an arm around her waist. “I think I might love you, Blythe.”

      “You may have mentioned that,” she said, smirking at him warmly.

      “I’ll mention it every single day until you’re ready to say it back.” With that, his lips were back on hers and he began to sway. A saxophone player was playing somewhere on the deck, and the couple—despite the fact that everyone was staring at them, and that the entire day had been a disaster and she was wearing a dress that was meant for someone else—moved together like it was their first and last night together all in one. Nothing mattered but each other as she stared into his eyes, seeing a part of him she was sure he didn’t let many people see. The part that loved her. The part that she was pretty sure she loved in return. For just that moment, she couldn’t have asked for anything closer to her fairy tale.
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      “Thank you for tonight, Finn. It was,” she sighed, “exactly what I needed.”

      “No problem,” he said, standing in her doorway with one hand resting on the frame. “I’m happy to help.”

      “Do you want to come inside?” she asked.

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Feels weird that I should even have to ask.”

      “It is a little reverse déjà vu, huh?” He laughed. She shut the door, turning back toward him.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked. “I’m starving.”

      “Food sounds amazing,” he agreed. “I guess we should’ve grabbed something while we were out, huh?”

      She shook her head. “Actually, I’d like to cook something, if you’re okay with waiting a bit? Cooking helps me relax.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “What do you like?”

      He smiled. “Literally anything at this point. I haven’t eaten all day.”

      She thought for a moment. “Ya know, I just realized I haven’t either.” She patted her stomach. “No wonder I’m so hungry.” She turned around, walking behind the kitchen counter and pulling out a mixing bowl. “My mom and I used to cook together. She made the best, well, everything, I guess. She loved to make everything from scratch.”

      “Sounds amazing.” He leaned against the counter, watching her work. Suddenly, she froze.

      “I guess I should change out of this, huh?” she asked.

      “I’d love to change out of my tux, but I don’t have anything to change into, and something tells me our usual clothing swap—in reverse this time—won’t work out.”

      She let out a loud laugh, covering her mouth. “Oh no! You’re right. I don’t think I’m quite your size. What are you going to do?”

      He shrugged, pulling off his jacket. She watched as if she were being hypnotized as his hands unbuttoned the shirt sleeves and then made their way down his shirt, unbuttoning it slowly to reveal a white T-shirt underneath. “I’ll be fine.”

      She nodded, though her eyes wouldn’t remove themselves from his forearms. As much as she loved him in a tux, there was something so incredibly sexy about seeing him dressed down, his hair slightly messed up, his chest and shoulders on display.

      She closed her eyes, turning away as her cheeks heated up. “I’m going to go change,” she spat out quickly, hoping she could find the clothes she wanted quickly since everything was already packed up to move to Asher’s.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, noticing her behavior.

      “I’m…fine,” she said, hurrying down the hall quickly toward her bedroom. She reached for the zipper in the back, twirling in circles as she attempted to take hold of it. Finally, she groaned, bending down and trying to pull the dress over her head and then down over her body. Neither way worked. A tap on her slightly open door caused her to turn around.

      “Need a hand?” he asked, staring at her with a cocky grin. He walked toward her slowly, his hands reaching for the dress. She turned around, feeling his fingers glide across her skin before they located the zipper. He pulled it down slowly—probably too slowly—until it reached just above her butt. The movement stopped, and he cleared his throat. The realization that he was staring at her bare back, nothing in between them, set her skin ablaze.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, turning around to face him. He stared at her, his eyes filled with a burning desire she’d never seen in him before. She glanced down, trying to calm her racing heart.

      He reached for her face, lifting her chin so she would meet his eyes again. “Don’t do that,” he said.

      “Do what?”

      “Don’t be shy with me. I want to know you, Blythe. All of you.”

      Her jaw dropped open at his words, her thoughts jumbling and turning to mush. What was she supposed to say to that? All she could seem to think about was his lips—open and waiting for hers; his eyes, burning with desire for her; his hand as it crept from her chin toward her shoulder. He brushed the strap of her dress away slowly, his fingers taking in every inch of skin as they moved.

      “I can’t…” She took a deep breath, her voice quivering. “I can’t have sex with you in the dress I picked out for someone else, Finn.” Her voice was a low whisper, hardly any power to it.

      “So, take it off,” he growled, his hand still on her shoulder.

      If it was possible, she felt her cheeks growing even brighter red. He leaned down, his lips moving toward hers cautiously. When their mouths met, there was a fire between them that hadn’t been there before. Suddenly, she was hungry for something else entirely.

      His hand slid the strap completely down her arm, the opposite hand reaching to do the same with her other side. His tongue tangled with hers, wild and passionate, as he reached to remove the pins from her hair. He kissed her cheek, her neck, then stepped away slightly to stand behind her. He pulled one bobby pin at a time from her updo, kissing her neck in between each one. She watched in the mirror on the far side of the room as each lock fell down, his eyes meeting hers as he kissed her skin. Once her hair was down, he spun her back around, looking her over carefully.

      “My God, you’re so beautiful,” he told her. She reached for her cheek to look away out of habit, but he stopped her. “I said stop that,” he warned.

      She nodded, meeting his eye. “Fine.”

      He smirked. “Better.” His mouth was back on her skin, his hands holding hers out to her sides so she had no control over what he was doing. Not that she would’ve stopped him. What he was doing caused her body to react in ways it never had before. Chills ran down her skin as his tongue grazed her collarbone, his warm breath tickling her neck.

      She let out a moan without conscious thought. The man had power over her like no other—even Asher. Finn let go of her hands finally, his fingers grazing the neckline of her dress. He pulled it away from her body, his eyes on hers as if asking permission without words. She nodded.

      The heat grew in his eyes as he stared down at her bare body, nearly every bit of her on display for him. “So beautiful,” he repeated, his eyes scanning her up and down. He reached for the bottom of his T-shirt, lifting it over his head in one swift motion.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d seen his chest, but that didn’t stop it from aweing her. She looked over his perfectly muscled arms, his chiseled abs and chest, and the deep ‘V’ at the bottom of his stomach she’d only ever seen on photoshopped models.

      He moved toward her, wrapping his arms around her waist as he pulled her into a kiss. His fingers gripped her lower back as if she was the only thing keeping him alive. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her nails trailing up his neck and into his hair. He let out a moan, telling her how good it felt. He reached for his belt with one hand, unhooking it after a moment of effort, and forced his pants to fall to the ground. She put her hand on the wall behind her, flipping the light switch so the room fell dark except for the city lights outside. He pushed her back onto the bed and climbed on top of her, trailing kisses from her neck to her chest, down between her breasts and toward her navel. He stopped, working his way back up and moving his mouth across her breasts. She let out a loud moan, arching her back and wanting to beg him not to stop.

      “You like that?” he asked, lifting his head to look at her.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Tell me,” he demanded.

      She was silent, breathing heavily and praying he wouldn’t ask again. She’d never been comfortable with talking during sex, and she was sure if he pushed it, it would get awkward.

      He sat up, reaching for her panties—the only barrier left between them. She lifted her bottom from the bed, allowing him to pull them down. His mouth went back to her breast, his thumb finding its way in between her legs.

      He worked like an old pro, and she didn’t want to think about how much practice it must’ve taken to become as good as he was. Without knowing what she liked, without knowing what worked for her, he was causing such immense pleasure to course through her body that she couldn’t contain herself. She shook with gratification, her muscles having a mind of their own, her mouth releasing sounds she had no control over.

      Suddenly, the pleasure stopped as he released his mouth and stopped the circles his thumb had been making. “Tell me,” he repeated, his voice firm.

      “Please don’t stop,” she begged, her voice ripping from her throat as her body came back down from its high.

      He nuzzled her neck, nipping and biting her skin as he whispered in her ear. “Tell me what you like, Blythe. Tell me what you want. Use my name.”

      A bolt of lightning shot through her at his words, her hips lifting and writhing underneath him. She twisted a fist into the back of his hair, pushing his head down between her legs. “I want you there,” she told him, feeling her confidence grow in his presence.

      He licked her inner thigh. “Here?” he asked, his lips moving against her skin.

      “Uh-uh,” she said.

      He moved his mouth further north, deliberately avoiding the spot he knew she meant. His tongue grazed her skin once more. “Here?”

      “Finn,” she begged, sure her heart couldn’t take much more. “Please.”

      He groaned with passion, his eyes meeting hers in the moonlight. “Your wish is my command.”

      Her body responded to his actions immediately, her throat growing tight as she twisted and pulsed, begging for more, calling his name loudly. All too quickly, her limbs went tight and she felt her body fall into a mindblowing orgasm, her head thrown back from pleasure. Seemingly pleased with himself, he sat up, sliding back to her mouth and kissing her firmly. He rolled over, leaning toward the drawer, but she stopped him.

      “I don’t keep condoms. I’m allergic,” she explained, her voice soft. Having to admit that fact always caused her to worry.

      “Shit,” he complained. “Shit. Okay. What do we do?”

      “I’m on the pill,” she told him. “Are you…I mean…”

      “I’m clean,” he assured her. He raised a brow. “You?”

      “Me, too.” She nodded, pulling him back to her. He was warm against her chilled skin, his body sliding on top of hers quickly. He rolled over, pulling her on top of him so she was straddling his waist. He gripped her neck, pulling her down to meet his lips as his hand went between her legs, guiding himself into her so slowly it was almost painful.

      He let out a pleasure-filled half laugh against her cheek as he began to pulse inside of her, gripping her hips as she sat up. Their eyes locked together, him guiding her up and down, her screams of ecstasy rhythmic as their movements grew faster.

      He stopped, sitting up though they remained locked together as he laid her flat on her back, taking hold of her breasts as his hips slammed against her.

      Their skin stuck together from the heat of the room, their bodies in sync like they were made to be in this place forever. She felt her muscles growing tight again, and she knew he was waiting to send her over the edge.

      He grasped her nipple in between his forefinger and thumb, twisting gently. “Come for me, Blythe,” he commanded, and she did, as if her body knew it was already his.

      The second she began to shake, he leaned down so their chests were touching, squeezing his body against hers as a moan ripped from his throat, and they both fell into a state of euphoria together.
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      A week later, a knock sounded on the door as Blythe prepared to leave for work. She hurried toward it, searching around for where she’d left her phone.

      She swung the door open without checking who was waiting for her and frowned.

      Asher stood in front of her, his eyes glassy and bloodshot, his clothes dingy. He reeked of alcohol.

      “Asher?” she asked, staring at the object in his hands: the bag he’d once ripped from her grasp.

      “Blythe,” he said, his voice breaking before he’d even begun. He walked forward, reaching for her, but she jerked away. He stopped just inside the doorway. “It’s all there. Your cell phone, wallet, two thousand dollars in cash. Besides the necklace, I think that’s all I took, but if there’s something else, just let me know and I’ll find it or replace it.”

      “Asher, I replaced this stuff months ago. The only thing that mattered was the necklace.” She took the package from him nonetheless.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t know it was you, Blythe. I swear to you I didn’t. I didn’t even look at the driver’s license or at the phone after I took it. I don’t even know why I did it. It was just a…I don’t know, a prank.”

      “A prank?” she asked skeptically. “Asher, do you even realize what losing this bag meant to me? It was my first day in New York City. I was suddenly without anything in the world that belonged to me. I didn’t have any money or a phone to call for help. I knew no one.”

      He nodded, looking at the floor like a scolded child. “I wish I could take it back. It was stupid.”

      “You can’t, though. It’s done. If it wasn’t for Finn, I honestly don’t know what I would’ve done that day.”

      “Yeah, Finn saves the day, just like always.” He rolled his eyes.

      “Don’t do that,” she said angrily. “Don’t you blame him. It’s your fault, Asher. All of this is your fault. Including the fact that I met Finn in the first place. I walked away from you in that church because you lied. It had nothing to do with Finn.”

      “So, you don’t love him?”

      She started to answer but stopped. “I don’t know how I feel. I’m still trying to process everything that’s happened.”

      “Does that mean we still have a chance? I’ve changed, I swear to you I have. I love you so much.” He reached for her hand, his eyes filled with sudden hope.

      “No,” she said quickly, pulling her hand away. “It definitely does not mean we still have anything even remotely resembling a chance. You and I are done. What you did…what you’ve done and gotten away with. I’m disgusted by that part of you, Asher. And that part of you is a really, really important piece of who you are.”

      “I haven’t stolen in months. Not since I met you.”

      “I could never believe you,” she said. “Never. Even if we got back together, I wouldn’t be able to trust you.”

      “I will work day and night to earn back your trust,” he vowed. When he reached for her hand again, she didn’t pull away. Instead, her eyes filled with white-hot tears.

      “You should’ve already done that. You should’ve told me the truth about who you were. You should’ve recognized who I was. Was I just a face in the crowd to you that day? Are you so numb to stealing that you don’t even notice the people you hurt?”

      “I—no, of course not, I—”

      “I was a person, Asher. A person who you destroyed just because you could. How could you be both people? The man who won my heart and the man who broke it?”

      “I never deserved you,” he admitted, pulling her fingers to land on his chest. “But I’m yours. My heart…it belongs to you. I made a mistake. I just need you to forgive me. I can’t survive without you.”

      She sucked in a breath. “You told Bianca about stealing from me. Why?”

      “Because when we were kids, we got into a lot of trouble together. She did much worse stuff than I ever did. It was…I don’t know. It was what connected us, I guess. I never wanted it to be that way with you. I never wanted you to see my darkness.”

      She pulled her hand away at that. “You know, the thing is, I could’ve loved you through that. I could’ve forgiven everything if you’d just told me the truth. But the lies…I can’t forgive that. My parents were married twenty-two years when they passed away. And my mom always told me the most important part of any relationship is honesty. We will never have that.”

      “Finn lied to you, too,” he said.

      “About a path that you put him down. Finn has been kinder and more selfless to me in the time that I’ve known him than you ever were. Don’t compare your crimes.”

      He sighed. “So you’re saying you’re choosing him?”

      She thought for a moment. “I’m saying I’m not choosing you, Asher. That’s really all that matters.”

      A tear cascaded down his cheek, and he wiped it with the back of his hand. “I’m not a bad person, Blythe. I’m just…I think maybe I’m broken somehow.”

      She couldn’t help but feel empathy for the shell of the man standing in front of her. Maybe he was broken. Maybe he truly had an addiction that he couldn’t squash. Maybe growing up with a rich, successful family and choosing to forge your own path took more out of a person than Blythe was able to comprehend. Either way, she wasn’t his bandage. She wasn’t meant to fix him. She wasn’t going to spend her life healing him while creating new wounds in herself with each lie he told. And there would be others. That much she knew. New lies. New stories. New victims. If Asher believed he needed help, she hoped he would seek it professionally, but she’d never be able to look at him again the way she once had.

      “I know you don’t think you’re a bad person, Asher. None of us want to believe that about ourselves. And I don’t wish anything bad on you—truly I don’t. What you’ve done, though, it’s too much for me to forgive. And it was bad, not just a prank. I hope you can get the help you need…but I can’t wait around for that.”

      “If you truly loved me, you would.”

      She put her hand on her hip, shocked at the audacity of his words. “Silly little sayings like that might work in advertising, but real life is so much more complicated.” She held up the bag. “Thank you for bringing this by, but I need to get to work.”

      He nodded, his chin quivering as he tried to maintain composure. “I’m going to get my act together, Blythe. I promise you I will.”

      “I hope you do,” she said softly. “For your own sake.”

      “Will I ever see you again?” he asked as she pulled open the door to excuse him.

      “I really don’t know, Asher. It’s a big city, after all.”

      He stood for a moment as if he expected her to say more, but eventually turned to walk away. As he descended the stairs slowly, she shut the door, taking a deep breath as the tears found her eyes. Was any city big enough for baggage of this magnitude?
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        ONE MONTH LATER

      

      

      
        
        Darlington, Texas: Home of the 1976 State Champion High School Boys Basketball Team.

      

      

      Finn thought the sign was hilarious as they rolled into Blythe’s hometown. She was nervous, fidgeting in her seat and adjusting her hair anxiously. Would the place have changed? She doubted it. Would she be welcomed back? Also questionable. People who left Darlington were often looked at as traitors, and people who left Darlington for big cities were pretty much assumed to have something wrong with them.

      “I didn’t know how I’d feel,” she admitted, “being back in the last place I saw my parents.”

      “How do you feel?” he asked, staring at her out of the corner of his eye.

      “I still don’t know.” She shrugged, staring as they drove past Miller’s Marketplace, the gazebo that badly needed a paint job, and the old, run-down bank on the square.

      He held her hand across the console between them in the rented SUV. “You know we can turn around at any time.”

      She smiled at him, trusting that he truly meant it, but knowing it was no use. As much as she hated to admit it, she missed Darlington. The small-town ways she was used to were of no use in the big city. If she was ever going to make it in New York—ever going to make it with Finn—she needed him to get to know this part of her. She wanted him to see the place she’d learned to ride a bike—the big hill behind the old white house that was now gone. She wanted him to see her old school, to eat at the restaurants she’d frequented as a teen. As much as he’d shown her around New York City and told her about his life there, she felt she owed him that in return. She wanted to know him on every level, and she wanted him to do the same with her.

      “Turn left here,” she instructed, pointing toward the only motel in town, a small red and white building with one floor and six rooms. “It’s right there.”

      He pulled in, unable to hide his shocked expression. “Wow,” he said simply.

      “I told you it was small,” she said. “And not very nice, I’m afraid. But the nearest city is Austin, and it’s an hour away.”

      “It’s great,” he told her. “Really, it is. I never knew places like this existed. I mean, I guess I did…but I’ve only ever seen them on TV. It always made them seem…made up.”

      “Funny,” she said, climbing out of the car. “I thought the same thing about men like you.”

      He waited for her to walk around to his side of the car after he climbed out, throwing his arm around her shoulders and heading into the motel. A bell rang out over the door, announcing their presence.

      After a few moments, the couple heard hurried footsteps approaching them. “Do you need help?” a woman’s voice called. “Oh,” she said when she saw them, clearly shocked by who awaited her. “I’m sorry, I was waiting for my, er, handyman to get back from the market.” Her eyes drifted to Blythe. “Well, my word, Blythe Jameson! What in heaven’s name are you doing back here?” AnnaBeth Better placed her hands on her hips, her eyes wide with excitement.

      “Hey, AnnaBeth,” Blythe said politely, unsure how she was going to be welcomed. “It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you, too,” she said happily, rushing to her side and pulling her into a quick hug. “I can’t believe you’re home! And who is this?” she asked, gesturing toward Finn. Without waiting for an introduction, she extended a hand. “I’m AnnaBeth Better. Pleased to meet you.”

      “Finn O’Brien,” he told her, shaking her hand politely. “Blythe’s boyfriend.”

      “Ooooh, boyfriend?” she asked happily, looking back to Blythe with a dropped jaw. “Well, you’ll just have to tell me all about it. You went off and found yourself a New York boy and brought him home to our little corner of the world. I can’t wait ’til the girls hear about this! We’ve been wondering when we’d hear from you next.”

      Blythe forced a smile, feeling incredibly awkward. “We aren’t here to stay for long. Just for a few nights. I’m showing Finn around Darlington.”

      “Oh, sure,” she said. “Well, let me just get y’all checked in, then! Where are my manners? I swear I’m usually much more professional. You just make sure you get him over to Norma’s to eat a piece of apple pie and have some sweet tea…we both know you’ll have him wantin’ to stay then.”

      “Will do,” Blythe promised. “So, you work here now?” she asked as AnnaBeth walked behind the counter and flipped open the book to get them checked in. She gave Finn the side-eye, waiting to see if he’d get a kick out of the fact that the only motel in town didn’t even run off of computers yet.

      “Actually,” AnnaBeth paused for dramatic effect, “I own the place!” She smiled broadly, holding her arms out to her sides as if saying ‘Ta-da!’

      “What?” Blythe asked, feeling shocked. “Seriously? AnnaBeth, that’s incredible!” She genuinely meant it, and she could tell how much the place meant to her old friend by the look on her face.

      “Thank you,” she said modestly, jotting something down in the book and turning around to grab a set of keys from the wall. “Well, it’s not much, you know? But Ed and Lori were planning to sell the place after they retired, and I didn’t want it to end up in the wrong hands. We always loved this place as a kid. Remember when Momma brought us here for my ninth birthday so we could all swim in the pool?” She laughed. “It holds some great memories for me, and I needed a job anyway, so it just worked out.” She shrugged as if it were that simple.

      “I’m really, really happy for you,” Blythe told her, feeling her shoulders lose their tension as she connected more and more with her memories.

      “Thank you,” she drawled. “I’m really happy for you, too, Blythe. I do hope I’ll get to see you around. Will y’all at least be staying for the Summer Festival? It’s next week. Momma makes these fried cinnamon rolls that are just to die for!”

      “Oh, I don’t know if we’ll be staying for that long,” she said. “We’ll need to get back to work.”

      “Of course you will,” she said, though Blythe noticed a hint of disappointment. Within seconds her face lit back up. “Well, I’ll just have to have Momma fry you some up before you leave. You’re in room six, okay? The best one we’ve got.”

      “What do we owe you?” Finn asked, pulling out his wallet.

      “Oh, don’t be silly.” AnnaBeth waved his cash away. “Not for one of my oldest friends. Y’all just be sure to send some business my way.” She winked.

      Just then the door swung open and a man wearing a baseball cap, buttoned-up flannel shirt, and jeans came strolling in carrying a large box.

      “Hello, can I help you?” AnnaBeth asked.

      “Delivery from Miller’s,” the boy drawled.

      “Well, you aren’t Hank,” AnnaBeth said, opening the box as he set it down before her eyes traveled back toward him. Blythe noticed the blush on her cheeks almost instantly.

      “No, ma’am, I’m his nephew, Blake. Nice to meet you.”

      Blythe pushed Finn out of the way, sensing the immediate tension that filled the room as AnnaBeth eyed the man in front of her like a piece of candy waiting to be devoured. She could hear her giggling as they closed the door.

      “This place is straight out of a television show,” Finn said, finally dropping his arm from her shoulders and heading across the gravel parking lot toward their room.

      “You haven’t seen the half of it,” she teased, stepping into the stale-smelling room and feeling a sense of relief. She was home.
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      Over the next few days, Blythe showed Finn all around Darlington—taking him to eat at Norma’s Cafe, to shop at the local market, and to sit in the town’s gazebo and stare at the people that wandered aimlessly through the downtown square.

      So many familiar faces passed by her: old teachers, classmates, friends of her parents, members of her childhood church. Nearly everyone they passed stopped them to catch up. A trip that should’ve only taken ten minutes dragged out to an hour just because of the many conversations she had along the way.

      Somehow, though it used to drive Blythe crazy, she was finding herself growing more and more nostalgic for the town she’d once called home.

      On their last day in town, Blythe finally worked up the courage to take Finn to the spot where her home had once stood. They drove down the quiet, tree-lined street with apprehension filling her belly. She had cool tears in her eyes before she even saw the hill.

      As Finn slowed to a stop where she directed him, they stared up at the concrete slab, the only remaining thing from the home that held nearly every memory she had. Nothing was left of it, and yet all the memories remained. She could still picture it standing there—playing Mother May I at the end of the blue porch, camping out in the front yard, decorating the large oaks with ‘spider webs’ at Halloween.

      The memories flooded her mind, leaking out of her eyes in the form of tears. Oh, how she missed them. She climbed out of the car, listening to Finn follow suit. She climbed the concrete steps at the edge of the street that led up to the house, wanting so badly to wake up from the nightmare she was living.

      As she reached the top, standing in front of the house that was no more, she let herself cry for all that she’d lost. For all that she’d run away from, as if that would solve everything.

      She felt Finn’s hand on her shoulders as he pulled her into his chest, rubbing her back and letting her sob. She cried for what seemed like hours, but could only have been minutes, letting herself finally admit to all the hurt she was feeling. Had that grief really been there all this time?

      “This must’ve been a beautiful home,” Finn whispered in her ear, his cheek pressed against hers.

      She nodded, unable to form words. It was, she wanted to say. It really, truly was.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the hotel as they were packing their things, Finn stepped outside to answer a quick phone call about work. Blythe knew they were missing him. Though he’d never admit it, Finn wanted to become foreman with his construction company more than possibly anything else in his life. He was good at his job. She’d seen that just in the few random things he’d fixed around their apartment. Their apartment. It felt good to say. Everything with Finn felt good.

      When he came back into the room, he was wearing a tremendous smile that made her think maybe her thoughts had willed the promotion into fruition. She eyed him suspiciously. “What did they say?”

      He walked toward her without a word, scooping her up and kissing her softly. “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you, too,” she said. It hadn’t been long since they’d started using the words but the feeling hadn’t begun to grow old. Oh, how she loved to hear him say he loved her. “I’m guessing it was good news, then?”

      “Sit down,” he instructed, using his eyes to guide her toward the bed.

      “Ooooh, the anticipation,” she joked, letting him lead her.

      “So, I just talked to Grizz,” he said, his eyes lighting up. There had yet to be a time when Finn mentioned his boss’s name that didn’t make Blythe think of greasy chicken. It was too close to the word ‘gristle,’ she supposed. She covered her mouth at the thought, suddenly feeling nauseous. Well, this is new.

      “You okay?” he asked, leaning back a bit.

      “Yeah, I just—” She stopped, feeling her stomach begin to rumble. She pushed him backward. “No.” In a mad dash for the bathroom, she stumbled a few times, kicking the door shut behind her as she leaned over the toilet, hurling up the contents of their last lunch at Norma’s. Her eyes watered, her legs shaking as her body worked to rid itself of any trace of the meal.

      She heard him knocking on the door. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I’m…” More vomiting. She held her hands on the toilet seat, watching the water fill with a disgusting mix of food and stomach acid. Just when she thought she was done, she’d feel her stomach tense again and know it was not over.

      The bathroom door opened and she winced, though she could make no effort to stop him from entering. He hurried to her side, pulling her hair back from her eyes. He placed one hand on her back and rubbed careful circles.

      When she was finally finished, he leaned over toward the sink, still holding her hair with one hand, and wet a washcloth in his other hand. She flushed the toilet quickly, utterly mortified that he’d had to see that.

      “Are you okay?” he asked after she had a chance to wipe her mouth.

      “I don’t know what came over me,” she admitted. “I hope it wasn’t the food.”

      “I ate the same thing, and I feel fine,” he said.

      “You didn’t have the salad, though. Maybe the dressing had gone bad. Or the lettuce had E. Coli like that outbreak before.” She groaned. “This is not the time for me to be getting sick.”

      “You can’t help it,” he assured her.

      “I know, but I can’t travel like this.”

      “Then we’ll stay,” he told her. He sank down beside her, his back pressed against the bathtub.

      “You have work.”

      “Work can wait.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, her forehead wrinkled with worry. “I’m so sorry about this.”

      “No need to be sorry,” he said, squeezing her thigh. “It’s not your fault.”

      “Hopefully it’s just a fluke. I already feel a ton better.” As if to prove it, she stood up and walked to the sink. She picked up the lime green toothbrush from the counter and began brushing, dismissing the immediate gagging feeling that came with it.

      He watched her suspiciously, but when she had brushed for entirely too long, desperately trying to remove the sick taste from her tongue, she rinsed her toothbrush and stepped back. “I hate being sick,” she said with a pout. “Now, what were you going to tell me earlier?”

      He waved her off, standing up himself. “It can wait.”

      “What do you mean? We’ve got nothing but time if we’re going to be cooped up in the motel room.”

      “It’s just work stuff. An exciting opportunity for me,” he said simply. “Grizz is going to let me head up my own project.”

      “That’s amazing, Finn!” she said happily, leaning on the sink for strength. She couldn’t explain why a sudden sadness washed over her. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you,” he said, a small smile on his face. “Now, let’s get you to bed. I’m going to run to Norma’s, grab you some soup, and then head to Miller’s to get Gatorade. You just need to rest.”

      “You don’t have to take care of me,” she said, though she didn’t protest when he held the door open.

      “I know,” he told her, “but I like to.” He helped her into bed and kissed her forehead. “I’ve always liked to take care of you, Blythe.”

      “You’re amazing, you know that?”

      “Yep, but it’s nice to hear it anyway,” he said, winking at her as he grabbed the car keys from the side table. “I’m going to call and let them know we’re keeping the car an extra day, too. I don’t want you to worry about anything except getting better.”

      She nodded, finally giving in to the exhaustion she’d been feeling. “Thank you,” she called to him as he walked out of the room and she drifted off to sleep.
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      When Blythe awoke, she was surprised to see the room was still empty. Finn hadn’t returned. She looked over at the clock on the bedside table, the movement causing her stomach to turn. It had been just two hours since he left, but she expected him back by now.

      She stood from the bed slowly, holding her stomach as if it would make a difference. Don’t get sick. Don’t get sick, she willed herself. She opened the door, squinting in the bright afternoon sun. The parking lot held just one other truck, the one that she’d learned was Blake’s from the amount of time he’d been spending at the motel. She wasn’t sure where Hank was, but she suspected Blake’s presence had a little more to do with AnnaBeth than work.

      She spied her phone lying on the desk to her left and picked it up. There were no missed calls from Finn, so she found his name in her contacts and selected it, holding the phone to her ear. The line rang three times before going to his voicemail. She left him a short message asking him to call and check in before sliding the phone into her pants pocket.

      Her shoes were laying beside the door, and she slid them on her feet, hobbling out over the gravel and toward the office.

      A little girl stood behind the counter. She couldn’t have been more than three or four.

      “Hello there,” Blythe greeted her. “Who are you?”

      “I’m two!” the girl announced happily, holding up her fingers to show her.

      Blythe giggled but felt confusion fill her. AnnaBeth was a year older than her, but as far as Blythe knew, she didn’t have any children. She had two older sisters, though, so she guessed it was possible the little girl could’ve been her niece.

      Before she could ponder the thought anymore, the front door opened and Blake stepped into the room. “Sorry!” he announced, rushing over to move the girl from the stool behind the counter. “Little Bit, what did Daddy tell you about staying on the floor?” He carried her a bit farther back where Blythe noticed a few toys and a mat laying on the floor. “Sorry,” he apologized again, finally looking up at Blythe with a sigh. “I just stepped away for a second, and I must’ve missed you. Is everything okay?”

      “I was just looking for Finn. Have you seen him?” She watched the girl playing with a stuffed reindeer behind his back.

      “No, I haven’t,” he said. “Sorry. Did you try to call him?”

      “Yeah,” she said, biting her lip.

      “Well, AnnaBeth just ran to town. I’m happy to text her and see if she has seen him around?”

      “That would be great,” she said, starting to feel a little worried. Just what had that phone call been about earlier? Things had seemed fine, but was she just too preoccupied with her sickness to notice? She leaned against the counter as Blake typed up a message.

      “Sent.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “So…is she your only one?” Blake looked her age, so in a small town, she wasn’t surprised to discover he had children. She wondered if he was married, though he wore no ring. Wouldn’t AnnaBeth be disappointed if so?

      “Yeah,” he said, “that’s Tuesday. She’s two.”

      “So she told me,” Blythe said. “That’s a unique name.”

      He rolled his eyes slightly. “Yeah, it was her mother’s choice. It grows on you.”

      “She’s adorable.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “Do you have any?”

      “No,” she said quickly. “Way too early for that. I want to be married and settled before I ever even think about kids.” The words left her mouth before she realized what she was saying. “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I didn’t mean anything if you aren’t…”

      He smiled. “No worries. I was married, though not settled. Tuesday’s mom passed away when she was six months old.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said again. “That’s terrible.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “Tuesday was a bit of a shock, but she’s the best thing either of us has ever done.” He looked back at the girl fondly. His phone buzzed and his cheeks flushed red as he picked it up quickly. “AnnaBeth says he was at the market ten minutes ago.”

      Blythe felt her shoulders fall with relief. “Thank you.” She placed a hand on her chest.

      “No problem,” he assured her. “I’m happy to help. Anything else I can do for you?”

      “Will you let AnnaBeth know we’re going to be staying an extra night?”

      He grabbed a pen from the black cup on the counter and jotted down a note on a yellow tablet. “Sure thing.”

      “Thanks,” she said, turning around to the door. She spotted a small shelf with a few random items for sale. “This is new,” she said, walking toward it.

      “Yeah,” he said. “AnnaBeth is wanting to try some things to really make sure our guests have the best experience. We thought maybe having a few essentials here for sale would prevent them from having to run across town.”

      “It’s a really good idea,” Blythe told him honestly, eyeing the pink bottle as her stomach rolled again. “Could I buy a bottle of Pepto?”

      “Of course,” he said, rushing forward and taking it off the shelf in front of her.

      “Let me run to my room and grab some cash.”

      He shook his head. “I’m under strict instructions not to charge you for anything.”

      “Why not?” she asked. “We’re not paying for our room, the least we could do is pay you for this.” She gestured toward the bottle.

      He handed it to her. “She said you need to be reminded how much this town cares about you.” He paused. “Or something like that.”

      At his words, her eyes lined with tears.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she said sadly, though she knew she wasn’t. She glanced back at the shelf, seeing the box of tampons on the shelf. Shoot. No wonder she’d been so moody and exhausted. It was her time.

      She glanced at the board on the wall announcing that the date was the eleventh. I’m late.

      Tuesday ran around the corner of the counter. “Daddy!” she cried, handing him the reindeer and raising her arms to be picked up.

      “It’s okay, Tue. I didn’t leave you.”

      Suddenly, Blythe put her hands to her stomach, her eyes drifting across the shelf for the one item she now worried she may need. They didn’t have it.

      The rental car pulled into the parking lot, and she watched it through the window with a sinking feeling. What the hell am I going to do?
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      “What are you talking about?” Finn asked, sitting in the desk chair in their room. Blythe paced the floor in front of him, running her hands through her hair as she tried to piece it all together in her mind. Terrified didn’t even begin to cover how she felt. She swallowed again, her throat too dry.

      “I…um—” Before she could say any more, cool tears collected in her eyes and she began to shake with sobs. How could this be happening? How could they possibly face this? She covered her eyes with her palms, jumping slightly when she felt his arms around her. He pulled her into his chest and she moved her hands, breathing in his warm, familiar scent.

      He kissed her head. “I know,” he whispered. “It’s okay.”

      She pulled away from his chest. “What do you mean you know?”

      “I know what you’re going to say,” he whispered, his expression unreadable.

      “How could you know?”

      “Because I know you, Blythe.” He kissed her cheek. “I knew it the second we came here.”

      “Wha—what are you talking about?” she asked, her head cocked to the side.

      “You can’t leave Darlington,” he said matter-of-factly.

      She started to shake her head but stopped. Was he wrong? Was she going to be able to drive away tomorrow with the possibility of never returning? What choice did she have? She had nothing here—no job, no family, no home, no Finn. She thought back to the words Blake had told her. At least she had AnnaBeth. She supposed a few others in town still cared about her. But who was she kidding? She was about to be a single mother in a town with a limited male population. And she loved Finn. She was incredibly in love with Finn, and he belonged in New York. She knew how much he loved it. She could see it in his eyes when he talked about it.

      No one from New York could survive in Darlington. They’d die of boredom, if not heatstroke. She couldn’t lose him…but after the bombshell she was about to drop, would she have a choice?

      “I…that isn’t what I was going to say. I do love Darlington, more than I realized, in fact. But I love you more. I want to be wherever you are.”

      “Then what is it?” he asked, his expression darkening. “What happened?”

      “I don’t think I’ve got food poisoning,” she said, closing her eyes as she said the words. Everything hung on this. Her entire future. What would he say? What could she expect him to say?

      “What do you mean? What else could it be?” he asked, his tone hesitant. She could see his face changing as he seemed to understand.

      “Finn, I—I think I’m pregnant.”

      He blinked once, then twice, dropping his arms to his sides and staring at her in disbelief. “What do you mean you think?”

      “I mean, I’m late…and I’m nauseous. I haven’t taken a test,” she said quickly. “But, I’m pretty sure I know what it’s going to say.”

      “But you’re on the pill,” he argued.

      “I know,” she whispered but added nothing else. She’d heard of this happening, but it always seemed so rare.

      “Okay.” He ran a hand over his face. “Okay.”  He bent down, his hands on his knees, taking deep breaths as he looked around the room with wild eyes. “What do we do?”

      “Finn, I—I don’t know if you’re the father.” She spit out the words, feeling ill again as she bent down next to him. “I’m so sorry.”

      “What? No.” He shook his head in disbelief. “It’s me, right?” he asked, a new emotion filling his face: sadness. “It has to be me.”

      “It should be you,” she said, gripping his hands as fat tears poured down her cheeks. “I hope it’s you. But, technically, it could be either of you.”

      “What do you want to do?” he asked, his face pale from shock.

      “I—I don’t know. I love you,” she said. “I didn’t think I’d even make it this far into the conversation without breaking down.”

      “Do you still want to be with me?” He stood up, pulling her to sit on his lap on the bed.

      Her jaw dropped. “Of course I do, Finn. Of course. I didn’t know if you’d still want to be with me.”

      He kissed her, his thumb rubbing away a stray tear on her cheek. “What if it’s mine? What if we have to tell the baby his father is a felon?”

      “What if it isn’t and we have to tell the baby the truth about who his father is?” she asked, voicing a very real concern of hers. She held her stomach in fear. “Finn, I’m really, really scared.” She started to cry again. “What am I going to do?”

      He held her tightly, rocking her back and forth and kissing her head as his own tears wet her scalp. It was the first time she’d ever seen him cry. The moment certainly warranted it.

      When she’d calmed down, he pulled away from her. “Maybe this will help. Are you ready to hear my news?”

      “News?” she asked, sniffling and dabbing her eyes.

      “From the phone call this morning,” he reminded her. “I was going to wait to tell you, but,” he laughed nervously, “this seems like the right time.”

      “Okay…” She was hesitant. Any news about New York was not news she needed at the moment, but she could see the excitement in his face. And at least he wasn’t breaking up with her. Or…was he?

      “Grizz gave me a new job. A new team. We’re opening up a new branch in Austin.”

      She blinked, shaking her head firmly. The idea was too good to be true. Was he joking? “Austin?”

      “Our first project is a house here in Darlington.”

      “What?” she asked, her voice powerless. She clutched her hands together, praying what he was saying was true. “Are you serious?”

      “We’re building it from the ground up, Blythe. A little house on Dayton Street.”

      She took a breath, one hand on her belly, the other on her chest, as she processed what he was telling her. “Finn…”

      “I asked around town. Technically, you still own the land, Blythe. I can build it exactly the way you remember it.”

      She covered her mouth, tears of a different sort falling from her eyes now. “Say it again,” she begged.

      “We are rebuilding your parents’ house, babe. Your house.” He kissed her forehead. “Our house, if you’ll have me.”

      She pulled him into a tear-filled kiss, laughing and crying all at once. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” he told her. “So much.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” she asked, holding his face between her hands.

      “Well, I’d be about the biggest asshole ever if I said no, now wouldn’t I?” he asked with a laugh. “But yes, I’m sure. I’m not saying we have to get married yet, but we already live together. Who cares what city that’s in? Darlington is your home. And you are my home.” He placed a hand on her belly. “And if you are pregnant, whether or not it’s mine, I will love this baby with absolutely everything I have, Blythe. As much as I love you.”

      “How did I ever get to be so lucky?” she asked.

      “I ask myself that every damn day.”
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      “Are you ready?” Finn asked, kissing her fingers once more. Her hands were ice cold in his palms, mostly from nerves, but she’d never been more sure of anything in her life.

      Together, they walked through the large door nearly identical to the one she’d walked through so many times as a child—her in a white dress, him in a tux. Their new life would start just as it had over a year ago, only this time she was dressed in white for him.

      The preacher stood just below the staircase, Bible in hand. He smiled at them warmly as they walked toward him. To their left, AnnaBeth stood, holding their son in her arms. To their right, Jacob and Mona were waiting, smiles on their faces, though Blythe wondered if they held any resentment toward her.

      They’d showed up for the child who had been like a son to them on the most important day of his life. The ceremony was small, just those three in attendance. Blythe wore her mother’s green necklace around her neck and stood in the place where she and her parents had stood every year for a forced family picture.

      In the home Finn had built, she felt closer to her parents than she’d ever dreamed possible again. It was a home they’d raise their son in. A home they’d make memories of their own in…starting with this one.

      They said their vows, and Blythe mused on just how perfect the ceremony felt. It felt like hers, rather than one planned by people who were practically strangers. When the preacher said Finn could kiss his bride, he dipped her down like she’d told him her father often had her mother, and kissed her firmly, her heart filling so much she was sure it would explode.

      When the ceremony was over, Jacob and Mona doted over the baby, kissing his cheeks and saying how much he looked like Finn. There had never been any doubt from the moment he was born which man he belonged to, but they’d had the tests done anyway. Beckett was theirs. Both of theirs.

      Holding his son, she’d watched Finn cry for the second time. Now, today as he held her hand and vowed his heart to her for the rest of their lives, she saw a tear stroll down his cheek for the third.

      Her husband was the toughest man she knew. He’d built their house from the ground up with very little help from his—at the time—growing team. He loved her fiercely and protected their son with everything in him.

      Despite the trips to Austin he had to take for work, he made sure to be home every weekend and whenever she needed him. His dream of becoming a foreman had come true, and he’d in turn given her everything she’d ever dreamed of.

      That evening, when Jacob and Mona said their goodbyes, they gave the couple the news that Asher had been arrested. They hadn’t spoken to him but a few times since the almost-wedding. They didn’t blame Blythe for leaving him and, in fact, thanked her for loving Finn like he deserved to be loved. They didn’t say it, but Blythe felt sure that Jacob had told Mona the truth about Asher’s crimes and Finn taking the blame. She held Finn extra tight when she gave him a goodbye hug.

      As the evening calmed down and their guests departed, the couple fed their son and put him to bed. They made their way toward the living room to sit in front of the fire as Finn poured them each a glass of champagne. He lifted a bit of her dress, rolling it in between his fingers.

      “This feels strangely like déjà vu,” he said happily, sinking onto the couch next to her.

      “The same, and yet incredibly different,” she said with a smile. “You’ve given me everything I’ve ever wanted, Finn.”

      He looked at her in the firelight, his dark eyes radiating nothing but love for her. “I believe they call that a fairy tale.”

      She leaned into his kiss, her heart thudding into her chest. When he pulled away, he smiled, his teeth grazing her lip. “And they lived happily ever after.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PRESENT DAY

        FIVE YEARS LATER

      

      

      Blythe led Asher in through the front door, her heart pounding with confusion and anxiety.

      “Beckett, wanna eat breakfast in your room, little man?” Finn asked, hurrying ahead of them into the kitchen. Blythe heard him leading their son upstairs toward his room through the back staircase.

      “I’m sorry,” she said plainly, “did you say your son? Why on earth would you think he’s your son?”

      “My parents told me you had a kid nine months after the wedding—or lack thereof—” He shrugged. His arms were bigger than before, he was in better shape, but prison had not been kind to him. He looked terrible, as if all the life had been sucked out of him. “I put two and two together.”

      “Well, you did it wrong,” Finn said, his voice echoing down the stairs as he approached them. “Let’s go in here so he doesn’t have to hear this.” They followed him into the living room, but no one sat.

      “How do you know? He could be mine. I want to see him.”

      “Asher,” Blythe said softly, still trying to decide her feelings, “he’s not your son. We had the tests run when he was born.”

      “But he could’ve been and you never told me?”

      “We waited until he was born because we hoped there was nothing to tell,” Blythe told him. “And there wasn’t.”

      “How did you find out where we lived, anyway?” Finn asked.

      “Mom,” he said. “I found the address in some of her mail. Where you sent her a card or something.”

      “We didn’t realize you were out of jail,” Blythe said. Or we would’ve changed the name on the card.

      “I was released six months ago. Good behavior and half my sentence.” He ran a hand through his greasy hair. “Look, I wanted to say…” He sighed. “I’m really happy for you two. Honestly, I am. It’s taken me a long time to get to that point. I’m clean. No more drinking, no drugs, no stealing. Totally sober. I know that probably doesn’t matter to you—”

      “It does,” Finn said, “it really does.” He stepped forward, placing a hand on Asher’s shoulder. “We never wanted it to go like this for you.”

      “I know,” Asher said. “I just…I was stupid. Getting caught was probably the best thing that could’ve ever happened to me. Now that I’m out, I’m going to get myself together. I’m going to make right everything and everyone I ever wronged. Coming here was step one.”

      “You didn’t have to—”

      “I know,” Asher said. “But I wanted to. I hurt you, Blythe. I really hurt you. I couldn’t see how badly at the time, but I see it now. I had five years to think about it. And you, Finn. God, what I let you go down for…it kills me. I never wanted it to go down that way. I didn’t know, but that doesn’t make me entirely innocent. I knew something was wrong when you disappeared.”

      “We’re cool, Ash,” Finn told him.

      Asher scoffed. “I guess it all worked out for the best anyway, huh?”

      Finn put an arm around Blythe. “You’re the only reason we met. We have no one else to thank but you. You gave me the best part of my life,” he pointed to the floor above them, “the two best parts.”

      Asher smiled. “I’ll always think of you as my brother.”

      “You never stopped being mine.”

      Asher cleared his throat. “Right. Well, I guess I should be getting back home.” He turned around but stopped and glanced over his shoulder. “It was really good to see you two.”

      “You know,” Blythe said, as he walked back toward the entranceway, “you could always stay.”

      Asher spun back around, his eyes hopeful. “Here?”

      “Not here, here, but here in Darlington. We have a motel that my best friend AnnaBeth is running. It’s nothing like New York, but it’s nice.”

      “If you’re truly serious about a fresh start,” Finn added, “Darlington is the best place to do it.”

      Asher nodded. “I might take you up on that. But first, I need to get a bite to eat.”

      “Norma’s,” Finn and Blythe both suggested at once before giggling at each other.

      “You won’t find any better food here,” Blythe told him.

      He waved the keys in his hand. “Maybe I’ll see you guys around.”

      “Maybe you will,” Finn said, shutting the door behind him. He glanced at his wife. “Not how I thought my Thursday would go,” he joked.

      She shook her head in agreement. “Not by a long shot.”

      “You okay?” he asked, staring at her strangely.

      “Of course, why?”

      “I just didn’t know if you were doubting your choice. I mean, the competition is pretty steep.” He jutted a thumb over his shoulder, pointing toward the door.

      “I never doubted it for a second,” she assured him. It was the truth. The choice to love Finn had never been hers, it was ingrained in her DNA from the moment she met him. Love at first sight and all that jazz. She wasn’t sure if she believed in that, but Finn made her believe in everything: love at first sight, fairy tales, true love, and, of course, happily ever afters.

      He pulled her into a kiss again, making her heart sing like it had every day since that first kiss.

      “And they still lived happily ever after,” he whispered in her ear as they heard tiny footsteps descending the stairs.

      “Yes,” she agreed, placing her head on his chest and closing her eyes with one hand resting on the ever-growing bump beneath her shirt. “Yes, they did.”
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